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Dialogues have 
become critical 
in the post 
cold-war era as 
many countries 
increasingly face 
more intra-state 
unrest than inter-
state wars.

An Overview: Defining the Context

Dialogues[1] have become critical in the post cold-war era as many countries 
increasingly face more intra-state unrest than inter-state wars. The number 
of active major civil wars has steadily fallen from 21 in 1991–92, to less than 

10 each year since 2002[2]. The characteristics of the new emerging wars are quite 
different from what inter-state wars presented and the repercussions have more 
than ever, affected civilians and populations as well as resources, and crippled 
governments’ ability to function. Describing these modern wars the 2011 World 
Development Report[3] observes that ‘the organized violence that disrupts governance 
and compromises development also includes local violence involving militias or 
between ethnic groups, gang violence, local resource-related violence and violence 
linked to trafficking (particularly drug trafficking), and violence associated with 
global ideological struggles’. This violence is often recurrent, with many countries 
now experiencing repeated cycles of civil conflict and criminal violence. According 
to the 2011 World Development Report facts and figures, countries lose an estimated 0.7 
percent of their annual GDP for each neighbour involved in civil war.

For this reason, the response to violent intra-state conflict ought to entail much 
more than ‘keeping the peace’ and forging national consensus and a national peace 
agreement. On a continent of multiple conflict situations, platforms for mediation 
have become critical in (re) engineering community and national cohesion.

1  Although this practice guide draws on political dialogues it also considers 
the other aspects of dialogues including social and cultural, economic and 
religious nuances of dialogues. It involves disputants or parties in conflict 
talking together directly to try and understand the issues of conflict and also 
understand each other without necessarily resolving the issues that divide 
them. In the processes of dialogue, third parties may assist the parties in 
conflict to talk together, to explore issues and understand each other better 
and possibly lay the ground work for a resolution of the issues
2  World Development Report 2011, p. 52
3  Ibid , p.81-82
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The guide makes the assumption that users have already undergone the necessary training in mediation 
or conflict resolution. The guide therefore becomes an application tool. This guide further serves as a 
reflective material. It is based on experiences from actual dialogues and therefore is very ‘hands-on’, 
practical and well-informed.

Overall the guide proposes steps, insights and lessons that promote participatory dialogues with the 
ultimate goal of transforming conflicts, communities and nations. It is easy to use, friendly and concise.

WANEP’s Work in Dialogue and Mediation

WANEP, a leading Regional Peace-building organization in West Africa appreciates dialogue and 
mediation as endogenous to West African cultures and traditions. WANEP’s experiences of dialogue 
processes have been generated from platforms convened to resolve real conflicts in the West African 
sub-region and the African continent in general. Out of these experiences, a major deficit from dialogue 
practice is the weakness in integrating dialogue and mediation institutions and structures in the 
development of the institutions of the modern state in West Africa. At the political levels, political 
parties in power assume that they can rule and make binding decisions exclusively. Such decisions 
could be as trivial as naming a Presidential Office building or as major as an economic development 
policy direction. Dialogue at the political level is critical for the development of systems of governance 
at state level and ensuring continuity of major development policies without significant alterations 
regardless of which political party is in power.

Over the past 12years of its work in peace-building and conflict transformation, WANEP realized that 
there is hardly a context specific practice guide to assist Mediators and Moderators in disputes. Trained 
mediators end up with skills for mediation and dialogue but without the necessary information to ensure 
that their mediation and dialogue process is efficient and effective.

WANEP is keen on developing a Practitioner’s Guide for Dialogue and Mediation aimed at assisting 
Mediators and Moderators of Dialogue as well as increasing the confidence of users of mediation as a 
veritable instrument for settling disputes.

This guide therefore draws heavily on WANEP’s experiences in the field of dialogue and mediation and 
on definitions and structures that have proved useful in over a decade’s work for use by a wider public.

WANEP has collaborated with organisations such as the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution (IPCR), 
the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflicts (GPPAC) and the Swedish International 
Development (SIDA) to engage in critical dialogue processes.

