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Challenge #2:  How can we frame (speak of) this work in a more accessible and compelling way, so that people of income levels, educational levels, and political perspectives are drawn to D&D?

Introduction

I have seen many of our friends and colleagues in this field shoot themselves in the foot when they unknowingly use language that turns off young people, conservatives, power-holders, and others. It's a problem, but they are very attached to the terms they use and can't see the negative impact those terms have on people they'd like to reach. -- Sandy Heierbacher

Many of my [international] colleagues do not feel a part of or are interested in becoming a part of NCDD. Part of this seems to be connected with language that creates a wall --Erin Kreeger  

As a social conservative who has found a home in the dialogue community, I was invited to be “point person” for this challenge at the 2008 Austin Conference.  The different ways we talk about, portray and frame dialogue can obviously have major differences in whether diverse groups feel comfortable participating in D&D venues (including our coalition).  Of course, conservatives are only one example of a group for whom this challenge matters; others who may struggle with our prevailing frameworks include young people, those without the privilege of education, minority ethnic communities, etc.  

As I learned myself, even progressive people may be “turned off” from a particular framing.  After becoming involved in dialogue, I would share what I was learning with classmates and professors during our “diversity seminar.”  When hearing about dialogue framed from their white, male, conservatively religious classmate, several of my classmates decided that dialogue must really be a conservative thing—i.e., an attempt to placate, muffle or distract from activism and thereby indirectly reinforce the status quo (a valid concern!).  

Ultimately, however, in each case I believe these fears are less inherent to dialogue or deliberation itself than to a particular framing of the same.  Does dialogue inherently serve either a radical or status quo agenda?  Does it require someone to either believe or disbelieve in truth?  Does it implicitly cater to one ethnic community or another—one age group above another—one gender or another?  I think not.  Having said this, little cues in our language and framing may inadvertently communicate otherwise. . . 

After being identified by the NCDD community (alongside 4 other key 

challenges), the articulation of this challenge was explored and elaborated in an online discussion of members of NCDD; ultimately, the challenge came to read:  “Articulating the importance of this work to those beyond our immediate community (making D&D compelling to people of all income levels, educations levels, political perspectives, etc.)  -- and helping equip members of the D&D community to talk about this work in an accessible and effective way.”

This “challenge #2” is intended to draw our collective attention to how we can make dialogue and deliberation more accessible to more communities—not necessarily by radically altering the practice itself, but my making sure the packaging, the framing and presentation doesn’t inadvertently scare them away.  As reframed by Steven Fearing, the "core question" for this challenge becomes:  “How can we frame (speak of) this work in a more accessible and compelling way, so that people of income levels, educational levels, and political perspectives are drawn to D&D?”

Steven Fearing went on to suggest this challenge may be  related to other challenges in important ways.  For Challenge #2 “Demonstrating that it works,” for instance, we might ask “In what ways does the process and impact of dialogue need to be framed in order to demonstrate and prove its effectiveness to the surrounding community?”  And for Challenge #1 “Rooting D&D in our systems,” it could be asked, “How can we frame D&D in a way that makes it more likely to be applied within current systems?”  As another reflection of this latter linkage, one person commented:   

If we can help practitioners adapt their language so they don't seem so out-there, old-fashioned or stuffy, I think we'll be much more successful bringing this work into the mainstream - and eventually embedding it in the educational system, organizations, and governance. (Online discussion participant)

Steven also raised questions about the specific meaning of our challenge:  “What do we really mean by being ‘accessible’ – being understandable?    What do we mean by ‘equipping members of D&D community to talk about this work?’”
  

Although the aim of the “challenge process” was to gather input from as many individuals as possible on each question, the opportunity to do so had natural constraints.  What follows, then, is only one snapshot of the discourse on this issue within NCDD—offered as a contribution to the ongoing examination of this question.  In addition to comments at the Austin conference, this review incorporates some entries from the previous online discussion.  Overall, the exploration targets two areas of response to the challenge:  (1) what was learned about the question—i.e., key points, concerns and data regarding the challenge (see “I” below) and (2) what next steps and ideas were identified for addressing the challenge (see “II” below).

