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Copyright 

2012 © Our United Villages, Some Rights Reserved.   
All parts of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
including photocopying, recording, or other electronic methods, without the prior written permission of 
the publisher.   
 
Our United Villages freely provides this content in support of community-based, volunteer or nonprofit 
organizations whose work provides benefit to community.  Our United Villages invites the community to 
use these online resources for personal, educational and other non-commercial purposes.  By using these 
resources, you accept and agree to abide by these terms.   

Please contact us at: 

Community Legacy Program of Our United Villages 
3625 N Mississippi Ave, Portland, OR, 97227 
503.542.7499 - communitylegacy@ourunitedvillages.org 
www.ouvcommunitylegacy.org
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INTRODUCTION  

About the Community Legacy Program 

When everyone is seen as having value, with a role and purpose in community; when they share ownership for what 
happens within it, a culture of equity can be created. 

The Community Legacy Program of Our United Villages recognizes and promotes that every person can 
make a positive difference for the benefit of all. Our Sharing Ideas events and Legacy Stories provide a 
platform for increasing awareness about how people are actively engaged in strengthening the social fabric 
of their community. We provide free tools and resources to assist people who seek pathways for achieving 
more vibrant, resilient and equitable communities. 
 
Note: In 2002, Our United Villages launched Community Outreach to serve as a free resource for those 
who see value in each other.  In 2013, Community Outreach evolved into the Community Legacy Program 
of Our United Villages.  This tool packet refers to both Community Outreach and the Community Legacy 
Program. 
 

How to Use this Tool Packet 

This Community Building Tool Packet is based on Our United Villages’ observations, practices and 
research engaging with Portland communities since 1997. We have respectfully included citations where 
our practices were influenced by the models and materials of others. 
 
We recognize that the ways in which to build community are vast and varied, and recommend that you 
choose an approach in alignment with your neighborhood or community vision. Our Community Legacy 
Tool Packets are designed to be “given away,” so we encourage you to take from them whatever is useful 
for achieving your goals. 
 
Consider contacting us to schedule a free Idea Development Session if you have questions about this Tool 
Packet, or want feedback on how best to implement them into your plan. 
 
If you have suggestions or stories to share for the enhancement of this Tool Packet, please contact us. Your 
feedback will be welcomed and appreciated.  
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ABOUT COMMUNITY CONVERSATIONS 

“Community.  A word of many connotations – a word overused until its meanings are so diffuse as to be almost 
useless. Yet the images it evokes, the deep longings and memories it can stir, represent something that human beings 
have created and recreated since time immemorial, out of our profound need for connections among ourselves and 
with Mother Nature.” – Helen Forsey 
 
Neighborhood or community conversations provide opportunities for progressive and robust dialogue that 
helps communities build their capacity together.  Conversations create a space for recognition and value of 
collective community wisdom and cultivate the ground for grassroots ideas that inspire social change.  
These are the ideals we strived for in hosting Neighborhood Conversations in the Boise, Humboldt and 
Overlook neighborhoods.   
 
We encourage you to establish a core set of values to inform the way in which your organizing group will 
work together, and how you will engage your neighbors and broader community. Please note that we use 
the terms neighborhood conversation, community conversation and dialogues interchangeably.  This is 
based on the evolution of our work over time. However, the essential elements of each term remain the 
same. 

TOPIC 

Topics for conversations may be informed by a variety of factors:  current activities, proposed plans, 
common ideas or community concerns.  Talk to people in your neighborhood or community; listen to 
identify what’s important to them; match your topic to meet the collective interest. 
  
