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Abstract This chapter examines the role of dialogue in building connections across
socio-cultural and ideological divides. Applying the lens of dialogue, it seeks to
promote bridging social capital in an increasingly fragmented and polarized soci-
ety. Social capital is often seen as the glue that holds societies together. The central
idea of social capital is that social networks and relationships matter, and provide
individuals and groups with useful and beneficial resources in two ways. Bonding
social capital refers to horizontal ties between individuals within the same social
group who are similar to each other. Bridging social capital refers to ties between
individuals or social groups who are dissimilar and which cross socio-economic and
cultural divides. For a stable and healthy society, both forms of social capital are
needed, but especially bridging social capital is important for reconciling democracy
and diversity. Moreover, social relationships with others have a positive impact on
individuals’ well-being and life-satisfaction. This chapter explores the crossroads of
two related, yet separated, areas of scholarship, namely social capital and dialogue
studies. By reviewing their literatures and identifying areas where these disciplines
might be brought together, it aims to demonstrate how dialogue can be used as a pos-
itive intervention to create bridging social capital. It will show how characteristics of
dialogue foster the process of relationship building between people who are differ-
ent. However, to successfully intervene in the formation of bridging social capital,
it is crucial to consider the context in which it is built and maintained. Therefore,
research needs to examine the purpose (why), the places (where), and the people
(who) in the process (how) of building bridging social capital. As communication
is crucial to cultivate relationships, this chapter asserts that creating bridging social
capital is essentially a communicative accomplishment. The underlying long-term
and challenging goal of building bridges through talk is to promote a more inclusive,
empathetic, civil, and compassionate society.
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1 Introduction

In our network society where people have never been more connected, there is a
growing sense of disconnection and division (Turkle, 2011). Putnam (2000) por-
trayed how individuals have become disconnected from family, friends, neighbours,
and social structures since the 1950s. Over the last decades, Bishop and Cushing
(2009) have noted the phenomenon of ‘ideological migration’. People have sorted
themselves geographically, culturally, politically, and economically into like-minded
communities. Furthermore, identity politics is undermining modern western democ-
racies. The demands of recognition by specific identity groups (based on e.g. nation,
religion, race, ethnicity, and gender) has severely fragmented the social cohesion that
was once the foundation of political consensus and collaboration. Moreover, the cul-
tural and ideological diversity threatens a common sense of belonging (Fukuyama,
2018). In an age of globalization and societieswho have become increasingly diverse,
most people live in tribes with those who share their lifestyle, values, and beliefs.

While division and self-segregation are not new phenomena in modern Western
democracies, people nowadays have fewer opportunities to engage with those who
are dissimilar. The geographic clustering in increasingly homogeneous communities,
the splinteredmedia landscape, the personalized web, and the general decline of trust
in people and institutions (Edelman, 2018), have led to a society where people tend
to live in their own bubbles (Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2017). As a result, they don’t
know or interact with others who have fundamentally different worldviews, values,
or identities.

The risk of fragmentation and clustering into like-minded communities is that
it endangers shared conversations, experiences, and understandings, that are the
lifeblood of a healthy democracy (Sunstein, 2017). In a democracy, people need to
be confronted with opposing views. Instead, we are living in echo-chambers hearing
views that reinforce our own. Democracy requires reliance on shared facts. However,
people are being offered parallel and separate universes (Pariser, 2011). The result of
this self-sorting is that individuals and communities have grownmore extreme in their
opinions and societies have become increasingly polarized. In the civic atmosphere
of polarization and debate and the absence of multi-dimensional human connection,
people see others with different identities or perspectives as an out-group or threat:
“People are often left with thin, one-dimensional stories of “the other”: what they
can glean from news reports and from their own circle” (Stains, 2016, p. 1523).
To rebuild trust and relations, conversation and connections across differences are
crucial for the benefit of individuals and society.

This chapter aims to promote bridging social capital in an increasingly fragmented
and polarized society. The civil society forms an excellent place to build relations
between people with fundamentally different backgrounds, values, and identities.
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Yet, as the formation of bridging social capital can be strenuous and challenging
(Putnam, Feldstein, & Cohen, 2004), this chapter emphasizes to use dialogue as
a process to build relationships within existing networks/communities (e.g. educa-
tional, religious and local communities). To grasp the role of dialogue in building
relationships across social cleavages, it will explore crossroads of two flourishing,
yet separated, areas of scholarship that have evolved parallel over the last decades,
namely social capital and dialogue studies.

By reviewing the literature and identifying areas where these disciplines might
be brought together, it aims to demonstrate how dialogue can be used as a positive
intervention to cultivate bridging social capital. It will show how characteristics of
dialogue foster the process of relationship building between people who are different.

Furthermore, to successfully intervene in the formation of bridging social capital,
it is crucial to consider the context inwhich capital is built andmaintained. Therefore,
the proposed interventionwill not only include theprocess (how), but also thepurpose
(why), the places (where), and the people (who) which are involved.

This chapter has its roots in communication scholarship but finds a solid base in
the broader field of social sciences, notably in the area of social well-being. Whereas
most studies within the clinical and psychological tradition emphasize private fea-
tures of well-being (Keyes, 1998), social scientists acknowledge that individuals
are “embedded in social structures and communication” and that their well-being is
associated with “the social nature of life and its challenges” (Keyes, 1998, p. 122).
There is substantial evidence “that individuals with richer networks of active social
relationships tend to be more satisfied and happier with their lives” (Amati, Meggio-
laro, Rivellini, & Zaccarin, 2018). Positive relationships with others also contribute
to a sense of belonging and community which increases social well-being of indi-
viduals (Prati, Cicognani, & Cinzia, 2017). The focus on the relational aspects of
life (Wrzesniewski, Dutton, & Debebe, 2003) implies the study of communication
which is crucial in developing relationships. Consequently, this chapter asserts that
creating bridging social capital is essentially a communicative accomplishment. The
underlying goal of building bridges through talk is to promote a more inclusive,
empathetic, civil, and compassionate society.

This chapter is structured as follows. The first section gives a brief overview
of the relevant literature on both social capital and dialogue studies. Next, it will
identify areas where these disciplines can be brought together and present dialogue
as an intervention to develop bridging social capital. Dimensions of dialogue will be
unpacked to showhowpractical communication-based interventions like storytelling,
shared language, narratives, and the exploration of identities contributes to bridging
divides between people who are different. Finally, it will present future directions
and conclusions.
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2 Theoretical Background

To provide a solid foundation for the proposed intervention to promote bridging
social capital, the following section will give an overview of the relevant literature
on social capital and dialogue.

2.1 Social Capital

Over the last decades, the concept of social capital has become increasingly popular in
a wide range of social science disciplines (Adler & Kwon, 2002). However, opinions
are divided on how social capital should be defined and measured (Lillbacka, 2006).
To understand the role of dialogue in the formation of bridging social capital, this
summary will discuss definitions of (bridging) social capital, goals and benefits,
characteristics and dimensions, contextual factors, the relationship with the field of
communication, and the measurement of the concept.

2.1.1 Definitions

Due to the highly contextual nature of social capital and its multidisciplinary char-
acter, it is crucial to discuss the relation to the field and context in which the concept
is studied. This study has its roots in the communication scholarship and focuses
on building relationships across social cleavages to promote individuals’ well-being
and social cohesion. Therefore, the following section will more closely examine the
relational aspects of bridging social capital.

