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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Active Engagement has been offered in varying formats within the GOA since 2005 and has 

emerged as an effective leadership strategy.  In 2010, AE leaders were asked to create a 

specialized practicum training for GOA staff. The purpose of this program evaluation project 

was to assess the impact of the Active Engagement™ (AE) leadership training program within 

the Government of Alberta (GOA). Three key questions guided this evaluation project: 1) What 

are the outcomes of using the practice of Active Engagement? 2) What difference has the 

practice made within the GOA? 3) Does Active Engagement bring an enhancement and unique 

contribution to the existing leadership training opportunities? 

 

A mixed-methods approach to evaluation was employed including both quantitative and 

qualitative strategies.  Twenty participants from two practicum groups completed an on-line self-

assessment. One hundred and sixteen (116) respondents completed an online survey representing 

supervisors, supervisees, peers, colleagues from different teams, mentors, friends, and family 

members.  They rated AE program participants on behaviors associated with the practice of 

Active Engagement™ across settings.  Focus groups were conducted in Edmonton, Alberta, 

Canada with 31 participants that included a range of former and current Active Engagement™ 

participants, and GOA managers / staff with varying degrees of experience/exposure to AE.  

 

The feedback from the Active Engagement™ self-assessment surveys, the survey results from 

those who evaluated participants, and the focus group comments intersected at several key 

points.  AE participants and focus group members described the value of being taught new 

communication skills and opportunities to continue to build on those skills and practice them. 

They have observed meetings to be more productive and believe they contribute to the progress 

when they put their new skills into practice.  They report that they are intentionally using the 

information they have learned in one-on-one exchanges and in group discussions to promote 

conversation, problem solving and understanding among co-workers. A majority of respondents 

(79-84%) reported that AE participants are “better” or “much better” at working toward best 

outcomes, expressing an opinion while recognizing value and working to understand an 

opposing position, exercising authority without being controlling, managing conflict, and 

treating others with respect and consideration.  Similarly, 85-95% of participants said that they 

were “better” or “much better” in the practice of these leadership behaviors.  

 

Overall results indicate AE outcomes include the skills necessary for relationship building and 

collaboration in the workplace.  These skills have resulted in strong leadership, improved 

decision-making, and improved efficiency in managing conflicts by creating a relationally safe 

work environment.  Study participants strongly support the on-going inclusion of AE in the 

GOA’s current Leadership Model with expanded opportunities for participating in training. It 

appears that the AE training has enhanced and uniquely equipped GOA staff with the tools 

necessary and the confidence needed to engage even the most difficult people in the most 

challenging circumstances and work toward the best outcomes for everyone involved.   
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An Evaluation of the Impact of Active Engagement™ 

within the Government of Alberta 

 

The purpose of this program evaluation project was to assess the impact of the Active 

Engagement™ (AE) leadership training program within the Government of Alberta (GOA).  In 

August, 2013, Development and Growth Strategies, LLC was engaged as a third-party researcher 

to complete evaluation activities and present a report of findings.  Three key questions guided 

this evaluation project:  

 1) What are the outcomes of using the practice of Active Engagement? 

 2) What difference has the practice made within the GOA? 

3) Does Active Engagement bring an enhancement and unique contribution to 

    the existing leadership training opportunities? 

 

A mixed-methods approach to evaluation was employed including both quantitative and 

qualitative strategies.  Participants in the two pilot practicum groups completed an on-line self-

assessment. An online survey was completed by supervisors, supervisees, peers, colleagues from 

different teams, mentors, friends, and family members to rate program participants on behaviors 

related to the practice of Active Engagement™ across settings.  Over the course of two days, on-

site focus groups were conducted in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada with a range of participants 

including former and current Active Engagement™ participants, and GOA managers / staff. 

Some managers / staff had no direct experience with AE but worked alongside AE trained staff 

or were in departments that were impacted by AE in some fashion.  For example, they may have 

participated in a departmental meeting facilitated by someone trained in AE, but never 

participated in explicit AE training session. Others were practicum group members. The value of 

the mixed methods approach was the ability of the researchers to triangulate multiple sources of 

data to draw more valid and reliable conclusions. This technical report provides a summary of 

results related to the three key questions as part of the decision-making process for inclusion of 

Active Engagement as a component of leadership training within the GOA. 

History of Active Engagement™ within the GOA 

Understanding the impact of Active Engagement™ must be undertaken with the context of its 

history within the GOA. Steven Wirth, Founder and Executive Director of the Centre for 

Contemplative Dialogue, provided an historical perspective. The collective practices known as 

Active Engagement™ or originally as Contemplative Dialogue™ were created in the early 1990s 

as a synthesis of Learning Organization practices, mindfulness attention and engagement skills, 

and practices of engaging whole systems. Steven Wirth, the creator of the practice, began using 

and teaching this approach with a wide range of leaders and organizations in the US.  While 
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working in New York City as a healthcare executive tasked with using the practice to enhance a 

three-system merger, he was invited to facilitate a retreat including creative, cultural and political 

leaders in the International Thomas Merton Retreat 2000. 

