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Barefoot Guide Toolbox

Holding a

Structured Debate
By Jacqueline Verhagen

“Debating” has been criticized for being polarizing, bringing either/or thinking into a world that needs more both/and.  “Dialogue” is seen as the more fruitful, enabling people to build on each other’s ideas rather than engage in destructive competition.  However, debate can be more useful than dialogue in some situations, as a lively way of testing our thoughts, assumptions and plans, providing more rigorous scrutiny than would dialogue.  For example, a debate can be highly effective when you have made your strategic plans and you want to test them before implementing.

These guidelines provide the debaters with a strong structure to analyse the real nature of a problem, whether the plans will contribute to the solving of the problems and if they are realistic and finally, what the side effects are. 

1. Aim, purpose, goal

a) To help participant to come up with strong arguments and examples
b) To stimulate participants to be critical.
c) To investigate their own plans

2. What do you need: 
Time for explaining the standard points of disagreement (10 minutes)

Preparation time for the debaters (30 minutes)
Debate (22 minutes)

Feedback of the public (10 minutes)

Stopwatch and chairs

3. Facilitators experience

Minimal during the exercise. However you need to come up with a clear debatable statement. Don’t use negative words as “no” in the statement.  
4. Steps (describe the structure of the tool)

Step 1. Explain the standard points of disagreement 

In a debate there are some standard point you can have a disagreement about. The first point is the problem. If you can convince your opponent that there is no problem, or that the problem is not serious, you will always win the debate. You can also argue about what causes the problem. 

The second point is the plan. Will the plan really contribute to solving the problem? Is the plan do-able? Look also to the side effects. When you can show as opponent that the negative side-effects are worse than the problem, you will win the debate
Problem

What is the problem or the problems behind the statement? 
What makes these problems seriously? 
What are the causes of these problems? 
What will happen when we do nothing? 

Plan

What do you propose to solve the problem or problems?

a. Details of the plan (what are you going to do? Who are involved? Time line? Budget and other resources which are needed)

b. Explanation that the plan is do-able (enough resources; time, people, …)

c. Explanation that the plan really will solve the problem or will contribute to the solving.

d. Explanation of possible side-effects of the plan (positive and negative)

Step 2. Preparation

Divide the group in at least two groups. One group will arguing in favor of the statement and the other group will arguing against the statement. Every group get time to prepare for the debate. Give them the standard points of disagreement in paper. Tell them not to prepare only on arguments but also on examples. On both side two of them will do the debate. The rest of the group will be the public
Step 3. The debate

In the room there are chairs for the public and four chairs for the debaters.

When a debater is speaking he stands up and look to the public (not to his opponent)

In the first debate round there is no possibility for interruptions. 

Round 1.

The first debater starts and has 5 minutes to explain:

· What is the problem?

· What is the global plan?

Then the first debater of the opposite side gets also 5 minutes to react and ask questions:

· As opposite you are the devil’s advocate, so  be very critical

· Firstly try to be critical to the formulated problem. Is this the real problem or is there a problem behind this problem?

· Secondly be very critical to the formulated plan of action; will it really solve the problem? Is it do-able? Will it have the formulated outcome? 

· Thirdly: what kind of negative side-effects  do you expect?

· It is strongly advisable to give a reaction but also to ask critical questions.

Round 2.

The second debater gets 5 minutes to respond on the reaction and the questions of the opposite side.

This is also the opportunity to give more information about your plan of action.

During this 5 minutes the opposite side can intervene. Not by making remarks but only by asking questions. When the opposite side want to intervene they will stand up and have only 15 seconds to ask the question. 

The second debater of the opposite side gets also 5 minutes to respond. During this 5 minutes the other side can intervene. 

Round 3.

One of the debaters of the opposite side gets 2 minutes for conclusion. In your conclusion you give a summary of the debate according your view. You summarize your own strong arguments, remarks and questions which are not answered by the other side and you summarize the weak points in the plan of the others.

Nobody can intervene in these 2 minutes.

One of the debaters of the plan gets 2 minutes for conclusion. In your conclusion you give a summary of the debate according to your view. You summarize your own strong points of the plan and the successful answers you have given on the questions of the opposite side. 

Round 4.

Everyone in the public get one minute to share his observations. Having heard all the debaters, are they convinced that this plan of action will work?

5. Examples (how the tool is used in practice)

A debate can be used in different situations. For example when you have a new policy in draft and you want to explore how strong the new policy is. We use a debate also in learning trajectories at the end of the day. It is an energetic way to see what participants can do with all the input of the learning trajectory. In a learning trajectory about capacity development we used the following statement: ”For sustainable poverty reduction a strong civil society is necessary”. 
And off course you can use the debate on topics where people have different opines about. 
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