In exploring the concept of social capital, many scholars have criticized the con-
ceptual heterogeneity and the difficulty of its measurement. Yet, despite multiple
theoretical perspectives, there is a consensus that social capital is derived from social
relations. Social capital can be described as “the goodwill available to individuals and
groups. Its source lies in the structure and the content of the actor’s social relations. Its
effects flow from the information, influence, and solidarity it makes available to the
actor” (Adler&Kwon, 2002, p. 23). Based on the founding concepts of Bourdieu and
Coleman, and current concepts of Burt, Putnam, and Lin, Häuberer (2011) defines
social capital as “a property of relationships among individuals that are a resource
actors can use and benefit from” (p. 249). Rostila (2010) argues that social resources
are the actual ‘capital’ or ‘benefit’ that people derive from their networks/relations.
These resources “evolve in accessible networks or social structures characterized by
mutual trust” (p. 321). Prior definitions demonstrate that social capital is a resource,
individuals can benefit from. In addition, Putnam (2000) underlines the importance
of social capital as a collective resource and the benefits for society as a whole.
Social capital is the glue that holds communities together and makes them work as a
collective. It supports the idea that people rely on relationships with others to fulfill
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social, cultural, and economic needs. Social capital enables collective action and,
therefore, is a key component to building and maintaining a healthy democracy. This
chapter emphasizes that relationships are the core of social capital and will use the
following definition: Social capital is an actual and potential resource individuals
and groups can benefit from, based on goodwill and embedded in social relations.

Amongst the numerous classifications, an important distinction can be made
between bonding and bridging types of social capital (Putnam, 2000).Bonding social
capital can be described as horizontal ties between individuals within the same social
group who are similar to each other and have a shared social identity. These are often
personal relationships with strong ties; close friends, family members and neigh-
bours whom will help you in times of crisis or give personal support. Bonding social
capital is often associated with strong norms and ‘thick trust’ (or: ‘particularized
trust’) (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000; Sander & Lowney, 2006). Bridging social
capital are horizontal ties between individuals who are dissimilar and which cross
social divides (e.g. race, class, religion) or between social groups. These are often
more impersonal relationships withweak ties, acquaintances whom you do not know
very well, but whom you can ask for small favors. Bridging social capital is often
associated with reciprocity and ‘thin trust’ (or: ‘generalized trust’) (Granovetter,
1973; Putnam, 2000; Sander & Lowney, 2006). This chapter will focus on how to
promote bridging social capital in a fragmented multicultural society. To enhance a
positive change for individuals and society, it is fundamental to intervene in social
relationships.

2.1.2 Goals and Benefits

To understand the impact of bridging social capital for individuals’ well-being and
the broader community, it is critical to examine its goals and benefits. Yet, specific
goals of social capital depend on the context and the underlying goals of individuals,
networks, associations, or organizations: “Social capital is usually developed in pur-
suit of a particular goal or set of goals and not for its own sake” (Putnam et al., 2004,
p. 10). Research shows that both bonding and bridging social capital have positive
outcomes for individuals and society. Social capital can make a positive contribution
to a range of areas of well-being: e.g. education, employment, community safety,
health, happiness (OECD, 2002). For individuals, social networks and relationships
provide access to different types of social support: instrumental (aid & service),
emotional (empathy, love, trust & caring), informational (advice & information),
and appraisal (self-evaluation: constructive feedback, affirmation) (House, 1981 as
cited in Heaney & Israel, 2008).

Nonetheless, in our fragmented, multicultural society, especially bridging social
capital is “important for reconciling democracy and diversity” (Putnam et al., 2004,
p. 279). Bridging social capital is also considered as “more valuable for the creation
of collective resources as they facilitate cooperation between dissimilar people in a
given social structure” (Rostila, 2010, p. 313). Research shows that for bridging social
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capital more ties are better than fewer ties (Friedkin, 1982), and that the diversity of
the weak-tie network leads to greater gains (Burt, 1992).

Bridging social capital has been linked to a wide range of benefits. It enables the
acquiring of new information (Granovetter, 1973; Putnam, 2000) and helps people
to expand their perspectives (broaden their worldviews); it gives access to power;
it improves integration in the larger group (Adler & Kwon, 2002); and it promotes
connections between heterogeneous groups and fosters social inclusion (Schuller,
Baron, & Field, 2000). Bridging social capital also helps to cross divides by building
trust and maintaining channels of communication between disputing groups, espe-
cially for socioeconomically disadvantaged groups (Villalonga-Olives, Adams, &
Kawachi, 2016). At a societal level, bridging social capital promotes civic engage-
ment, economic well-being, and external (societal) trust (Adler & Kwon, 2002).
In addition, Claridge (2018a, 2018b) summarizes the following benefits: bridging
social capital crosses the boundaries of individuals and groups with different social
backgrounds; attributes to increase tolerance and acceptance of others with different
values and beliefs; it allows different groups to share and exchange information and
ideas and it promotes innovation; it builds a consensus among groups with diverse
interests.

Dark sides of social capital. Despite the fact that most studies focus on positive
outcomes, some dark sides have been identified, most notably of bonding social
capital. With the rise of the internet people expected an increase of bridging social
capital, but just as in the real-world people tend to cluster into (filter) bubbles with
like-minded others: “We’re getting a lot of bonding but very little bridging that
creates our sense of the “public”—the space where we address the problems that
transcend our niches and narrow self-interests” (Pariser, 2011, p. 17). Furthermore,
inequality, exclusion of others, restrictions of individual freedoms, distrust and lack
of cooperation are some of the negative outcomes of (bonding) social capital (Ayios,
Jeurissen, Manning, & Spence, 2013). In their overview, Adler & Kwon (2002)
define two types of risks of social capital. High internal linkages combined with
low external linkages (bonding social capital), may create a situation where internal
solidarity undermines the actor’s integration into the broader whole. Such ties may
lead to isolation and fragmentation. The other potential risk is a situation with high
external ties but low internal ties (bridging social capital). “Durkheim’s analysis of
anomie provides an example; city life simultaneously increases contactwith outsiders
and undermines community solidarity, thus weakening collective norms” (Adler &
Kwon, 2002, p. 32)

2.1.3 Characteristics and Dimensions

To intervene in the processes of creating bridging social capital, this section will
explore two important dimensions of the concept. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998)
make the distinction between the cognitive (shared goals and values among actors)
and relational (trust between actors) dimension of social capital. A third type is the
structural dimension (connections among actors), which forms and important pre-
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condition for the development of relational and cognitive social capital (Nahapiet
and Ghoshal, 1998; Claridge, 2018a, 2018b). In this chapter, social capital is consid-
ered a relational construct. Therefore, it will discuss in further detail characteristics
of the relational and cognitive dimension. The relational dimension focuses on the
particular relationships that people have and the nature of these relationships. Key
facets of this dimension are: “trust and trustworthiness (Fukuyma, 1995; Putnam,
1993), norms and sanctions (Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 1995), obligations and expec-
tations (Burt, 1992; Coleman, 1990; Granovetter, 1973; Mauss, 1954), and identity
and identification (Hakanson & Snehota, 1995; Merton, 1986)” (as cited in Nahapiet
& Ghoshal, 1998, p. 244). The cognitive dimension can be described as “resources
providing shared representations, interpretations, and systems of meaning among
parties (Cicourel, 1973)” (as cited in Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 244). Knowl-
edge and meaning are always embedded in a social context. Two ways to achieve
a sharing context are (1) shared language and vocabulary and (2) shared narratives;
which means myths, stories, and metaphors (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). In addi-
tion, Claridge (2018a, 2018b) also mentions ‘shared values, attitudes, and beliefs’.
Moreover, Putnam underlines the power of storytelling as an important mechanism
of social connection. As stories help us to relate to one another (Putnam et al., 2004).