Community Outreach (now the Community Legacy Program) determined topics for Neighborhood 
Conversations by surveying the interest of residents within the neighborhood of focus.  Staff and 
volunteers hand-delivered surveys to each address with the intention of making personal contact with 
neighbors.  A stamped, self-addressed survey was left at the door when residents were not available.  
Survey questions invited neighbors to express areas of interests, concerns and enhancement ideas; people 
were invited to identify what was important to them, and to envision possibilities for their neighborhoods.  
Survey responses were categorized into themes.  Themes become the topics of Neighborhood 
Conversations. Topics included: Education; Local Jobs; Youth Activities; Elder Involvement; Neighborhood Safety; 
Health and Fitness; or Music, Art and Culture.  To learn more about Survey and Canvassing Tools,  

GETTING THE WORD OUT 

Work to ensure that everyone in the neighborhood is invited and feels welcome to participate in a 
Neighborhood Conversation.  We mailed postcard invitations for each conversation to every address, with 
the date, time, place and conversation topic.  Posters were produced and posted in neighborhood 
businesses, schools, community centers, libraries and places of worship. Outreach materials were 
translated into different languages based on identified need. Neighborhood Associations and community 
newspapers assisted with getting the word out about our conversations.  For more information on how to 
get the word out, please refer to our Event Logistics Tool Packet.   
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LOGISTICS 

Consider all the details that may go into planning your community conversation.  Please refer to the Event 
Logistics Tool Packet for more detailed information on how to coordinate a community event.  
 
Venue: Determine your space based on projected needs of the people who may attend your event.  The 
space should be ADA accessible, have parking and access to public transportation, good acoustics, a 
welcoming environment, and easy to locate. Set the tone by adjusting lighting and decorating the space. 
Sandwich boards tagged with colorful balloons can be used to direct people to the location.   
 
Timing: When hosting multiple events on the same subject, consider offering one on a weekday-afternoon 
or evening and one on a weekend-afternoon.  We have found weekend afternoons to be accommodating for 
elders.  Date and time factors that may affect turn-out for your event are: youth, elders, and cultural 
practices of various groups.   
 
Comfort: Gather chairs that are comfortable and accommodate different body types. Make sure room 
temperate is balanced, with circulation of air if possible. Be especially mindful of the needs of elders and 
people with disabilities.  
 
Accommodations: Offer to provide child care.  Interpretation and transportation needs may be met by 
people in your neighborhood who are bilingual, and can assist with car-pool options if requested.   
 
Food: Offer a selection of foods/snacks keeping in mind diverse dietary restrictions. Make sure you serve 
sugar-free options for diabetics, and always include something vegetarian. We suggest that you research 
culturally appropriate foods based on those you plan to serve.    
 
Raffle: People love free stuff or something to take away from the event that reminds them of their 
experience. When our budget permits, we feature a raffle for a certificate to a book store, market or plant 
nursery. Raffle items may be donated by artists or local vendors.   
 
Technology: Possible needs might include microphone, digital recorder, or camera, interpretation audio 
equipment, PowerPoint projector, laptop, CD player.  
 
Supplies:  
 Nametags  

 Paper and pens for note-taking and exchanging contact information 

 A chart pad, stand and colorful makers for captioning feedback 

 (Avoid light colored markers for charting and the color red)  
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FORMAT 

Welcome and logistics: Thank facilities and host; thank neighbors for coming out.  Address location of rest 
rooms and remind people to silence their cell phones.   
 
Ice Breaker and introduction: Have everyone introduce themselves by name and something they would 
like others to know about them.   
 
Purpose: Provide background about the topic, information about the host, and purpose for gathering.  
 
Guidelines: Present ground rules for discussion or co-create guidelines with the group.  
 
Dialogue: The bulk of time is dedicated to dialogue among neighbors, exploring ideas on the topic.  
 
Next Steps: The group decides how they want to move forward.  
 
Closure: Recap the conversation, thank everyone for their participation, encourage reconnection.   
 
Feedback: Invite people to evaluate or provide feedback about the conversation.  
 

Ice breakers & introductions 

Ice-breakers aid in putting people at ease, remembering each other’s names and sheds light on common 
interests. Most importantly, ice breakers bring every voice into the room.  
 
