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Welcome to lecture 2 of Topic 2.2. In this lecture we will look at the concept of 
deliberation.



The decision making process used by the decision making perspective for 
building community capacity consists of two steps: a process of dialogue 
followed by a process of deliberation.

According to the Deliberative Democracy Consortium (2004):

‘Deliberation is an approach to decision-making in which citizens consider 
relevant facts from multiple points of view, converse with one another to think 
critically about options before them and enlarge their perspectives, opinions, 
and understandings’
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This quote highlights how deliberation is different from dialogue

‘..deliberations aren’t just discussions to promote better understanding.  They 
are the way we make the decisions that allow us to act together.  People are 
challenged to face the unpleasant consequences of various options and to 
“work through” the often volatile emotions that are a part of making public 
decisions.’
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This quote suggests that a process of dialogue should be undertaken before 
undertaking a deliberation process.

‘Dialogue lays the ground for the vital work of deliberation.  The trust, mutual 
understanding and relationships that are built during dialogue allow for 
participants to deliberate more effectively, and make better decisions.’

‘Preceding deliberation with dialogue – and retaining many of the principles of 
dialogue throughout the deliberation process – can help ensure that everyone 
is able to participate fully and safely.’

The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation (n.d.1) emphase in this 
quote the need to ensure that everyone can participate safely in the 
deliberation process 
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This emphasis on the need to ensure that everyone can participate safely in 
the deliberation process supports the following definition of participatory 
dialogue that we referred to in Topic 2.1 ‘Communication for Collaboration’
‘Participatory dialogue is defined as a process that provides people with safe 
space and opportunity to engage in communication and action based on 
rights and responsibilities.’
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The definitions for deliberation that we have looked at highlight the following 

key characteristics of the deliberation process:

Participants think critically about various options

In the introduction to this course we highlighted that critical thinking and 

reflection is a key principles of education for sustainable development 

as individuals need to learn to challenge: the basis on which their 

values and opinions are shaped, and their accepted ways of 

interpreting the world (URBISJHD, 2007, p. 7).

The collective intelligence of the group is enlarged as participants enlarge 

their perspectives, opinions and understandings

Participants work through conflict – they work through the often volatile 

emotions of thinking critically about options as a group
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According to van Gelder (2005, p. 6) 

This is the characteristics of critical thinkers.  
•They should be aware of the natural tendency for people to preserve their 
beliefs
•They should actively monitor their behaviour during thinking to detect the 
influence of their tendency to preserve their beliefs, and
•They should develop compensating strategies to overcome their belief 
preservation tendency
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This belief preservation tendency is the predisposition people have when they 
strongly believe something, or strongly desire something to be true, whereby 
they:
•Seek evidence to support what they believe and not seek evidence, or ignore 
evidence, that goes against their beliefs
•Rate evidence as good or bad depending on whether is supports or conflicts 
with their beliefs, and
•Stick to their beliefs even if they discover overwhelming evidence that 
contradicts their beliefs as long as they can find some support, no matter how 
slender, that supports their beliefs

8



It is suggested that the ideal critical thinker is aware of this belief preservation 
tendency and puts in place compensatory strategies.  These are examples of 
compensatory strategies to reduce the impact of the tendency:
•Actively monitor your thinking to ensure the belief preservation tendency 
does not impact on your critical thinking
•Put in extra effort to find and focus on evidence that contradicts your beliefs
•When weighing up the arguments for and against an option, give some extra 
acknowledgment to arguments that go against your beliefs, and
•Cultivate a willingness to change your mind when there is overwhelming 
evidence that contradicts your beliefs
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Another key characteristic of the deliberation process is enlarging the 
collective intelligence of the group.
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Collective intelligence is defined as:

‘the intelligence we generate together through our interactions and our social 
structures and cultures.  Inclusiveness (finding effective ways to include all of 
the parts of the larger whole) and the creative use of diversity are two key 
elements for increasing collective intelligence.’
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Harnessing a groups collective intelligence is not easy

As we saw in Topic 2.1 ‘Communication for Collaboration’ in order to 
communicate effectively:
•Participants have to be willing to listen to each other and change their 
positions
•Participants need to focus on their interests rather than holding a firm 
position on a community problem or opportunity, and
•Participants need to use effective speaking and effective listening techniques 
in order to build trust and create safe communication environments
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Harnessing a groups collective intelligence requires groups to overcome 
groupthink.

In Topic 2.1 we identified groupthink as one of three main forms of 
communication traditionally used for community problem solving

We defined 
Groupthink as a conversation where participants avoid conflict and seek 
conformity and unity at all costs

13



We have also seen in this topic’ that harnessing a group’s collective 
intelligence is not easy as participants need to overcome their natural 
tendency to preserve their own beliefs.
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Working through conflict is another characteristic of the deliberation process

We have seen in Topics 2.1 ’Communication for Collaboration’ that dialogue 
and deliberation are not easy processes for diverse community stakeholders 
to participate in.
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Deliberation by its very nature requires participants to work through a period of 
uncomfortableness due to the initial presence of conflicting points of view.

At the start of the deliberation process the thinking of participants is divergent, as 
participants usually bring to the decision making table their individual beliefs and positions.

Near the end of a successful deliberation process the thinking of the group converges, as 
the ideas of the individual participants are integrated, and built upon, to form the groups’ 
final consensus decision.

During the period between divergent thinking and convergent thinking participants unpack 
their own beliefs and positions, and unpack the beliefs and positions of other participants, 
to uncover the range of desires, concerns and fears of the diverse participants in the group.  
This period between divergent thinking and convergent thinking can be uncomfortable and 
volatile as participants often struggle to integrate their own desires, concerns and fears with 
the desires, concerns and fears of the other participants.

This period of uncomfortableness between divergent and convergent thinking is a natural 
part of the deliberation process.  Due to the misunderstandings, and the feelings of 
confusion, aggravation and frustration that often occur during this period of the deliberation 
process Braakman and Edwards (2002, p. 61) refer to the period between divergent and 
convergent thinking as the groan zone.

The diagram in this slide illustrates the process participants in a deliberation process work 
through as they move from divergent to convergent thinking.
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