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Avoiding tears before bedtime:  
how biological control researchers  

could undertake better dialogue with  
their communities

L.M. Hayes, C. Horn and P.O.B. Lyver

Summary

While many people support biological control of weeds, there are many others who doubt its safety 
and effectiveness, and universal agreement about what constitutes a weed is also rare. Scientists who 
attempt to develop biological control programmes without ensuring effective two-way communica-
tion with their communities may, at best, experience poor uptake of their research and, at worst, 
serious opposition that jeopardizes progress or even makes biological control programmes unten-
able. We describe a technique that allows researchers to engage in meaningful dialogue with their 
communities. People are brought together in an environment where it is safe to express opinions and 
concerns, where they are encouraged to listen and deepen their understanding, where they can dis-
cover common ground and build trust, and collectively find acceptable, or even novel, ways to move 
forward. This process could be adapted for other topics and social settings as long as key elements 
remain. We also describe some key messages about biological control of weeds that arose from this 
dialogue and suggestions for how things could be done differently in order to gain greater acceptance 
from the general public.

Keywords:  communication, public engagement, decision making.

Introduction
While many people are supportive of research to de-
velop more natural and sustainable methods of weed 
control, others doubt the safety and effectiveness of 
biological control. Even other scientists are sometimes 
uncomfortable with or opposed to the practice (e.g. 
see Louda et al., 2003), and universal agreement about 
what constitutes a weed is rare (Stanley and Fowler, 
2004). Currently, community perceptions are often 
more oriented to the threat biological control agents 
pose than the benefits of controlling weeds, and gov-
ernments are becoming increasingly risk averse. These 
factors are causing extensive delays and fewer agent 
approvals in some countries while environmental dam-
age caused by weeds continues unchecked - biological 
control as a discipline could be heading towards a crisis 
(Sheppard et al., 2003; McFadyen, 2004).

These challenges are not just restricted to biologi-
cal control of weeds. Around the world, the presump-
tion that science knows what is best for society is under 
challenge (Cribb, 2003), and scientists ignore public at-
titudes and values at their peril (House of Lords, 2000). 
Hipkins et al. (2002) found wide agreement (69%) to 
a statement that scientists should have to explain and 
justify their research to the public.

Lobbying for changes to biological control regula-
tory procedures is likely to only be a small part of the 
solution. Organizations undertaking biological control 
also need to ensure that effective two-way communica-
tion takes place between practitioners, regulators, crit-
ics and stakeholders to enhance understanding (Shep-
pard et al., 2003) and also to identify and resolve any 
potential areas of conflict or concerns or misconcep-
tions at an early stage.

In New Zealand, and it would seem worldwide 
(Sheppard et al., 2003), biological control priorities are 
currently being decided and agents imported with little 
or no input from most stakeholder groups or the gen-
eral public. Consultation is often undertaken only when 
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it is a regulatory requirement and is not used to enhance 
the quality of decision making or improve public en-
gagement. When human beings are suddenly presented 
with a well-developed plan, they will often oppose it 
because they feel backed into a corner.

What is dialogue?
We use the term dialogue to describe two-way com-

munication where each party listens to and respects the 
other point of view and seeks to find ways of moving 
forward that are of benefit to both parties. Increasingly, 
a number of dialogue processes are used worldwide for 
dealing with social issues, e.g. focus groups, citizens’ 
juries, consensus conferences, deliberative polling etc.

Traditionally, the response to concerns about sci-
ence and technology has been to try to better educate 
the public based on the presumption that if people 
understand the science better they will be more sup-
portive. This assumes that science is universally com-
prehensible (Wilsdon and Willis, 2004), when the level 
of scientific literacy in the wider community is often 
not particularly high. In addition, this communication 
model misses the fact that science is not the only thing 
that people want taken into account during decision 
making. People often want to know about the need for 
the technology, the motivation behind developing it, 
the trustworthiness of the organizations undertaking 
it (Kass, 2001) and any potential unintended conse-
quences in the long term. Even when people understand  
science better, they may not support projects if these 
conflict with their belief and value systems.