Definition and historical background for “framing.”  What is framing?  As summarized on Wikipedia:  

Framing, a term used in media studies, sociology and psychology, refers to the social construction of a social phenomena by media sources or specific political or social movements or organizations--an inevitable process of selective influence over the individual's perception of the meanings attributed to words or phrases. A frame defines the packaging of an element of rhetoric in such a way as to encourage certain interpretations and to discourage others.

Wikipedia continues:  

Word-selection has contributed to rhetoric since time immemorial. But most commentators attribute the concept of framing to the work of Erving Goffman and point especially to his 1974 book, Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Goffman used the idea of frames to label "schemata of interpretation" that allow individuals or groups "to locate, perceive, identify, and label" events and occurrences, thus rendering meaning, organizing experiences, and guiding actions. [Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press]. 

Prior to diving into comments, it is appropriate to note that the very way “framing” itself is framed is relevant.  For some, “framing” can imply an implicit duplicity—illustrated by Joseph McIntyre’s cautionary comment that for some, the term is “very close to spinning and potentially inauthentic.”  In light of this, let us clarify at the outset that we are not involved in NCDD as politicians or marketers interested in figuring out how to better “spin” D&D in order to convince (bamboozle) others into embracing something they don’t need.  I can vouch from my experience that participants in this conversation (and coalition) authentically believe that they have encountered something that our society genuinely needs—with corresponding interest, simply put, in how to make that message clear in our language and sincere “framings.”

I. Exploring the Challenge:  Understanding the Problem.  

Perhaps the easiest way to first get a handle on this challenge is to appreciate some of the real consequences of language for particular groups.  Sandy Heierbacher herself suggested as a “first step” to addressing this challenge that “we need to be honest about what tends to turn some groups off of this work”—highlighting “those people who use words (and sometimes actions, gestures, etc.) that have the unintended effect of isolating those they had hoped to reach.”  She followed with an example of language that may turn away the younger generation:  

I've seen many people turned off from some of the more new-agey or touchy-feely things practitioners do or say. I'm going to give you an example - but this is tricky because some of my dear friends in this field love this phrase and use it frequently. But I've seen young people (who are the best barometer for this because they don't hide their reactions as much as adults) cringe openly upon hearing this phrase.  It's just one of many, but I'm talking about the phrase "heart and meaning," as "let's talk about what has heart and meaning for you."  Many people think this is a beautiful phrase, but since it does turn some groups away, I think it's worth considering how this same concept can be expressed in a more down-to-earth way that doesn't cause some to have such immediate negative reactions.  What other examples can people think of, as far as language that turns some people off?

Answers to Sandy’s question naturally help position us to better understand solutions to the challenge.  Dave Joseph wrote:

At the last NCDD conference there were quite a number of times when I cringed at things I heard. Different speakers made references to "Carter = good, Reagan = bad" (which was accompanied at the appropriate times by cheers and boos) and to "Joe Sixpack" (accompanied by scattered snickers of derision). I couldn't help thinking that if I were more conservative, I would definitely feel isolated, unwelcome and put down by such comments. I hope that we can all be more conscious of how we use language in ways that may turn away the very people we most need to engage.  

 (To see other examples of “turn-off” language from the online discussion, see Madeleine’s report posted on the website).  From the conference itself, a younger participant, Daniel Garza made a courageous comment at the end of one session:  

I don’t understand half the things you’re talking about . . I want to understand what’s going on, but I don’t understand half the things people are saying.  I think about my community, my neighborhood.  Rather than getting to a meeting like this [and staying], as soon as they hear words like this . .[gestures  they’re going to walk out].  

Another participant in the session spoke up, “I’ve been in the field for 30 years and I’m still confused . . we need to get real and bring down [our work] to a level where people can relate--ring it down to where people live.  Another new participant at the conference added, “I’ve learned some neat things at the conference, but honestly I also “checked out” during some sessions [because of some of the intellectual abstraction] . . at one point, I was sitting there in a session drawing on my foot.  I’m a practical person” (Anonymous).    

These latter comments identify one way that D&D work can be framed in an inaccessible way:  overly complex, jargony and abstract.  Taking this as an example of this challenge, how might we respond generally?  Does this mean at the next conference, we tell academics . . “only simple language, please”?  