The importance of dialogue and mediation continues to grow as the world experiences changes in the 
nature of armed conflict and political crisis.

Countries need structural and systemic transformation that can keep them from falling back into crisis.

As nations developed democratic structures, the over-emphasis on institutional and regulatory 
frameworks caused a sidelining of interactive platforms that might help institutions function efficiently 
and promote stability.

Although a number of groups and organisations have ventured into the area of dialogue in recent times, 
not much is documented around the insights these activities generate. The effort to promote knowledge 
in dialogues and mediation around conflict has often been limited to a ‘classroom approach’ to learning, 
which focuses on ‘what is’ and ‘what is not’. Evidenced by the many participants who undergo training 
and yet are unable to undertake dialogues and mediation, it is apparent that the mere knowledge of 
the theories around dialogues and mediation does not guarantee successful application and practice. 
Several ‘potential’ mediation practitioners have had their activities terminated, stalled or undermined 
due to a ‘faux-pas’ in convening dialogues. Many more, after going through training never apply this 
tool, because faced with real life conflict situations, they lack the ‘how to’ in convening and conducting 
political dialogues.

So while knowledge building in conflict resolution, mediation and related activities expose the nature 
and characteristics of these elements in society, they do not necessarily equip practitioners with what 
it takes to navigate this terrain and operate on platforms that help to avert conflicts such as political 
dialogues. The question then is, what does a practitioner do in dialogue? How can successful dialogues 
be realised in potentially volatile situations? How are decisions reached in a participatory manner that 
resonates with all and reduce tensions? How can political dialogues be convened in a comprehensive, 
forward-looking manner that produces results upon which systems can be built and sustained? What 
must practitioners do and in what order? Does one size fit all? What are the rules if any to effective 
dialogues? What are the values, ethics and principles to uphold?

Dialogues are not only to resolve conflicts but more importantly to heal wounds, reconcile groups, build 
confidence and trust in institutions and in people toward social cohesion and national development. At 
any given time, practitioners may be dealing with religious differences, political, ethnic, gender, racial 
and economic undertones and plain power relations that produce different outcomes and so practitioners 
must find the right combination of elements to ensure successful outcomes. Dialogue is a process. It 
requires expertise with efficient diligent preparation to make it successful.

This practitioners’ guide for dialogue and mediation therefore reflects on, unearths and documents 
broad experiences and insights in ways that practitioners can relate to, under varying conditions. 
Although the guide presents some standards in ‘how to convene dialogues’, its tone is more of descriptive 
codified best practices rather than prescriptive.
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Step Three: Cost the Process
Dialogue processes are sensitive and ought to be perceived with credibility. It is important to source 
funding from credible sources and set up the necessary support system including administrative and 
logistical arrangement for the smooth running of the process. As much as possible, funders, if they are 
not key stakeholders in the conflict should not be seen to be influencing the process in anyway other 
than providing funds or sometime clearly defined technical support. Parties in the conflict may already 
harbour suspicion over the role of the funder. There have been instances where queries have been raised 
over the real motives of international organisations or non-Governmental organisations.

Step Four: Hold Pre-dialogue Consultations
This stage is like operationalizing step two (the design) above. The essence of these consultations is to 
promote a stakeholder buy-in, determine content, and identify possible stakeholders, venue, moderators 
and other structures. There is the need to get agreement from the onset on how the meeting will be 
conducted. This process particularly helps to build trust. The meeting may be with first line stakeholders, 
experts in the field, convenors and key officials. There must be an attempt at equal representations from 
sections of the conflict. (see appendix for an example). The pre-dialogue consultations may focus on the 
following components:

•Identify the issue(s)
Any deliberative platform like a dialogue is driven by an issue. In a dialogue process the agenda revolves 
around the issue. The issue has the ability to draw people to the table to talk or, drive them away. It may 
be useful to set up an issue drafting team either within the consultation group or external persons who 
must work with representatives of the parties in the conflict in identifying and agreeing on the issue 
for dialogue. They must also work with the findings in the conflict assessment document or with the 
analysts. It is critical that the issue identification is done by the parties in the conflict as part of the 
process of dialogue. No expert can identify the issue in a conflict more than the parties in the conflict 
themselves. This process does not only allow for an identification of the issue but also reveals how the 
parties understand one another in their relationships around the issue of the conflict.

