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Post-secondary institutions are uniquely
positioned to act as convenors for
transformative conversations around the
pressing questions of our times.

There is a growing shift in the relationship between post-secondary institutions and the
wider communities within which they are located. This is happening as universities and
colleges leverage, and expand their traditional roles of education and research to benefit
community wellbeing.
This Brief explores the Transformative Community Dialogue engagement model.
It outlines the value and possibilities of dialogue-based engagement, alongside
strategic considerations for convenors, illustrated by real-life case studies. Co-created
transformative dialogues between an institution and community help inform a response to
regional specific social, environmental, cultural and economic issues.
Indeed, post-secondary institutions are
often seen as trusted, neutral convenors,
allowing them to bring together various
community stakeholders to increase shared
understanding and collaborative action for
community wellbeing.
As illustrated by the COVID-19
pandemic, post-secondary institutions,
as anchor institutions, are well placed
to rapidly mobilize resources in support
of societal needs, and doing so is in
their best interest as well.

Existing models of community engagement
include:
• experiential or work-integrated
learning programs
• community engaged research,
• open data platforms
• knowledge translation and
dissemination
• social innovation labs
• incubators
• multi-sector partnerships
• transformative community dialogue
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What Is Dialogue?
Dialogue brings together diverse voices, stories, perspectives,
and experiences in order to increase shared understanding and
gaininsight into complex problems.
The act of “engaging in dialogue’’ goes beyond simple conversation and ‘’talk’’. With a
spirit of curiosity and a willingness to learn, dialogue can create the initial necessary
conditions for profound systems transformation and positive action.
Dialogue differs from the adversarial, polarizing debates that often characterize public
discussion about complex issues. Dialogue-based processes aim to build relationships
through deep listening.
Community dialogue also moves beyond one-sided consultation. By connecting crosssector participants around questions of mutual interest, dialogues help to de-centre
decision-making and empower collective action for positive change.
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CASE STUDY
Community dialogues for sustainable community development

In 2015, Cardiff University’s Community Gateway initiative launched a public consultation
to identify opportunities for investments and partnerships to support community
development in Grangetown, Wales’ most ethnically diverse electoral district1 First,
an intergenerational team of community researchers interviewed over 100 of their
neighbours in diverse community spaces. Then, through a community gathering,
researchers shared the findings, and community volunteers and university stakeholders
worked together to facilitate action planning and build connections to launch projects.
Community Gateway has since developed over 48 community-university projects
addressing the nine priority areas identified in the consultation, engaging over 600
students and graduates in work and volunteer opportunities.
Co-creation is at the heart of the Community Gateway model. The Steering Committee
includes equal numbers of Cardiff University and community representatives,
annual public consultations provide project updates and solicit ongoing input from
the community, and the initiative maintains an open call for project ideas from the
community.
This unique engagement model has helped to:
• increase residents’ sense of connection to their community and to Cardiff
University2,
• increase community awareness of the university’s resources and pathways to
higher education,
• identify research, teaching, and volunteering opportunities that meaningfully
respond to local needs,
• establish long-term and mutually beneficial partnerships between the university
and its community.

1
For an in-depth case study on Community Gateway see p. 129 in Universities and Their Communities review of European community-university partnerships
https://www.seuproject.eu/wedit/fileman/Uploads/Documents/State_of_the_Art_Review.pdf
2
Based on survey results conducted in the 2015 Love Grangetown consultation process,
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/community-gateway/our-projects/friendly-and-accepting-community/
love-grangetown
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Benefits and Outcomes of Community
Dialogues

Transform relationships
between community and
institutions

Bridge knowledge from
academic research &
community lived experience

Increase public’s sense of connection to institutions
Enhance public profile and social license
Align engagement initiatives with communitiy needs
& priorities

Encourage mutual learning
Increase research impact
Broaden curriculum

Co-create solutions
for “wicked problems”

Connect students
with community

Connect community leaders with centers of research
& innovation to translate ideas into action
Develop policy recommendations to inform decisionmakers