People assess risk in different ways. What the public 
may find acceptable may be at odds with objective risks 
as understood by science (House of Lords, 2000). De-
cisions about biological control agents have to be made 
on the basis of available information. Decision making 
must cope with the fact that the world is imperfectly 
understood, complex, dynamic and open-ended. There-
fore, there can be major benefits in including people 
with a wide range of different expertises and perspec-
tives in discussions and decision making processes to 
provide alternative perspectives that help to deal with 
inherent uncertainty (Kass, 2001). By ensuring that 
decision-makers listen to public values and concerns 
and give the public some assurance that their views are 
taken into account, the likelihood of decisions finding 
acceptance is increased.

A novel approach to dialogue
This paper describes a novel dialogue approach that 

initially linked ideas taken from traditional Māori pro-
tocols and The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 
(Covey, 1990) and was later pared down to key ele-
ments of both.

Māori are the indigenous people of New Zealand 
and have traditionally used marae (communal meeting 

area) to discuss or debate issues relevant to the com-
munity. Traditional practices and customs are used to 
welcome visitors to meetings and onto the grounds of 
the marae. During meetings, people commonly sit in a 
circular fashion with their backs to the inside wall of 
the wharenui (meeting house) often on mattresses on 
the floor. It is also common for the local people and 
visitors to sleep overnight in the meeting house if the 
meeting lasts for more than a day. Observing traditional 
Māori customs and values helps to foster a spirit of rev-
erence amongst people and provides an alternate view 
of the world.

The ‘Seven Habits’ offers ideas for living more ef-
fectively; some that we incorporated into our process 
included building trust, encouraging win–win think-
ing, achieving greater understanding through improved 
listening skills, valuing differences and creating ‘third 
alternatives’ (not your way or my way but a better way 
than any of us have thought of yet).

Initially, our process was used to undertake dialogue 
on the use of biological control for weeds and 1080 (so-
dium monofluoroacetate) to control mammalian pests 
(see Lyver et al., 2004; Hayes et al., 2004). Later, we 
tested a pared-down process on the development of a 
pest control strategy for the Hawke’s Bay Region of 
New Zealand (see Lyver et al., 2006). In this paper, we 
focus mainly on the learning we gained from using our 
dialogue process.

Methods
We tested our initial process four times between Sep-
tember 2003 and April 2004 at four different marae. 
We invited a wide range of stakeholders to participate 
including Māori, government departments, pest control 
agencies, the Environmental Risk Management Au-
thority, industry groups, scientists, students and lobby 
groups. We aimed (with mixed success) to have a bal-
anced gender and age mix. The number attending each 
event varied from 16 to 31. Where attendees were not 
local, we assisted with travel expenses. We also cov-
ered the cost of food and accommodation for all. Par-
ticipants generally sat on mattresses on the floor in the 
meeting house, and most slept over on them too.

At the meetings held on marae, Māori facilitators 
helped participants to observe appropriate protocols. At 
all the meetings, an independent facilitator managed the 
group work. She established expectations, outlined the 
‘Seven  Habits’, ensured ground rules were observed, 
managed any conflict, taught listening skills, assisted 
in the development of ‘third alternatives’ and reflected 
on the process. Main points of discussions were written 
down on large flipcharts, and a summary of the entire 
proceedings was produced.

On the first day, once the formalities and the ex-
pectations session were complete, our facilitator asked 
participants to present their points of view and encour-
aged everyone to listen carefully since they would have 
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to present someone else’s viewpoint the following day 
(and they did not know whose this would be). She 
asked them to suspend judgement and assume they did 
not understand. She allowed questions of clarification 
only and stopped participants who challenged other’s 
beliefs. At the end of the day, a social function allowed 
people to chat in a relaxed and informal setting.

On the second day, facilitators gave a demonstration 
of poor listening and good listening and then put partic-
ipants into pairs (where possible with differing views). 
Each person had 30 min to explain their viewpoint 
again, and their partner was asked to reflect this infor-
mation back to ensure they had clearly understood. At 
the end of the hour, the group came back together, and 
people took turns at presenting their partner’s perspec-
tive. Afterwards, the group identified common ground 
and broke into smaller groups to think of ‘third alterna-
tives’ before a final summing up and farewells. Partici-
pants completed an evaluation survey before leaving.

