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Complex problems

• People involved with different backgrounds, interests, beliefs  
and objectives

• Uncertainty about causes, consequences and (future) remedies

• Rules and regulations from different levels of government 

• Powerful, resilient coalitions and dependencies









a dialogue means

• no opponents, no winning

• respecting different perspectives

• exploring underlying assumptions, norms, concerns

The Art of Thinking Together!



what happens 

in 

conversations…



Self-referentiality means that people

• perceive the environment from a completely own idea about 
what is important and/or true and what not (“what does it 
mean to me?”)

• without being aware of doing so   

Luhmann, 1990



Self-referentiality is about selecting and constructing 
stories that make the outside world comprehensible, 
reduce perceived threat and 
confirm our identities, based on experiences, 
expectations and ambitions

Van Herzele & Aarts, 2015



Self-referentiality makes people

• feel comfortable with what they already know

• feel comfortable with people who have the same opinion

• tend to mainly communicate with like-minded people

As a consequence, existing impressions, associations, opinions and 
perceptions are reproduced and reinforced







• Enlarging the issue by

• Generalising

• Connecting seperate events

• Exaggerating
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Citizen concerns

Is the information understandable?

Is the information useful? For Whom? How? 

Do experts take citizens’ experiences and concerns seriously?

Are experts willing to critically reflect their standpoints?

In what context do experts work? Whose interests do they serve?
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Guidelines for dialogue

• Listen with attention and respect

• Recognize different perspectives

• Make underlying norms, assumptions, concerns explicit

• Take emotions seriously

• Be sure to collectively make a next step
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