Service learning
Leadership skillls
Empower emerging leaders
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Co-Creating Meaningful Dialogue
Dialogue is founded upon principles of reciprocity and coming
together in a partnership of equals.
A hallmark of successful dialogue is a commitment to co-creation. It is important
that institutions and community partners collaborate early to mutually decide on the
objectives of any dialogues, as well as its topics, process, and forms of evaluation.
When community and institutions work as equals, it helps to break down power dynamics,
establish trusting relationships, and foster fruitful partnerships. Institutions are, after all, a
part of their community.
It can be helpful to name power dynamics between the school and the community, and
put intention into working against these. This means decentering the institution, and
having the external community take equal ownership. Community dialogues can be more
impactful when post-secondary institutions move away from assuming the role of “host”
or “convenor,” but instead, act as an active participant. In so doing, the conversation and
its outcomes are horizontal in their framing, and genuinely co-created.
Through a process of co-creation, institutional and community partners can work
together to identify dialogue questions that are both responsive to community issues and
aligned with the institution’s unique strategic directions.
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CASE STUDY
An Indigenous Framework to guide dialogue and engagement

In 2017, the University of Calgary unveiled its new Indigenous Strategy, ii’ taa’ poh’ to’ p
following a two-year process of engagement including in-person community dialogues,
on-campus focus groups, and a public survey.
A commitment to advancing reconciliation and decolonization was reflected not only
in the strategy itself, but also in the leadership structure and engagement design. The
process was led by an Indigenous Task Force, comprising a Steering Committee, Elder
Advisory Group, and a Working Group including representatives from diverse faculties and
services.
The Task Force recognized that the typical institutional approach (guided by written
Terms of Reference) did not adequately reflect Indigenous perspectives. In response,
the group developed a parallel Indigenous Framework, based upon oral traditions. This
framed the engagement process in language that more appropriately reflected Indigenous
worldviews. For instance, where the second stage in the Institutional Framework involves
“Information Gathering and Data Collection,” in the Indigenous Framework, this stage is
described as “Clearing the Path and Gathering Stories.”
The Indigenous Framework was developed in consultation with Traditional Knowledge
Keepers, and validated by the Steering Committee and through ceremony conducted
by Traditional Knowledge Keepers. By incorporating both frameworks, the dialogue and
engagement process honours the cultural parallels and distinctions between eurocentric
and Indigenous ways of knowing.
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Possibilities of Engagement
Community dialogues can take a diversity of shapes and forms depending on
the context, partners, goals and available resources.
There is no “cookie-cutter” model or formula for community-engaged dialogue. Meaningful dialogue
is highly context-dependent, reflecting the communities’ unique needs and relationships.
Options for different forms of dialogue include:

Ojbectives
Generative
Dialogue

Generates multiple ideas and options to address an issue

Deliberative
Dialogue

Engages citizens in discussing values and trade-offs in order to
understand the complexity of public issues

Sparks innovation

Can lead to concrete recommendations to inform decisions

Timing
Single-day
events

Multi-day
dialogue
initiatives

Increased accessibility for participants with limited time
Establishes networks and lays the groundwork for ongoing conversations
and collaboration

Deepens relationships and understanding of complex issues
Can help engage multiple ways of thinking, knowing, and sharing

8• Post-Secondary Community Dialogue Brief • October 2020

Format
Small
roundtable
dialogues

Plenary or
panel
discussions

Art-based
dialogues

Encourages the sharing of personal experiences that deepen
relationships and understanding of diverse perspectives

Shares knowledge from community leaders, lived experience and/or
academic research
Can be combined with small group discussions and/or Q&A with
panelists to foster more engaged participation

Invite participants to experience or co-create art (e.g. film screenings,
gallery walks, storytelling circles, participatory theatre) as a starting
point for discussion that engages both the head and the heart
Leverages the power of art to expose diverse perspectives, spark
imagination and resonate with deeply felt experiences
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CASE STUDY
From art to dialogue
At Elon University, North Carolina, the School of Communications brought together law
enforcement officials, and community members and leaders from the local Alamance
County to discuss issues related to systemic racism and profiling in community policing.
The Connecting Through Conversation event opened with a film screening of the
documentary, “Walking While Black: L.O.V.E. Is the Answer,” followed by an intimate
75-minute discussion where participants shared personal experiences of discrimination
and reflected on priorities and possibilities for change. The conversation created an
opportunity to improve dialogue, communication, and healing between community and
law enforcement.

