
1

Inclusive Inquiry 
Dialogic Toolkit
How to Implement Community 
Dialogues to Foster Social Cohesion



2

Acknowledgements

We gratefully acknowledge all the community partners who participated in this 
program and the development of this toolkit, as well as the funding provided by 
the Canadian Ministry of Heritage. 



3

Contents
1. Introduction 4

1.1. Overview 4
1.2. How Dialogic Methodologies Can Impact Your Community and Affect Change 5

2. Dialogic Approaches 5
2.1. Common Elements of Dialogue 6
2.2. How can dialogue benefit your community? 7

3. Getting Started 8
3.1. Community Engagement 8
3.2. Creating a Design Group 8

4. Planning Your Dialogue 9
4.1. Identifying Project Goals 9
4.2. Identifying a Key Theme/Themes 10
4.3. Developing the Framework of Questions 10
4.4. Engaging Facilitators and Notetakers 10
4.5. Creating Safe Space 11
4.6. Recruiting Participants 12
4.7.  Selecting Great Spaces for Your Dialogue 12
4.8. Timing 12

5. Setting Up The Day To Be Successful 13
5.1. Greeters 13
5.2. Refreshments 13
5.3. Signage 13

6. Potential Challenges & Adressing Them 13
6.1. Triggers 13
6.2. Not Enough Participants 14
6.3. Time 14

7. Evaluation of Dialogue 14
8. What We Heard 15
9. Reporting Back to Your Community 16
10. Translating Findings Into Action 16
11. Celebrating Success 16

Appendix 1 Madlib Report 2015 18
Appendix 2 Madlib Report 2016 22
Appendix 3 Madlib Report 2018 26
Appendix 4 Conversation Templates 30
Appendix 5 Evaluation 37



4

1. Introduction
1.1. Overview
The Inclusive Inquiry Dialogic Toolkit provides an overview of how dialogic methodologies can be used to 
deepen understanding within our increasingly diverse and complex local communities.  

It is well documented that there is an increasing trend towards diversification in all aspects of human 
experience. In Canada alone, there are over 200 mother tongues spoken1  and participants in Canada’s census 
self-identify as having over 250 ethnic origins2.  In 2007, Vertovec3  proposed the concept of ‘superdiversity’ 
which is “distinguished by a dynamic interplay of variables including: country of origin (comprising a variety 
of possible subset traits such as ethnicity, languages, religious tradition, regional and local identities, cultural 
values and practices), migration channels and legal status including myriad categories determining a hierarchy 
of entitlements and restrictions.” The concept of superdiversity applies to both newcomer and longer term 
Canadians who all share a range of complex experiences and identities based on heritage, ‘race’, religion, 
culture, regions as well as socio-economic, family, LGBTQ2S and other statuses.  Superdiversity is mostly 
negotiated at the community level and requires community engagement approaches that can take this 
complexity into account. At the same time as increasing levels of diversity there have also been significant 
social changes in how people communicate and relate to each other. The increased ease and speed of 
communication through the internet and social media stands in contrast to increasing number of people who 
report feeling isolated and who don’t have a very strong sense of belonging in their communities4.  Increases 
in hate crimes in Canada over the last four years5,  international polarization around immigration and borders, 
and the acceleration of climate change all create pressures locally and inform how people in different 
communities experience safety and connection.   

The Inclusive Inquiry Dialogic Toolkit was developed from the experiences of fostering community 
engagement, understanding and connection in the Weaving Our Humanity: Community Conversations Project 
funded by Heritage Canada in 2017-2018. The project was delivered in the diverse communities of Vancouver’s 
North Shore and over 90 community members participated in the project.   

The Inclusive Inquiry Dialogic Toolkit presents ideas and tips on how a community can use dialogic methods to 
foster increased trust, social cohesion and a sense of shared humanity in our complex world.   

We hope you enjoy reading it!

