
174

Research has shown that disagreements are far more inventive, rich, 
and generative when the interlocutors have read an article that 
demonstrates nuance and openness to other opinions. This kind of 
“priming” is going on in the conversation about “healthy arguments.”

Tips for leading a healthy argument 
with a group

Appendix II

Warm-up

By way of warm-up, ask participants to share the last time they had an 
argument that did not destroy the relationship, did not necessarily reach 
consensus, but led to some valuable learning nevertheless. (Label this as “a 
healthy argument.”)

Depending on the size of the group, the sharing may be done in pairs or in 
small groups.

During the sharing, explore the nature of the relationship with the person 
they argued with. Was it close family? Close friends? Why might that be? 

As you gather experiences, build with the group a “list” of qualities that 
a “healthy argument” entails. Perhaps listening? Passion but not anger? 
Honesty? Learning?
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Immediate responses

Each story leaves one with a “side” to take. Before having any conversations, 
ask the group to vote. Make the choice a binary: for or against. Reassure 
everyone that this is a temporary straw poll and that everyone is fully invited 
to change their minds later on if they want. 

Presentation of the story must be as engaging as possible. Do not use 
the reading of the story as an opportunity for addressing group 
dynamics—now the focus must be on the text itself.

Two messages here:
First of all, no one is allowed to sit this one out. Even if they don’t 
express their reasons, they must commit themselves to an opinion.
Second, if you are about to split into smaller groups, you want to 
ensure that each group has people with differing views; otherwise 
things might get kind of dull.
If you find that everyone is agreeing with only one side, you will need 
to invite people to “try on” a perspective they disagree with, for the 
sake of the exercise.

Presenting the story

If you are using a story with a video animation, make sure the screening is of 
a high quality and that everyone can hear. If you are working from a written 
story, we would recommend choosing an excellent reader—even yourself. 
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Opening round

You might wish to share a text copy of the story, and allow time for everyone 
to read it once again. Check that everyone has understood what happened 
in the story.

Begin by asking each person in the group which side they voted for, and, 
if applicable, which part of themselves they would like to apologize to, for 

taking this stance. 

Facilitating the argument

Here you may need to work against your instincts or experience. Your role 
is not to smooth things out, nor to help people avoid conflict. It’s pretty 
much the opposite. If you feel you need to intervene nevertheless, we 
would recommend that, rather than looking to offer ways around a conflict, 
you could offer deeper ways to dig into it by looking for the underlying 
values clash. 

One clear concern for a participant at the opening of these kinds of 
exercises is that they will be socially judged and sentenced according 
to their stance. This exercise allows all to signal: “I take this 
particular stance, but it does not symbolize everything I am.” It also 
allows all to hear and internalize that we all tend to be less morally 
and ideologically consistent than we might wish—and that’s okay.
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Debriefing the experience

On their own, in silence, ask all participants to write down two things: 1) 
What points were being made by those I disagreed with? 2) What is my 
opinion now? 

Allow space for participants to talk about their frustrations, their discomfort, 
or their reticence. Assure everyone that we don’t become experts at healthy 
arguments overnight. Draw out areas that left participants feeling stronger, 
wiser, curious—we want them to want more!

If you have time, invite participants into the philosophy behind this project 
of For the Sake of Argument. Share the vision of engaging with the world 
instead of retreating into our camps. See if the vision resonates with them.

It’s good practice to give pride of place to the points of those you 
disagree with. It gives them respect even if you disagree with them, 
it enables you to remember why others may disagree with you in the 
future, and it reminds you that there are other opinions that you 
might find yourself adopting in the future.

For example: “Beyond the rights and wrongs of whether a captain 
should or should not sing the national anthem, would it be fair to say 
that you two don’t agree on the value of national symbols 
altogether?”
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The next day . . .

If you are in contact with the participants the day after the argument, you 
might wish to follow up with the three guiding questions we have placed at 
the end of each story. 

The nature of our opinions is that they are not fixed. Our identity does 
not fall or stand on our opinions. The more we practice noticing how 
our thinking can change, how our opinions are “hypotheses” to be 
tested, the more likely we are to be able to grow through disagreement.

Mark of success: Participants would like to do it again…




