Effects of Listening and Being Listened To: Insights  presetwerk
from the »Speaking & Listening« Dialogue Format

»Speaking & Listening« in Practice

In response to growing societal polarization which became
particularly salient during the COVID-19 pandemic, Mehr Demokratie
e. V. developed »Speaking & Listening« (Merk, 2025a, 2025b). It is a
dialogue practice that increases psychological safety and builds
trust, even among participants with opposing opinions. Thus, it is a
means to reduce affective polarization and build bridges across
political divides.

Since late 2023, we have organized dialogue events on political
topics with citizens and politicians, focusing on the rural areas of
Germany. To date, we have held over 150 events (most in-person,
~20 online) with more than 5,000 participants. The resonance is
overwhelmingly positive.

The Method

The format’s success lies in its simple structure, which ensures that

every voice is heard.

e Participants speak in small groups of 4 people.

e Each person speaks for the same amount of time, i. e. 4 minutes
per round.

e Speaking occurs sequentially, one after another, without
interruptions or intermediate questions.

e The same 4 people speak three times each, i.e., there are 3
conversation rounds.

e Thereis one leading question for all 8 rounds, focusing on
personal experiences and feelings regarding a political topic.

Figure 1. Image of a four-person small group during a »Speaking &
Listening« dialogue. © Adam Sevens
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Key Finding 1: Measurably Higher Perceived
Safety

In 2024, in three in-person dialogue events that dealt with the topics of
Covid-19 policy, East- and West-Germany identity, and local politics,
participants (N = 103) rated their sense of safety within the group after
participating in the dialogue format. Figure 2 shows that 73 % felt more
safe within the whole group of participants, while 24 % reported no

ditfference, and 4% felt less safe.

Figure 2 : Summarized responses to the question: Please indicate how you
feel now compared to before the event within the group of participants.
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Key Finding 2: A Significant Positive Shift in
Sentiment

Between November 2024 and September 2025, we gathered qualitative data
(N = 415) from participants regarding their sentiment before and after
participating in online »Speaking & Listening« via Zoom. Table 1 shows the
sentiment change per topic: (1) 2024 US election, (2) war in Gaza, (3)
intentions for 2025, (4) German federal election, (5) Russia-Ukraine war,
(6) future prospects of the young generation, and (7) armament policy and
conscription. The responses to the question of how they are feeling right
now, asked before and after »Speaking & Listening« were analyzed in a
lexicon based sentiment analysis (Cambria et al. 2017). Figure 3 illustrates

the sentiment changes in a sankey diagram.

Table 1: Sentiment change (A) through »Speaking & Listening« on seven
different topics.

Topic (D (2) (3) (4) (3) (6) (7)
A Positive (%pt) +62.5 +53.9 +60.3 +67.9 +40.9 +31.9 +38.5
A Neutral (%pt) -181  -46.2 -241 -25.0 -28.8 -20.8 -21.8
A Negative (%pt) -44.4 -1.7 -30.2 429 -121 @ -l1l.1 -16.7
Participant Count 72 13 58 56 06 1?2 8
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Figure 3 : Sankey diagram of sentiment changes before and after »Speaking
@ Listening«.

Positive Before: 127 (30.6%)

Positive After: 332 (80%)

Neutral Before: 140 (33.7%)

Negative Before: 148 (35.7%) = Neutral After: 42 (10.1%)

Negative After: 41 (9.9%)

Discussion

The findings strongly suggest that the structured process of listening and
being listened to significantly improves participants' well-being and
psychological safety. This matches with our observations of improved
debate culture. Several parliamentary groups have reported a more
constructive debate culture after going through »Speaking & Listening«. It
could also be an explanation for an empowerment effect we are seeing:
hundreds of participants joined our one-day trainings and now organize
dialogue events by themselves as a low threshold-means to strengthen
democratic culture.

While these results are promising, a major limitation of the study is
self-selection bias in most of the events, as participants willingly chose to
participate. Further, future research should assess the format's specitfic
causal mechanisms and quantify its long-term impact on civic engagement

and democratic debate culture.
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