1 Statistics Canada (2011). Linguistic Characteristics of Canadians. Retrieved from https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2011/
as-sa/98-314-x/98-314-x2011001-eng.cfm
2 Statistics Canada (2017). Ethnic and cultural origins of Canadians: portrait of a rich heritage. Retrieved from https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/
census-recensement/2016/as-sa/98-200-x/2016016/98-200-x2016016-eng.cfm
3 Vertovec, S. (2007). Superdiversity and its implications. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 30(6), 1024-1054. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01419870701599465
4 Vancouver Foundation (2016). Vancouver Foundation’s 2016 Vital Signs. Retrieved from https://www.vancouverfoundation.ca/about-us/
publications/vital-signs-reports/vital-signs-2016-report
5 Statistics Canada (2019). Police-reported crime statistics 2018. Retrieved from https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190722/
dq190722a-eng.htm?HPA=1
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1.2. How Dialogic Methodologies Can Impact Your 
Community and Affect Change
In this busy world, people who live in the same community may not necessarily cross paths or talk with 
each other. Providing meaningful opportunities for community members to come together and share their 
experiences can create openness and connection. Communities can be strengthened when people with 
diverse perspectives share their common values, concerns and dreams; and have the courage to listen to their 
neighbours’ experiences, including experiences of exclusion and oppression. Coming together, talking to each 
other, and experiencing what it feels like to be recognized and what it feels like to recognize the perspectives of 
others is an inherently brave, healthy, and transformative process. 

In reading the Inclusive Inquiry Dialogic Toolkit, you will learn about dialogic approaches and how to apply 
them to your community setting. You will learn skills to actively engage your local community to build safe 
and healthy spaces, and how to center the voices of those who experience exclusion and oppression. You will 
also learn about pragmatic strategies for managing the logistics of dialogic projects. The toolkit will offer ideas 
on how to evaluate the success of your community dialogues and share the learnings that emerge from your 
project.

2. Dialogic Approaches
Dialogic approaches are fundamentally based on the heart of human experience. They take into consideration 
the basic tenet that humans share a neuropsychology that is wired to connect with others and that humans 
share the desire and capacity to work collaboratively to ensure the greater good for their families and 
communities.  

Dialogic methods are essentially optimistic in that they build relationships and understanding. Dialogic 
methods are also powerful as they draw people together to hear a range of divergent experiences in a way 
that opens the heart and fosters opportunities for sharing and understanding around the lived realities 
of difference. Dialogues are by nature transformative. Through the process of deep listening to others, 
participants are able to hold new ideas and ways of thinking that can exist alongside their own perspectives. 
The creation of moments of tension created by duplicity – ‘more than me’ understanding – offer opportunities 
for insight into another’s experience, and for growth and new understandings.  The process of change within 
dialogic methods is gentle but powerful as the moments of connection themselves are held safely in the 
dialogic space and participants are deeply supported to adopt new ways of thinking and feeling. 

Below are some pertinent quotes on dialogue from useful resources you can explore further if you choose to6.

“Dialogue emphasizes listening, learning and developing shared understandings. It is both a conversation and 
way of relating in which participants may say or hear something they never said or heard before, and from 
which they may emerge irrevocably changed.”

6 Quotes sourced from: Ashworth, Joanna. (2009, June). Building Capacity for Dialogue Facilitation, Planning and Design. Training Workshop 
presented at Simon Fraser University, Vancouver, BC.
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“Dialogue is different from other modes of communication as it seeks to inform and learn rather than persuade. 
The goal is to find understanding rather than agreements or solutions. There is a focus on relationship rather 
than winning or losing. The aim is to stimulate a new sort of conversation that allows important issues to 
surface freely and creates a space where people with significant differences can relate to each other in a more 
positive way.”