The pared-down process was used once in May 
2005 and was designed to see if the process would 
work when real management outcomes were at stake 
and when the meeting was held at a venue other than a 
marae, in this case a winery. Chairs were arranged in a 
semi-circle, and there were some novel objects to create 
a sense of the unexpected, difference and novelty (e.g. 
deck chairs with cartoon characters on them, cush balls 
and an inflatable dog). People went home at the end 
of the day. Time that previously had been devoted to 
observing Māori protocols was spent working on out-
comes. However, some key elements of Māori customs 
were still used but adapted such as making people feel 
welcome, introducing yourself fully and taking turns 
at speaking. Instead of reporting back other people’s 
perspectives to the wider group, small groups revisited 
the task in hand based on their new understanding of 
each others’ perspectives.

Results
Organizers’ perspectives and observations
Meeting preparation: Setting up the dialogue meet-
ings took much more time than expected (weeks rather 
than days). Many preliminary meetings, phone calls, 
emails and letters were required to identify potential 
participants and secure their participation. It was gen-
erally difficult to recruit stakeholders who were not al-
ready familiar with or involved with the issue. It was 
easier to get men to attend and present information 
than women. People from large organizations found it 
easier to attend than the self-employed. People were 
not always able to attend for the entire two days and, 
since the dialogue process builds upon itself, this was 
a disadvantage. Not all stakeholder groups were able 
to attend, and some had reservations about attending a 
meeting on a marae. There were no objections raised to 
attending a meeting at a winery.

The actual events: Overall, we felt that the meetings 
all worked well. The majority of participants showed 
enthusiasm for the idea of dialogue, and even those 
who came with some degree of doubt or suspicion par-
ticipated fully without conflict under the guidance of 
our facilitators.

Sharing meals and, on the marae, the experience of 
communal living allowed people to get to know each 
other quickly. Social events at the end of the first day 
were an important and enjoyable opportunity for peo-
ple to mingle and converse in a relaxed way. It was 
not necessary for people to stay together overnight for 
bonding to occur, but it did help. As people got to know 
each other and discovered common ground, it became 
more difficult to stop them from talking and come back 
to group work. Uncovering common ground was a 
vital part of the success of our dialogue process. For 
example, realizing they had a shared concern for the 
environment allowed participants to discuss conten-
tious issues more constructively. We were pleasantly 
surprised at the amount of humour and camaraderie 
and the lack of aggression, particularly as some people 
attending (especially the 1080 meetings) had a history 
of prior conflict.

During the paired listening exercise, it was dif-
ficult for some participants to listen and reflect back, 
as it is not something they commonly have to do, and 
they needed help from the facilitators to stay on track. 
Some people expressed surprise at discovering some-
thing new about their partner’s position. Often at the 
beginning of the exercise, people were surprised that 
a whole hour was set aside but at the end said they 
could have used longer. Overall, the presenting back 
of someone else’s perspective to the wider group was 
done well and often involved humour. Some found the 
presenting-back useful because it allowed them to hear 
what people were saying a second time. Others realized 
how poorly we usually listen and how important good  
listening is.

Participants’ evaluations of the  
marae-based meetings
Overall satisfaction ratings and written comments: 
The majority of stakeholders rated their overall expe-
rience as ‘great’ or ‘good’ (Figure 1). All but one of 
the 81 participants said they would be prepared to par-
ticipate in a similar dialogue process again. The most 
common reasons given were that it was an excellent 
non-confrontational forum to hear alternative views, 
share information, network with people and improve 
understanding and awareness. Some expressed surprise 
and delight that they had been able to participate mean-
ingfully and talk to scientists. They were surprised to 
find that scientists were people like them with many of 
the same values. The scientists at these meetings were 
also enthusiastic about the interactions and to hear how 
others perceive their work and appreciated the sugges-



379

Avoiding tears before bedtime

tions for better ways of doing things that were gener-
ated (see Appendix 1).
Long-term impressions: We talked with a few partici-
pants some time after the event. Overall, people were 
positive about the effect that the meeting had had on 
them and on their networks. They had often maintained 
some contact with others they met at the meeting, even 
those who had previously viewed each other with some 
suspicion.

