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What’s A Dialogue? 
 
Dialogue facilitates the creation of shared meaning. It allows participants to examine their 
own thinking, and through talking with each other, to identify areas on which they can 
agree, while acknowledging differences.  The area of agreement, or common ground, 
provides an acceptable way of moving forward to address the issue at hand.   
 
For this dialogue CPRN adapted ChoiceWork Dialogue methodology, developed by 
Viewpoint Learning Inc.1  The methodology is based on the research of its Chair, Daniel 
Yankelovich, into the stages through which public opinion develops, from initial raw 
opinion to more considered public judgement.  
 
The conventional public education model holds that public opinion is formed through a 
simple two-stage process: information leads to public judgement.  However on complex 
issues such as long-term management of used nuclear fuel, public judgement evolves 
through three stages – information, followed by a middle stage of ‘working through’ 
conflicting values and hard choices, followed by resolution.2  
 
Deliberative dialogue methodologies like ChoiceWork Dialogues are designed to help 
people move beyond their initial impulse to avoid hard choices and disagreeable realities. 
They encourage people to work through their internal resistances and come to grips with 
difficult issues as they engage with one another.  They enable people to interact and 
modify their views as they work together to reconcile those views with their deeper 
values.  The Canadian Oxford Dictionary defines values as, “the principles or moral 
standards of a person or social group; the generally accepted or personally held 
judgement of what is valuable or important in life.”3  One advantage of these techniques 
is that they offer profound insight into how people really feel, what matters most to them 
and what trade-offs they will or will not accept.  
 
Developing the Citizens’ Dialogue Workbook 
 
In the dialogue methodology used by CPRN, dialogue participants are supported by a 
workbook that provides key factual information and describes different perspectives or  

                                            
1 Viewpoint Learning Inc. See: www.viewpointlearning.com 
2 For more information, see Yankelovich, Daniel.  1991. Coming to Public Judgement: Making     
Democracy Work in a Complex World. NY: Syracuse University Press, p. 120-121. 
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scenarios on the issue to be discussed.  Each perspective needs to be legitimate and 
plausible, representing a view that is actually held by a segment of society.  These 
scenarios are described in the workbook in a factual, objective way and presented in 
language that resonates with participants.  Arguments are offered in favour and against 
each perspective, reflecting different values people hold dear.  Participants don’t have to  
agree with the perspectives offered, but the way they are presented should enable people 
to see another’s point of view. 
 
The scenarios are presented as starting points to help participants think through the issues 
at hand.  They are not asked to choose between one scenario or another, and in most 
cases, will combine elements from different scenarios and add new ideas, as they create 
their own preferred scenario. In examining the various scenarios and talking together 
about the positive and negative implications, dialogue participants are able to assess the 
consequences, make tradeoffs and reject or choose various elements of the different 
approaches as they identify their own, preferred approach. 
 
A wide range of research papers commissioned by the NWMO in the areas of science, 
environment, social and ethical implications, health and safety were key sources of 
information for the workbook. In addition, results of focus groups organized by the 
NWMO helped to illuminate, for CPRN, citizens’ current thinking about this issue.   
 
Four individuals, bringing different expertise in the areas of environment, governance, 
public policy and communications, reviewed the draft workbook for coherence, balance 
and accuracy. In addition, a workshop with independent experts in the areas of 
environment, public consultation, risk communications, and sustainable development 
reviewed the workbook to ensure that it was objective, unbiased, and not advocating one 
position or perspective over another. The first two dialogue sessions, in Ottawa and 
Montreal, were pilots.   Adjustments were made to the workbook based on what we heard 
from citizens in those two sessions, to ensure greater clarity of information.4
 
The Scenarios 
 
The long-term management (over hundreds, if not thousands of years) of hazardous 
material raises a complex set of issues.  Many of these issues require the consideration of 
a significant amount of background material – others require detailed technical 
knowledge.  However, the dialogue focused on the core questions that society can best  
answer – what responsibilities do we have to future generations?  How should society 
deal with uncertainty? How should today’s society deal with decisions that were made by 
previous generations?   
 
 
                                            
4 Adjustments made to the workbook after the pilot sessions included providing additional 
information on the state of safety of the current storage facilities, key Canadian organizations 
involved in this issue, research underway on various technical methods around the world, and an 
outline of what other countries are doing with respect to the long-term management of used 
nuclear fuel.  
 

 - 2 - 



Responsible Action – Citizens’ Dialogue on the Long-term Management of  
Used Nuclear Fuel 

 
The scenarios chosen for the dialogue on long-term management of used fuel represent 
possible perspectives about the roles and responsibilities a) across generations (i.e. 
between this and future generations) and b) within a generation (i.e. of governments,  
industry, civil society and affected communities). They were carefully chosen to help 
facilitate a discussion among participants about what is important about this issue from a 
societal perspective.  
 
Summaries of the two sets of scenarios follow.  The complete workbook is available on 
the CPRN Web site at www.cprn.org
 

SUMMARY OF SCENARIOS 1 AND 2 
 

HOW DO WE BEST SHARE RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES ACROSS GENERATIONS? 
 

Emphasize using the knowledge we have today.  A long-term management approach 
for used nuclear fuel will be adopted now, leaving as little responsibility for future 
generations as possible.  We have enough scientific and technical knowledge to make 
decisions and we benefit from nuclear technology.  We have a responsibility to act now 
and make decisions regarding the best possible approach to managing the used fuel for 
the long-term.  

Emphasize choice for future generations. Our current knowledge and technology 
allows us to safely manage used nuclear fuel responsibly in the existing storage facilities 
for many years.   Despite all the technical work that has been done, there is still much we 
do not know.  We have a responsibility to develop new knowledge, technology and 
institutions so that future generations can make better informed decisions.  

 
SUMMARY OF SCENARIOS 3 AND 4 

 
HOW DO WE BEST ENSURE CONFIDENCE AND TRUST IN A MANAGEMENT APPROACH? 

 
Emphasize role of governments. Canadians expect the Ontario, Quebec and New 
Brunswick governments and the federal government to take responsibility for protecting 
and promoting human health, public safety and the natural environment.  As the 
shareholders and regulators of the power companies, these governments have an 
obligation and mandate to manage this issue and be held accountable for how well they do 
this.       

Emphasize role of affected communities and civil society*. Canadians expect to have a 
voice in long-term decisions about their future health, safety and environment, especially 
the communities most directly affected by used nuclear fuel. We need to ensure that those 
communities are effectively involved in making decisions about how to manage used fuel, 
including the right to refuse to host a used fuel facility.  Those communities and civil 
society should play an ongoing role in monitoring. 

*civil society includes non-profit organizations, interest groups and associations, and the 
general public. 
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