In sum, the relational dimension focuses on the nature and quality of actual rela-
tionships between people and includes feelings of trust within a specific social con-
text, whereas the cognitive dimension relates to the shared understanding, goals, and
values between people (Claridge, 2018a, 2018b).

2.1.4 Contextual Factors

Context, like the civil society (Robinson, 2011), is crucial for the creation and main-
tenance of social capital as relationships and shared values are deeply rooted in
local circumstances which makes their meaning highly subjective. Social settings in
which relationships are formed can be formal and informal, with either open (bridg-
ing) and/or closed (bonding) ties. When considering the access to social networks,
two types of contextual factors are relevant: collective assets (e.g. economy, technol-
ogy, and culture) and individual’s characteristics (e.g. ethnicity, gender and social
standing) (Häuberer, 2011). Other scholars mention the impact of structural factors
(e.g. inequality, level of education, and ethnic-racial composition of a population)
(Cloete, 2014), and personality (Venkatanathan, Karapanos, Kostakos, &Gonçalves,
2012) in generating social capital. Attention to these factors is important to sensitize
oneself for the impact of context on the formation of social capital.

2.1.5 Social Capital and the Field of Communication

Given the focus on building relationships, this chapter proposes a communicative
approach of bridging social capital. However, “the literature about social capital and
how it can be developed shows a rare connection with theories about communication
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or just simple communication tactics” (Van der Kroon, Ten Pierick, De Vlieger, &
Backus, 2002, p. 32). Authors (e.g. Bourdieu, 1986) who describe a link between
social capital, communication and collaboration often only mention that face-to-face
communication, dialogue and group facilitation are important features to achieve suc-
cessful collaboration, but do not reveal how communication contributes to building
social capital (Van der Kroon et al., 2002).

Research indicates that “the translation of the concept of social capital into com-
munication research is dominated by a small group of political communication schol-
ars” (Lee & Sohn, 2016, p. 728). Rojas, Shah, and Friedland (2011), for example,
tried to advance a communicative approach to social capital. They consider commu-
nication as a fundamental source of societal integration. “Connections among people
and between people and institutions are central to community life, the democratic
ideal of participation, and any definition of social capital” (Rojas et al., 2011, p. 689).
While most scholars focus on social ties, they indicate the importance of commu-
nication that flows through these ties. This is consistent with Coleman (1990) who
asserts that “an important form of social capital is the potential for information that
inheres in social relations” (p. 310). A communicative approach values the exchange
of information and shared meaning between individuals and groups, and facilitates
collective action (Rojas et al., 2011). Communicative social capital can be defined as
“both the structural feature embedded in social ties and a resource of the individual
comprised in information flows, with the interactions among these elements produc-
ing a range of pathways to participation and the reconstruction of social capital”
(Rojas et al., 2011, p. 695). Therefore, “it is critical to reconceptualize social capital
as a communication phenomenon because it is precisely through communication
within networks that social ties are sustained and gain their mobilizing potential”
(Rojas et al., 2011, p. 695). Despite the valuable perspectives and insights of their
research, the impact of this communicative approach of social capital is restricted
due to the focus on the field of mass media (news exposure and consumption) and
civic engagement (societal integration).

To explain how communication contributes to building social capital, Van der
Kroon et al. (2002) developed a framework in which they disclose how communi-
cation issues like patterned flows of information, mutual understanding, signaling
and shared language are related to creating social capital. They consider dialogue
as one of the most important communication tactics which facilitates collaboration
and therefore promotes social capital. This chapter takes the relational and commu-
nicative approach of social capital a step further by presenting dialogue as a positive
intervention to build connections across socio-cultural cleavages for the greater well-
being of individuals and society.

2.1.6 Measurement

To unlock the many benefits of bridging social capital, it is crucial to understand the
ways it is measured. According to Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz, “bridging social
capital (i.e. friendships across lines of race, religion, class, etc.) is the most impor-
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tant under-measured form of social connections for many outcomes” (Stiglitz, Sen &
Fitoussi, 2009, p. 186). The tacit and relational nature of social capitalmakes it hard to
measure (OECD, 2001). Moreover, the “lack of consensus about the exact and actual
meaning of the concept means that we cannot simply discuss various operational-
ization’s of social capital and assess their validity and reliability” (van Deth, 2003,
p. 81). Another complicating factor is that social capital can bemeasured on different
levels: (a) social capital can be found in networks of individuals (micro level) and/or
be seen as a collective good: in groups (meso level) or society (macro level). To
grasp the complex multidimensional concept, research often focuses on indicators
of social capital as trust, networks, and norms. Despite the lack of agreement in the
literature about the conceptualization and operationalization, most scholars agree
that social capital comprises both structural aspects (networks) and cultural aspects
(norms and values, trust). Van Deth (2003) displays that research of social capital
can be divided into studies which locate the source of social capital in the formal
structure of the ties that make up the social network (structural aspects) or focus on
the content and quality of those ties (cultural aspects). In current research of social
capital polling methods and the use of straightforward survey questions dominate the
field. Available alternative approaches are limited and mainly consist of the use of
official statistics (e.g. published by government agencies) as inverse indicators (van
Deth, 2003).

To gain insight in the relational aspects of social capital, research has to observe
actual relationships. Instead of relying on polls with information on perceptions,
additional methods (experiments, content analyses, official statistics etc.) must be
used (van Deth, 2003). Furthermore, it is critical to examine the processes where
social capital is built and maintained. In sum, to understand how to develop social
capital, individual relations (micro-level) in specific contexts (informal settings with
open ties) where people unite and cooperate with one another need to be studied.
This is very complex. Therefore, a focus on dialogue as an intervention could be
helpful to build connections between dissimilar individuals and groups.

2.2 Dialogue

Just like social capital research, dialogue studies have a multidisciplinary charac-
ter and include different approaches. Dialogue is a still-evolving practice, trying to
understand how connections between people with different worldviews, values, and
identities can be promoted. Intergroup dialogue as a “face-to-face facilitated con-
versation between members of two or more social identity groups…” is a promising
approach to “…create new levels of understanding, relating, and action” (Zúñiga,
2003, pp. 8–9). In addition, Stains (2016) portrays dialogue as a possible solution to
overcome challenges to constructive public engagement. Firstly, with the decline of
social capital and the phenomenon of ‘ideological migration’, there are fewer oppor-
tunities for human connection across divides. Those with different values, identities
or perspectives are often seen as threats (Stains, 2016). Furthermore, confrontational
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modes of communication dominate the public sphere (Stains, 2016; Escobar, 2009).
Tannen (2013) uses the term ‘argument culture’ to describe how people approach the
world with an adversarial frame in mind. Finally, polarization is one of the biggest
challenges to our modern Western democracies. (Blankenhorn, 2015; Stains, 2016)
“In a healthy community people are connected in a variety of ways (civic, religious,
political, and other contexts). They are aware of how their values intertwine and
overlap and they collaborate on shared interests as a matter of course” (Stains, 2016,
p. 1525). In a polarized context without meaningful connections with others who are
dissimilar, people start to define themselves in terms of ‘we’ and ‘they’. A dialogic
approach helps to promote a more inclusive, empathetic and civil society.