Above all, this process ensures that the issue is framed in ways that resonate with parties involved in 
the (potential) conflict. The pre-dialogue consultation therefore must engage various stakeholders and 
conduct the necessary research to ensure there is a comprehensive picture of the issue. This enables the 
parties to see themselves in the issue. The parties must feel there is room to present their perspective in 
the framed issue. Issues may be added along the way but it is important to get enough issues that resonate 
with all from the onset.

•Mapping critical groups/stakeholders relevant for the success of the dialogue:
Identify the circles of stakeholders. This refers to individuals or groups that want or ought to be involved 
in decision-making, but at different levels of intensity. Conduct interviews to determine who should be 
a participant in the dialogue. Such a conversation should be documented and reviewed by those who 

»» 	It may be necessary to interview stakeholders in the conflict without unnerving people. The first set 
of interviewees in a conflict assessment process could help identify a second round of individuals 
or organizations who might be able to contribute to the process. Make a documentation of all 
issues identified by participants within conflict assessment. The choice of issues for the dialogue is 
critical to the success of the dialogue. Conflict Assessment can be undertaken by experts [outsiders 
or insiders] to provide a general understanding of the context or the conflict profile. A key output 
is an ‘Assessment Report’. The analysis of this is expected to inform action. Conflict Analysis 
provides the opportunity to understand the relationships between actors and key stakeholders. It 
is important to support and provide facilitation of parties in conflict to do their own analysis of 
the issues and their relationships rather than do the analysis for the parties. [9]The way the issue is 
eventually framed will determine the extent to which the parties involved engage the process.

Step Two: Design the Dialogue
An inclusive dialogue design and content has proven to be very useful. It contributes immensely to 
reducing potential tensions that may emerge in the dialogue. It may even help to unravel some of the 
nuances of the conflict as mentioned in step one above. Although the design process is often led by 
the convenor, the process also begins to identify potential stakeholders, program content and further 
assigns roles. This begins to bring stakeholders into the process if it has not already begun in step one.

9  For an in-depth understanding of conflict analysis, read more from the draft of Conflict Analysis 
Framework; a collaborative effort of the Reflecting on Peace Practice Project, CDA Collaborative 
Learning projects, the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed conflicts and Norwegian 
church Aid
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b. The Dialogue Stage

Step One: Welcome/Who is in the room
Parties or factions often like ‘validation’. Recognise people and let them feel important and welcome. It 
is also critical to mention who is in the room and who is expected to be part of the process. Dialogue 
processes are characterised by tensions especially when pre-dialogue consultations have not succeeded 
in breaking the ice considerably. People enter the premises with the hairs on the back of their necks up, 
wondering who the other person is. Calm nerves by mentioning the representation in the room; if it is 
same as agreed in pre-dialogue consultations, confirm this, if not mention any slight changes to put 
minds at rest.

Step Two: Set Rules regarding participation and the conduct of the meeting
Ground rules may cover a range of topics from respect for one another, to behaviour, rights and 
responsibilities of parties as well as decision-making procedures, strategies for handling disagreement 
and ensuring implementation of agreements and rules governing interaction with the media. Some may 
observe ‘Chatham House’ Rules, generally meaning issues discussed cannot be mentioned outside and 
no participant can be quoted without their express permission. In political dialogues, it is necessary 
that participants sign the ground rules as a sign of commitment and as a document they can be held by.

Step Three: Present the Agenda
It is important that participants have a clear sense of what will transpire in the meeting. Present the 
agenda as agreed in earlier consultations, making room for ‘matters arising’. The ground rules and the 
agenda are likely to generate some discussions as people seek clarifications and contest other matters. 
These early exchanges, while they may appear trivial offer a good opportunity to begin building 
relationships and establishing trust.