Examples of ice breakers:   
 
What’s in a name? Ask each person to share their name and its significance in some way.  For example, 
they could share the meaning of their name, a nickname, cultural significance of their name, or family 
traditions.   
 
Greeting circle: Everyone stands in a large circle.  One person steps into the inner circle and introduces 
themselves to each person around the circle.  The person to their right enters the inner circle and does the 
same.  Each person has the opportunity to shake hands, have eye contact, and introduce themselves to one 
another. (For more examples, go to Appendix A)  

Setting the tone 

Inspiration: Set a “tone”, a spirit of openness and possibility.  Read a poem or passage relative to your 
topic, listen to a song together, watch a short video clip that tells a story, ask an elder to share words of 
wisdom. 
 
Community Awareness: If appropriate, present relative data or information to group before the 
conversations.   Create useful handouts like resource lists, historical overviews, and flyers about upcoming 
current events.  
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Discussion guidelines 

You may or may not establish guidelines for the discussion based on the group’s familiarity with each 
other and the facilitation style you are using.  Establish guidelines before the event and display them on 
the wall, or co-create guidelines with the group at the event by asking “What guidelines do we want to 
adopt for our conversation today?”   
 
Examples of guidelines: 

 Start and end on time 

 Focus on what is going right 

 Be a respectful and attentive listener  

 Silence or turn off cell phones  

 Equal participation and speaking time 

 Honor each individual’s perspective 

 Respect disagreements; they can illuminate unrecognized problems and serve as a catalyst for 
broadening the discussion 

 This is a safe place to display emotions (e.g. anger or sadness) as long as the emotion is not directed 
at another person in the group. 

 If someone says they don’t want their comments to leave the room, others respect the request 

Dialogue vs. Debate 

It is helpful to present information about the difference between dialogue and debate, especially when 
discussing controversial topics that may be laden with multiple perspectives and charged with emotion. 
Provide a handout outlining the differences between debate and dialogue. We use Comparison of 
Conversation and Debate. (See Appendix C) 

Next Steps 

Always encourage the group to reconnect, whether to resolve an unfinished agenda, develop new ideas or 
to deepen relationships. Ask them to consider what they learned through the conversation and possible 
next steps. Link them with resources that will support and nurture their neighborhood vision. Be a source 
of inspiration! 

Feedback 

Solicit feedback from participants of Neighborhood Conversations. Check in verbally at the closing of a 
conversation or provide feedback forms for neighbors to fill out and leave in a basket. Also offer the option 
of emailing forms.  
Questions may include: 

1. What was the most important thing you will take away from the discussion? 
2. How did the food, space, and facilitation work for you? 
3. What did you like or dislike about the Neighborhood Conversation? 
4. Would you recommend attending a Neighborhood Conversation to your friends?  Why/why not? 
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FACILITATION 

Co-facilitation 

We recommend using a co-facilitation model, using at least two people: someone who guides the 
discussion and someone who charts group feedback. Facilitators may have different styles in 
communication and swap roles; they stay tuned into each other, gauging the needs and progress of the 
dialogue.  During breaks, facilitators may check in with each other on group dynamics, makes observations 
and/or change aspects of the process to achieve the best outcomes.  

Facilitation Tips 

 Start and end on time unless the group decides to do otherwise. 

 Summarize and/or paraphrase individual’s responses intermittently throughout the conversation.   

 Observe group dynamics. Monitor non-verbal behavior (fidgeting, slouching, sighing, and rolling 
of eyes or tightly folded arms).   

 Energize the group by getting them to stand up, stretch, or take a walk.  

 Observe the rhythm of conversation. How is the energy flowing throughout the room?  

 Silence among group members can be okay; allow space for meaningful reflection. 

 Maintain neutrality.  Show an equal amount of enthusiasm towards each group member and all 
ideas presented. 

 Keep the group on track.  Redirect side conversations. Set up a “parking lot” chart for topics that 
may emerge but not be relevant.   