While a simpler terminology might make D&D more accessible to some, there are others who would likely ridicule such a coalition like NCDD if the only way we explained our focus was “learning to talk with each other better”—i.e., “a whole conference dedicated to . . conversation?”      

The variety of audiences and participants in NCDD makes this challenge particularly . . challenging!  D&D work can come across too conservative and in league with the status quo . . just like it can come across too liberal.  It can come across as favoring the powerful and wealthy—or perhaps as intrinsically anarchistic and Marxist.  It can come across as Jewish-leaning or Palestinian-leaning.  It can come across too white . . or perhaps “favoring everyone but-whites”—in league with the so-called “diversity-agenda.  It can come across too feminine . . also too masculine.  It can come across too focused on a particular outcome—“overdefined” (Herzig & Moore)—or not focused enough.  It can come across too new-agey or spiritual. . or perhaps too archaic or spirit-less.  

List of groups that may be repelled from the current prevailing dialogue frame 

· Young people: “too complex, not exciting enough?”

· Traditional conservatives: “relativistic, liberal agenda, New Agey?”

· Less educated:   “Jargony, high-falutin”

· Powerless/oppressed:  “tool of the status quo to muffle dissent?”

· Funders/leaders:  “Not concrete enough.  Not effective?”

· Ethnic minorities:  “just talk . . not enough action?” 

· Men:  “too touchy feely”/Women:  “too rigid, unfeeling”  

As NCDD members examined “more effective ways to articulate and talk about what we are doing” (Philip Thomas and Bettye Pruitt), two general proposals stood out—distinct “categories of action” within which other specific ideas are organized below.  

II. Next Steps:  Proposed Ways to Address the Challenge

Across the variety of ideas raised for addressing this challenge, two general proposals were evident.  For some, becoming more accessible largely involves finding a more common and shared language—while for others, accessibility is reflected more in acquiring greater practical sensitivity to varied languages employed by diverse groups.   Rather than inherently conflictual aims, these two proposals are presented below as complementary means toward the same end.    

A) Settle on a language of practice with wider and more universal appeal.  

1. Pattern language.  Perhaps the most visible example of this first proposal is Tom Atlee and Peggy Holman’s initiative to create a “pattern language” for D&D practice.  As articulated during their pre-conference workshop, theirs is a call for more careful examination and thought about common and distinct elements across dialogue settings.  Ultimately, the initiative aims to create an accessible breakdown of the elements/patterns of effective dialogue—even a basic “grammar” of essential/universal elements evident across D&D settings as a “pattern language” to help unify the field:  

“As we articulate D&D in more ordinary language that most people can understand from their own experience, it will be more likely to go viral.”  --Peggy Holman

Oliver Markley similarly suggested we seek to “frame D&D in deeper ways . . so we 

can see oneness in the work.”  Two clarifications are important to make.  First, while ascertaining commonalities is one goal, a “pattern language,” also aims to better comprehend meaningful difference across settings.  Second, although finding adequate language to articulate D&D processes is part of this initiative, it is important to clarify that “pattern language” goes beyond words to attempt to grasp the actual phenomenology of the process—i.e., “what’s really going on” (which qualification would likely apply to other efforts described below).    

2. Basic principles.  Similar to Atlee & Holman’s proposal, Brian Sullivan offered the 

following suggestion:  

Develop a concise set of principles about what D&D means – “a basic floor of understanding beneath our feet which will allow us to have consequential interaction with the public (and each other) instead of continually re-establishing what D&D means” -  that could serve as a PR platform. Specifically, (as a part of this), develop introductory terminology that is understandable to beginners that can help the public understand. [underscoring reflects Jacob’s emphasis]

3. Theoretical frameworks:  Alongside “pattern language” and “basic principles,” others spoke of finding a “theoretical framework” for dialogue:  

As practitioners of a newly evolving social skill, “Community Dialogue” we need to develop a flexible theoretical framework to guide us in understanding the work we are doing. Having a well articulated theoretical framework will enable us to communicate clearly and cogently as we share with other persons about the work being done in our field. It is therefore worthwhile being careful and intentional about the words, phrases, and images which we use as we construct this theoretical framework.