“Through inquiry and conversation, parties try to integrate multiple perspective and unfold shared meaning. 
This involves uncovering and examining their assumptions and judgements.”
-Michelle Maiese, “The Need for Dialogue”, Beyond Intractability

 “What is dialogue? The most important work in the new economy is creating conversations.” 
-Alan Webber, editor, Fast Company

“Dialogue is a conversation with a centre, not sides. It is a way of taking the energy of our differences and 
channeling it toward something that has never been created before. It lifts us out of polarization and into a 
greater common sense, and is thereby a means of accessing the intelligence and coordinated power of groups 
and people. Dialogue is a living experience of inquiry. It is a shared inquiry, a way of thinking and reflecting 
together.” (Isaacs, 1999).
-William Isaacs, Dialogue, The Art of Thinking Together

“Dialogue is a conversation among peers, one in which everyone is equally responsible. Distinct from 
discussion or negotiation, dialogue is a form of talk that is not intended to reach agreement but to reach new 
understanding. Genuine dialogue reaches deeper than conversation. In dialogue I take in your viewpoint and 
engage with it fully. You do the same. In dialogue, we penetrate behind the polite superficialities and defenses 
in which we habitually armor ourselves.”
-Yankelovich, The Magic of Dialogue 

The dialogic approach aspires “to create a quality of conversation that allows for the transformation of inter-
personal relations that can lead to a new shared understanding of a complex societal problem.” 7  

2.1. Common Elements of Dialogue
As we reflect on dialogic approaches, you might find this list useful to consider. 

Here are some of the common elements of dialogue that work together to create transformation8:

• Immediacy and spontaneity
Communication among participants is largely unscripted and the course of the conversation cannot be 
predicted.

• Identifying assumptions 
Participants pay attention to their reactions, impulses, feelings, and opinions as they occur and work to 
uncover the deeper meaning underlying their thought processes.

7 Ashworth, Joanna. (2009, June). Building Capacity for Dialogue Facilitation, Planning and Design. Training Workshop presented at Simon 
Fraser University, Vancouver, BC.
8 Maiese, M. (2003). The Need for Dialogue. Retrieved from https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/dialogue
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• Suspension of assumptions and judgements
Participants examine their assumptions, observing the thought process that underlies the conversation 
and allowing opinions to come to the surface. This requires being open to new and alternative views 
of reality instead of trying to defend one’s position. When people’s judgements aren’t fixed, an 
environment of trust can be created where parties are open to different points of view.

• Inquiry and reflection
Curiosity about others’ perspectives and experiences is an important aspect of dialogue, as well as 
making space for reflection while the conversation is happening.

• Listening
Deep listening with full presence is a critical part of the dialogue process. This fosters safety and a sense 
of acknowledgement for people sharing, and provides a true opportunity for new learning for those 
listening.

• Collective thought and collaboration 
The content of the conversation does not exist prior to or independently of dialogue, but rather arises as 
people converse and relate to each other.

• Fostering the new 
The dialogic process fosters the emergence of new thinking and ideas among participants.

2.2. How can dialogue benefit your community?
“When I discover that you suffer in ways I did not see, I may understand better not just your words and not just 
your needs, but our future relations, and so my future interests too.”
-John Forester, The Deliberative Practitioner9 

It is well documented that community dialogues have multiple benefits, both at an individual and community 
level10:

• Dialogue can transform people at an individual level.
• Dialogue is a means to build mutual understanding and trust between people who have divergent 

perspectives and experiences.
• Dialogue can transform interactions and relationships between individuals and groups.
• Dialogue can create new ideas and possibilities for creative solutions to pressing problems.
• Dialogue participants can take new insights gained back to their own networks for a wider influence.

9 Ashworth, Joanna. (2009, June). Building Capacity for Dialogue Facilitation, Planning and Design. Training Workshop presented at Simon 
Fraser University, Vancouver, BC.
10 Maiese, M. (2003). The Need for Dialogue. Retrieved from https://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/dialogue
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3. Getting Started
3.1. Community Engagement
Establishing partnerships and collaboration for your project
Once you have decided that you want to utilize dialogic methods in your community engagement process 
to foster community well-being and social cohesion, we suggest that you share your intentions with your 
community networks as early as possible. This will allow you to receive ideas, thoughts, and feedback from 
community stakeholders and potential partners early on in the process. Early consultation will open your 
project to a wide scope of ideas and considerations and can help you to shape your project within your 
particular context. This will help your project to be successful.  

