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Why is dialogue across divides important for democracies?

How do the the dialogue formats 
of My Country Talks and Pro Futuris work?

What have we learnt & what conditions of success have we 
identified?

How can we scale dialogue and reach (even) more people?

One hour, four questions
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Hanna & Ivo (I): 
Who are they and what do they do?



Hanna & Ivo (II): 
Who are they and what do they do?

Pro Futuris is a think and do tank dedicated 
to strengthening “democratic culture”

We analyse socio-economic and political 
challenges (we think) and we prototype new 
formats to foster dialogue, participation, and 
collective decision making (we do)

We’re a programme of the Swiss Society for 
the Common Good (SGG)



Why is dialogue across 
divides important for 
democracies?
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How we conceptualise democracies
Living together, deciding together 

● Solving problems together
(collective decision making)

● Becoming smarter together  
(public discourse)

● Living peacefully together - accepting our 
different values and lived realities (pluralism)



Handle with care
Democracies are intricate webs of norms & institutions

Highly divergent 
lived realities

Checks & 
balances 

Tolerance for different 
world views & ways to live

Tolerance for ambiguity (democracy 
as an endless negotiation)

Compromises as a form 
of collective decision making

Political 
equality

Active 
civil society

Independent media 
& science

Capabilities and capacities to participate in communal life
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Swiss conflict management
Almost a third of adults broke-up friendships / relationships due to 
differing views on Covid-measures 



Diminishing empathy / compassion?
A plurality of the populations feels that empathy is in retreat



The shrinking middle ground
Switzerland’s electorate is politically increasingly polarised



Polarised political parties
The big Swiss parties run on relatively extreme platforms



Polarised emotions
Switzerland shows relatively high levels of affective polarisation 



Contested diversity
A large minority doesn’t like people they deem different

40% of the population “without a migration background” 
say that they feel irritated / annoyed / disturbed by 
people who are “different” - with “different” defined as 
different nationality, religion, language or skin colour 



Low tolerance of ambiguity?
During the epidemic, conspiracy narratives resonated rather broadly



New and old divides
The population regards the rift b/w the rich & poor to be the deepest



Crumbling foundations?
How polarised can a “consensus” democracy be?

High levels of polarisation can lead to 

● retreat into relatively homogenous groups…
● disinterest in “others” … 
● lack of mutual understanding and learning … 
● missing win-win opportunities … 
● highly-emotionalised dicourse … 
● cycles of stereotyping & scapegoating … 
● mutual delegimtisation
● mutual dehumanisation
● hardening conflicts … 
● lose-lose mindsets … 



The invisible precondition
Democracies need a dialogue infrastructure

We need spaces where people with different 
worldviews and lived experiences can
… come together in the first place
… face each other with openness and respect
… listen to each other 
… learn more about each other
… (without having to agree or like each other)

Who can create and hold these spaces?



How do our dialogue 
formats work?
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Dialogue formats by Pro Futuris: 
Dialogwoche & Dialogtag

Dialogwoche
● 1-on-1 conversations using the 

My-Country-Talks-matching-software
● 1st iteration: National dialogues (DE-FR)
● 2nd iteration: Regional dialogues (Basel)

Dialogtag
● 3 hour interactive workshop
● Group of 20-40 people with differing 

worldviews
● Training the art of active listening 



Dialogue formats by Pro Futuris: 
Dialogwoche & Dialogtag



Darlegen & 
zuhören 
(3’)

Nachfragen & 
klären  
(5’)

Diskutieren 

(10’)

Zurückblicken

(5’)

Darlegen & 
zuhören 
(3’)

Nachfragen & 
klären  
(5’)

Phase 2b
Person B spricht, Person A 
hört zu und stellt Fragen

Phase 2a
Person A spricht, Person B 
hört zu und stellt Fragen

Phase 3: 
Freier Austausch von 
Ideen und Positionen

Phase 4
Reflexion

“Ich denke” “Was meinst 
Du mit X?” “Ich denke” “Was meinst 

Du mit Y?”
Welche Ansichten und 
Erfahrungen?

Wie ging es Dir 
und mir beim 
Zuhören?

Phase 1
Intro

Kennen-
lernen 
(3’)

Was ist Dein 
Bildschirm-
hintergrund? 