To explore the role of dialogue in developing bridging social capital, the following
section will discuss the relevant literature of (intergroup) dialogue, with a focus on
dialogic communication scholarship. The brief summary contains definitions, goals
and benefits, characteristics, contextual factors, the relationship with the field of
communication and measurement of dialogue.

2.2.1 Definitions

Dialogue studies include a broad field of scholarships and practices and have many
approaches and definitions. “Dialogue has become a key cultural term in many aca-
demic and public discourses” (Carbaugh, Boromisza-Habashi, & Ge, 2006, p. 27).
In many situations and in spheres of intercultural relations, dialogue is considered to
be a particularly productive form of communication. Despite the wide range of (gen-
eral) qualities that are attributed to dialogue, the particular meaning of the concept
depends on the context (Carbaugh et al., 2006). Dialogue discussed in this chapter
will focus on the universal basic human need for connection and social belonging.
It will refer to dialogue as a specific form of social interaction and reflected upon as
a way of engaging, communicating and relating with people who are different from
us.

David Bohm, one of the most cited authors on dialogue, explains that ‘dialogue’
has its origins in the Greek word ‘dialogos’: ‘dia’ meaning ‘through’ and ‘logos’
meaning ‘word’. “The picture of the image that this derivation suggests is of a
stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between us. This will make
possible a flow of meaning in the whole group, out of which will emerge some
new understanding… And this shared meaning is the ‘glue’ or ‘cement’ that holds
people and societies together” (Bohm, 1996, p. 2). Dialogue and social capital have
in common that they both are seen as the glue that holds people and societies together.

In order to provide insight in the diversification and the multidisciplinary nature
of dialogue studies, Escobar (2009) displays a categorization where three traditions
(formalist, hermeneutic, and pragmatic) converge (Table 1).

Dialogue in the hermeneutic tradition is characterized by ‘questioning, rather than
arguing’ and aims to achieve openness to new insights through a process of mutual
exploration and understanding (Escobar, 2009). In this tradition dialogue is a form of
social reflectionwhich allows a process of creation of shared understanding between
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Table 1 Three traditions that converge in dialogue studies

Model Prototype of dialogue Key ideas Why dialogue?

FORMALIST
(Habermas)
Dialogue as social
deliberation

Rational argument
Deliberative
emphasis

Based on reasoned,
open, reciprocal and
un-coerced
arguments,
participants reach
understanding on
how to coordinate
their activities
through normative
commitments.

It serves as a social
building block, based
on communication
rather than
manipulation or
coercion.
It is a source of
normative validity.

HERMENEUTIC
(Gadamer, Bohm)
Dialogue as social
reflection

Social and cultural
inquiry;
Epistemic emphasis

Questioning, rather
than arguing,
achieves participant’s
openness to new
insights based on
mutual exploration
that might foster
unforeseen creativity.

It allows a process of
creation of shared
understanding by
widening
individuals’
standpoints through a
process of reciprocal
reflection.

PRAGMATIC
(Dewey, Freire)
Dialogue as social
action

Sharing common
experience towards
solving problems
Action emphasis

Continuous
interaction improves
the abilities to solve
common problems. It
gives place to
collective
intelligence that
surpasses specialized
expertise and is
grounded in
diversified
experience.

It redefines the role
of technical expertise
by counterbalancing
it with simultaneous
reliance on
experience and local
knowledge. Dialogue
builds citizens and
communities, rather
than assuming them
as preconditions to
will-forming public
talk.

Adapted from Escobar (2009, pp. 51–52) based on Linder (2001)

individuals and groups with different backgrounds, values and (social) identities.
Consequently, the hermeneutic view of dialogue forms a solid foundation to explore
how to cultivate bridging social capital.

In defining the concept, this chapter will focus on intergroup dialogue as its goals
are closely related to bridging social capital. Intergroup dialogue can be described
as a “face-to-face facilitated conversation between members of two or more social
identity groups that strives to create new levels of understanding, relating, and action”
(Zúñiga, 2003, pp. 8–9). Dessel and Rogge (2008) define the concept as “a facilitated
group experience that may occur once or may be sustained over time and is designed
to give individuals and groups safe and structured opportunity to explore attitudes
about polarizing societal issues” (p. 201). Practitioners in the field confirm the power
of dialogue in building relationships and understanding. Essential Partners—an orga-
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nization specialized in conducting intergroup dialogue in various settings—refers to
dialogue as a “conversation in which people who have different beliefs and perspec-
tives seek to developmutual understanding.While doing so, they typically experience
a softening of stereotypes and develop more trusting relationships. They often gain
fresh perspectives on the costs of the conflict and begin to see new possibilities for
interaction and action outside the dialogue room” (Herzig&Chasin, 2006, p. 4). This
chapter emphasizes that social relationships between people who are different are
at the heart of intergroup dialogue and will use the following definition: intergroup
dialogue is a facilitated face-to-face conversation—that may occur once or may be
sustained over time—between people who have different backgrounds, worldviews,
values or identities, which is designed to give individuals and groups a safe and
structured opportunity to develop trust, relationships, mutual understanding, and
collective action.

2.2.2 Goals and Benefits

To measure the effect of dialogue for participants and whether it achieves desired
outcomes, it is essential to identify andoperationalize specific goals (Dessel&Rogge,
2008). “In the dialogue we create an empty space where we don’t have an object,
we don’t have an agenda or program. We just talk with each other, and we are not
committed to accomplishing anything. Nobody has to agree to anything. We simply
listen to all opinions… Listening to all the opinions will bring us together” (Bohm,
1996, p. 13). So, dialogue has no fixed goal or prearranged/determined agenda.
Dialogue is open-ended, whereas other forms of communication often seek closure
(Escobar, 2011). Consequently, dialogue as a method can be distinguished from
practices like debate, mediation, and deliberation which have specific goals, like
convincing others, resolving a conflict or decision-making.

Although dialogue has no specific goals, the broad aim is to build understanding
and relationships (Escobar, 2011). Dialogue seeks “to promote respectful inquiry,
and to stimulate a new sort of conversation that allows important issues to surface
freely” (Maiese, 2003).

Escobar (2011) presents the following overview of dialogue goals:

1. Learning enhanced understanding of a range of views, values, feelings, and posi-
tions.

2. Building a common language: bridging the gap between specialized jargons.
This is critical in public engagement as we face the paradox of the world that is
increasingly interconnected, and yet, even more fragmented in terms of special-
ized languages.

3. Co-creatingmeaningworking towards shared interpretations that foster collective
intelligence to deal with complex issues.

4. Building relationships that enable collaborative platforms and critical co-inquiry.
5. Defusing polarization, overcoming stereotypes, and building trust.
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6. Discovery: finding of alternative pathways that are not the product of mere nego-
tiation or bargaining, but the result of broadening and deepening perspectives
through learning, exploration, and creative thinking (p. 33).