News of the success of that event reached Phyllis Woolley, director of the Government 

Interchange Program at the University of Alberta, and suggested to her an approach that could be 

beneficial to the Ministers and leaders her program sought to support.  She began learning the 

approach, and in 2003 brought the four-day “Mindful Leadership” training workshop to Alberta. 

The four-day trainings were held three to four times annually in Alberta and began to draw 

diverse leaders from within the GOA and other groups. This led to invitations to offer executive 

team trainings for a number of GOA ministries and to do direct work assisting Sustainable 

Resource Development (SRD) and Deputy Minister Bob Fessenden, in removing the ‘silos’ that 

divided the departments organizationally.   

Active Engagement™ was introduced in multiple formats. Various training and meeting 

facilitations were offered to SRD, Advanced Education and Innovation, Alberta Children and 

Youth Services, and Justice. Joint meetings were held with Sustainable Resource and 

Environmental Management (SREM) Initiative member. Executive teams including Energy & 

Environment.  Additional two-day departmental trainings were held that included approximately 

40 staff per session.  

In addition, a number of Albertans participated in early two-year training practicums including 

four GOA staff, Peter Watson, then Deputy Minister of Environment, and Elaine McCoy, 

eventual Centre board member and now Senator for Alberta. 

Practicum graduate, Jules LeBoeuf, was seconded within SRD by Deputy Minister Brad 

Pickering to teach the practices and use the facilitation approach to increase effectiveness. His 

support and the use of the practice were identified as direct factors that led the Wildfire 

Prevention Section in their Service Excellence Program to receive the 2007 SRD Deputy 

Minister’s Recognition Award (http://goa.activeengagement.org/wildfire-prevention/). 

In 2010, Peter Watson approached the Centre about the possibility of doing a specialized 

practicum training for GOA staff.  At that time, the problem of the name “Contemplative 

Dialogue”™ was widely observed and the Centre leadership chose to create an alternate product 

title using the phrase “Active Engagement.”™ This wording has proven more culturally 

appropriate and better conveys the actual focus and purpose of the practice in this setting.  Two 

pilot practicum groups have just finished their training in the Active Engagement™ Practicums 

for the GOA.  A growing number of staff attend the four-day ‘Mindful Leadership: The Practice 

of Active Engagement™’ sessions.  Over the course of the last ten years it is estimated some 200 

GOA staff have completed those training sessions. 

 

http://goa.activeengagement.org/wildfire-prevention/
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Evaluation Methodology 

Three methods of data collection were utilized by the evaluators to assess the impact of Active 

Engagement™ within the GOA: 1) an on-line, self-assessment administered to current AE 

trainees involved in a two-year pilot program; 2) an on-line survey given to members of the 

trainees’ circle of influence and their AE Mentor; and, 3) a focus group conducted on-site with 

past and current AE participants as well as GOA staff exposed to but not involved in the AE 

method.  Results are presented to offer varying perspectives about the impact of AE.  The use of 

multiple methods allows the researcher, through triangulation of data, to present more valid and 

reliable conclusions. 

 

Self-Survey Results 

 

Twenty of the Active Engagement™ participants in the two-year pilot project completed a self-

report survey and evaluated their own progress in utilizing the practice in the workplace.  Those 

surveyed have been involved in the program from one year to over five years (60% for 1-2 years, 

35% for 3-5 years, and 5% over 5 years).  These employees participated in the learning activities 

offered in the program in varying degrees.  The activities included: Banff training sessions, 

monthly mentoring, monthly group sessions, peer learning groups, and joint cohort days.  The 

following tables represent a summary of survey responses. 

 

When evaluating themselves, between 95-100% of the Active Engagement™ participants stated 

they were “better” or “much better” at listening, understanding others, engaging in difficult 

conversations, making conversations safer, sharing their thinking behind decisions, and dealing 

with polarizing arguments. No participants rated themselves as “worse” or “much worse.” 

Overall results are presented in the table below. 

 

 

Self-Rating of participant’s level 

of improvement in the area of…. 

Much 

Worse 

Worse *No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

No 

Response 

I listen respectfully. 0% 0% 5% 50% 45% 0% 

I work to understand others’ 

perspectives. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

55% 

 

45% 

 

0% 

I check for mutual understanding. 0% 0% 0% 60% 40% 0% 

I can discuss things that might 

have been harder before. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

40% 

 

55% 

 

0% 

I can engage in conversations in 

ways that make them safer. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

65% 

 

30% 

 

0% 

I share my thinking and reasons 

behind decisions or actions. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

55% 

 

45% 

 

0% 

I am able to deal with polarizing 

arguments without adding to the 

conflict. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

75% 

 

20% 

 

0% 

*Represents more than one person across the range of behaviors. 
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The Active Engagement™ practicum participants offered 16 specific examples of how they have 

used these communication and leadership techniques in their daily work.  Five of the examples 

are listed below representing a cross-section of responses:  

 

Example 1:  “Rather than come at people with my decision, I now share how I 

arrived there, and invite them to check out my thinking.” 