In Austin, several presenters reflected this implicit aim.  Will Friedman and Alison 

Kadlec noted “Our aim in the workshop is to make significant progress on developing a richer and better articulated theory of change for D&D work than currently exists.”  They went on to note how this matters for accessibility:  “We believe that doing so will help workshop participants improve their work and explain it in clearer and more compelling ways to funders, officials and communities.” Similarly, Maggie Herzig and Lucy Moore proposed a more dynamic theoretical model for explaining cyclical D&D process and outcomes—one going beyond a simple linear view of the work.  


4.  “Harmonizing” different languages.  (See Rod Reyna’s quote at the end of “B”).    

5. Fundamentally engaging language:  Consistent with the proposal to discover more generally effective ways of speaking, several artists in the coalition suggested finding a common language that was more colorful and exciting:  

· Put some of the basic D and D ideas into a graphic form to make it more accessible to visual learners and to be more memorable and understandable to everyone by conjuring up images that have emotional pull in people’s minds. ---Avril Orloff

· Maybe it's my visual arts background, but I think the most effective language is language that conjures up images in people's minds - and that has some emotional resonance and pull. More poetry than prose, if you will. And certainly, language that is meaningful to folks outside the D&D circle. Or rather, that broadens the circle to include them! --Deborah Goldblatt

B)  Cultivate greater awareness of the consequences of particular ways of talking for encouraging or discouraging specific groups.    

In addition to finding more universal/common language to convey fundamental 

D&D processes, others highlighted next steps that attended explicitly to the ongoing necessity of different languages.  Rod Reyna, for instance, encouraged respect for the different languages that D&D practitioners speak while others pointed towards acquiring and cultivating greater sensitivity to the ways that distinct languages ‘play out’ for different groups (see below).  Speaking of diverse frameworks generally, Landon Shultz wrote, "Language can either inhibit or facilitate the development of meaningful human relationships, so it is worthwhile to be careful and intentional about the words we use." About Landon’s comment, Sandy remarked, 

You'd think that D&D people would have internalized this, and it would always be reflected in the language they choose to use! I think they KNOW this, but they just aren't aware of how some of their language affects others. And at our conferences, I think people just get swept up in the excitement of what's going on and forget that not everyone in the room feels the same way.

As Avril Orloff wrote, “Different language pushes different people's buttons. Some cringe at the 'touchy feely' stuff [Sandy] describes, while others [like me] sigh over bureaucratic-sounding language like 'multi-stakeholder engagement', 'whole-systems change' and the dread 'empowerment'.” 


1. Watch for blind-spots—ways language unintentionally dissuades or confuses

One specific way participants discussed addressing diverse languages was simply being aware of blind-spots.  Avril herself suggested greater inquiry into this question—continuing, “I guess the question for me would be: What is it about these words, phrases, expressions that turns people off?” 

From this perspective, rather than only searching for common language, greater accessibility in our framing may come by simply building into our D&D practice a deliberate, intentional effort to interrogate our language—not just what we’re saying, but how we’re saying it.  Such nuances and subtleties obviously often lie within blindspots.  Susan Partnow remarked that she wanted to “Ask more questions” and grow in her capacity to “think more carefully about her language.”  She added that she was “surprised that [her] intention to be inclusive to everyone may fall short”--“You’re going to think you did it [were inclusive] and didn’t.”  She proposed a need to “assume you are making a lot more assumptions than you think you are . . that’s my new assumption.”  Irene Nasser agreed that intentions sometimes aren’t enough.  After emphasizing that “the smallest little thing can really shut us down,” she noted “I don’t think it’s something the D&D field has taken into account enough (the language we use); we say we do, but we haven’t yet.” 


Several examples of unintentional framing “blind-spots” came up where language was used that unintentionally dissuades others from participating.  Erin Kreeger said “one colleague of mine said her clients talk a lot about decision making but do not relate to the term deliberation - even if their processes are what many of us would call deliberation.”  She went on to describe another colleague who “would never use the term democracy because it's too loaded and manipulative when used in the contexts he works in.”  Jim Driscoll also described a large donor reconsidering a large gift “because the organization had used the word ‘democracy’ in it. . . . he thought it must be a ‘feel good’ organization and he is hard-nosed conservative.”