Given its focus on bridging social capital, this chapter focuses on goals of inter-
group dialogue which include “relationship building, civic participation, and social
change” (Dessel & Rogge, 2008, p. 199). Benefits of intergroup dialogue are the
breakdown of stereotypes, improvement of (polarized) relationships, and ameliora-
tion of cooperation. In addition, intergroup dialogue enables critical self-reflection
and perspective-taking, which are crucial to attitude change. Furthermore, it offers
the opportunity for participants to examine social norms and ideologies that guide
their (unconscious) beliefs.Other positive effects of intergroupdialogue are improved
relationships between individuals and groups who hold (historically) opposing social
identities and who view others as the out-group. Research shows that learning about
other social groups fosters a reappraisal and recategorization of outgroups and the
generation of empathy and positive emotion (Dessel & Rogge, 2008). Dialogue
practitioners Herzig and Chasin (2006) underline the power of dialogue in build-
ing relationships and mutual understanding. “Through dialogue, people who seem
intractably opposed often change the way they view and relate to each other—even
as they maintain the commitments that underlie their views. They often discover
shared values and concerns which may lead to collaborative actions that were previ-
ously unthinkable” (p. 2). Above-mentioned goals and benefits of dialogue depend
on specific contextual factors, which will be discussed in a further section.

2.2.3 Characteristics

As mentioned before, intergroup dialogue is a facilitated group experience that is
designed to give different individuals and groups a safe and structured opportunity
to explore attitudes and to developmutual understanding. “Characteristics of dialogue
include fostering an environment that enables participants to speak and listen in the
present while understanding the contributions of the past and the unfolding of the
future” (Dessel, Rogge, & Garlington, 2006, p. 304). Dialogue helps to identify
assumptions, suspend judgements, enables inquiry and reflection, promotes genuine
and effective listening, and supports collective thought and collaboration (Maiese,
2003). Practitioners in the field assert that intergroup dialogue stimulates new ideas
and opens up possibilities for change by creating a safe environment, inviting people
to share personal stories, and by exploring grey areas of their own beliefs (Herzig
& Chasin, 2006). Other characteristics of dialogue that can be discerned are: (a)
building a safe space, (b) openness, (c) respect, (c) storytelling, (d) listening, (e)
suspending automatic response, judgement, and certainty, (f) collaborative inquiry,
(g) finding common ground and exploring differences, and (h) balancing advocacy
and inquiry (Escobar, 2011). The final section of this chapter will unpack relevant
features of dialogue that contribute to the formation of bridging social capital.
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2.2.4 Contextual Factors

Due to the multidisciplinary character of intergroup dialogue scholarship, dialogue
has its practice in a number of fields, e.g. “social work, political science, social
psychology, and communications” (Dessel & Rogge, 2008, p. 212). The specific
goals and outcomes of dialogue depend on the context and culture in which it takes
place. For example, “In highly polarized situations, differences in cultural norms
may contribute to participants difficulty in communicating with and understanding
each other” (Dessel & Rogge, 2008, pp. 216–217). The current ‘argument culture’
where people have adversarial frames in mind, influences and determines the effects
of dialogue. Furthermore, individual values and cultural assumptions affect the out-
comes dialogue (Bohm, 1996). In communication, people have different interests and
basic assumptions about the meaning of life. “Most of these basic assumptions come
from society and are rooted in culture, race, religion, and economic background”
(Maiese, 2003). In addition, in a post-modern multicultural society where people no
longer have one absolute truth, dialogue enables people with different backgrounds
and identities to communicate their beliefs, values, and experiences. Moreover, the
impact of dialogue—as a way of communicating and relating—depends on individ-
ual characteristics and personality traits. Research shows that individual differences
and societal norms are important factors that impact intergroup dialogue (Pettigrew,
1998). Other scholars insist that dialogue requires specific skills (e.g. good listening,
openness to new ideas and experiences, and suspending judgements and assump-
tions) which vary greatly amongst individuals. In sum, to evaluate the benefits and
outcomes of dialogue, research needs to consider relevant societal and individual
factors of the context in which dialogue takes place.

2.2.5 Dialogue and the Field of Communication

In the growing field of dialogic communication scholarship, a distinction can bemade
between the descriptive and the prescriptive streams of dialogue research (Stewart
& Zediker, 2000). The descriptive study of dialogue “understands dialogue as a
defining quality of human being” (Escobar, 2009, p. 52) and is “concerned with
actual conversational exchanges” (Walton, 2000, p. 333). The prescriptive study of
dialogue considers dialogue as a communicative ideal which can be achieved through
principled practices. Dialogue refers to a special kind of contact (Stewart & Zediker,
2000). In prescriptive dialogue, “certain kinds of rules are laid down precisely”
(Walton, 2000, p. 334).

In a plural fragmented society where conversations and relations between people
who are dissimilar have become challenging and rare, prescriptive dialogue can be
a first step in building more trusting relations. “The value of the formal dialogue
is that it can be applied to an actual dialogue in a given case, and used as a tool to
help analyze the case” (Walton, 2000, p. 334). Consequently, formal dialogue fosters
‘new possibilities for informal interaction outside the dialogue room’.
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2.2.6 Measurement

This chapter follows Dessel and Rogge (2008) in their assessment of intergroup
dialogue research and evaluation. They assert that scholars of intergroup dialogue
need to define indicator variables of successful processes and outcomes. However,
there is an ongoing debate among dialogue scholars about the value of assessing
outcomes, as the impact of dialogue is often not immediate and hard to objectively
measure. Dialogue practitioners (e.g. Essential partners) underline that causality is
hard to prove as contextual factors and individual characteristics affect the outcomes
of dialogue.

To measure the outcomes of dialogue, most scholars have used pre-experimental
designs. Qualitative data analysis methods—except qualitative surveys—have been
very limited. To examine the long-term effects, a range of methods and longitudi-
nal studies are needed. Also, rigorous approaches to data-collection (e.g. recording
interviews and coding), will contribute to the knowledge base of dialogue (Dessel
& Rogge, 2008). Furthermore, the different methods and lack of uniform protocols
makes it hard to compare the results of dialogue or to replicate the methods used.
In future research established dialogue protocols need to be used, to achieve more
uniformity (Dessel & Rogge, 2008).

Most studies of dialogue use convenience samples, rather than random samples
(Dessel & Rogge, 2008). Despite the advantages of random samples, practitioners
in the field of dialogue assert that voluntary participation in dialogue is crucial to
foster ownership and responsibility. Participants have to show commitment in order
to achieve the goals of dialogue. To advance dialogue research, scholars need to
closely consider various methods and measuring instruments.

The preceding sections attempted to give an introductory outline of relevant find-
ings in research on the field of social capital and dialogue. The next section will
outline potential synergy between both fields and present dialogue as a positive
intervention to develop bridging social capital.

3 Towards a Positive Psychological Intervention: Building
Bridges Through Talk

Over the last decades, the fields of dialogue and social capital appear to have evolved
in parallel. Yet, a number of scholars made important connections between both
scholarships. Especially research in the field of deliberation partly overlaps and
intersects with intergroup dialogue (Dessel & Rogge, 2008) and offers relevant data,
insights, and expertise with regard to the role of dialogue in the formation of (bridg-
ing) social capital. After providing a brief overview of relevant crossroads between
the fields of dialogue and social capital, this section will propose dialogue as a pos-
itive intervention in developing bridging social capital. Consequently, it will show
how specific characteristics of dialogue foster the process of relationship building
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between people who are different. As the nature of social capital is highly contextual,
it emphasizes that to successfully intervene in the process (how) of building bridging
social capital, it is crucial to consider the purpose (why), the places (where), and the
people (who) which are involved.

