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ABSTRACT
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We consider action research as a form of deliberative policy analysis.
This analysis explores a “reconstruction clinic” in which stakeholders
and public oﬃcials engaged memories, hopes and obligations as
they sought to resolve controversies over details of policy
implementation. We ask how institutional design shaped
participants’ reﬂective and deliberative progress. Reﬂection in
action can prompt not only changes in cognitive frames, but new
behavioural capacities for action. Deliberative practices can shape
new relationships between parties through the work of apology,
recognition, appreciation, and emergent collaboration.
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Introduction: action research as a form of deliberative policy analysis
In this essay, we focus on a single case of a public dispute resolution intervention developed under the leadership of David Laws and Martien Kuitenbrouwer of the University of
Amsterdam’s Centre for Conﬂict Studies and its related Public Mediation Programme.
The case presents street level practices of civil servants interacting with citizens about proposals – through the device of a “reconstruction clinic” – to develop and use public space
in the city of Amsterdam. We treat the case as an instance of applied “deliberative policy
analysis” in which, as Hajer and Wagenaar put it succinctly, the “discursive dimension of
public policy and politics” allowed us “a much better understanding of how various parties
framed [policy controversies], thus arguing – at least by implication – in favor of a more
direct involvement of societal parties in policymaking processes” (2003, 7).
Our concerns are both practical and theoretical. Practically, we wish to develop deliberative process designs that can enable public authorities and their constituencies to
address cases in which controversy, dispute, and crisis generate both daunting diﬃculties
and promising opportunities. We are concerned, too, with designing interventions
through which participants can learn without ever going so far as to engage in fullblown mediated negotiation processes (Susskind, McKearnan, and Thomas-Larmer
1999; Innes and Booher 2010; Forester 2013; Laws and Forester 2015). Theoretically,
we wish to reﬁne two distinct but related modes of conducting practice studies, those
that too often explore “reﬂective” or “deliberative” practices to the exclusion of the
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other (cf. Schön 1983; Forester 1999; cf. Wagenaar 2002, 2011). The practice that we analyse
here – the reconstruction clinic – relates design and theory in a particular way. The practice
itself is simultaneously a form of action research and a design for deliberative policy analysis.
Analysis does not precede and guide action here, but emerges interactively, pragmatically, and
deliberatively with it. The theorizing that goes on is not limited to traditional analysts, but
includes the stakeholders who suﬀer or beneﬁt from it (Laws and Forester 2006). Thus, the
process of analysis – building a history of interaction and reﬂecting on it – is one of developing
insights through a performance in which relationships are transformed and new possibilities
emerge through the process of inquiring into a shared history.1
In the sections that follow we ﬁrst present the case study and excerpt at length from
Kuitenbrouwer (2018) in order to do justice to the richness of the conversations and interactions she quotes.2 In the following sections, we turn to our analysis of the events, accomplishments, and implications of the case at hand.