Here are some suggestions on how to do this:
• Ensure you identify the groups and individuals who may not typically be invited to participate in a 

community development engagement project such as the one you are proposing. Take time to check 
the underlying assumptions of your project idea and assess how the goals, themes, and intended 
participants in the dialogues may be influenced by factors such as privilege, inclusions and exclusions 
due to systemic oppressions, as well as your own unintended biases. You might want to consider slowing 
your project down to ensure there are multiple sources of engagement and feedback from community 
stakeholders. Approach this process with a lens of curiosity, openness, and humility. Take the time to 
understand the barriers to participation that are shared with you, and consider how you can modify your 
project to support the inclusion of people experiencing significant marginalization in your community. 

• Meet with existing planning tables, community councils, and working partnerships in your community. 
This could benefit your project tremendously as you could potentially leverage support from stakeholder 
groups that are already invested in or organized around community improvement. You may find that 
these groups are early adopters and supporters of your project and can make suggestions to you of 
whom else to contact. They may also be able to leverage resources such as venues, refreshments, and 
ways to promote the project and recruit participants.

• Approach agencies, stakeholders, and decision makers who are not part of planning tables to seek 
feedback and invite collaboration on the project. These might be community leaders, faith organizations, 
local business owners, Chambers of Commerce, or professional associations that operate in your 
community. They may be able to assist your project directly or connect you to others who might be 
interested in the project. 

3.2. Creating a Design Group
What is a Design Group?
A Design Group is a group of community members connected to your project’s purpose who come together 
to design and advise on the processes and details of the project. It’s important to have the representation 
of diverse community perspectives in your Design Group to ensure a multiplicity of ideas and experiences is 
represented. Your Design Group could include people from different organizations, cultural backgrounds and 
ages, socio-economic experiences and from different neighbourhoods and regions within your community. It’s 
ideal to create a Design Group that is large enough to include different perspectives, but small enough to make 
planning decisions within a certain timeframe feasible. The ideal Design Group would be around 8-14 people.



9

How the Design Group guides and supports your project
The primary purpose of the Design Group is to actively involve community members in the project design so 
that the community has an active participatory and guiding role in all phases of the project. This creates a 
project that is truly community driven, and has full community buy-in and support in all of its phases.

The Design Group can:
• Help your project establish goals that not only address the needs and aspirations of the diverse 

community, but also use the language and narratives that resonate with community members.
• Offer opinions and expertise on when, where, how, and what questions to pose to the community.
• Ensure that potential barriers to participating in the project are anticipated and planned around.
• Review materials such as marketing flyers that advertise the dialogues and other communications that 

go out to the community.
• Help to recruit volunteers and dialogue participants.
• Help to analyze the findings and results of the project and provide feedback to the community on the 

findings and successes of the project.
• Assess the recommended actions that flow from the project and help to develop plans for future action 

needed in the community. 
• Make recommendations on adaptations to future dialogic projects. 

Tips for helping your Design Group to be successful 
We recommend that you clearly define with your Design Group a Terms of Reference for the group. This should 
include the roles of the Design Group members and also the time commitment that is needed to participate 
in the group. Another important way to support your Design Group is to discuss and provide a framework for 
participation and decision making so all members of the group have equal opportunities to participate. We 
found it useful to create sub-committees within the Design Group to focus on particular aspects of the project, 
such as marketing and engaging local business to donate refreshments.

4. Planning Your Dialogue
4.1. Identifying Project Goals
You may already have had a project goal in mind. However, after consulting broadly with many stakeholders, 
we would like to recommend that you take a moment to review your previous project goals. With your deeper 
understanding, how would you like to modify the purpose of the project and what you are hoping to achieve? 
Get clear on the project goals, and then you can determine all other elements of the project framework. 