 Avoid asserting your own ideas or opinions into the group’s dialogue, unless you are requested to 
by the group.   

 Ensure that everyone in the group who wants to speak has an opportunity to speak.  
 
See Appendix B for Tips and Techniques for Leading Group Discussions. 

 

Provocative Questions 

The richness of conversation has a lot to do with how questions are presented to the group.  Thought-
provoking questions stimulate dynamic discussions.  Use an inspirational passage or passionate statement 
on the topic to set a tone for discussion.  
A few examples: 

 Imagine a neighborhood where people know each other and work together to benefit the community 
as a whole.  What would it take to get there?  Where would you begin? 

 Together, how can we create a culture of life based on common ground and cooperation? 

 What is your vision of a vibrant community? 
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Charting responses 

One facilitator should visibly and legibly caption/chart group responses as they emerge. Charting 
documents ideas and concerns; helps keep the conversation on track; tracks progress of the group; and 
shows people that their voices are being heard.  
Suggested guidelines: 

 Facilitators work together to ensure an accurate reflection of meaning over verbatim comments. 
Achieve this by asking clarifying questions when in doubt.  Be careful about translating group 
comments into your own interpretations.  Ask the group to point out if something is written down 
inaccurately. 

 Place flip charts or use a wall where all group members can see them. 

 Don’t stress about spelling. 

 Print legibly in letters big enough to see from the back of the room. 

 Use different colored markers to distinguish different areas of discussion  

 Put headers or labels at the top of each list. 

 Number pages to keep them in order as you post them and for easier processing. 

 Graphic artists are great for visualizing ideas, in combination with the captioned responses. 

 If your budget cannot accommodate one, seek out a volunteer. This is a bonus-added feature of 
dialogues.  

 

Conversation Style 

You may use multiple styles in the course of one Neighborhood Conversation.   
 
Format examples: 
Round Table: Present a question to the group. Ask for someone to get the ball rolling.  Going around in a 
circle, allow each person an opportunity to respond.   
 
Fishbowl: One variation is to have the group sitting in a circle. Have 4-5 people come to the center of the 
room and engage in discussion.  When someone else sitting in the large group wants to join, one of the 4-5 
people gives up their seat.  The fishbowl keeps the room moving, the speakers changing, and 
acknowledges the fact that not everyone will want to speak.   
 
Caucusing: Caucusing is used with two or more groups of difference (e.g. police/citizen, Black/Brown, 
People of Color/Whites, youth/adults). The large group breaks into 2 or more caucuses, each with their 
own facilitator.  Each group identifies a spokesperson and particular discussion points they want to share 
with the large group.  
 
Open Forum: An open forum provides space for spontaneous response. As the facilitator, your ability to 
observe group dynamics is especially important in this format.  Ensure that everyone in the group is heard 
that wants to speak.   
 
Listening Pairs: Divide the group into pairs.  Present a question or topic.  Each person in the pair answers 
speaks for a specified period of time (e.g. 2-5 minutes).  The role of listener and speaker interchange for the 
same amount of time.  The listener must listen without commenting. Both people thank each other for the 
gift of listening. Bring everyone back together and invite neighbors to share insights or ideas from their 
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listening session. People should only speak about their own comments, not what their Listening Pair 
partner spoke about.   
 
Question & Answer (Q&A): A featured speaker or panel presents on a topic and the community engages 
in a Q & A session.  People are offered index cards to write down their questions.  Facilitators randomly 
select questions, inviting panelists, presenter or anyone in the room to respond. This model honors that 
everyone in the room may have questions and everyone in the room may have answers.  It also allows 
group members to ask questions anonymously and for the group to guide the direction of the 
conversation.  
 
Small groups: Present a question(s), scenario, or exercise.  Break the group into 3-6 person small groups.  
Encourage the small group to decide on a facilitator, time keeper, and note taker.  After the group works 
together on the question(s), scenarios, or exercise, have each group report back to the large group.   