Impasses of public administration and the roots of reconstruction clinics
The reconstruction clinic described here developed out of the observation that stakeholders involved in policy implementation often become stuck in episodes of conﬂict.
Being stuck was not a situation that stakeholders seemed to have the resources to
address on their own. It involved a depth or pattern that verged on the pathological.
The move to begin deliberating or negotiating with each other was not a move that stakeholders could make by simply pulling on their bootstraps. Getting “unstuck” demanded
giving attention to relationships and patterns of communication that the stakeholders
could not manage on their own. They needed help to be able to move on together. The
reconstruction clinic began as an eﬀort to help groups that were stuck to become
unstuck and, thereby, to facilitate the transition to a relationship in which they could
entertain engaging in practices like deliberation and negotiation. The design of the
clinic developed as part of the eﬀort to learn both about the sources of getting stuck
and the pragmatics of getting unstuck.
Reﬂective practices of learning in action
The staging of reconstruction clinics had roots in two forms of practical intervention.
The ﬁrst was Donald Schön’s work on inquiry and reﬂective practice, especially that
with Martin Rein on frame reﬂection, and that with Chris Argyris on organizational
learning. Both lines of work oﬀer an account of getting stuck and getting unstuck.
The common thread is an account of learning in which reﬂection is a response to
the habitual character of belief (Cf. James 1950). Whether this is a belief in the
“stable state,” the commitments to seeing and sense-making embodied in a frame, or
the ways that “theories of action” guide the perceptions and work of organizational
practitioners, Schön saw perceiving and believing as forms of commitment that both
enabled and limited action. Framing, for example, helps parties to make sense of a problematic situation and to reason about how to act in it. Working from a frame,
however, also means adopting a particular way of making sense and reasoning. This,
in turn, raises the prospect of controversy when diﬀerent patterns of framing
compete for attention and resources.
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Theories of action work in a similar manner. They constitute a way of seeing and doing
that facilitate action in organizations, but they also limit practitioners’ abilities to engage
colleagues who work from diﬀerent theories or to adapt their theories “when the business
isn’t what it used to be.” The deeper these frames and theories are embedded in individual
habits, in professional socialization, and in organizational routines, the harder their
inﬂuence is to perceive, much less to break.
Learning and reframing are a response to the inﬂuence that habits of belief and action have,
and reﬂection plays a central role here. Reﬂection, in Schön’s account, is both an individual
and a social process. It is an individual when a practitioner confronts and tries to make sense
of the backtalk that he or she receives from a situation. It is also inherently social, because we
need someone to talk with who does not share our habits to become aware of the frame we
work within or the disparity between the theory of action that we espouse and the theory that
others observe at work in our actions. We need others to “make explicit what the theory of
action (or frame) is on which [we] act, and subject it to criticism and choice … [to] think
about it” (Schön in Laws 2010). The reconstruction clinic was an eﬀort to “invent the
thing that follows from these insights” (Schön) and to reproduce it in a way that was faithful
to them by creating conditions in which people might reﬂect together on their shared history,
the diﬀerent views they have on this history, and the complex and often disabling patterns that
develop as these views and the actions derived from them interacted.3
Narrative therapy and reﬂecting teams
The second root lay in the practice of narrative therapy that developed in the domain of
family therapy, particularly in Carlos Sluzki’s “narrative approach concerning how
changes take place in clients’ construction of the problem” (Coulehan, Friedlander, and
Heatherington 1998; O’Connor et al. 2004, 24). The narrative approach involved two key
steps. The ﬁrst was the move from diagnosing problems by attributing them to the behavior
of individuals – e.g. describing the problems that existed in the family with reference to the
behaviour of the “problem child” – to seeing the family as a system of actors who inﬂuenced
one another and shared responsibility for the outcomes they encountered. The second was
to see how these problems and patterns were sustained in the story that members told about
the family. As in Schön’s work, a key problem – here from a therapeutic perspective – was
the way in which these family systems (or in Schön’s case, organizational systems) became
stuck and how an intervention might help them get unstuck. Narrative therapists work to
get these systems unstuck by “constructing an alternative story of a problem” (O’Connor
et al. 2004, 25). The point was not just to change narratives, of course, but, by working
on narratives, to alter perceptions of relationships and responsibilities and the patterns of
behaviour through which they are constituted. The narrative about the family is the way
to access and work on sense-making and relationships, not the end in itself.
One innovation that stood out in this practice was the use of “reﬂecting teams” to help
open up these narratives and the systems of relationships in which they were sustained and
had an eﬀect. A reﬂecting team was
a group of narrative therapists who watch from behind a one-way mirror. At some point, they
are invited into the session to share their perceptions. The role of the reﬂecting team is to help
create new openings in the building of the alternate story. (O’Connor et al. 2004, 28–29)
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Their interventions are meant to open up the story about the problem to new perspectives
and new voices. A key to making this work was the ability of the reﬂecting team to
comment in terms that were concrete and observant – that opened the narrative to new
insights and ways forward – but that avoided (particularly negative) evaluation and
attribution.4
Other sources added to these roots in developing the design for a reconstruction clinic.
These included the clinical approach to developing stakeholders’ insights in support of
their collaboration and capacity building (Schein 2006) and a learning history approach
generating shared narratives “from which people can draw their own answers” (Kleiner
and Roth 1998, 44; Cobb 2013).
The reconstruction clinic: an action research design for deliberative policy
analysis
To begin to explore what such “reconstruction clinics” might actually accomplish in settings of policy disputes, we turn to an analysis of a case of policy impasse as presented by
Kuitenbrouwer (2018). The case involves an ongoing deliberative, policy-oriented discussion of public space and constructing neighbourhood playgrounds over which much had
been said but little had been done. The design of the reconstruction clinic unfolded in four
practical steps:
i First, the organizers collected “diﬀerent narratives on the situation at hand” by “conducting narrative style interviews with … invited participants … with only one set
question, ‘Where did this story start?’” Here, “the interviewers facilitated interviewees in structuring his or her ‘side of the story’ (Cobb 2013). We explain … that
we are not after the truth, but gathering diﬀerent perspectives on the situation at
hand.”
ii Second, all participants were invited “in a plenary session,” to complete “a rudimentary timeline” together, to observe the initial timeline and quotes about how events
were experienced that were derived from the interviews and then “to add events that
seem to be left out, and to add comments on the events” presented;
iii Third, comments were added by invited independent “outsider-reﬂectants” whose
contribution is not to evaluate, judge, or advise, but-as with the eﬀorts of reﬂecting
teams in narrative therapy, to open the story up to diﬀerent perspectives, to
describe patterns – including unintended consequences – in the system of relationships, and to model and provide an alternative language for talking about the contested history. These contributions can nudge the stakeholders to move from
attribution to recognition of relationships, acknowledgment of responsibility, and
to take initial steps to reframe the way they framed the narratives that described
their shared history.
iv Fourth, “the ﬁnal step [occurs as] all participants tried to tease out common threads
from the underlying dynamics that seem to be driving the dispute.”
The goal of reconstruction is not to reach consensus on some new view of what the
problem is, who is responsible, and what should be done, but to “reorient the parties
toward each other … [and] help … them to achieve a new and shared perception of
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their relationship” (Fuller 1971, 325) The goal is to help the stakeholders move on together
perhaps by reaching a state of “congruency” in which
actors who may be heterogeneous in their roles, ideas, and values, and even diﬀerent in the
problem-deﬁnition[s] they use, manage to jointly deﬁne a meaningful line of action that will
help them move out of the problematic situation they experience. (cf. Loeber et al. 2007, 90)

Two facilitators manage this process. One steers the conversation by asking “clarifying
questions”; the other serves as a recorder who “captures the comments of participants in
quotes that are added to annotate the timeline.”