Here are some useful questions that can guide you to refine your goals:
• Do people in the community experience a strong sense of safety, fairness, and belonging?
• Do people with different experiences and perspectives have opportunities to get to know each other 

and interact? If not, why not? If some do, what are the factors that already exist in the community that 
bring people together? How can this information help you to design your dialogue?

• What are the barriers that are experienced by people who are more isolated or who experience 
exclusion and marginalization? How can your dialogue take this into account? How can you listen to and 
centre the voices of people who have experienced exclusion?

• How can you utilize public space in planning your dialogue? 
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4.2. Identifying a Key Theme/Themes
Decide on an overarching theme for the conversations. One of the major contributions of the Design Group is 
to help you to identify and consider the major themes of concern emerging in the community. It will be very 
useful to reflect on and understand the underlying complexities of experience around these themes. 

Here are some ways to identify a theme:
• Map out the potential themes for your dialogue on a large white board.
• Identify the most important dynamics, characteristics, and elements that are currently emerging around 

each theme in your community.
• Note the different experiences and perspectives that community members may have around each 

theme. Check to see if there if there are exclusions and oppressions that create inequalities.
• Find the relationships and commonalities between the themes to understand the complexity of 

experience in your community.
• Identify one or two themes that are emerging as central themes.   
• Discuss these themes in the Design Group to see how they can be explored in community dialogues. 

4.3. Developing the Framework of Questions
Once the themes have been decided, the Design Group can generate a framework of questions for community 
participants to discuss in the dialogues. Be sure to design open questions that encourage people to share their 
personal understandings and experiences. It’s a good idea to start out with more broad questions and then 
focus the questions to become more specific as the dialogue progresses.  

We strongly recommend that you test out the question framework with at least 3 to 5 people who are 
representative of the community. This will help to you refine the order and flow of the questions and refine 
the words and concepts that you are using to frame the questions. You might want to review the question 
framework with a plain language expert who can guide you to use simple and clear language that can be 
understood by as many people as possible. Provide easy explanations of key words in your question framework 
so that participants can have a quick understanding of the concepts you are trying to convey. (For example, 
‘belonging ’ might be defined simply as ‘feeling that we are a part of this community and feel accepted in the 
community’.)  

4.4. Engaging Facilitators and Notetakers
You will need facilitators and notetakers to host the conversations. Facilitators will guide the conversation and 
notetakers will record what is shared. Typically, there would be one notetaker and one or two facilitators for 
each dialogue. Having two facilitators co-facilitate dialogues is ideal if possible. It’s important for facilitators to 
have had previous experience in working with groups. You may want to consider offering training in dialogic 
facilitation to ensure that everyone has a shared understanding of how to guide conversations to deeper levels 
of sharing while keeping the group safe. 

Facilitator training should also provide a background on the project and a review of the question framework. 
This will ensure that facilitators approach the dialogues with a common understanding of purpose and process. 
Notetakers also need to be given guidelines on effective note taking. Notes should include information that 
is relevant to the theme and purpose of the project. Be sure to remind your notetakers that they are to focus 
on the content shared by the participants, and are not to include identifying information of participants. We 
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recommend that notetakers try to capture direct quotes from conversation participants that can later be 
shared in program evaluations.

Please see Appendix 4 for a sample conversation template.

4.5. Creating Safe Space
In order for participants to engage meaningfully in the dialogic process, attention needs to be paid to how 
safety is created. If participants feel safe and respected, then they will be more likely to share ideas and 
perspectives from their personal experiences, take risks to share their feelings, and speak about what needs to 
change from their point of view. 

Keep in mind that some participants, due to their historical, current or ongoing experiences, may not be 
familiar with the idea of and felt sense of a safe space. This may be due to their experiences of exclusion and 
marginalization or it might be due to their experiences of privilege and power in shared spaces. Setting up a 
space of safety that is welcoming and accepting is one of the most important aspects of the dialogic process. 