POINT OF 
INTEREST

Should The 
Author Of The 

Assessment 
Document Be 

The Facilitator/
Mediator Of The 

Dialogue?

participated before another round is held. After a list has been drawn up, it is always useful 
to ask: ‘Who is not at the table? This helps to identify missing actors likely to affect the 
credibility of the process, for instance future generations or Children. Sometimes those 
who may seem to be representing a particular group may not fulfil all the needs, and 
additional representation may be useful. If it is a multiple-dialogue process, make room 
for additional participants as new issues emerge.

•Identify and select a Facilitator/Moderator/Mediator
The facilitator is here seen as a manager of the process. It is helpful to have someone who 
has no stake in the outcome to assist in managing the conversation. In this regard the 
facilitator is supposed to be non-partisan and be able to remind people of the agreed rules. 
It is important to clarify, in writing, the facilitator’s or mediator’s responsibilities to the 
group for acceptability.

•Select a Recorder
Many dialogue processes gloss over the role of a recorder and yet an inefficient recorder 
or an inappropriate record of proceedings could undermine the ability to keep track of 
proceedings based on which consensus or agreement is reached. It is important to select an 
individual acceptable to all the key stakeholders. The parties must feel comfortable with 
the recorder’s presence in the meeting.

•Choose a suitable date and venue
Sometimes a neutral venue makes all parties comfortable. In such cases, the premises 
of a convenor or a public location may be useful. In other instances, dialogues ought to 
occur in the affected communities for parties to be in their comfort zone and not feel 
threatened in any way; and the community must see and feel a peace-building process 
take off. Sometimes in some peace-building process, dialogues occur on and off location 
for strategic reasons.

Step Five: Plan Appropriate Communication Strategy with the 
Media

Most times, the conflict that may necessitate dialogue may already be in the public domain 
and so the media and the general public may look out for outcomes. On the other hand, 
convenors may need the media to disseminate agreements. The encounter with the media 
must be managed to avoid fall-outs and maximise positive results. Explore possible 
communication tools for information dissemination.
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A. How do 
you deal with 
disruptive 
participants? 
B. What happens 
when a party in 
a dialogue pulls 
out? 
C. How do 
you deal with 
emotional 
breakdown in a 
dialogue? 
D. What are some 
of the gaps in 
recent political 
dialogues?

5. Common Mistakes, Potential Barriers to 
Successful Dialogue and Mediation, and 
Frequently Asked Questions

A. How do you deal with disruptive participants?
»» 	Call attention to the agreed ground rules
»» 	Pay attention to seating arrangements
»» Ask parties close to the person to intervene
»» Give responsibilities to disruptive participants/organisations
»» Adjourn and have the whole group intervene
»» Have the respective organisation or party replace the individual at the dialogue

B. What happens when a party in a dialogue pulls out?
»» Facilitators ought to respect the decision of the party to pull out and assure 
them it is a legitimate action.

»» Go into caucus with the party that pulled out; this should be convened by 
people who have the clout and wherewithal to convene and must be respected 
by the defected party.

»» 	Re-evaluate the convenor or the facilitator to be sure he/she is still considered 
credible by the factions.

»» Re-evaluate the interest of the group, helping them appreciate the bigger 
picture of what peace means for their communities and encouraging a shift 
from ‘a position’ to an interest of peaceful co-existence and wellbeing.

C. How do you deal with emotional breakdown in a dialogue?
»» Allow space for the emotions to pass
»» Call for a break
»» Look for close friends or colleagues to the victim to console him or her
»» Refer to a psychologist/psychoanalyst or psychiatrist in difficult situations