The case: a design for the deliberative analysis of governance and public
space
Here in the space allowed, we consider a synopsis of only the ﬁrst of the two cases that
Kuitenbrouwer presented. As we pick up the story, “the local council, the central city
administration, and diﬀerent groups of local residents had been arguing about the
quality of public space in the neighbourhood, issues of traﬃc safety, and the development
of a number of playgrounds … Nobody seemed to be able to agree about what should
happen.” The area manager described the conﬂict as a relatively structured, albeit
complex problem: a conﬂict of interests between diﬀerent groups of citizens and
diﬀerent departments of the city administration: “There are many players involved and
there are so many diﬀerent interests and I do not see how we can make them meet.”
He expressed a sense of confusion and recognized that … “something has to be done.”
Interviews with ﬁve citizens and ﬁve civil servants
suggested a more complex situation with many underlying issues, interests that seemed
changeable, dynamic and ambiguous … diﬀerent expectations about who should do what
and a lack of transparent communication … no one involved had an overview of what
was at stake … [P]eople were irritated … but willing to engage with each other. (182)

Citizens emphasized the forms of deliberative malpractices that had characterized their
prior interactions with the city government. They were frustrated – “we have been waiting
for so long for things to become clear … ” They emphasized the lack of communication
and transparency on the part of the decision-makers – “we were never invited to talk about
it. The council did not tell us. We could have sat around the table and talked about it.”
For their part, the civil servants had mixed feelings … Some acknowledged the need
for residents to be heard – “the main thing is that people feel taken seriously and that
they can talk to us” – Others “framed the situation” as “this whole NIMBY attitude.”
[O]verall, civil servants emphasized the need to provide clear information about what they
could and could not do, rather than leaving things open: “We do not yet know if this part
of the road [will be] part of the main traﬃc access system … We need the ﬁgures from
the traﬃc department for that … ”

They “also worried that citizens would want things they could not afford or that were out
of their scope … ”
The organizers expected a small group to attend the “reconstruction clinic” to develop
and assess the timeline and were surprised when 50 or more showed up. The evening
started with a question, “Is this where the story starts?” One citizen who had not been
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interviewed intervened, “Oh no … it started … when we had to wait for our apartments
to be ﬁnished.”
The timeline [re-presentation of events and participants’ views] and reﬂectants’
comments
Kuitenbrouwer recounts that this
comment struck a chord that would become important. It displayed feelings of disappointment rather than of anger or disbelief … As we worked our way from the beginning to the
end of the timeline, we asked people to add events that were critical in their mind and to
comment on the events on the wall … [with] quotes [from each party in a diﬀerent
color] … We were ﬁnished when none of the stakeholders wanted to add events or comments
… in the timeline. The stakeholders … agreed that the picture before them was the story.

The two “external reﬂectants” were the next to comment. One began with an observation: “How come so many well-intentioned people can end up in such a mess? … It
seems like a bowl of spaghetti, yet all of the stakeholders seem to be reasonable people.”
Kuitenbrouwer describes how the comments that the reﬂectants made opened up the
history to include “the overall paralysis that [had] developed without intention … [in
which] everything was intertwined … [and] the process seemed to keep restarting,
without acknowledging what had happened before.” The reﬂectants’ intervention
opened interpretive space in which participants could start to remake and reframe their situation. Rather than looking for ways to blame the other party, this ‘reﬂective talk with the situation’ led to the collective insight that the situation that they were in was something they were
in together and that they [had] created together.

The comments that followed picked up on the reﬂectants’ observations: “A good
summary,” one participant said. “A bowl of spaghetti indeed,” said another. Their conversation then focused on “three shared key insights” (186):
i “There was a diﬀerence in the ways groups approached the situation. Planners
regarded the area as ‘not ﬁnished’ … [and] emphasized upcoming decisions
(traﬃc, access, use of public space) … connected to broader planning in the city.”
Citizens stressed “the here and now” (“this is where we live”).
ii “This linked to a contrast between government’s need to provide clear answers and
perfect long-lasting solutions and citizens’ focus on action and movement” (“we do
not want perfect solutions”); and
iii “Policymakers framed the situation as conﬂict of interests, whereas citizens emphasized the need for creativity and co-production to make things work: ‘we do not mind
a playground, we would like to be involved in the design and the search for
locations.’”
The timeline was not ﬁnished, however. “During the ﬁnal part of the evening,” Kuitenbrouwer explained, “we proposed to extend the discussion by mapping an imaginary timeline for the future. We asked them, ‘What will this timeline look like, … one year from
now?’” This opened the door to broad participation as those in the room engaged each
other, not so much focused on a search for solutions, but in a search for practical ways to

462

J. FORESTER ET AL.

foster a joint process as things moved ahead. Plans were made to set up a joint group of citizens and civil servants to work out diﬀerent possible scenarios for the children’s playground.
Argument, apology and reconstructing relationships
But clearly more had happened here too. In the two and a half hours that the meeting
lasted, Kuitenbrouwer reﬂects, “discussion was lively, sometimes critical when people
felt their part of the story did not receive suﬃcient emphasis.” Also,
the discussion became more emotional when one of the citizens and one of the civil servants
argued and then blamed each other for not listening. The heat dissipated when the civil
servant apologized for making a faulty assumption. This seemed to create a turning point
… The public apology was accepted, and the tension broke …

Kuitenbrouwer then summarizes what this work had accomplished so far: “It was not
easy to conduct a conversation with 50+ participants, and this immediately raised questions about the setting of the reconstruction clinic. The beneﬁts of the public setting
were clearly the transparency and opportunity for many people to join in … The participants stressed the importance of making the collective timeline as it was the revealing part
of the evening” … “Even those who advocated action – as opposed to investing time in
looking back – said things like:
“It was revealing – looking back like this made things a lot more clear” (resident), and
“Everybody’s perspective was added to the timeline, this way the puzzle became complete”
(planner), and
“It was good that we could all tell our story and were being heard” (resident), and
“It feels like a fresh start, we can leave the past behind” (area manager)