Consensus Building 

Once a group of neighbors expresses interest turning an idea into action, a consensus building process will 
help them move forward. (Appendix D: Consensus Building Principles) 
 
A group reaches consensus when: 

 It finally agrees upon a single alternative 

 Each group member can honestly say: 

 I believe that you understand my point of view. 

 I believe that I understand your point of view. 

 Whether or not I prefer this decision, I support it because 

 It was arrived at openly and fairly 

 It is the best solution for our group at this time 

 

 
AFTER THE CONVERSATION 
 

Debriefing  
Event coordinators and facilitators should get together and debrief each neighborhood conversation. 
Debriefing provides insight about ways to improve outreach strategies, dialogue format, process, and 
outcomes.  Identify areas that work well, need enhancement or require adjustments. Begin each debrief 
with recognizing and expressing appreciation for each member of the organizing team. For example, “I 
appreciate the way Avery honored elders.” 

Report Back 

Following Neighborhood Conversations, we produced a report back, Ideas to Inspire Action that included 
survey themes, neighborhood resources relevant to the topic, and neighbors’ ideas that were generated 
during conversations.  We believe that it’s important to share feedback with all neighbors, regardless of 
whether they participated in discussions; therefore, every address in the neighborhood, (residents, 
businesses, churches, schools, hospitals, and municipals) received a report back. 
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APPENDIX A: ICE BREAKERS 

Ice breakers are designed to put people at ease in settings where they may not know one another. The ice 
breaker exercise you choose can influence the “tone” – attitude level of the group’s discourse; they can also 
illuminate shared interests or concerns; they ensure that every voice is heard.   
 
Make ice breakers relevant to your topic.  Factors to consider when deciding upon an appropriate ice 
breaker are time space accommodations and ability for inclusive participation. 
 
Examples of Ice Breakers (imprint your own style):  
The Answer is Behind You: This activity is like Twenty Questions.  As each participant arrives, tape a 3 x 5 
index card listing a person, place, or thing on their back. The person wearing the card does not know what 
is on it; they must circulate the room, asking questions that can only be answered with a “yes” or “no” by 
other participants.  Their goal is to identify what is on their back.   One idea is to make all of the index 
cards a theme such as assets and resources that exist in the neighborhood (e.g. parks, restaurants, shops, 
neighborhood association, schools).   
 
Headlines: Ask the group to imagine hopes and dreams for their neighborhood.  Prompt them to think 
about the future, imagining their neighborhood featured on the front page of a newspaper, highlighting 
something significant. The headline reads....  what?   Ask each participant to introduce themselves by name 
and their imagined headline. 
 
Fill in the blank: Give each person a piece of paper with sentence starters on it, such as: 

 One thing I do to be a supportive neighbor is… 

 I feel a sense of community in my neighborhood when… 

 One idea I have for making my neighborhood a more vibrant place is… 

 Give the group time to write.  Go around in a circle and have each group member share their 
answers. 

 
The Signature Game: This activity is like a treasure hunt.  The facilitator creates categories that 
participants seek out within the group.  Everyone moves around the room to obtain signatures of a person 
who fits each category.   
 
Examples of categories: 

 Someone who planted a tree from seedling 

 Someone who works with wood 

 Someone who ran a marathon 

 Someone who grew up on a farm 

 Someone who likes to sew 
 
After an allotted amount of time of collecting signatures, check in with people about what they discovered. 
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APPENDIX B: TIPS AND TECHNIQUES FOR LEADING GROUP DISCUSSION 

 Ask clear, complete, open-ended questions 

 Give everyone an opportunity to respond to the first question or topic statement 

 If the group is larger than 15 people, use the round table and/or small group discussion format 

 Be prepared to wait for answers from the group; allow silence between answers (count to 10) 

 Be prepared to model an answer to your question if people are confused or reluctant 

 Honor every response; there are no wrong answers 

 Call on quiet people by name; encourage, affirm, and validate their participation 

 Restate responses and confirm, “Did I capture what you were saying?” 
 