In contrast, Jim later related how Iraq war era veterans who participated in his dialogue group received the emphasis on feelings surprisingly well.  Irene Nasser, on the other hand, mentioned that when dialogue is framed as centered around feeling--“how are you feeling”—it can turn her off (i.e.--“you are not my therapist”), particularly when the desire is for action. 

She went on to relate how “collaboration” can be seen among Jewish-Palestinian encounters in a negative way—i.e., as someone who has been working with the enemy.  During the conservative panel, Michael Ostrolenk, Pete Peterson, Grover Norquist and Joseph McCormick mentioned several words that conservative communities may find confusing at best and a turn-off from civic engagement at worst:  grassroots, organizing (“I don’t want anyone to organize me”), consciousness, enlightenment (“something you have and I don’t?”).

Earlier, Sandy suggested a basic starting point in this examination was paying more attention to how we “label the work overall”:  

I think many people in this field inadvertently turn people away by sounding either too new agey (talking about the heart, love, healing and togetherness) or too ivory tower (talking about civil society and deliberative democracy and other frames that go over people's heads).  But I think first we should look at the various ways we label this work overall, and I'll just start listing jargon and labels...


civic/public engagement or participation
civic renewal movement
citizen-centered work/gov't
democracy 2.0
collaborative governance
democratic governance
dialogue and deliberation
deliberative democracy
community/capacity building
collaborative problem-solving
conflict transformation/resolution
consensus-building
whole-systems change
large-group methods
process arts
the arts of democracy
diversity, inclusion, social justice
social change
community empowerment
participatory practices

It seems that further discussion about the implications of different frames alone can make a difference for this challenge.  Said more clearly, to the degree our coalition can “surface” ways in which different terms play out differently across different communities, we can move forward more deliberately to accomplish what we really want in drawing diverse communities together.  As part of this exploration, Ryan Shoenbeck suggested that rather than portraying D&D as a separate field, we ought to highlight connections with other fields such as organizational development, management, politics, etc.

Also relevant to this conversation are how we talk about broader historical context for the field. Rather than framing the nature, ownership and history of D&D as new—something we “discovered or created,” Jennifer Lynn suggested we acknowledge and appreciate the prevalence of dialogue processes in many indigenous collectivist cultures—even acknowledging this as a historical foundation for the field.  

Once again, the aim in this second proposal is less about finding the right language, than it is to be mindful about the language we use, being aware that different words that really resonate with us may need some explaining, translation or upgrading for another setting.  Just as everyone "finds a language" which they themselves are comfortable with” (John Spady), so also as D&D practitioners we can be intentional about finding languages that are comfortable to our audiences.   


2. Matching language to audience:  Overall framing of D&D. For each practitioner in his/her unique context, there will naturally be unique lessons of how to frame.  For some audiences, concrete outcomes or results need to be underscored in big bold letters—for other groups an over-defined outcome will be enough to turn them off (Herzig & Moore).  For some conservative folks, it may be important to reassure that truth Capital T is still welcome (as long as they also agree to be open to learning more).  Other audiences may need reassurance that the dialogue space allows uncertainty and learning more (Johnson & Hess).

To illustrate, Maggie Herzig and Lucy Moore presented a portrayal of D&D work more authentic to the dynamic processes at work—the kind of “frame” that will be useful to an audience of D&D practitioners.  When presenting about D&D to the public or funders, however, a simpler, more linear frame may still be in order.  

Indeed, Sandy acknowledged a sense that the “general public talks more in terms of solving problems and addressing issues, and thinks more in terms of outcomes and content than process.”  Several reported more success in drawing people to the table when they framed D&D in those ways.  Theo Brown mentioned much greater drawing-power for AmericaSpeaks events when they were able to highlight concrete action and policy outcomes.  Lucy Moore described “lofty policy goals” as key in bringing a large number of stakeholders together for her dialogue about grand canyon issues. Sandy shared two more examples:

Everyday Democracy is one of the organizations in this field that has spent a lot of time working on framing. They now describe their work on their site this way: "We help your community find ways for all kinds of people to think, talk and work together to solve problems." Come to think of it, that sounds similar to one of the ways we describe what NCDD does: "Welcome to the online hub for those dedicated to solving tough problems with honest talk, quality thinking and collaborative action." We also say our members are "committed to giving people a voice and making sure that voice counts.”