The story that emerged that evening turned out to be “far more complex” than initially
perceived by policy-makers. As the narrative changed and “combin[ed] … [the] divergent,
even conﬂicting perspectives of the participants, [there was a shift] from blaming – ‘the
opposite party’s fault’ – to seeing the situation as a collective mess that needed collective
action in order to move forward.” Individuals became part of a system and attributions to
others morphed into shared responsibility.
When the project manager and the area manager were asked several months later how
they looked back at the clinic, they oﬀered these comments:
(i) “It really felt like a fresh start; we regained some of the trust we lost and it felt as if we
could let the past be the past,” and “I have a better sense of what is important now and
why people were so angry,” (project manager) and
(ii) “We have to ﬁnd a way to capture that spirit of the evening into a new collaborative
process, otherwise we’ll lose it again.” (area manager)
From Kuitenbrouwer’s perspective “[t]hese remarks are important. They indicate the
importance of getting unstuck and gaining active trust among stakeholders who seem
to have become aware that trust is ‘a bet about the future contingent actions of others’”
(Sztompka 1999).
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This leaves open the question of what was at work in this process of getting unstuck. A
few key features seemed to have helped the process along. First, the annotated timeline
fostered a particular kind of interaction with history and with each other. The construction
of the timeline put the history on display across the front of the room. The participants
could see that they were part of it, rather than it being part of them.
Externalization enabling reﬂection
As history became “externalized” in this way, it became a bit more possible for those
involved to comment on it as a history that they shared. Checking in with the stakeholders on whether the story was complete and adding both events and comments
facilitated this kind of engagement. The quotes that annotated the sequence of
events allowed the stakeholders to ﬁnd themselves in the story. Recognition was not
abstract or general, but concrete and speciﬁc. Their words changed the story. Moreover,
in locating themselves in the timeline and the quotes, the stakeholders found themselves in relationship to others who shared the experience, even if they experienced
it diﬀerently.
This relationality seems to have extended to acknowledging some validity in what
others said and what they had intended and experienced. As their own words and experience were recognized, those involved were pushed to acknowledge the words and experience of others, even when those words and experience were at odds with their own. To
deny this would have involved denying the recognition that they were feeling. Externalizing the story in this way seemed to open the story up to diﬀerent perspectives and this
complexity, in turn, fostered recognition of relationships and of the ways in which
these relationships positioned those involved with respect to one another. This, in turn,
opened the moment in which the participants began to acknowledge the responsibility
they shared for the problems they were experiencing.
The intervention by the reﬂectants contributed to this process. Their comments
avoided attribution and negative evaluation, they did not need to be defended against.
This may have helped them be heard. Further, to the extent the comments acknowledged
the stakeholders’ experience and oﬀered useful insights, they helped those present begin to
make sense of their current situation as part of the complex history of which they were
becoming aware. This history was framed in terms that emphasized a system and a set
of relationships in which all stakeholders shared responsibility. Finally, the reﬂectants
oﬀered a language – a syntax and a set of metaphors – that the stakeholders could use
to talk about the history in these terms. Their comments did not seek to provide a dispositive diagnosis of the case, but opened a diagnosis in a manner that the stakeholders could
take on and take over.
In narrative terms, the “story” became more complex through these interventions and
through the contributions of the stakeholders. As the story being told in the room became
more complex, simple black and white accounts of victims and perpetrators became
harder to sustain. Actions became both cause and eﬀect. The stakeholders each had to
acknowledge the implications that this had for their own role and responsibility, for the
way they understood the actions and goals of others, and for the meaning that they
assigned to events.5
As Kuitenbrouwer observed, “reconstruction is a voluntary process;” it
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contributes to creating a context in which policy-makers are open and willing to participate
in a process of collaborative learning … In order to avoid getting stuck in a search of certainties, settings such as the reconstruction clinic can oﬀer concrete and practical opportunities in
“active experimentation” that are needed to deal with today’s radical uncertainties.

Reﬂection and deliberation, re-framing and re-membering
Can we explain more about how such reconstruction clinics and processes work – how as a
matter of design and practice these conversations about timelines of policy disputes can
lead to rich and diverse results? This is really a question of theory and practice: where
we look for answers, as we theorize and anticipate the practice of the reconstruction
clinics, will inﬂuence what we ﬁnd. The richness of empirical work, of course, always presents the possibility that we might be surprised!
To begin, we can compare a view of the reconstruction clinics as exercises assessing the
institutional design of processes of reﬂection in action and narrative development. Here,
with Don Schön, we can pay particular attention to what participants learn in their practice, by making sense of the moves that they have made. The designers have not told us
what they anticipated that the timelines would produce, but we see that if they expected
mere chronology, they have been richly rewarded. The joint construction of the timeline
has surprised many participants. One said, “looking back like this made things a lot more
clear.” Another commented, “The puzzle became more complete.” Yet another gained a
more clear view of what mattered that he or she had not appreciated before: “I have a
better sense of what is important now.”
The “three shared key insights” that Kuitenbrouwer describes as emerging from the
interactions around the timelines are not only new understandings for individual participants, but shared achievements. Planners and citizens “approached the situation” diﬀerently. Government preferred “perfect long-lasting solutions” while citizens wanted
action now. Policy makers expected conﬂicts between interests, while citizens wanted to
take part in the search for solutions.