Participants’ evaluations of the  
pared-down process
Overall satisfaction ratings and written comments: 
Most of the 16 participants who filled in surveys rated 
the meeting as ‘great’ or ‘good’, and no one felt that 
it was ‘not great’ or ‘bad’. Reasons why the meeting 
was worthwhile were similar to the marae-based meet-
ings. Since many of this group had met before, it was 

noticed that some who are normally quiet spoke up 
and contributed in ways that they had not done before. 
Participants also commented that the process was fun 
and challenging, the venue was good, the meeting was 
well structured with different activities to keep people 
interested and focused, it was a safe place in which to 
exchange ideas, and useful outcomes were produced. 
The scientists involved were heartened to see that their 
work was valued and useful to others.

When asked about how they rated this style of meet-
ing compared to other pest-management strategy meet-
ings they had attended, there was a mixed response. Half 
said that the meeting was better than other meetings 
they had attended. A third did not know, and reasons for 
this were not explored, but some had not been involved 
in pest-management meetings before (Figure 2).
Post-meeting follow-up: We discussed how the meet-
ing had gone with Hawke’s Bay Regional Council staff 
the week after the event and again 5 months later. In 

Figure 1. Stakeholder ratings of the overall dialogue meeting experience (biocontrol 1: n = 19, biocontrol 
2: n = 12, 1080 1: n = 21, and 1080 2 n = 29).

Figure 2. Participants’ rating of dialogue meeting compared with other strategy development meetings  
(n = 16).
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both sessions, they noted that the process had been 
enjoyable, that people attending had participated well 
and that it had been useful to expose people (includ-
ing themselves) to a wider range of perspectives than 
usual. They also noted that, compared with other pro-
cesses they had used, the dialogue process had worked 
well, as it got a lot more information and perspectives 
on the table before any debate was generated. This 
kept options open for much longer and provided a bet-
ter overview of what was needed, wanted or expected. 
More was achieved in a shorter time. The process also 
created more ownership, buy-in, goodwill and enthusi-
asm. Involving scientists was considered to be benefi-
cial as it allowed the group to learn more about science 
being undertaken on pest management and the ways in 
which science could strengthen the strategy. Overall, 
the dialogue meeting was deemed memorable as it was 
totally different from what people were used to, even 
though some had initially expressed some discom-
fort about coming to something without a traditional 
agenda.

Discussion
Dialogue may seem to be a lengthy and costly process, 
but for potentially contentious issues, it could prove 
quicker and cheaper in the long run. There is some 
evidence that decision making involving appropriate 
public engagement is quicker and less controversial be-
cause more effort is put into framing problems, debat-
ing options and agreeing solutions than pushing relent-
lessly forward with unpopular decisions (Kass, 2001).

Winstanley et  al. (2005) suggest that researchers 
benefit from discussions about social, cultural, ethical 
and spiritual issues associated with their research. Cer-
tainly all the scientists who participated in our dialogue 
events were surprised by just how useful they were in 
terms of clarifying understanding of issues, develop-
ing ideas for better ways of doing things and forming 
new relationships that would be helpful to them in the 
future.

There are many different ways to undertake dia-
logue, and inevitably, some topics and groups will be 
more challenging (Roper et  al., 2004). Our process 
worked well regardless of the topic, so we believe it 
has wide applicability and could be adapted and sim-
plified even further for use in different social settings 
as long as key elements are not lost. So what are these 
key elements?

Initial relationship building
The dialogue event itself is very much the tip of 

the iceberg. The work required to develop relation-
ships with stakeholders takes much more time than the 
event itself. Others trialling dialogue processes have 
also found this (Winstanley et al., 2005). It is easier 
to convince groups you have already had prior contact 

with and those with an established interest in the topic, 
to take part. People need to feel safe about participat-
ing, especially in situations where there has been a his-
tory of conflict. Some groups will find it more difficult 
to participate for reasons such as childcare or work 
commitments.