Making the Connection: Crossroads of Dialogue and Social Capital

Over the past decades, scholars have developed important modes of public conver-
sation in order to strengthen the foundations of civil society. Recently, a number of
scholars have argued that dialogue should be considered as complementary to delib-
eration. Whereas the study of dialogue has its roots in social work (and/or philoso-
phy), the concept of deliberation has largely grown out of political philosophy. Most
conceptualizations of deliberation emphasize democratic principles such as fairness,
equity, reasoned analysis, and focus on the public good. However, the emphasis on
the reasoned arguments makes it hard to address conflicts based on moral differ-
ences (Black, 2008). Dialogue instead “is a way that groups can constructively deal
with moral and cultural differences” (Black, 2008, p. 93). Dialogue comprises both
cognitive and emotional aspects: “Dialogue is a special kind of communicative rela-
tionship; the kind of relationship which broadens worldviews, reshapes perspectives,
and speaks to both our cognitive and emotional capacities for mutual engagement”
(Escobar, 2011, p. 16). To promote meaningful interactions in a culture of polariza-
tion and debate, it is essential to identify both the content and the relational level of
communication. Dialogue not only fosters the exchange of knowledge but also pro-
motes empathy and understanding. Escobar (2011) states that deliberative dialogue
enables “patterns that are crucial for building community resilience and social capi-
tal” (pp. 6–7). Important key features of deliberate dialogue—which can be related to
the formation of bridging social capital—are: (a) the sharing of personal narratives,
(b) provocative and open-ended questions (posed by one participant to another), (c)
the questioning of some fundamental assumptions, and (d) the collective search for
common ground. In the following section, relevant features that foster the creation
of bridging social capital will be further unpacked.

By analyzing public conversations and their power to unite or divide people,
Lohman and Van Til (2011) demonstrate how public deliberation and sustained dia-
logue can strengthen the social fabric of civil society.WhenRobinson (2011) displays
the potential contribution of public deliberation to develop social capital, he under-
lines the importance of studying the processes in building relations. In a fragmented
society with a decline of trust and the increasing influence of professionals and polit-
ical state, ordinary people often feel disconnected. Encouraging deliberate discourse
within and among groups helps people to engage in meaningful decision-making
and facilitates building social capital. Like Van den Kroon et al. (2002), Robinson
argues that dialogue can be considered one of the most important processes to create
social capital. Dialogue facilitates the exchange of information and ideas and reveals
people’s interest. It enables people to interact and relate, and promotes collective
knowledge and achieving common goals (Robinson, 2011).

Aside from the field of deliberative dialogue, scholars and practitioners in other
fields (e.g., community psychology, community development, civic or public jour-
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nalism, education) emphasize the importance of (face-to-face) communication in
building trust, relations, and a shared understanding within communities. Research
of social capital could benefit from expertise, data, and findings of other disciplines
to advance the knowledge of building connections across social cleavages.

Despite valuable insights of scholars and practitioners in various research fields,
the processes by which bridging social capital is built seems to be an under-studied
topic that deserves more attention (Dryden-Peterson, 2010). Understanding the pro-
cesses of relationship building between people who are different, takes time and
effort. To gain more insight, future research needs to observe and analyze amongst
others personal (face-to-face) interactions, cooperative action, and the development
of collective identification, shared norms, and understanding (Dryden-Peterson,
2010).

Dialogue as a Positive Intervention to Build Bridging Social capital

The presented overview of social capital and dialogue scholarship shows a strong
potential for synergy between both concepts. Bourdieu (1986) posits that social capi-
tal resides in relationships, and relationships are created through exchange. Research
in the fields of communication and deliberation underlines the potential of dialogue
as a process to build and use social capital. Therefore, dialogue can be seen as a pos-
itive intervention in building social capital which is a core component in enhancing
social well-being (e.g. happiness, life satisfaction, health) and has an important role
in maintaining a healthy democracy.

In sum, this chapter emphasizes that social relationships are at the core of dialogue
and bridging social capital.Bridging social capital can be described as horizontal ties
between individuals and groups who are dissimilar and which cross social cleavages.
Intergroup dialogue—as a facilitated conversation gives people who are dissimilar,
a safe opportunity to explore attitudes and seek mutual understanding. For that rea-
son, dialogue is a promising intervention to create connections between people with
different backgrounds and identities.

In order to better understand how to create bridging social capital, research needs
to examine the relational aspects of the concept. Following Rostila (2010), structural
(networks) and cultural aspects (trust, norms, and values) are considered as precon-
ditions for social capital. To foster relationships across divides, that are a valuable
resource to individuals and society, communication is essential. Dialogue (as a spe-
cific form of communication) is an important process (intervention) that enables
people who are different to develop more trusting relationships. While specific goals
and benefits of dialogue depend on the context, it is crucial to examine individual
relationships and relevant contextual factors (structural and individual) in the places
(formal and informal settings) where bridging social capital is built and maintained.

Dialogue in Action: Purpose, Places, People and Processes in Building Bridging
Social Capital

This paragraph explains how to use dialogue as a positive intervention to create bridg-
ing social capital. It will show how characteristics of dialogue can be used as practical
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communication-based interventions to promote relationships between people who
are not alike. Key features of dialogue will be related to specific goals/benefits (see
Sect. 2.1.2) and/or characteristics (see Sect. 2.1.3) of bridging social capital. How-
ever, to develop a successful intervention, it is important to consider the context in
which social capital is built andmaintained. This implicates that besides studying the
processes (how), also the purpose (why), the places (where), and the people (who)
need to be considered.

Purpose

The main purpose of bridging social capital is to provide individuals and groups with
valuable resources they can use and benefit from. Developing a shared language
and vocabulary…enables to co-create meaning and facilitates access to these
resources.

The cognitive dimension of social capital refers to resources providing shared
representations, interpretations, and meaning among different groups or individuals
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). To benefit from these resources, meaningful interac-
tions are essential. Communication between different individuals and groups requires
at least some shared context. Shared language and vocabulary and shared narratives
are ways to achieve a shared context. In addition, “language is not a neutral medium”
“…we create our social world as we collectively name them and try to make sense
of them” (Escobar, 2011, p. 8). Thus, shared language is critical as reality is made of
language. However, our multicultural network society in which people are increas-
ingly interconnected, is at the same time more fragmented than ever, also in terms of
(specialized) languages. Furthermore, in our post-modern culture, our understanding
of truth has radically changed and has impacted the way we communicate. Nowa-
days, people no longer believe in a universal objective truth. The existence of truth
is dependent on context, situation and time. As a result, the truth has become more
dynamic and relational. The value of dialogue is that it enables people to develop a
shared language and context and see others perspectives. Finally, the clustering in
like-minded communities has led to an increasing polarization and more extremism.
As a result, creating a shared context between people who frame topics differently,
use their own metaphors and narratives, and demonize others and outgroups, is often
hard and challenging. Scholars likeHaidt (2012) andLakoff and Johnson (2003) offer
valuable insights on how to overcome (language) barriers by investigating underly-
ing moral values, metaphors, frames and (cognitive) biases. Haidt and others use
the Moral Foundations Theory to explain how different moral values determine why
people frame issues differently. Based on research findings they give directions how
to bridge (moral) gaps, for example by reframing topics. Lakoff, who is well-known
for his research on metaphors, explains how (unconscious) metaphors structure our
perceptions and understanding. Examining language and metaphors helps to under-
stand how people think and to overcome (cognitive) biases and differences.

Places

The structural dimension of social capital (networks and connections amongst peo-
ple) forms an important precondition to create cognitive and relational social capital,



Building Bridges Through Talk: Exploring the Role … 495

that are a resource people can benefit from (see Sect. 2.1.3). Social networks and
connections facilitate social interaction which in turn promotes the development of
trust and shared goals and values.