Productive surprises and deliberative progress
But then comes a surprise: “Plans were made to set up a joint group of citizens and civil
servants to work out diﬀerent possible scenarios for the children’s playground.” Here,
somehow, was not just the reframing of problems or even the reframing of Others –
“who they are and what they want” – but the production of a practical agreement that
was not about playgrounds, but about “what we can do next” in “our” joint search for a
design and a location for a playground.
This event moved subtly from a collection of individuals reﬂecting diﬀerently to a group
of individuals who diﬀered and who were able to draw on their diﬀerences not only to
reframe what they had expected earlier, but to make further practical moves together.
Something like the following seems to be in the works: “Now that we have learned
more – not about playgrounds, but about each other by contributing to the timeline –
we can as a diverse, joint group explore whether and how we, as a group, may be able
to act together.”
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This move was enabled by the timeline and the discussion of it via individuals reﬂecting
in action and, additionally, deliberating together. The latter made it possible to ask what
can “we” do, invoking a “we” that had not existed before the organizers convened this
reconstruction clinic. So here we see a practical reframing of playgrounds, of institutional
relationships, of what we are willing to venture individually, given our changing expectations of others, and not least of all, who “we” might be in the future.
Notice too a second surprise that Kuitenbrouwer herself implies that the organizers
might have expected: the situation at hand was quite a bit more complex than any
single participant might have expected, and the complexity aided in these learning processes. No one had a complete view, a full picture of the puzzle. As they constructed
the timeline together, the group of disparate stakeholders came to see the puzzle not
only from their personal angle on the playground design/location problem, but from
other angles that, together, produced a jointly developed picture of the puzzle that they
shared with other stakeholders. Confronting the complexity that they faced – which
was more than any anticipated – they also found themselves on the same page, with
both a distinct and a shared view of the problems that lay before them and a set of relationships in which it might just be possible to act on their new insights. As reframing
responded to an emerging complexity it spilled over onto identity, changing perceptions
of “who we are, in this situation, because of what we’re facing, and what we now realize.”
And a third unexpected result – another surprise – followed. The discussion following
the construction of the timeline “led to a shift from blaming (‘it’s the opposite party’s
fault!’) to seeing the situation as a collective mess that needed collective action to move
forward.” Notice that this reframing, this coming to see in a new way, concerned not
the substantive issues of playground design and location and timing, but the relationships
between the parties, both how questions of responsibility were viewed and how it was that
the parties together, not just individually, were facing and vulnerable to “a collective mess.”
This had further resonance, for as the parties re-cognized their interdependence they
could see that “collective action” was needed and that creating (or acknowledging) a
“we” that could act was unavoidable if they were to move forward.
The intervention via the reconstruction clinic had several intriguing and subtle results.
As students of negotiation are fond of noting, every negotiation involves a “double structure.” First, there is some substance, some problem or “thing,” that is being negotiated, and
there is an often ambiguous (behavioural and intentional) world constituted in “relationships” that characterize the past, present, and future orientations of the parties involved to
one another (cf. Fisher and Ury 1983). Addressing the problem – the substantive issues
that bring parties to the table – will almost always demand some renegotiation of relationships and the patterns of communication that constitute them (Kelman 1996). Some
mediation professionals additionally argue that every negotiation involves a third dimension: The “procedure” that involves a past and future sequence or trajectory of moves, with
a remembered past and anticipated – perhaps promissory, or threatening – future (Forester 2009, 2013).
Recognizing interdependence and mutual vulnerability
Curiously in the reconstruction clinic, the parties’ construction of the time-line seems to
foreground events with pasts and futures that all the parties present have contributed to,
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have produced. So, the time-line attributes responsibility to multiple parties in a way that
suggests, “we are all involved here, all responsible,” even given the inequalities of power
that are sure to be present. It turns out, however, that even “the powerful” often cannot
do whatever they want. The public oﬃcials, for example, face constraints from, and obligations to other agencies that have their own demands budgetary constraints that loom,
and technical considerations that residents knew little about, but which must be taken
into account.6
Notice too that as the timeline’s shared history gave the participants a sense of how
many interactions had contributed to the complex problem that they faced, simple onedirectional blame became diﬃcult to sustain. As actions came to be seen as both cause
and eﬀect, a sense of shared responsibility was almost unavoidable. That dawning of
shared responsibility helped participants to reframe their views of substance, to reassess
their history, and to develop new relationships with each other (Laws 2013). Constructing
and discussing the timeline allowed participants to learn about others’ actions and inactions,
to be sure. But it also helped them to appreciate the conditions under which others had
acted and to move beyond their initial skepticism about the others’ motives. Now, at
times, they could begin to see new possibilities in the very relationships with oﬃcials, or
with residents, that had been problematic in the past (De Leo and Forester 2017).
The timeline exercise, with the contributions of the reﬂectants and a facilitated discussion, led to less ﬁnger-pointing, and more appreciation of hidden constraints (budgets),
aspirations (ﬁne design), and commitments (what your boss has demanded). All of this
contributed to a developing sense that trust might be plausible (“we regained some of
the trust we lost … ”) and of what would be at stake if they could not translate this new
plausibility into tangible practice.
Recognizing reﬂective and deliberative practices and accomplishments
All this oﬀers lessons not only about how we might understand the construction of timelines in action research contexts, but also about how we need to understand results that
play out on diﬀerent levels. On one level, the construction of the timeline and the interactions around it fostered a reﬂective, cognitive “re-framing” of participants’ views and
understandings. At the same time, on a second level these interactions led to a reconstruction of the deliberative, socio-political relationships among the parties (Kelman 1996; Forester 1999, 2018; Laws 2013).
For example, consider the project manager’s reﬂection, “I think the main thing is that
people feel taken seriously and that they can talk to us about that.” In a polite way, the
manager is recognizing that residents ought not to feel humiliated, dismissed, disrespected, condescended to, and more. Moreover, the manager seems to be recognizing
that “taking people seriously” may have broader consequences that provide diﬀerent rationales. First, there is some intrinsic value to “people’s” feelings, certainly (“the main thing is
that people feel … ”). Second, there’s an explicit strategic reason here too – the possibility
that users of the playground, that the manager’s clients, the local residents, “can talk to us
about that,” which may highlight unintended consequences and open new options for
action and much needed cooperation. The manager treads gingerly here, but recognizes
that the cost of treating people dismissively will be his or her own (and the administration’s) ignorance of how their own actions will have eﬀect and be received. So, the
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project manager also said, “I have a better sense of what is important now and why people
were so angry.”
Here we get a glimpse of both reﬂective and deliberative progress and of the relationship between them. The project manager is able to focus and see issues in a new way, with
a renewed sense of priority and importance, but more too. He or she is able to come to
terms with “why people were so angry,” with all that implies, not only for others’ feelings
of anger and his own feelings of disrespect or hostility, but for the working relationships
that will be possible between oﬃcials and residents. Obviously, disregarding anger might
only add fuel to the ﬁre. Acknowledging anger is a step that also raises fears of escalation,
but that is often necessary to open the opportunities for recognition and apology that,
here, created the possibility for working together rather than against one another.
So too a local resident said of the timeline exercise: “It was good that we could all tell
our story and were being heard.” What is at stake in this comment is less reﬂection about
playground design and more the resident’s relational sense of being excluded or included.
The former denies the possibility of a collaborative role in shaping his or her future or
being; the latter holds it open.
The story of the timeline teaches us about the signiﬁcance of the parties’ relationships in
yet another way. Kuitenbrouwer observed how “the discussion became more emotional
when one of the citizens and one of the civil servants argued and then blamed each
other for not listening.” This building pitch broke and “[t]he heat dissipated when the
civil servant apologized for making a faulty assumption. This seemed to create a
turning point. … ” It is both the build-up that demands an apology and the repair that
the successful performance of the apology accomplished – rather than the reﬂective
reframing of substantive issues – that led to this incremental, but pivotal, step in the reconstruction of social and political relationships.
In the apology, we see a reframing of expectations about an Other, but we also see more.
There is an emotional signiﬁcance to the action of apology and the reciprocal action of
acceptance and forgiveness. When an apology succeeds, it occasions a mutual co-reconstruction of a relationship. This involves two parties “reﬂecting” and “re-framing” to be
sure, but even more it is a process recreating relationships together, creating a sense of
“we,” and perhaps a “we can now … ” that was not possible before.
We have argued that the reconstruction clinic can be viewed as an intervention that
altered both the conditions of reﬂective and of deliberative learning. With that in mind,
we can appreciate the signiﬁcance of other reﬂections by participants whom Kuitenbrouwer quotes.