Time required for dialogue
Adequate time is also needed to undertake a dia-

logue event. Participants ideally need to be present for 
the entire time because the process builds upon itself. 
Two days is a long time commitment, yet at the end 
many felt they would have liked more time. It may be 
possible to reduce the time needed by, for example, 
sending out information for people to read beforehand, 
but the same time pressures are likely to apply to any 
preparation. It may also have been easier to convince 
people to come to the meetings if they had been shorter 
in duration, and there will always be trade-offs between 
getting people to attend and what can be covered at the 
event.

Facilitation
We found, like Cronin and Jackson (2004), that 

an important underlying principle is respect for oth-
ers and their point of view. Therefore, it is important 
to have a skilled facilitator to run a dialogue event. 
Everyone taking part needs to be treated with equal 
respect, and ground rules (e.g. everyone gets a chance 
to speak without fear of interruption or being chal-
lenged) must be established early on. As some of our 
participants noted, the simple act of turn-taking and 
preventing interjections can have a very big effect on 
what gets ‘put on the table’ for later discussion. This, 
in turn, can have a major effect on the outcomes of that 
discussion.

Some stakeholders will be keen to get some sense 
of resolution from dialogue, which may or may not be 
the reason for undertaking it. It is important, therefore, 
to outline expectations at the start and formally close 
the dialogue at the end. It also needs to be clear upfront 
how any dialogue will contribute to decision making. 
It is important not to create any sideshows that distract 
from the dialogue. We found that the ‘Seven Habits’ be-
came a distraction as people were interested in learning 
more about them, and it was better to just teach under-
lying principles.

Active listening
Although we highlighted the importance of listening 

at an early stage, we found that most people had dif-
ficulty listening without interruption to points of view 
that challenged their assumptions or points of view. 
Other groups involved in dialogue have found the same 
(Winstanley et al., 2005). However, giving people the 
opportunity to ‘walk in someone else’s shoes’ for a 
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short time can be a profoundly useful way of improv-
ing understanding and goodwill.

Enabling new behaviour
To be able to undertake good dialogue, people 

need to be able to step out of established or traditional 
expectations, roles and ways of doing things (Win-
stanley et al., 2005). The venue can help or hinder in 
this respect. A neutral venue with appropriate seating 
(Roper et al., 2004) where people can preferably sit 
face to face is best. A venue, such as a marae, that 
helps to break down normal patterns of behaviour and 
engenders respect and tolerance for difference, may 
be better than the usual meeting or conference rooms, 
which may have history or expectations attached 
to them. However, any room can be made better by 
paying attention to seating arrangements and having 
items that create a sense of novelty, difference and 
curiosity.

Building relationships
The sharing of food is well known to be a good way 

of getting people to relax and engage with each other. 
Communal living can also help to break down barri-
ers quickly but is not essential to good dialogue. Once 
the ice is broken and people start talking to each other, 
common ground is often found very quickly, which 
helps to build trust and allow people to work together 
constructively. It can be useful to explicitly identify 
this common ground because points of difference may 
be much smaller or even different from what people 
previously thought.

Conclusions
Our process was a successful way of engaging stake-
holders in dialogue about pest control. It was effective 
because it allowed each participant to weigh up the 
pros and cons for themselves in an environment where 
those in authority were not able to move into persua-
sion mode and where scientific knowledge was only 
one part of the equation. This process helped people 
discover common ground to learn new things about the 
standpoints of others and to build trust and understand-
ing. It allowed constructive suggestions as to possibly 
more effective new ways of doing things and areas 
needing further thought or research. We believe that 
this process or some variation of it could be used to 
improve future decision making for all kinds of issues. 
Dialogue is not something to be entered into lightly, but 
the rewards can be enormous.

Acknowledgements
We thank the New Zealand Ministry for Research, Sci-
ence and Technology for funding this work and all the 

people who hosted, helped with, or attended one of our 
dialogue events.

References
Covey, S.R. (1990) The  Seven  Habits  of  Highly  Effective 

People. Simon & Schuster, New York, NY, USA. 340 p.
Cribb, J. (2003) Water - The Australian Dilemma. Australia 

Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering, 
Parkville, Victoria. Available at: www.atse.org.au/index.
php?sectionid=124 (accessed April 2007).

Cronin, K. and Jackson, L. (2004) Hands across the water. 
Developing dialogue between stakeholders in the New 
Zealand biotechnology debate. Ministry of Research, Sci-
ence and Technology Report, Wellington, New Zealand. 
Available as pdf at: www.morst.govt.nz/uploadedfiles/
Documents/ (accessed January 2006).