Having all participants sit in a circle where they can see and hear each other without barriers is an important 
part of creating safe space. The circle formation also removes hierarchies, and highlights the importance of 
every person and their contributions in the dialogue.

It is important to introduce the idea of safe space at the beginning of the dialogue, and to receive agreement 
from all participants on safety agreements before the conversation begins. The facilitator can remind 
participants of these agreements during the dialogue if needed.

Here are safety agreements we have found to be helpful:
1. Have an inclusive conversation
• Help create a space where everyone can participate and no one is dominating.
• Remind participants to be mindful of shared space and time; self-regulate one’s time so that all 

participants have equal opportunity to contribute. 
• Speak briefly and leave time for others.

2. There are no right answers.
• Draw on your own experiences, views and beliefs. You don’t need to be an expert.
• Speak on behalf of yourself only. 

3. Keep an open mind
• Listen carefully and try hard to understand the views of those who disagree with you.
• If you are not speaking, your job is to listen wholeheartedly. 
• Listen openly to ideas. 
• Assume best intentions; clumsy words can be a sign of learning. 

4. Help keep the discussion on track
• Stick to the questions.

5. Disagree with kindness
• Respond to others how you want to be responded to. It is okay to disagree, but don’t be disagreeable.
• Don’t be afraid to ask for clarity.
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4.6. Recruiting Participants
Decide on how many conversations you want to host and how many people will participate in each dialogue. 
We suggest that between 8 -14 people is an ideal size to allow for a variety of perspectives to be shared and 
for there to be enough opportunity for all participants to contribute.  

You can recruit participants through tapping into existing events and networks. We recommend that you 
notify all the community agencies and individuals that you consulted with at the start of your project well 
in advance of where and when you will be holding your dialogues and request that they help you to recruit 
participants closer to the time. This will give them the opportunity to expect your flyers and promotional 
material and be invested in the process of recruitment. You might suggest how they can share the marketing 
material in their newsletters, on community notice boards, and to their membership via email or social media. 
We suggest that if you are hoping to engage a particular audience, such as youth or working parents, that you 
find key community connectors and champions who can mobilize people in their networks to participate. Pre-
registration will allow you to plan for the set-up of the dialogues and give you a sense of how successful your 
marketing has been. Be sure to send participants a reminder of the event a few days before the time.

4.7.  Selecting Great Spaces for Your Dialogue
There are a few factors important to consider when you choose spaces in which to host your dialogues. If you 
are having multiple dialogues, we suggest hosting each dialogue in a different venue if possible. This will also 
help to attract different participants who may be more likely to come to particular locations. Choosing spaces 
that are accessible by public transit and that meet different accessibility needs is important. Also, choose 
spaces that are inviting, where people can quickly and easily feel comfortable. Hosting conversations in spaces 
that hold particular meaning for groups within the community can be an added way to build trust with these 
stakeholders.

4.8. Timing
It’s important to choose dialogue times to accommodate community members’ availability. We suggest 
evenings as a time that allows people who are working during the day to attend. Daytime is a good option for 
youth and seniors. Dialogues would need a minimum of 2 hours to allow adequate time for setting up safety 
agreements with participants and maximizing the time for participants to share and listen to each other’s 
perspectives. 
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5. Setting Up The Day To Be Successful
5.1. Greeters
On the day of the event, it’s important to have volunteer greeters to help people feel welcome when they 
enter the space. Greeters direct dialogue participants to the registration table, where they can sign in and 
make name tags. Name tags help people to easily see each other’s names and use them during the dialogues. 
It’s a good idea to collect participants’ contact information at the registration table, so you can invite them to 
future events. It’s important to remember to get photo consent from participants if you want to be able to 
visually document the event.

5.2. Refreshments
We suggest providing light refreshments, such as tea, fruit and cookies, for conversation participants to 
help people feel welcome. It also enhances the social aspect of the event, encouraging people to chat more 
informally outside of the dialogues themselves. 