Reﬂective and deliberative learning
What does this mean analytically? We can consider three central questions. First, how do
the construction and subsequent discussion of the timeline lead participants to reﬂective
progress, to improved reﬂection-in-action relative to their status quo ante? How do they
come to regard their situation in diﬀerent terms than they did before the reconstruction
clinic? How did the timeline discussion “change their minds”? How might we compare
the participants’ initial expectations, presumptions and beliefs to those that emerged as
a result of their participation? Here we have considered participants’ comments that
reveal how they came to see aspects of the problems at hand that they had not considered
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before and issues whose signiﬁcance they had missed before. The participant’s comments
illustrate these cognitive gains, reﬂective gains of knowledge and understanding.
Second, we can consider the development of identities and relationships that occurs
between and in front of everyone assembled as the cognitive gains are achieved. We
have suggested that the recognition, repair, reframing of the past, and reconﬁguring of
possibilities for the future are at least as signiﬁcant as the gains in substantive knowledge.
This is particularly true if we see the goal of deliberative policy analysis as informed action,
rather than insight alone.
Finally, we can consider the relationship between these two points. For example, a
public oﬃcial, upon hearing residents express fears for their children’s safety, might be
less likely to dismiss residents as mere NYMBYists. This oﬃcial might now also be able
to respond practically to fears that he or she previously knew little about. This responsiveness would, in turn, aﬃrm to the residents that their eﬀort to be open about their fears was
worth the risks involved. In such ways, gains in substantive knowledge might initiate and
contribute to a ratcheting forward in which social relationships get re-formed and reenacted.
From narrative development to relational re-braiding
How did these latter developments unfold in the context of the reconstruction clinic? How
did the timeline and reconstructive intervention change the qualities of participants’
relationships to each other? And what can we say about how this process is related to
the cognitive development noted above? One way to explore this is to ask about the character of the parties’ listening to one another – for better or for worse. Do they attend or
relate to each other in more or less respectful, attentive, accurate, welcoming, and nonthreatening ways (Forester 2018)? What unfolds as they start to listen a bit better and
act on what they hear? Here what is at stake is a particular relationship between knowledge
and performance. Propositional truth may be less important than deeds, the impact they
have and the responses they elicit. Development may be borne less out of new facts that
emerge than out of the emergence of new capacities for action that get performed and realized in a concrete setting. The groups in the playground case have not made decisions
about this design or that one, about this location or that site, but they have established
agreements and plans together to meet and to work together about these issues,
working in ways they have never done before, ways that will, hopefully, build on the
budding recognition of one another’s concerns and goodwill and extend the emerging
commitment to engage in joint problem-solving.
If we listen closely, we can come to understand that the narrative development that
occurred in the development of the timeline – as the story was externalized, as details
were added and views of causality and responsibility shifted, as the parties acquired a
new language for talking about their shared history and future – was also a relational
re-braiding. It was a social and political re-braiding of the contributions and investments
and indeed of the identities of the participants themselves in relationship to one another.
For as the conversation unfolded and as the initial timeline of Figure 1 was modiﬁed to
become that of Figure 2, relational, performative work was being accomplished. In the
reﬂections of the participants we see appreciation of others’ work (“the drawings looked
nice”), recognition of concerns (“we were worried about space and traﬃc”), inclusion of
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Figure 1. The initial timeline.

