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Circles have a rich history in many traditions and are present everywhere in nature.
Circle processes can be as complex or as simple as you want and can be applied to
have conversations between pairs of people, groups, teams and communities.

Here are a few steps to help make circles happen. This is a very simple method based
on my experiences as a restorative justice facilitator and mediator.

1) Why a circle?

Circles offer a way for there to be equal participation. In a study of high performing
teams, it was shown that equal air time was the key to their success. The equal airtime
also enabled more perspectives to be shared, which created wiser decision-making.

2) Who should be involved in a circle?
Think about who has been most impacted by the situation or topic to guide your
choices. A circle enables multiple perspectives, so choose accordingly.

3) Where to host a circle?

What setting might feel most emotionally or psychologically safe. We can’t create
safety, but we can create environments that have a higher chance of feeling more
comfortable for our collective physiology and nervous systems.

4) Why have guidelines:

Having guidelines can be helpful to help set the container and expectations. This
handout could be offered and shared as one way for a group to have guidelines. What
is useful is to let people know the best intention in holding a circle conversation, that
there will be a talking piece, how long the conversation will take, and what is expected
of them.

5) What kind of guidelines could help in a circle?

Here are a few simple but powerful ones:
1) Honour the Talking Piece — this means each person commits to not
interrupting as well as going in one direction (sometimes indicated by indigenous
tradition on that land)
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2) Speak from the Heart — it can help to hold your heart when speaking to help
connect with the intelligence resident there.

3) Listen from the Heart — you can also hold your heart to listen if that helps
with somatic connecting. Assume positive intent as you listen, as we are all a
collection of a multitude of intentions. Listen for new information.

4) Pass if you want — it is always an option.

5) Optional timer — in a workplace setting, or a setting that is bound by time
constraints, it can be helpful to have a timer as a governor of time. It can be as
simple as dividing the amount of people by the amount of time available for
speaking, then having someone volunteer to be the timer.

6) Why a talking piece?

In one modified circle | did years ago, around a board room table, each person was
invited to share from the heart, and listen from the heart. There were heart-felt
expressions, landing in a way that hadn’t been heard before. At one point, one person
was speaking softly, tears in eyes and took a long pause. | was across from this person
so | could see they were gathering their thoughts for a possible more intimate reveal.
But the person beside them couldn’t see their face and thought the pause meant it was
their turn. So, the next person started talking and the moment was lost. That was, to
me, the moment that justifies a talking piece. It allows everyone to have the right rhythm
of expression, to take the time and breathing space they need and to know the focus is
on them for that time. Talking pieces need not be complicated, although it can be helpful
to have a conversation about what could symbolize a talking piece for that group.

7) What if someone does not adhere to the guidelines?

You can ask this question at the start and/or appoint a circle keeper. Often in circles, it
is the circle keeper’s responsibility to ensure people work within the guidelines. It could
be helpful to appoint a circle keeper — or two — to be the ones who are permitted to jump
in if someone does interrupt or go out of turn or talk longer than the timer has allowed. A
circle keeper (or keepers) would also organize for the talking piece and would open and
close the circle. Circle keepers also participate like any other member of the circle.

8) How to open a circle?

It can be powerful to start with some kind of meaningful ritual. This could be a poem or a
quote that could have meaning for this group. Also confirm that you will be using the
circle format and the talking piece, ensuring everyone is on board. Then also read the
Guidelines and check in with each person individually to make sure they are
comfortable agreeing to those. If you need one, appoint a time-keeper.
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9) What questions can guide the circle?

These are three powerful and classic circle questions that can guide the agenda. Each
question could be one “round” of people going around the circle. It can be helpful to
then have a “Witness” round after each first round. A witness round is simply going
around a second time with the same question, giving people an opportunity to respond
more holistically to what has been shared collectively.

Here are the three questions, in the order that works. Remember if you are using a
timer, to allow for enough time for each of these topics to unfold.

1) What has been happening?
2) How has this impacted you?
3) Where would you like to go from here?

If time allows, you can have a witness round after each question. It helps to slow the
pace so you can “go slow to go fast.”

10) How should we close?

Be mindful of the timing so you can finish well. Ideally, that means closing with a sense
of what was accomplished, next steps and a ritual. In a traditional circle, time is allowed
to expand and you stay as long as you stay. Some circles can go on for days. In a work
setting, that is not usually possible so adherence to timing becomes part of the adaption
process. Time pressures do shift people into a more closed state, so the timing aspect
of the circle must be woven in gently.

The close itself could include a round of gratitude from each person or what is positive
and new for each. A circle could also close with a quote or poem.

“Sitting in a circle removes batrriers... Any power structure is flattened, particularly in a
circle that uses a talking piece.” - Lorna Baldry

“Holy listening—to “listen” another’s soul into life, into a condition of disclosure and
discovery, may be almost the greatest service that any human being ever performs for
another.” - Douglas Steere, author, teacher & Quaker Elder

There are many resources on Circles. Kay Pranis has been a big influence because of
my early years in Restorative Justice. Also check out \Way of Council for more info on
circles.
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