A Dialogue Process In Practice: The Jos Experience

In January 2012, WANEP in collaboration with the Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution 
(IPCR) and the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) introduced a dialogue 
process in Jos in the Plateau State of the Federal Republic of Nigeria to quell violent conflicts 
in the area. One of the remarkable strengths of this process is the consultative meeting 
held ahead of the dialogue. This brought together key stakeholders to contribute to the 
design of the dialogue including representatives of the State Governor, marginalised groups 
particularly women and children. Stakeholders were drawn from diverse state and non state 
actors which included the Director General of the IPCR, the President and Secretary General 
of J’ama Nasril Islam Plateau State, the Emir of Wase, the representative of the Governor 
of Plateau State, the Chairman of Christian Association of Nigeria (C.A.N.) Plateau State, 
the representative of ECOWAS, leaders of women group in Jos, the Chairman of the Plateau 
State Indigenes Association, the Executive Director of Yakubu Gowon Foundation, the 
personnel from WANEP regional office at Accra and Nigeria office, the Executive Director 
of CEPAN (serving as the Zonal Coordinator of WANEP-Nigeria North Central Zone), staff of 
IPCR, the Peace and Development Advisor of the UNDP and the Regional Conflict Prevention 
& Recovery Advisor of UNDP office in Johannesburg. The meeting was facilitated by the 
Program Director of WANEP. To encourage frank discussions, the IPCR office was chosen 
as a neutral ground to host this meeting. The meeting helped to identify issues in the conflict, 
the design for a dialogue, map out stakeholders, facilitators , venue and date for the meeting. 
The strength and value in this process was that stakeholders owned the process as they had 
the opportunity to make key decisions regarding the dialogue. This guaranteed a certain 
buy-in of the process and trust building between convenors/organisers and the stakeholders 
which led to a four-step approach to the dialogue: Step one: a request to the President 
to use his good offices to entreat 3 elderly statesmen to call for cease fire; Step 2: the 
State government to provide support to multi-level dialogue processes in Jos communities 
to mediate the underlying issues; Step 3: the federal government provides platform for 
state and non-state actors to promote peace and reconciliation and Step 4: that IPCR and 
WANEP convene the wider stakeholders to raise awareness on the issues identified in the 
consultation meeting. The participatory nature of the dialogue planning process paved the 
way for a successful dialogue.

WANEP   |  25 

Some Pre-requisites For Sustained Dialogue

C. How Do You Deal With Emotional Breakdown In A Dialogue24  |  WANEP DIALOGUES AND MEDIATION

A PRACTITIONER’S GUIDE







11:00am–1:00pm Prioritization of the issues and Concrete next steps (Group Work and 
Consultations cntd.

1:00pm–2:30pm Lunch
2:30–4:00 PM Harmonization of Group works and Concrete Action Plan
4:00–4:30PM Coffee break
4:30–5:00 PM Closing remarks and end of consultation

 DAY TWO
1.	 	Role of WANEP and IPCR in the Dialogue process
2.	 Detailed Implementation Plan for the Dialogue process (DIP)

Activity Timeframe Persons Responsible Expected Outputs Remarks

Closing

Sample Of Dialogue Process

“Search for Lasting Peace in Jos Plateau – The Home of Peace and Tourism”

Draft Agenda 
March 7–8, 2011

Day One:
8:30am Registration
9:00am–10:30am Opening Ceremony

*	 Welcome Address
*	 Opening Remarks
*	 Goodwill Message
*	 Keynote address and official opening

10:30am–11:00am Coffee Break/ Group Photo
CLOSED SESSION (NO PRESS ALLOWED)

11:00am–11:30am Setting the Stage
*	 Introduction of Participants
*	 Objectives of the Consultation
*	 Process and Procedure of Dialogue
*	 Ground Rules

11:30am –1:00pm Efforts and Challenges at Coexistence and Promotion of Peace in Jos (Open 
and frank Discussions)

1:00pm–2:30pm Lunch Break
2:30pm–4:00pm Deepening the discussions on emerging issues
4:00pm–4:30pm Coffee Break
4:30pm–5:00pm Deepening the discussions on emerging issues
5:00pm House Keeping
Day Two:
9:00am–10:30am Prioritization of the issues and Concrete next steps

(Group Work and Consultations)
10:30am–11:00am Coffee Break
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 Day Two

| Appendix 1: A Sample Program For Pre-dialogue Consultations (wanep) |





Note:
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