objections (“why this? Kids are playing as it is!”), respect of interpretations (“the traﬃc situation was really unsafe”), admission of ignorance of the other (“we didn’t know they were
doing this!”), partial acknowledgment of the other (“we were pleased with that, but it wasn’t
redesign”), questioning of reciprocity (“these talks! again! About all these old places! No
one wanted this anymore!”), and still more.
What has happened here, as the group worked together to include, record, and discuss
“comments” on a chronology of “events” is far more than the abstract creation of a shared
story. Here we have participants able, for the ﬁrst time together, to recognize one another
seriously, to voice appreciation for one another’s work, and to feel safe and legitimate in
voicing what scares them as those concerns are shared publicly with oﬃcials. Here we have
a quality of creating not just a view of the past, but a lived present in which participants
who have not been in the same room together slowly “met” each other, slowly came to
develop a new trust in one another, slowly came to see each other not just vaguely “in
new ways,” but with new qualities of respect, appreciation, recognition, acknowledgment,

Figure 2. The timeline as annotated by participants.
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curiosity, empathy, and mutual regard. These are the deliberative accomplishments, the
relational accomplishments, that occurred during the narrative development that took
place through the reconstruction of the timeline’s reconstruction, with the posting of comments on events for all to see.
This richness of social engagement – facilitated by the design of the clinic – helps
explain the participants’ comments about a fresh start, about putting the past behind
and beginning to work together anew. It helps us see this process of narrative development, to be sure, but much more too. It also helps us see – as both emergent and
actual, as laying down a new history of relationships – a more or less sensitively performed
drama of “relationship braiding.” This “braiding” involves acting and interacting in always
contingent, responsive ways that reframe views of one another as the parties work together
practically, contributing simultaneously to the emergence of new, mutually accountable,
working relationships (Cobb 2013).
Lessons for action research
Another lesson of the reconstruction clinic reveals the ambiguities of both “action
research” and deliberative policy analysis. Just what did the action research and the
policy analysis of the clinics seek? Knowledge? Action? Better informed practices of government, or of independent citizens?
Notice that if parties understand – and frame – action research or deliberative policy
analysis solely as a matter of improving parties’ “framing” of problems through processes
of reﬂection-in-action, they may narrow their view of action research’s signiﬁcant results –
or those of deliberative policy analysis – to those of “knowledge production.” Knowledge
matters, to be sure, but in practical settings, it is not all that matters.
Deliberative policy analysis and action research can themselves contribute to the production of new relationships, not only with the researchers, but among the parties themselves. Thus, it can serve not only to establish new facts, not only to test and learn about
parties’ assumptions, but it can have a direct impact on relationships and, via this, open up
the possibility of gaining insights into the performative dimensions that we have been
highlighting. This can include the sort of surprises that often drive research. Here, for
example, we see that agreements were formed (plans made for joint problem-solving
meetings) even when such agreements were not the goal of the reconstruction clinic.
And more was produced as well.
The enhanced perceptions of interdependence among the parties, coupled with the
shared commitments to improve their neighbourhood that emerged, moved well
beyond conventional knowledge production to capacity building, community building,
relationship building, which, then, opened the possibility of capturing or reﬂecting on
how these developments unfolded. This relational quality of action research is not only
about restoring relationships that have gone bad, but essentially, too, as a matter of deliberative policy analysis, of understanding and feeling interdependence and being able to act
upon it and, even further, to understanding what contributed to the enhanced perceptions
of interdependence and the ability to act on them. The latter involves the loop that we are
trying to close in the reﬂections contained in this paper. This insight reveals the particular
importance of action research as a form of deliberative policy analytic intervention in
conﬂict-resolution around policy-conﬂicts. In this domain the impacts of working on
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diﬀerent levels and the importance of gaining insight into these distinct processes and
their relationships are both a bit more tangible – and so easy to grasp – and a bit more
understandable. Here we get a sense of the multiple levels at which action researchers
and deliberative policy analysts might “get involved” and the insights that this can
leverage.
Seen as applied research in an epistemological light, in our traditional and conventional
academic ways, the reconstruction clinics produced new knowledge about the problems
and relationships at hand. The parties reconstructed sequences of actions – who did
what and with what results. They have learned about each other’s attitudes, hopes and
fears (“they will break the budget”, “this location would be dangerous”). Seen in this
way, these interventions appear to be devoted to learning in a conventional sense, as
the sequential accumulation of “propositional knowledge” about others and about practical issues, whether these be playground designs, renewable energy development, or urban
renewal.
But action research as a form of deliberative policy analysis, and learning more generally, can involve more than this, as when we might interact together to learn how to ride a
bike or to play a game, or learn how to tell a joke or to serve a meal, or, perhaps more
speciﬁcally in this case, learn how to listen well to others – none of which can be
readily articulated as propositional knowledge (Nussbaum 1990; Forester 1999). Here,
for example, the participants have developed new capacities, the beginnings of new abilities, as they have developed beginnings of new trust, new coalitions, new working agreements, even new senses of community identity, what “we” have been able to do here, even
who “we” can be, as we work to recreate “our” community.
Working with those who had a stake provided the researchers with partial, but valuable,
insights into the ways that the clinic’s design had helped the stakeholders to reach new
insights and then to act on them. The stakeholders’ comments also provide an intriguing
window onto the interplay between their substantive learning and the relational re-braiding that they accomplished.
Experience in the clinic opens another level at which reﬂection and deliberation might
develop in practice. The stakeholders’ comments moved at times in similar directions
to these “research” reﬂections. While stakeholders did not speak of relational re-braiding,
storylines, or performance, they focused on similar events and remarked on their signiﬁcance
in language that was “of a family” with our comments here. This raises the possibility – here
unrealized – of opening a deliberation between researchers and stakeholders about and
the ways in which the design of the clinic and the researchers’ performance contributed to
(or detracted from) these developments. The signiﬁcance of this potential is suggested by
the ethical considerations of the sections that follow.
Deliberative re-membering
A “deliberative” lens or metaphor suggests still more. The participants made progress and
learned not only along both explicit and tacit dimensions, but they learned about value,
about what matters, and about “the facts that matter.” Beyond this, however, in learning
and gaining “a better sense of what is important now, and why people were so angry,” the
project manager learned not simply about what previously unappreciated facts mattered to
other people. He or she learned about “why” – and thereby gained an explanation of anger
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and its roots. The project manager also came to the brink of learning about the signiﬁcance
of acknowledgment and the precarity of his or her working relationships with the community at large.
The practice of reconstruction thus includes opportunities for ethical learning, in addition
to traditional scientiﬁc learning. This ethical learning may concern the contingencies of
professional-lay relationships and the obligations that come with – even constitute – these
relationships. In hearing the residents’ “we would like to be involved in the design,” the
oﬃcials learn not only about the residents’ preferences, wants, perhaps hopes, but also
about the professional and ethical choices that loom for them, such as whether to include
or exclude residents in future planning and decision making. They also get a sense of
what it will take to act on these insights that might lead them to design their actions a bit
more perspicaciously in the future. They not only develop insights, but the ability to act
on those insights.7
Notice that here the memories of the past – “why people were so angry,” why the
relationships were so strained – immediately informs participants’ sense of what can
happen in the future. The timeline surfaced the anger, but did not dictate what needed
to be done about or with the anger. Surfacing the anger presented the group – as a
group – with the possibilities of ignoring that anger or engaging it, of dismissing it as
eccentric or respecting it as reasonable, of evading it or acknowledging it as worthy of
attention and oﬀering insights. In these ways, the timeline provided the participants
who constructed it with two or more possibilities.
First, constructing the timeline together provided the assembled group with the possibility of remembering the sequence of important events that have “brought us to where we
are today”, be that an impasse, a choice-point, a speciﬁc misunderstanding, or some combination thereof. But second, the timeline provided the assembled group that was coming
to see “why people were so angry” (or frustrated, or fatigued, or hopeful), with the opportunity and challenge of doing what Myerhoﬀ (1992) so brilliantly called “re-membering” –
enacting together just who they will choose to be, going forward.
As the oﬃcials and the residents engage anger and misunderstanding – dismissing or
respecting it, ignoring or acknowledging it – so do they, as a group, have the opportunity
to change. They face the possibility that they can, over time, become “diﬀerent than we
were before,” with all the fears and risks that change evokes. Here again we see that as
the participants’ stories get braided in the timeline, they face a choice about what they
will become, and how they will to that together. Will they dig in rigidly or respond to
each other more ﬂexibly? The construction of the timeline and the evolving storyline,
together, provide a contingent setting for memory that oﬀers possibilities for hope,
acknowledgement, and collaboration and also for cynicism, power plays, and gaming.
In either case, we ﬁnd here not only a reﬂective progress of learning about facts,
frames, and new possibilities of action, but also a deliberative progress of re-shaping
relationships and shared attention to community value, identity and possibilities for
action.
So, action research, as a form of deliberative policy analysis, can take not only an epistemologically productive role in which participants account together for what they know,
how they know it, and consider what they may yet come to learn and know. Action
research can, even must, take responsibility for its role as a social-political performance.
This is, for better or worse, an ethically transformative role in which participants
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change their senses of value, of what matters, of not only utility but identity, including
what they take to be ethically possible and desirable for their neighbourhoods.