Joseph McIntyre described his own efforts to frame the basic D&D work in a 

broadly accessible way:   

We frame our work leading wisdom circles in sustainable agriculture as reinvigorating local democracy and specifically we create "citizen think-do" tanks that attempt to bring perspective and the common good back into the center of our communities."  For us, the call to represent "our best hopes and aspirations for a future worth having" resonates strongly with both the rural conservative and urban environmental members of our alliance.

In the closing reflective panel, David Campt emphasized tailoring our D&D work to distinct groups. In addition to altering our practice, ultimately this tailoring entails “using language that explicitly connects D&D to solving the particular problem that the other person or group is grappling with” (Madeleine’s summary).  Judith Mowry describes learning “the most effective way to bring people to the table” is to make clear for them “what's in it for me?”

In addition to interrogating our own language, another way to notice blind-spots and match our audience is obviously asking these “audiences” what they think!  Avril Orloff also suggested more effort in gathering “suggestions from the people we're trying to reach.”  On the practical level, Janet Fiero suggested “testing project materials with diverse groups.”  In the context of our own coalition, the Austin Conference illustrated ways that NCDD has been working to do just that—with youth and conservative participants, in particular.

The conservative panel shared ways that civic engagement work could be framed in ways to attract this audience more, such as being more aware of their values around a) voluntary, civic solutions to problems, rather than only governmental b) resistance to anything that appears to force, rather than allow agency and c) value of individual responsibility in addition to collective responsibility.  Hess and Johnson similarly reviewed three potential fears of social conservatives regarding dialogue:  

1) “Doesn’t dialogue assume that all truth is relative?” Fear of having to give up truth.  

2) “Is dialogue part of a larger effort to convince me of something?” Fear of a hidden agenda.

3) “Does dialogue mean I’m going to have to compromise my beliefs? Fear of being changed (see power-point slides posted on NCDD website)

3. Matching language to audience:  Framing of D&D details.  In addition to the 

overall framing of D&D work generally, there are more specific ways that language may welcome or discourage particular groups from participating—including (1) how we frame issues taken up and (2) what particular outcomes and expectations are raised.    

On the first point, Joseph McCormick described wanting a “global warming 

discussion” that drew on both the left and right—and deciding to call it “energy security and climate change.”  Theo Brown spoke of a similar multi-partisan initiative that abandoned a “gun control” framing for one centered around “reducing violence.”  Other shifts helpful to social conservatives were shared in the Hess and Johnson workshop.  

Turning to the second point, the way that dialogue aims and outcomes are framed 

may have similar consequences for who feels welcome.  In general, Maggie Herzig & Lucy Moore note that “overly defining outcomes from the start is potentially undermining of participants’ ownership of their efforts and under-appreciative of possibilities that were unimaginable before the initiative began.”  Pete Peterson on the conservative panel suggested that conservatives would be more welcoming to dialogue as an end, rather than a means to an end.  When dialogue is seen as a “tool”—the question arises from all sides “what is the hidden agenda? . . to change my mind so I agree with you?  To challenge my beliefs or values?” On the listserv, Justin Sampson asked:  

Just what are we “dialoging” about? . . . I had a great time at the [last] conference because I’m interested in dialogue fairly abstractly, as a facilitator myself. But I also got the sense that most people there are thinking about dialogue for a particular purpose — ‘public discourse’, or ‘social change’, [etc]. Those may very well be ‘liberal’ notions themselves. If you invite me [to] dialogue about, say, improving public education, I’m not going to be very interested, because I might rather get rid of public education. 

Hess and Johnson elaborated on the fear of some conservatives that dialogue was 

a “liberal” thing—used ultimately as an “educational tool” or “pedagogy”--something ultimately used to “promote diversity, social justice and social change” (i.e, “Dessel, A., Rogge, M. E. & Garlington, S. B. (2006). Using intergroup dialogue to promote social justice and change. Social Work, 51(4), 303-315.”).   Grover Norquist likewise pointed out latent fear among some towards events aspiring toward common ground.