Dialogische Ebene rund um Frage X Klassisches GesprächBeziehungs-
ebene

Beziehungs-
ebene

Our short dialogue format (30’ per iteration)
Strukturiert in vier Phasen



Gesprächsleitfaden
Der Rahmen für respektvolle Dialoge



What are conditions for 
success?
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Scaling dialogue across societal divides: 
What we’ve learnt so far

1. Dialogue is an experiential good - it’s hard to describe & to sell - 
you have to experience it to understand its nature and benefits

2. Real dialogue (and active listening) is both harder and more exciting than many people think

3. Demand is latent - few people desperately yearn to talk to someone they neither know nor 
will agree with

4. From the perspective of participants, dialogue needs dedication, time, and courage: 
meeting someone you don’t know with a different opinion isn’t easy 

5. As dialogue platforms, we need to be credible and viewed as neutral 

6. Most people who participate tend to self-identifying as centre-left

7. Calls for dialogue can be viewed as something suspicious / too soft / too unpolitical
by the political extremes 



How can we scale sociatel 
formats and reach (even) 
more people?
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How can we increase the readiness / willingness of 
people to engage in dialogue across political divides?



Where (points in time / societal actors) might there be 
latent demand for dialogue across political divides?



How can we tell the story of dialogue to make it more 
appealing to more people?



Appendix



Pessimismus
Viele blicken ängstlich in die Zukunft



What we read (ivs)
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Some context : 
Genuinely pluralistic democracies are very young



The great democratic retreat: 
We’re living in an increasingly unfree world



The great democratic retreat: 
We’re living in an increasingly unfree world



The great democratic retreat: 
We’re living in an increasingly unfree world 

Central Europe & 
Central Asia



Unsere Sicht auf die Demokratie
Wir verstehen die Demokratie als komplexe Gesellschaftsform

Normen, Haltungen, 
soziale Emotionen, kollektive Erzählungen

Soziale 
Gewohnheiten

Politik i.e.S.
“Kollektive 

Entscheidungen”
Am Gemeinsamen partizipieren
Sich für die Gemeinschaft engagieren
Füreinander sorgen
Sich über Gemeinsames informieren
Sich miteinander verständigen
Sich miteinander vertragen

Entscheide von Exekutive, Legislative, 
Judikative
Abstimmungen & Wahlen
Verfassung, Gesetze
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Umweltentwicklungen

Wirtschaftliche 
Dynamiken

(Geo-)politische 
Entwicklungen

Soziokulturelle 
Entwicklungen

..

Das kaum sichtbare Fundament: 
Vorstellungen des guten Lebens, 
Verhältnis von Individuum und 
Kollektiv, Vorstellungen von 
Pflicht, Moral etc.

Einflüsse

Entscheide, 

Verhalten



Problemdefinition: 
Definieren, welche 
gesellschaftspolitischen 
Herausforderung wir 
anpacken wollen.

Problemanalyse
Qualitative und quantitative
Recherchen für ein 
systemisches Verständnis 
der Herausforderung.

Prototyp aufsetzen
Umsetzungsziele und 
Timeline definieren, Allianz 
auf die Beine stellen, 
Finanzierung sicherstellen

Prototyp umsetzen
Operative Umsetzung, 
kommunikative Begleitung 
und wissenschaftliche 
Auswertung

Prototyp auswerten
Praktische Erfahrungen und 
wiss. Erkenntnisse auswerten, 
mögliche Anpassungen für 
erneute Tests definieren.

Thinking in the Open
Hypothesen und 
Erkenntnisse offen 
diskutieren - in Form von 
Blogs, Podcasts, Events, 
Roundtables Verstetigungsoptionen 

überprüfen
Optionen für langfristige 
Trägerschaft aufgleisen, neue 
Allianzen schmieden.

An neue Trägerschaft 
übergeben
(mit oder ohne Beteiligung der 
SGG)

Sense Making: Analysieren & debattieren

Strategic Scaling: Initiieren

Strategic Prototyping: Experimentieren & debattieren

Thinking in the Open
Hypothesen und Erkenntnisse 
offen diskutieren - in Form von 
Blogs, Podcasts, Events, 
Roundtables

Pro Futuris als Initiatorin demokratischer Innovationen 

Wirkungstheorie 
definieren: 
Interventionspunkte, Outputs, 
Outcomes und Wirkung 
definieren.

Wirkungstheorie 
aufdatieren: 
Interventionspunkte, Outputs, 
Outcomes und Wirkung neu 
denken.
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