Options when… 
…the group cannot get started: 

 Rephrase meeting objectives or topics. 

 Ask for specific input from an individual. 
…a conflict arises: 

 State the benefit of presenting different perspectives in developing ideas or seeking solutions. 

 Remind the group that differing views are healthy. 
…the group has lost its energy: 

 Determine if more information is needed. 

 Encourage participants to stand up, stretch or walk around for a few minutes. 

 Break into small groups with specific, assigned tasks. 
…the group gets off the subject or theme: 

 Ask a question about being off the subject. 

 Clarify the topic of discussion. 

 Thank them for their input, but bring them back to the topic. 
…someone dominates: 

 Thank them for their point of view and ask for other points of view. 

 Restate the ground rules about involving all members in the discussion. 
…someone asks you to make a decision: 

 Ask the group if someone can provide the answer to that question. 

 Clarify your role as facilitator, not decision-maker. 
…establishing agreement: 

 Ask the group if they wish to add anything to the agenda 

 Confirm and clarify ground rules for discussion 
…someone becomes defensive: 

 Don’t cut the person off, but suggest that they have a good idea, and now you want to see how 
it fits in with the theme.  

 Thank the person for their concern, idea, or solution and suggest that the group needs to hear 
from everyone.  

 
 
 
 

 Adapted from Tips and Techniques by the Institute of Cultural Affairs & Options to say when… from the Oregon State 

Extension Service  

 



Community Building Tool Packet: Hosting Community Conversations 

 www.ouvcommunitylegacy.org  

13 

APPENDIX C: A COMPARISON OF CONVERSATION AND DEBATE 

Conversation is collaborative: two or more side work together toward common understanding. 
Debate is oppositional: two sides oppose each other and attempt to prove each other wrong. 
 
In conversation, one searches for strengths in the other positions. 
In debate, one searches for flaws and weaknesses in the other position. 
 
Conversation assumes that many people have pieces of the answer and that together they can put them 
into a workable solution. 
Debate assumes that there is a right answer and that someone has it. 
 
Conversation reveals assumptions for reevaluation. 
Debate defends assumptions as truth. 
 
Conversation causes introspection on one’s own position. 
Debate causes critique of the other position. 
 
In conversation, one searches for basic agreements. 
In debate, winning is the goal. 
 
In conversation, finding common ground is the goal. 
In debate, winning is the goal. 
 
Conversation remains open-ended. 
Debate implies a conclusion. 
 
Conversation opens the possibility of reaching a better solution than any of the original solutions. 
Debate defends one’s own positions as the best solution and excludes other solutions. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Adapted from the Study Circles Resource Center 
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APPENDIX D: CONSENSUS BUILDING PRINCIPLES  

1. A group reaches consensus when it finally agrees upon a single alternative  
2. Each group member can honestly say:  

 I believe that you understand my point of view.  

 I believe that I understand your point of view.  

 Whether or not I prefer this decision, I support it because  
o It was arrived at openly and fairly  
o It is the best solution for our group at this time  
 

3. Principles for achieving consensus:  

 Everyone in the group must actively participate to achieve consensus.  

 To participate fully and freely, all group members must have a common base of 
information and keep up to date on progress of the group.  

 The group must create and maintain an atmosphere in which everyone feels free to 
express views and disagree.  

 Disagreements should be respected; they can illuminate unrecognized problems and 
serve as a catalyst for improving decisions.  

 When someone objects or disagrees, the goal of the group is to discover the unmet need 
that produced the objection and try to meet that need.  

 Ask questions  

 Avoid taking individual ownership of ideas.  

 Yield to reason, not pressure.  
 

4. Expressing thanks to the group:  
 Remember to recognize and celebrate small achievements, in addition to the big ones. 
Thank everyone!  

 
 

 


