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What makes a good conversation? There are many variables that influence this, such as: a topic 
of interest to all; an open and receptive mood; people being willing to listen as much as they 
speak; a willingness to drop preconceptions and explore many different ideas; a comfortable 
setting in which people can easily hear each other; a group small enough for everyone to speak; 

etc. A good conversation is more like a game of hacky‐sack than a game of tennis - the objective 
is to keep the ball in the air, not to defeat your “opponent.” At its best, such conversation gets 
deeper and richer the longer it can be sustained. 
 
Setting the Stage - Opening the Conversation/Engagement Process: 
Once the group is together, and have been welcomed, state the theme or topic for the interaction. 
Let them know the approximate duration of the process you’ll be leading; as required, confirm 
that all are able to stay to the end, and/or assess people’s ability to stay a little longer. 
 
The Agreements: 
Next, read the Agreements out loud. The introduction of these Agreements begins to mark the 

shift from daily busy‐ness and ordinary chit‐chat to the wiser, generative depths at a slower pace 
of being fully present. You could have each person read one of them. This begins the sense of 
ownership of the process and gives a few people their first opportunity to speak. If appropriate 
or helpful, you may want to elaborate on each one, as indicated below: 

 Open‐mindedness: Listen to and respect all points of view. Conversation isn’t just talking. 
It’s talking and listening. In fact, in a group of 4‐8, you’ll be listening more than you are talking! 
By focusing on listening, you may also benefit from the variety of ideas around the table. 
 

 Acceptance: Suspend judgment as best you can. We all judge one another, but do your best 
not to. Doing so will enable you to hear new things from others. It also helps everyone feel 
safer if they think others are trying to not judge them. 
 

 Curiosity: Seek to understand rather than persuade. We’re not here to convince others that 
we are right and they are wrong. If someone expresses a point of view that seems different 
from yours, see if you can ask some questions to gain clarity or understanding. 
 

 Discovery: Question assumptions and look for new insights. Conversation/engagement 
processes aren’t intended to be venues for polite conversation—they are designed to expose 
us to new ideas or possibly even see old ideas in a new way. Insight -seeing more deeply 
into a topic - can come if we watch for it. 
 

 Sincerity: Speak from your heart and personal experience. We want to hear what’s important 
to you, not just your opinions or data you’ve collected. Relate your ideas or reports to your 
personal experience. 
 

 Brevity: Go for honesty and depth, but don’t go on and on. Honesty and depth are important 
to good conversation, but so is giving everyone a chance to speak. People are polite. They 
may not stop you if you go on and on, however, you can stop yourself. Try to stay under a 
couple of minutes. 
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After reviewing each of these Agreements, make sure you get everyone’s consent to be guided 
by them (i.e., by nodding their heads or raising their hands). It is essential that everyone makes 
the commitment to do their best to abide by these Agreements for the duration of the process. 
 

During the Conversation/Engagement Process: 
 
 Ensure everyone is involved in a single conversation, where everyone has a chance to 

participate and be heard. The conversation can be derailed by side conversations, or if 
smaller groups monopolize it.  
 

 Pose the questions for discussion. If the questions fail to engage guests, draw on the 
supplementary Ways to Stay at Ease, Curious, Inviting questions provided; these may help 
participants dig deeper.  
 

 Conversation Circles/Engagement Processes work best when participants share personal 
stories rather than theories or abstract concepts. If the conversation shifts to beyond personal 
opinions or moves off topic, the Host/Facilitator will remind participants that sharing personal 
stories is important for meaningful dialogue.  
 

 An introduction/check-in question sets the stage and dynamic by giving participants a chance 
to get to know each other. If you use a different question than the one(s) provided, ensure 
that it still allows participants to focus on something positive that encourages them to reflect 
on their values or engenders a broader sense of connectedness and empathy. 
 

 When using processes with pre-determined questions, it can be helpful to provide each 
participant with a card featuring the same questions; or to have the questions on the prepared 
sheet/handout that’s visible to all (for convenience, these have been included in the process 
instructions). These help both the Host/Facilitator and participants keep the conversation on 
track.  

 
 
 
 
 
Sourced from:  
1. Conversation Café: The Complete Hosting Manual (http://www.conversationcafe.org/wp-
content/docsPDF/docHostCompleteManual.pdf)  
2. United Way Winnipeg, How to Host a Red Table Dinner. http://unitedwaywinnipeg.ca/red-tables-a-
meal-with-a-message/  
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