5.3. Signage
Good signage is an important part of the day’s set up. Make sure the dialogue is well sign-posted so 
participants can easily find their way to the location within the venue. We suggest having signage at the 
entrance to the dialogue venues, as well as signs indicating where the registration table and food is. Remember 
that signs should include the names and logos of any funders or sponsors of your dialogue.

6. Potential Challenges & Adressing Them
6.1. Triggers
Dialogue on topics that matter deeply to people can be triggering. It’s important for facilitators to be aware 
of their own triggers and utilize strategies to remain neutral and present if they become triggered during 
a dialogue. They also need to know how to hold space for participants that become triggered, allowing for 
people to express their emotions and acknowledging what has been shared, while being mindful of safety for 
the larger group.  

A co-facilitation model is ideal if possible, as facilitators can then support each other, and one facilitator is 
more easily able to step back if triggered.

It’s essential for the facilitation team to debrief after the conversations, as this gives them an opportunity to 
process what was heard, discuss common themes that emerged, as well as challenges that may have occurred 
during the process. Recommendations and adjustments can be made to inform future dialogues. 
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6.2. Not Enough Participants
You may have less participants than expected show up to the dialogue. It’s helpful to send participants 
reminders close to the event day to maximize attendance. You may find you don’t have as much representation 
from diverse community groups as you had hoped. Try to determine the reasons for this, and think of alternate 
strategies that can help overcome potential barriers and facilitate attendance from these community members 
in the future.

6.3. Time
Participants may feel that there is not enough time in the dialogue to share everything that they would like 
to share. It’s a good idea to allow some networking time after the conversations so that participants have an 
opportunity to continue to connect and share thoughts and experiences.

7. Evaluation of Dialogue
It’s critical to create an evaluation framework to measure the intended outcomes of your project. This will 
help you see to what degree you have met your goals, and also give you valuable feedback to incorporate into 
future iterations of the project to improve project outcomes. You could contract the services of a professional 
evaluator for this purpose if feasible. 

We suggest doing a fun, interactive activity called “head-heart-hand” for participants to reflect at the end of 
each dialogue. Facilitators hand out yellow, pink, and blue post it notes and participants write a thought they 
have on the yellow, a feeling they have on the pink, and an action they are going to take on the blue. They then 
stick them on a large drawing of a human body and the facilitator reads the notes out so people can hear what 
has been expressed. 

In addition to this, it’s important to have each participant complete a paper survey with questions that assess 
to what degree the goals that you are trying to achieve have been met. We suggest using Likert scales to allow 
for a wider range of responses. Keep the survey to one page. 

We recommend doing the survey onsite rather than sending it out electronically, as you are likely to get 
a higher response rate and there is also more immediacy to the participants’ responses. You can also give 
participants the option to participate in a short video interview to give their feedback. Having video feedback 
of the event is a great way to showcase the impact of the event in real time.

It’s also important to get feedback from Design Group members, Facilitators, and Notetakers. We suggest using 
digital surveys as well as a focus group for this purpose.

Evaluation feedback is important in assessing the success of your project, and to use to shape future related 
projects so that you can continually improve your process and outcomes.
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8. What We Heard
A very important step in your community engagement project is to understand the ideas and perspectives that 
were shared by the community members who participated in the dialogues.
     
We recommend that you utilize a thematic analysis of the dialogues. This involves analyzing the notes from the 
dialogues and lifting out the key themes. As you begin to work with the themes you will start to notice how 
deeper meanings and patterns emerge. These deeper elements will give you a rich insight into not only what 
community members are experiencing but also how they are interpreting these experiences. You will notice 
similarities and also contrasts of themes and perspectives, and you will also notice how some areas are felt to 
be more important and significant than others. 

Remember, as you are working with the dialogue notes, you will be capturing not only descriptions of 
experiences but also emotions, beliefs, perspectives, and values as well as community members’ aspirational 
thoughts and hopes. As you immerse yourself in the information people shared in the dialogues, it might help 
to think of it as a highly intuitive and interpretive process where you are creating a symbolic representation - a 
picture - of what participants shared in the group.  