Above, we have reviewed two general proposals for addressing this challenge.  For the second proposal about cultivating awareness regarding diverse language, we have reviewed basic suggestions of watching for blind-spots and examining ways to better connect (general and specific) framings to our intended audience.  As Madeleine summarize previously, this may include “Reviewing language currently being used by D&D members that seems to be effective in their area.”  In addition to these general proposals, some additional concrete ideas arose on how to better cultivate and pursue this sensitivity in our framing.  

4. Explore our framing with people who don’t share your fundamental 

worldview.  Beyond self-interrogation or generally checking in with our audiences, one idea is to proactively seek out those who don’t see the world as we do.  After asking “What is it about these words, phrases, expressions that turns people off?” Avril Orloff continued, “And the only way to answer that is to ask the people who are being turned off, and to have some dialogue around it.” 

Rather than simply thinking about what others think, the idea here is to proactively seek out and ask those who see things differently (both in and out of our coalition).  To illustrate, when Sandy heard from me that social conservatives are often turned off by talk of ‘social justice’ she e-mailed me directly: 

So if "social justice" doesn't work with social conservatives, what kind of language does work, Jacob? Equality? Perhaps "social and economic equality"? Institutional racism? Environmental justice? What doesn't carry too much baggage?


As part of his workshop, Todd Murray included relevant method for “exploring terms and concepts that have divergent meaning among participants” involving a “mapping of the conceptual spread” aimed at “revealing the many meanings of the words we are using.”  After introducing the challenge of multiple meanings around one word, Tom introduces a particular word or phrase with conflicted meanings—inviting participants to write positive, negative and neutral associations.  Finally, the group brainstorms what the phrase means or doesn’t mean, examples of the phrase, what a phrase reminds them of and makes them feel, and what the phrase leads to, etc.  He concludes the exercise with the following follow-up questions:    

· Notice how different people interpret a word/phrase differently.  Note there is no single “right” interpretation. (Though there can be inaccurate facts and non-useful interpretations.)

· What are general areas of agreement and difference?

· What did you learn here (about others, yourself, your group, the world)?

· How can we communicate with more clarity or understanding?

Although this exercise was proposed as helpful for dialogue groups themselves, it is included here as a good example of the kind of dialogue we can continue to cultivate within NCDD regarding framing and language.  How cool would it be if, within our coalition, we could actively seek each other out when we want to hear how something sounds—“I wonder how this sounds to someone younger, to a conservative Christian, to the LGBT community, to a progressive?  Although NCDD is still gathering a representative diversity, it is exciting that the coalition includes representatives from most major groups in America.  The diversity is striking.  I personally benefited from a long discussion with Steve Zikman and Julie Graves that helped me see how deeply painful some of the anti-gay marriage rhetoric can be.  I left the exchange feeling like we had made a connection where we could continue to “consult” with each other in the future about language and other issues.  In larger contexts where tough discussions are so stilted and polarized, perhaps our own relationships within NCDD can increasingly become both a powerful resource professionally (and personally) and a model of what we are seeking to promote in the world!  

5. Gathering additional language insights.  In addition to examining these questions of framing/language within the D&D community (and with our intended audiences), it seems also particularly important to reach out and engage other like-minded practitioners who don’t consider themselves part of the D&D effort.  Along these lines, Madeleine documents sentiment towards “exploring the language that people who use D&D processes but don’t call them that use to describe their work. Consider integrating some of that language into our descriptions of D&D.”