CASE STUDY
An iterative dialogue process
Ohio’s Bowling Green State University hosted a free, public dinner and dialogue for
community and university members to explore how they could address the pressing
opioid crisis together. Building on previous community engagement initiatives related
to the opioid crisis, including a “teach-in,” community forums and panel discussions,
the dinner-dialogue allowed participants to engage in several rounds of facilitated small
group discussion to share experiences and expertise, ask questions, and identify potential
solutions and strategies. Campus and community members were additionally invited to
preliminary workshops to develop skills and strategies for active listening and engaging in
civil discourse across differing viewpoints.
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Building Back Better - Community Dialogue &
COVID-19
Complex and unprecedented challenges call for system-wide
responses that foster resiliency and equity in communities.
When faced with risks and vulnerabilities such as the COVID-19 pandemic, natural
disasters, socio-political tensions, or economic recessions, there is an opportunity for
communities and post-secondary institutions to foster a sense of solidarity and common
purpose.
Community dialogues provide a space for civic discourse that strengthens democratic
practices and facilitates equitable and sustainable recovery in times of crisis.

Action planning

Challenges
Needs
Inequities

Networks &
connections

Increased
equality
Resillient
systems

Community
visioning
Strengthened
social capital

Dialogue opens space to
voice the tensions and
challenges emerging in
times of crisis...

While fostering conditions
for community-based
action planning...
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To respond effectively
to one crisis and lay the
foundation for tackling
future challenges.

Some questions that could be explored at a
community dialogue during a crisis include:
What are the greatest challenges you have faced during the crisis?
How have communities been impacted differently by the crisis?
What are you anxious about?
What new opportunities and possibilities have arisen in this time
of crisis?
What would you like to see different as we build back better from
this crisis?
What steps do we need to take?
What role can different public institutions play at this time?
What role can our university / college play?
How can we mutually support each other in coping with the shifts
and impacts brought on by this crisis?
Who else needs to be involved?
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CASE STUDY
Community dialogues to guide rebuilding
In the wake of Hurricane Katrina, several American universities stepped in to support
relief and rebuilding efforts in the heavily impacted states, supported by funding from the
Universities Rebuilding America Partnership (URAP).
Tulane University became a national leader in community engagement following Hurricane
Katrina’s devastating impact on its campus and community. In response, Tulane leveraged
URAP funding to establish the URBANbuild Program dedicated to community design and
reconstruction working in partnership with communities.
Similarly, institutions such as the University of Washington, Mississippi State University or
University of Nebraska-Lincoln developed housing construction and rehabilitation projects
for displaced residents in Louisiana, Mississippi, and New Orleans. Recognizing the
importance of community involvement in rebuilding efforts, their projects incorporated
diverse platforms for community input and dialogue, including online surveys, community
workshops and meetings, and a symposium where public officials and community leaders
shared best practices and models for reconstruction.

CASE STUDY
Generating community recommendations for COVID-19 responses
In Australia, Griffith University’s Centre for Interfaith and Cultural Dialogue hosted a virtual
Community Forum, to discuss how the Queensland government and faith communities
could work together to respond to COVID-19. It surfaced 14 recommendations, relevant
not only to the COVID-19 emergency, but also future crises.
Recognizing the essential role faith communities play in mobilizing health knowledge,
providing community services and connection, and reaching vulnerable groups, the Centre
sought to hear directly from faith communities on the key issues they faced during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Alongside a questionnaire, the Centre convened nearly two dozen
representatives from diverse religious institutions, government, and community service
organizations. The virtual gathering helped to establish stronger communication between
these groups to support coordinated collaboration and trusting relationships.
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Safe convening in Pandemic Times
The COVID-19 pandemic challenges post-secondary institutions to
find creative ways to engage with and support their communities
while upholding health and safety.

While face-to-face gatherings hold a unique power to nurture trusting interpersonal
relationships, it is possible to engage in community dialogue events in accordance with
public health recommendations. Options include:
Virtual dialogues on web-conferencing platforms such as Zoom, Google Hangouts,
Microsoft Teams, or other similar applications can convene large groups for discussion
(upwards of 300) and offer a range of functions to facilitate different dialogue formats,
such as:
• Screen sharing and question boxes
• Virtual breakout rooms to facilitate more participatory dialogue processes
• Chat boxes for asynchronous/informal discussion amongst participants
• Shared “whiteboards” where participants can collaboratively brainstorm ideas
Online engagement platforms integrate multiple tools for synchronous and
asynchronous public dialogue and engagement, including forums, surveys, polls, mapping
deliberation tools. Online engagement platforms may be an alternative or complement to
live online discussions.
Hosting small, socially-distanced gatherings may be an option for dialogues in some
contexts. For instance, registration can be limited through invitations, and participants can
wear masks and be socially distanced.
It is important to acknowledge that a crisis might affect community groups differently.
Community dialogues should be mindful of this difference and designed to support the
emotional wellbeing of community members and overcome accessibility barriers.
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