Hayes L., Horn C. and Lyver P. (2004) Taking the com-
munity with you: a process for developing acceptable pest  
control strategies. New  Zealand  Science  Review 61, 
66–68.

Hipkins, R., Stockwell, W., Bolstad, R. and Baker, R. (2002) 
Commonsense, trust and science: How patterns of beliefs 
and attitudes to science pose challenges for effective com-
munication. Ministry of Research, Science and Technology  
Report, Wellington, New Zealand. Available as pdf at: 
www.morst.govt.nz/uploadedfiles/Documents/ (accessed 
January 2006).

House of Lords (2000) Science and Society. Science and Tech-
nology Select Committee, House of Lords, The United 
Kingdom Parliament, UK. Available at: www.parliament.
the-stationery-office.co.uk/ (accessed January 2006).

Kass, G. (2001) Open channels: public dialogue in science 
and technology. Report No. 153, Parliamentary Office of 
Science and Technology, London. 41 p.

Louda, S.M., Pemberton, R.W., Johnson, M.T. and Follett, 
P.A. (2003) Nontarget effects - the Achilles’ heel of bio-
logical control? Retrospective analyses to reduce risk as-
sociated with biocontrol introductions. Annual Review of 
Entomology 48, 365–396.

Lyver, P., Hayes, L.M. and Horn, C. (2004) A process for en-
hancing dialogue on biosecurity issues. Report to the Min-
istry of Research, Science and Technology, Wellington, 
New Zealand. Available at: www.landcareresearch.co.nz/
research/social/documents/ (accessed January 2006).

Lyver, P., Hayes, L.M. and Horn, C. (2006) Using dialogue to 
develop a more robust regional pest management strategy: 
final report 2005/06. Report to the Ministry of Research, 
Science and Technology, Wellington, New Zealand. Availa-
ble as pdf at: www.landcareresearch.co.nz/research/social/ 
documents/ (accessed June 2006).

McFadyen, R.E. 2004. Biological control: managing risks or 
strangling progress. In: Sindel, B.M. and Johnson, S.B. 
(eds) Proceedings  of  the  14th  Australian  Weeds  Confer-
ence. Weed Society of New South Wales, Sydney, Aus-
tralia, pp. 78–81.

Roper, J., Zorn, T. and Weaver, C.K. (2004) Science dia-
logues. The communicative properties of science and 
technology dialogue. Ministry of Research, Science and 
Technology Report, Wellington, New Zealand. Available 
as pdf at: www.morst.govt.nz/uploadedfiles/Documents/ 
(accessed January 2006).



382

XII International Symposium on Biological Control of Weeds

Sheppard, A.W., Hill, R., DeClerck-Floate, R.A., McClay, 
A., Olckers, T., Quimby Jr., P.C. and Zimmerman, H.G. 
(2003) A global review of risk–benefit–cost analysis for 
the introduction of classical biological control agents 
against weeds: a crisis in the making? Biocontrol News 
and Information 24(4), 91N–108N.

Stanley, M.C. and Fowler, S.V. (2004) Conflicts of interest 
associated with the biological control of weeds. In: Cul-
len, J.M., Briese, D.T., Kriticos, D.J., Lonsdale, W.M., 
Morin, L. and Scott, J.K. (eds) Proceedings of the XI In-
ternational Symposium on Biological Control of Weeds. 
CSIRO Entomology, Canberra, Australia, pp. 322–340.

Wilsdon, J. and Willis, R. (2004) See-through science: why 
public engagement needs to move upstream. HenDI Sys-
tems, Demos, London. Available at: www.demos.co.uk/
catalogue/paddlingupstream/ (accessed January 2006).

Winstanley, A., Tipene-Matua, B., Kilvington, M., Allen, W. 
and Du Plessis, R. (2005) From dialogue to engagement? 
Learning beyond cases. Ministry of Research, Science and 
Technology Report, Wellington, New Zealand. Available 
as pdf at: www.morst.govt.nz/uploadedfiles/Documents/ 
(accessed January 2006).