 6. Translating between languages/frames. One specific idea that might facilitate both the explorations depicted above was raised by Tim Bonneman and Rod Reyna.  Each independently proposed a similar idea—some kind of a tool gathering different meanings of common words in our practice.  Tim suggested it might be an internet-based, collaborative project where different NCDD members could share what a word means to them—ultimately creating some kind of wiki that includes multiple meanings of these words.  Rod wrote:   

It sounds like a translator or a thesaurus is needed. I don't think that one has to give up their language (or culture or process), which is a lot to ask someone to do much less for them to ask themselves to do--is ingrained and important to them), but it may help if people were taught to be sensitive as to how language is used and be open and tolerant of various uses of it, perhaps in certain contexts, and consider ways they my incorporate it into their culture or methodology. Also, if we are respectful of other languages and see them as a gift to the larger group, I think people will feel acceptance and not dismissed. In the health care industry, which is my main line of work, there are many safety standards and many organizations asking hospitals to meet their standards, but they all use different nomenclature. One of the things being done in the short-term is a "cross-walk" to show how all the standards inter-relate to one another. 

He went on to describe a second initiative in health care—parallel to the first proposal described earlier (see “A” above):  

Another thing being done is "harmonization" of the standards so that the organizations and the industry can use common language, where possible, to address what they all deem important, as well as develop common standards/goals they can all agree on, to make it easier and more efficient for hospitals involved when it comes to reporting, training, certification, etc.

In Rod’s last comment, we see again how both proposals above (finding a 

common language/harmonizing and navigating/translating between languages) may streamline to complement each other. 

III. One Stipulation, Two Qualifications.


Alongside these “next steps” outlined above, a couple of clarifying comments are needed.  

Stipulation:  Accessibility involves much more than framing (language/real-world interaction).  First, while it is good to give serious attention to framing, it would be a mistake to conclude, “Oh, yes, accessibility is all about framing.”  Clearly, whether or not someone feels comfortable in a D&D setting goes beyond framing to what we *do* in the space.  Beyond simply framing D&D as “connected to action,” how can we ensure and document D&D leading to successful results?  Beyond simply framing dialogue as “inclusive,” how can we enact authentic and tangible openness to everyone’s input and suggestions.

Elaborating on the same point, whether particular individuals and groups opt to participate in D&D initiatives involves more than simply how the event was “framed.”  Real-world conditions and characteristics obviously interact with framing in a dynamic way.  In my presentation, I discussed ways D&D may be framed better to attract social conservatives—alongside several natural qualities of conservative communities that may be acknowledged as challenges to participation.  While I argued there is no inherent, built-in conservative repulsion to dialogue, I noted some characteristics of social conservative-leaning citizens that may incline them to see dialogue as less immediately attractive.  Like other groups with less of a natural “draw” to D&D, framing becomes particularly important in these instances—to “get them over the hump” as Kai Degnar described it.   In sum, the challenge in such situations is perhaps neither the framing nor characteristics of these communities alone—but a little of both?   

Qualification #1:  Is more openness always best?  On this note, it is worth mentioning that it clearly is not always necessary for a D&D setting to include anyone and everyone.  When aimed for a particular goal, for instance, it does not make sense for some D&D settings to include a certain group.  Regarding a D&D effort to “improve public education,” for instance, Amy Everett asked, “Are we ready to go to people whose goal is to dismantle public education?”

Amy’s colleague Tim Eubank, continued, “But if you *say* you’re doing something for everyone and inviting all, make sure have structure, preparation and desire for it to happen.”

Qualification #2:  Walking on eggshells?  To close, I would mention once again that I came to NCDD San Francisco (2006) a “closet conservative”—with most people ignorant of my background.  I experienced so much warmth, optimism, and spirit there, that I had no chance of feeling unwelcome.

As we continue learning together how to improve our framing, let’s not walk on egg-shells and over-worry about offending.  One of my own personal conditions of good dialogue is the old Biblical emphasis on “being not easily provoked” (1 Corinthians 13).  

Madeleine Van Heicke similarly proposed that this framing discussion not be “about shaming . . . lecturing or sounding condescending . . or triggering defensiveness.”  John Spady added “we all need to be a bit forgiving in our use of language--in what we say, and in what we hear from others with different experiences.”

At least based on my own experience, I would encourage our coalition to trust our own power and capacity of being welcoming; as we do so, we can work together with greater freedom and comfort . . then it’s only a matter of time before the rest of the world feels the same way, right?

�	 In many cases, as illustrated with Steven’s comment here, I will only be introducing a thread of an idea that deserves much more inquiry and discussion.  In this way, I expect this report will raise more questions than answers.  