It can feel like an onerous task, but remember your Design Group will be there to assist you with their insights 
and suggestions! When you share your preliminary report with your Design Group, invite them to bring their 
perspectives and understandings to expand and refine the ideas in the report. You will then be able to test out 
thoughts about how best to represent the community conversations. 

How to do a thematic analysis:
• Ensure you have read all the notes from the dialogues and refresh yourself on the goals of the project 

and purpose of the questions asked of participants. It can be very useful to make notes on your 
impressions and thoughts - not only to capture your first important insights, but also later to check for 
any biases that you might unintentionally bring. 

• Highlight the themes that emerge – you might find themes in whole sentences and paragraphs but 
also parts of sentences or narrative fragments. (For example, participants may be speaking on the 
broader ideas of safety, which could be a theme, but also mention ideas of loneliness or fear in sentence 
fragments which could also be themes. Themes are generally understood to be significant thoughts and 
ideas that stand out or re-occur. A theme might be about an aspect of the experience that participants 
share or a belief, value, hope, or emotion.  

• Once you have reviewed the notes of the conversations and have identified themes, you can capture all 
the significant ideas that were shared in relation to a theme. (For example, around the themes of safety, 
you might group the ideas as: mentioned by seniors and youth in all dialogues; mentioned in relation to 
transportation and witnessing exclusions between passengers; fear was expressed; many participants 
expressed the wish for their neighbourhood  to be safer; desire for community leaders to address safety; 
need for more busses at night;  loneliness as it is safer to be a home; anger that there are safety issues in 
the community.)

• You might begin to see patterns and linkages emerge and it is important to note these. (For example, 
you might note that possible emergent patterns between the themes of safety and transportation which 
impacts youth and seniors as they are more dependent on public transport and witness more subtle 
aggressions between passengers.)  
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• The next phase of the analysis is to explore what the emergent themes and patterns are saying about 
the goals of your project, and specific questions that participants reflected on in the dialogue.  

• The next step is to share and discus the draft report with your Design Group. They can provide you with 
invaluable insights and perspectives. Incorporate their suggestions into the final draft of your report. 

9. Reporting Back to Your Community
Once you have compiled the findings of your evaluation, it’s important to share the final report with the 
broader community. Be sure to touch back with all the community groups and individuals that you consulted 
with at the start of the project. You could decide to meet with your stakeholders individually or invite them to 
a larger report back meeting. You might also find that a combination of both approaches works best! 

One of the most important things to do in reporting back to the community is to help the community to 
identify the actions that they believe need to flow from the findings of the report. In the reporting back 
process, the community might identify new community members and stakeholders who should be made 
aware of the findings of the project, as they could potentially want or need to take action on an issue that is 
highlighted in the report. 

As you share the report with the community, let the community know what went well, what the challenges 
were, and what you hope to accomplish in the future. Share photos captured as well. This emphasizes your 
accountability to the community, and gives them an additional opportunity to provide additional feedback, 
insight and ideas for the project going forward. Be sure to share the report with the participants who took part 
in the dialogues.

10. Translating Findings Into Action
As you report back to the community and ask for their recommendations for future actions, be sure to capture 
the list of actions to bring back to your Design Group. The Design Group can reflect on the recommendations 
for action and assess the steps that need to be taken before creating action plans. 

11. Celebrating Success
Delivering a dialogic project within your community is a very valuable endeavor that takes effort and heart 
from many stakeholders. It is a highly innovative way to engage your community and brings together people 
that might never usually meet or interact in meaningful ways. It is very important to take the time to celebrate 
your project’s success. Not only to thank people for their contributions to the project, but also to honour the 
courage and willingness it takes to build positive, safe, and equitable spaces. Appreciate both the impact of the 
project on community members’ lives and the learnings of the project for participants as well as yourselves. 
Acknowledge the partnership and support of the community as a whole.  
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