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HOW TO HAVE A SUCCESSFUL TOWN HALL MEETING
(Now that we’ve, hopefully, learned how not to have one!)  Part One

When the mayor of Ferguson declared that there was no race problem in their town, despite 
the killing of Michael Brown by Deputy Darren Wilson, as well as deep racial divisions be-

tween the city government, law enforcement and black residents, I knew it was going to be all 
downhill from that moment on. Sadly, I was right. Weeks later, after continuous protests and daily 
confrontations with police and residents, the mayor finally declared that there would be a town 
hall meeting to find a way to calm things down and to allow residents to voice their concerns. He 
set up some guidelines that would eventually be his downfall and further polarize the city. Here 
are some of the reasons why the town hall meeting failed and also some ways it could have suc-
ceeded:

Panels are distancing and often not representative of the community. In the case of Ferguson, the 
panel was comprised of almost all white men. The use of tables immediately gave the impres-
sion of “them versus us.” Get rid of all the tables. Have everyone sitting together in the audience. 
Request that there be no uniforms and invite everyone to bring their families. In short, make the 
main objective equal voices and provide the opportunity for all involved to speak. Now, how do 
you assure that hundreds of people have equal time to speak? Simple–everyone pairs up with 
someone they don’t know and who is different from themselves. Now what? Read on….

Hire a professional Diversity Facilitator/Mediator who understands diversity issues, can cre-
ate a safe container for community discussions, and has mediation experience to deal with any 
conflicts that might arise.  Once everyone is paired up, have them share their real name, what 
it means and where it came from, their ethnicity and their favorite ice cream. After both have 
shared, allow time for the pairs to talk to each other.

Before you begin the next exercise, provide questions on a card that encourage curiosity and 
caring instead of adversarial and defensive statements, as they are discouraging and create dis-
trust. StirFry Seminars has created “The Art of Mindful Inquiry” cards, which are available for 
purchase, with the following questions and statements:  1) “What I heard you say was…” 2) “Tell 
me more about…” 3) “What angered you about what happened?” 4) “What hurt you about what 
happened?” 5) “What’s familiar about what happened?”  6) “What do you need/want?”

Now, you can have the pairs play the Assumptions Game. Each participant thinks of three as-
sumptions that they’ve made about the person in front of them. Then each person shares one of 
their assumptions and checks to see if it is true or not. Each person only shares one assumption 
at a time until they have both finished their lists. The listener can respond or ask any questions 
that might come up, such as, “Tell me why you thought that.” Or, “I can’t believe you said that!” 
The objective is to have everyone ‘check out’ their assumptions instead of holding them in and 
making judgments that ‘stereotype’ someone or keeps them from getting to know who someone 
really is. 

This is Part One of a two-part series on how to have a successful town hall meeting. In the com-
ing months, StirFry Seminars will be conducting Town Hall Community Gatherings all over the 
country in an effort to create a national conversation on race. Don’t you think it’s time we have 
this conversation, not just because someone has been shot, but because we need to find a way 
to generate a more authentic and honest relationship, to face our fears of each other and to em-
brace our differences as a community and as a nation?  James Baldwin once sai

 “If I love you, I have to make you conscious of the things you don’t see.”
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One of the most glaring mistakes that the Mayor of Ferguson made during his famous Town Hall 
Meeting debut was telling the audience that he and the rest of the panel would only listen and not 
respond. I remember a CEO of a top oil company telling me that communicating across cultures was 
easy – all you had to do was listen. That is one the most popular misguided myths in diversity work: 
that all it takes is active listening. My sense is that this one-sided perspective allows white males and 
well meaning new age groups to avoid having to deal with the deep emotions and rage that talking 
about diversity issues can often engender. It also silences any conflicts or anyone having to take re-
sponsibility or to have to self-reflect about any of their actions/comments. Here are some suggestions 
that might help:

Curiosity is the Gateway to Empathy

What this Buddhist saying conveys is that curiosity helps us to have more compassion once we learn 
more about the context of another’s life and experiences. The only way that can happen is to no-
tice two very important aspects of curiosity: learning about the person in front of us and how that 
enhances our learning about ourselves in the process. Being curious about another person requires 
asking questions and being open to hearing the answers. It also means noticing if we are trying to 
understand from their perspective rather than trying to make sense of their world through our own 
biases and cultural lens.

What can help in this process is noticing the impact of our words and actions as well as our intentions. 
When we enter into this relationship, is it an equal one? Do we value their perspectives in the same 
way as we value our own? And if we do not, then are we willing to explore why and how that might 
affect our level of trust and intimacy with each other?  

Some of the ways to ‘open up’ a conversation from the perspective of curiosity: 

1. Tell me more about what happened….
2. What makes it unsafe for you to tell the truth to….?
3. What would you have liked to have said?
4. What do you leave at the door when you come to work/school? 

Or maybe even using empathetic responses such as:

a. That must have been so painful to see…
b. You were so young to have gone through all that….
c. As you were sharing, I couldn’t help but feel for you as a parent myself, how hard that must 

have been to see your child…
d. How frustrating that must have felt to see that no one did anything or said anything….

Perhaps the secret to all good communication and relationships is to begin with ourselves. As I wrote many 
years ago…

“To become connected with each other, we need to be truly alive to what is happening around us - to notice what 
lies before us, within us and in the moment. The clues are all around us, in the words that are spoken and in the 
silences that deafen a room.” 


