
Making Space for 
Important Conversations
Including the Difficult Ones



Discussion

Reflecting back on all the meetings and 
conversations you’ve had over the years, is 
there one that stands out as being 
particularly useful (powerful, inspirational, 
transformational)? 



Discussion

Reflecting back on all the meetings and 
conversations you’ve had over the years, is 
there one that stands out as being 
particularly poor (counter-productive, 
demoralizing, etc.)? 



Source:  Andrew Acland





Discussion
What are the sources and drivers of 
conflict?



DRIVERS OF CONFLICT

• COMPLEX INFORMATION
• MULTIPLE PEOPLE
• STRUCTURAL FACTORS



THE SPIRAL OF 
UNMANAGED 
CONFLICT

Sense of Crisis Emerges

↑

Perceptions Become Distorted

↑

Conflict Goes Outside the Community

↑

Resources are Committed

↑

Communication Stops

↑

Positions Harden

↑

Sides Form

↑

Problem Emerges



While actual political violence is rare in the United States, 
a shockingly high percentage of Americans take pleasure in 
the thought of their political opponents being harmed. 

- Bridging Differences | Greater Good Science Center

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/whats_driving_political_violence_in_america


Discussion

What is your personal response to conflict?



• Fight. We argue our point aggressively in an effort to 
“win.”

• Flee. We avoid or give up on the conversation 
altogether.

• Freeze. We find ourselves flustered, unable to respond 
at all.

    - Kern Beare



T H E  T H O M A S  
K I L M A N N  

C O N F L I C T  M O D E  
I N S T R U M E N T



You must address all 3 “interests”
Substance

PeopleProcedures



Source: Kaner, Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making



Source: Kaner, Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making



Values to Guide 
Design Considerations
• Full Participation
• Mutual Understanding
• Inclusive Solutions
• Shared Responsibility

Source:  Sam Kaner



Source: Kaner, Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making



Source: Kaner, Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making



Source: Kaner, Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making
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Source: Kaner, Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making



Discussion
What are the important (difficult) 
conversations we’re not currently having? 



What is a 
Facilitator?

• Impartial servant of the group.

• Not a stakeholder or interested 
party.

• No decision-making authority.



Why Use A 
Facilitator?

• Help design and coordinate a process to:
• build trust
• foster meaningful involvement

• Create an atmosphere of fairness and respect
• Ensure everyone has an opportunity to 

participate
• Foster communication and understanding



Resources
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CERTIFICATE IN ENVIRONMENTAL COLLABORATION AND CONFLICT RESOLUTION (ECCR)

BRIDGING DIFFERENCES PLAYBOOK

THE WAYFINDER GUIDE

COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE

DEEP LISTENING PROJECT

MULTI-STAKEHOLDER PARTNERSHIP GUIDE

LIBERATING STRUCTURES

INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF PUBLIC PARTICIPATION (IAP2)

STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT WAYFINDER (USF&WS)

https://www.udall.gov/OurPrograms/Institute/TrainingCertificate.aspx
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/images/uploads/Bridging_Differences_Playbook-Final.pdf?_ga=2.41756203.804959733.1673998090-2030130093.1673320461
https://wayfinder.earth/the-wayfinder-guide/
https://www.collectiveleadership.de/
https://www.climateadapt.mit.edu/explore
https://mspguide.org/
https://www.liberatingstructures.com/
https://www.iap2.org/mpage/Home
https://fws.gov/stakeholder-engagement
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