An important characteristic of dialogue that promotes bridging social capital in
an increasingly polarized society, is to create safe spaces in order to build trust and
relationships between people who are different.

For dialoguepractitioners, the “challenge in creating spaces for public engagement
is to reduce the fear of harm, enhance the reward experienced by participating,
and enable people to connect with one another in meaningful ways” (Stains, 2016,
p. 1528). Building a safe space is an important characteristic of dialogue as it allows
free flowof ideas and helps to build trust (Escobar, 2011). Social capital as a relational
construct depends heavily on trust.Bridging social capital is often linked to ‘thin trust’
(or ‘generalized’ or ‘social’ trust) which is “based more on community norms than
personal experience” (Sander & Lowney, 2006, p. 24). With the lack of spontaneous
social connections across sociocultural and ideological divides and a culture debate,
dialogue provides safe spaces that enable people who are different, to develop shared
goals, values, and more trusting relationships. Dialogue hereby contributes to the
formation of bridging social capital.

The civil society with a wide range of networks of association is a relevant context
where social capital is built and maintained (Robinson, 2011). As the formation of
bridging social capital can be difficult and challenging, it is essential to reuse existing
networks for new purposes (Putnam et al., 2004). For example, networks in educa-
tional, religious, and local communities offer excellent opportunities for heteroge-
neous groups to connect and communicate. Dialogue studies show various examples
of dialogue (about divisive topics like gender and race) in educational settings. In
a society where the majority of students are educated in schools with like-minded
others, it is important to create opportunities for young people to interact, collab-
orate, and to achieve shared goals with those who are different (Dryden-Peterson,
2010). In local communities, initiatives like the Concord Project, Living Room Con-
versations, the Public Dialogue Consortium, the World Café, the National Issues
Forums, Study Circles and organizations/networks like the Knight Foundation and
the National Coalition for Dialogue & Deliberation facilitate dialogue to promote
bridging social capital. Furthermore, recent studies in the field of community psy-
chology show the potential of creative place making (e.g. innovative arts practices)
to enhance social cohesion and more inclusive communities (Thomas, Pate, & Ran-
son, 2015). In religious communities churches used to be built around a geographical
community, however, nowadays they are constructed around people with similar
lifestyles and values (Bishop & Cushing, 2009). In Winsome persuasion, Muelhoff
and Langer (2017) encourage Christians to engage in dialogue with those who are
different, in a culture of debate. To cross social, cultural and racial boundaries various
faith communities have started initiatives of dialogue—both inside and outside their
communities—to build relationships across divides. The best way to create oppor-
tunities to bring people together depends on the level of trust that exists in a specific
context (Sander & Lowney, 2006). In general, dialogue between individuals or small
groups in a local context is a good way to promote bridging social capital. For larger
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groups, activities like a celebration or sharing food are easy ways to unite people who
are different. Activities with the purpose of undertaking joint goals or individual rela-
tionship building require more trust and smaller groups (Sander & Lowney, 2006).
In addition, to promote social cohesion and inclusion it is important to pay attention
to the physical and symbolical elements of the places where interactions between
people who are different takes place (Thomas et al., 2015). Further research and col-
laboration between scholars and practitioners in different fields, helps to gain insight
into how to build and strengthen heterogeneous social networks and communities.

People

As a form of face-to-face communication, the success of dialogue and building con-
nections across divides, depends heavily on the people involved. Building bridging
social capital requires specific skills from dialogue practitioners and participants.
An important precondition to building relationships across social cleavages—in a
culture of argument and debate—is to equip facilitators of dialogue and improve the
capacity of participants to connect and communicate.

One of the key features of dialogue that involves facilitators and participants is
creating an atmosphere of openness…to promote the exchange of new ideas and
broaden people’s worldviews.

Bridging social capital gives access to power, new information, and broadens peo-
ple’s worldviews. In our current society where people tend to live in their own tribes
of like-minded people, others are often seen as an out-group or threat. Stereotyping,
demonizing, and dehumanizing makes it hard to have meaningful interactions with
others who are different. Moreover, in a digital age, face-to-face interaction is indis-
pensable to create empathy and understanding (Turkle, 2016). Or, as Brown (2017)
states ‘people are hard to hate close-up’. Dialogue encourages an open-minded atti-
tude and helps to create empathy, and to expand people’s perspectives. Dialogue
stimulates a divergent flow of communication, whereas other forms of communi-
cation often seek a convergent flow (Escobar, 2011). Participants of dialogue “are
asked to be open to multiple voices, styles of communication and perspectives”
(Escobar, 2011, p. 22). Dialogue practitioners underline the critical role of facilita-
tors in creating an open atmosphere and achieving successful results. For example,
skilled facilitators will carefully plan dialogue sessions and frame interventions of
participants in the right way. In addition, communication agreements between par-
ticipants—which are used in structured dialogue settings—contribute to achieving
an open-mindset, as “(1) they discourage old ritualized patterns of communication
and (2) foster a respectful, safe environment in which participants can have a pur-
poseful, fresh, and personal exchange of ideas, inquiries, and experiences” (Herzig&
Chasin, 2006, p. 9). Future research can benefit from the resources and experiences
of dialogue scholars and practitioners to promote the exchange of ideas and expand
people’s worldviews, which are important goals of bridging social capital.

The broad aim of dialogue and bridging social capital is building understanding
and relationships.Dialogue enables peoplewhoare different tofindcommonground
and explore differences…in order to develop respect and mutual understanding.
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Exploring common ground and differences implies that “participants need not
only to understand (inquire), but also to make themselves understood (advocate)”
(Escobar, 2011, p. 31). Dialogue promotes processes that support speaking, as well
as listening (Stains, 2016). It also invites participants to recognize and respect differ-
ent perspectives (Escobar, 2011). Research shows that dialogue promotes a greater
awareness of others’ positions, values, and worldviews. Bohm (1996) argues that
dialogue enables collective thought which fosters trust and collaboration that are cru-
cial to bridging social capital. Dialogue in the hermeneutic tradition allows a process
of creation of shared understanding between individuals and groups with different
backgrounds, values, and (social) identities (Escobar, 2009). Dialogue practitioners
promote listening in order to understand, speaking to be understood, curiosity about
others and oneself, and conversational resilience (trying to be genuinely interested
even if it’s tough to listen) (Stains, 2016). In a culture of debate, it is crucial for peo-
ple to develop strong social and communication skills to build relations with others
(Crook, 2016). In order to promote a dialogic culture and to increase bridging social
capital, research needs to address how to improve dialogic and interpersonal skills,
especially for future generations.

In dialogue participants have to suspend judgements andassumptions…inorder
to become aware of own (and others) beliefs and values.

Dialogue calls for (temporarily) suspending one’s beliefs and assumptions. To
foster dialogic communication, it is important that people are aware of their per-
sonal and cultural lenses (and values). In communication, people often express their
(superficial) positions. Dialogue enables to explore the underlying interests, values,
needs, and fears. Research on bridging social capital underlines the importance of
shared norms and values as they promote the exchange of information, ideas, and
innovation, and enable to achieve common goals. To explore underlying values,
dialogue encourages people to control their automatic responses and suspend fun-
damental beliefs. This can be achieved by listening carefully, asking questions of
genuine interest, and by bringing their assumptions into the open (Escobar, 2011;
Herzig & Chasin, 2006). Practitioners of dialogue use thoughtful pauses to encour-
age reflection. “A truly fresh and constructive conversation often requires thoughtful
pauses. These moments of silence are anything but empty” (Herzig & Chasin, 2006,
p. 22). Pauses encourage participants to reflect on their assumptions, promote better
listening and helps individuals to make thoughtful contributions. Furthermore, sus-
pending judgements creates opportunities to learn from others and makes people feel
respected and heard. To better understand how and which underlying values affect
dialogue outcomes, future research needs to address specific cultural and personal
values.