Notes
1. We encourage readers to be attentive to the extended possibilities for reﬂection and deliberation opened by involvement of stakeholders and by their interactions with researchers. Much
of the stakeholders’, and our, attention is focused on practical reﬂection on the history of the
controversy and deliberation over shared practical problems. Experience in the clinic – as in
any design – also opened possibilities to reﬂect – in the language of research and policy analysis – on the inﬂuence of narrative, the character of storylines and the impact that performance had on the way that the practice developed. Stakeholders moved, at times, in similar
directions, reﬂecting on the signiﬁcance of behavioural moves like the apology and of the
eﬀects that framing and stories had on their ability to make sense of the controversy in
which they were stuck. This opens the possibility that researchers might deliberate with stakeholders over such themes and questions, and, in these deliberations, inquire together into
how features of the institutional design shaped empathy, sense-making, and creativity. Such
steps would, in turn, reposition researchers and analysts with respect to the publics that they
serve, opening further possibilities for ethical reﬂection on practice.
2. All quotes in Part 1, accordingly come from Kuitenbrouwer (2018) unless speciﬁcally indicated as otherwise.
3.
Schön commented (transcribed in Laws 2010), “[Y]ou also have to invent the thing to
say the thing that follows from it, you also have to be able to produce it in a way that’s
faithful to what you invent … You need to discover what is going on, discover the
meaning, and think about how it could be reframed. You need to invent an action
strategy; you need to think about what [you] could do … other than what [you’ve]
done. [And] then you need to be able to produce it … [T]he reason those three
are so … important is that when [we] do each of those things [we] instantiate, [we]
reproduce, the model[s] that [we] hold.”
4. Sluzki, personal communication with D. Laws, 2000.
5. We are indebted here to Sara Cobb (2013) for her analysis of how narratives can be transformed in settings of conﬂict and controversy.
6. The time-line here can be considered a catalyst, but perhaps more too, an “actant” as Latour
would have it. While the timeline does not have moral agency, it makes subtle demands
upon the contributors. By asking implicitly “What did you do and when?” it asks all the participants in the room to record publicly and claim their own responsibilities within the shared
history that they are constructing together for everyone to acknowledge. (Latour 1992).
7. See footnote 3.
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