Finally, dialogue requires collaborative inquiry…to explore common ground
and support collaboration.

Collaborative inquiry “refers to the shared investigation of issues that participants
care about” (Escobar, 2011, p. 26). Dialogue requires a “willingness of the partici-
pants to place themselves at risk by sharing uncertainty and thus becoming somewhat
vulnerable” (Escobar, 2011, p. 26). The fear of being vulnerable often has a negative
impact on making connections with others who have different social backgrounds
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(Brown, 2017). Co-inquiry includes asking genuine questions and developing shared
language and narratives in order to explore commonground.Argyris’ Ladder of Infer-
ence appears to be a useful tool to promote collaborative inquiry and the search for
common ground (Escobar, 2011; Essential Partners, 2018). The ladder describes the
mental processes that occur in our brain from receiving, selecting and interpreting
data (or stories) to our conclusions or actions. It shows how psychological processes,
underlying worldviews, values and assumptions, contextual factors (e.g. cultural,
political) and our communication skills, affect our interactions with others who are
dissimilar. As a result, the ladder helps to avoid misunderstandings, to improve com-
munications between people with different backgrounds and beliefs. Also, it enables
peoplewho are different to find common ground and fosters collaboration. Therefore,
it contributes to the formation of bridging social capital.

Processes

Following Robinson (2011), this chapter argues that dialogue can be seen as one of
the most important processes to create bridging social capital.

Storytelling, as a critical feature of dialogue, helps to promote shared narratives,
sense-making, and humanity.

“Sharing stories is one of our primarymeans of communication and sensemaking”
(Escobar, 2011, p. 24). Stories allow people to talk about (world)views, values and
beliefs and relate to their personal experiences. “Storytelling can promote dialogue in
twoways. First, it helps participants co-create andmanifest their identities in relation
to one another and second, it enables them to imagine and appreciate each other’s
perspectives” (Black, 2008, pp. 95–96). To promote human relationships and shared
sense-making, dialogue practitioners invite participants to tell stories about their
personal experiences, their values, and grey areas in their views (Essential Partners,
2018). Putnam et al. (2004) emphasize the power of storytelling as an important
mechanism of social connection (and thus in building social capital). Stories help us
to relate to one another as they promote a more fully-dimensional picture of people
and emphasize commonhumanity. Storytelling, therefore, relates to characteristics of
the cognitive social capital (shared language and narratives), and increases tolerance
and acceptance of otherswith different values and beliefs, which are goals of bridging
social capital.

In the process of building relations, identity can be considered as something
which is created and negotiated through communication.Exploring identities, as an
important characteristic of dialogue, therefore, fosters social cohesionand inclusion.

In general, people tend to act on behalf of their social identity. Strong identi-
fication with one group often leads to stereotyping and negative behavior against
members of out-groups (Wieseke et al., 2012). Especially when people feel threat-
ened in their identity, this may lead to polarization and division. Research indicates
that the exclusion of others, distrust and lack of cooperation are some of the negative
outcomes of bonding social capital. Dialogue plays a key role in shaping personal
identity, as it represents “the process through which cultural values, beliefs, goals,
and the like are formulated and lived” (Pearce & Pearce, 2004, p. 42 as cited in
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Escobar 2009, p. 53). Through learning about others who have opposing social iden-
tities, intergroup dialogue builds relationships between people who are different and
fosters reappraisal and recategorization of outgroups (Dessel & Rogge, 2008). Thus,
dialogue promotes collective identification and enables people to develop broader
identities (Dryden-Peterson, 2010). It, therefore, fosters social cohesion and inclu-
sionwhich are important goals of bridging social capital. To understand howbridging
social capital is created, negative outcomes of bonding social capital and the role of
dialogue/communication in shaping identities need to be further examined.

Prior interventions demonstrate how key features of dialogue foster the formation
of bridging social capital. This chapter explores the role of dialogue in building
relationships between people who are different from a theoretical perspective and
provides a theoretical framework. However, to grasp the implications of dialogue
as a positive intervention to develop bridging social capital, practical research and
the study of actual relationships is necessary. The following paragraph will give
directions for future research and disclose the critical challenges that need to be
addressed.

4 Directions for Future Research

Our current society has fewer possibilities for human interaction. Intergroup dia-
logue is a formal, structured way of conversation that facilitates communication
across divides. However, these conversations often don’t happen spontaneously and
participation in dialogue is voluntary. As a result, the impact of the presented dialogic
approach is limited. Future research needs to address how to foster and create inviting
places where people who are different can connect and collaborate. To plant seeds of
change, scholars of bridging social capital could partner with (intergroup) dialogue
scholars (Nagda et al. 2009; Dessel & Rogge, 2008), collaborate with experienced
dialogue practitioners, and explore how to reuse existing networks in different con-
texts.

Human relations are the core of dialogue and bridging social capital. Therefore,
studies need to observe actual relationships and interactions in specific contexts (for-
mal and informal settings, with open ties) where people unite and cooperate with one
another. Nonetheless, this can be costly and time-consuming. In addition, the impact
of dialogue is not immediate and/or in reality hard to objectively measure. Causal-
ity is difficult to prove as contextual factors and individual characteristics affect
the outcomes. Scholars of future research need to examine appropriate qualitative
methods (e.g. experiments, content analyses, observations), examine the context and
advance the knowledge of outcome research. One way to achieve more uniformity
and comparing the results is the use of dialogue protocols. For example, protocols
from experienced dialogue practitioners (e.g. Reflective Structured Dialogue from
Essential Partners) can be useful. In addition, longitudinal studies are needed to
examine the long-term effects of dialogue. For dialogue practitioners, it is important
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to equip facilitators and share their knowledge, to collaborate with scholars and to
find resources to evaluate the effectiveness of their interventions.

Dialogue—as a special form of face-to-face communication—requires specific
(social) skills. Turkle (2016) argues that in our digital age where people have less
face-to-face interactions, they often bear social skills as empathy,which are necessary
for constructive dialogue. In addition, in a culture of debate, meaningful interactions
between people who are different has become hard and challenging. The experience
of dialogue practitioners could be used to improve dialogic skills of individuals
to mobilize bridging social capital. Especially, educational settings offer excellent
opportunities to equip the future generation with better social and communication
skills.

5 Conclusion

In an increasingly fragmented and polarized society, building bridges through talk
can be hard and challenging. This chapter proposes dialogue as a promising tool to
cultivate relationships across divides. As a structured and facilitated form of (face-to-
face) communication, dialogue enables connections between people with different
backgrounds, values, and identities. To successfully intervene in building connections
across divides, it is important to examine the context in which social capital is built
and maintained. Therefore, research needs to include the purpose, the places, and the
people which are involved in the process of the creation of bridging social capital.
By viewing social capital through the lens of dialogue, this chapter asserts that
developing bridging social capital is essentially a communicative accomplishment.
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