 

Example 2:  “I dealt with a significant leadership issue with the executive 

director of a large program in my division.  Over the course of several 

conversations we reached a clear understanding on a course of action and 

intended outcomes.  All conversations were transparent and forthright.  There 

were no surprises for anyone.  Although some of the outcomes were difficult, 

the process involved was very respectful and honest all the way around.  I 

asked and received feedback from the executive director about this.  It helped 

that she too is an Active Engagement student.” 

 

Example 3:  “In difficult meetings with EnCana on CBM ownership, Brazeau 

Dam and Three Creeks I was able to prepare more fully for the meetings and 

share my thoughts on possible concerns others may be worried about.  Also I 

more frequently checked in with others to ensure that they were okay with 

how the meeting was proceeding and had no unraised concerns.” 

 

Example 4:  “While I still would like to avoid difficult conversations, I am 

better about having them now.” 

 

Example 5:  “During a meeting where there were very polarized positions, 

based on naming assumptions, noticing some were not participating in the 

conversation (and were asked for their perspectives), and letting go of 

defended energy, we were able to completely turn a frustrating conversation 

into shared understanding and path a forward.” 

 

 

In assessing improvement in how they work or relate to others, 80-95% of the Active 

Engagement™ participants rated themselves as “better” or “much better” at offering information 

needed by others, having a better quality of presence, speaking a difficult truth or asking a 

difficult question, relating to others without being defensive, not blaming others, not reacting in 

kind to hostile feedback, and taking time to clarify understanding and clear up 

misunderstandings.   
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When working/ relating with others, I 

notice I… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

No 

Response 

Give them the information they need to 

make good choices. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

75% 

 

15% 

 

5% 

Make the time needed to clarify our 

understanding of things. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

75% 

 

15% 

 

5% 

Reconnect after a misunderstanding to 

resolve questions. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

40% 

 

50% 

 

5% 

Have a better quality of attention or 

presence. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

55% 

 

40% 

 

5% 

Can speak a difficult truth or ask a tough 

question with respect or compassion. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

65% 

 

30% 

 

5% 

Don’t react in kind when receiving 

hostile feedback. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

60% 

 

35% 

 

5% 

Don’t engage in blaming behaviors.  

0% 

 

0% 

 

15% 

 

55% 

 

25% 

 

5% 

Can relate without being overly 

defensive. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

55% 

 

40% 

 

5% 

 

Participants provided 16 concrete examples of how they have applied what they have learned in 

situations given in the questions above.  The six comments presented here are representative of 

the responses given across participants:   

 

Example 1:  “Bi-weekly meetings with my branch heads can sometimes deal 

with difficult issues, e.g., staff engagement on respectful and healthy 

workplaces.  AE has helped me to have productive discussions leading to 

better outcomes.” 

 

Example 2:  “I am more reflective about my own handprint on situations, and 

am more conscious about how I present at meetings.”  

 

Example 3:  “I've always been pretty good about receiving feedback so I 

haven't changed much, but I am better at seeing silence and avoidance as 

defensive postures rather than professional discretion.” 

 

Example 4:  “When my manager became angry and defensive with me after I 

engaged her in a difficult conversation about why I was struggling with the 

culture in my new job, I was able to sit and listen and acknowledge her anger 

while remaining calm and non-defensive.  In the past, I would have fought 

back and likely 'upped' the emotion. Shortly afterwards, she returned and 

apologized for her behavior.” 

 

Example 5:  “When someone calls in to complain about something, I actively 

listen without judgment, ask clarification questions, check assumptions, and 
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then discuss the problem using a non-defended approach. This is noticed by 

the complainant, and even though I don't have the answers, most will thank 

me profusely for being compassionate.  Whereas when I used to cite 

legislation, I could tell the complainant wasn't very happy about the 

conversation.” 

 

Example 6:  “Showing up in the right way is really important, and declaring 

the intent really helps alleviate the fear of a meeting with stakeholders who 

may assume the worst. Explaining the purpose of your involvement and what 

you hope to achieve can ease the anticipated assumptions about your presence.  

I anticipated some fears of a contractor a while ago and named them right up 

front and received a good response to that approach. It allowed us to clear any 

wrong perceptions about a particular construction process.” 

 

 

Since being in the Active Engagement™ program, 85-95% of those surveyed said that they were 

“better” or “much better” at working toward best outcomes, expressing an opinion while 

recognizing value and working to understand an opposing position, exercising authority without 

being controlling, managing conflict, and treating others with respect and consideration.   

 

 

When I am working and/or relating 

with others, I notice I… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

No 

Response 

Work toward best outcomes for those 

involved (individuals or groups). 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

70% 

 

20% 

 

5% 

Can express a value or position while 

recognizing value in an opposing 

position. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

85% 

 

10% 

 

5% 

Exercise authority without being 

controlling. 

0% 0% 10% 55% 30%  

5% 

Am willing to revisit a conversation or 

meeting that created misunderstanding. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

45% 

 

45% 

 

5% 

Can name another’s position fairly & 

work to understand it. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

75% 

 

20% 

 

5% 
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Over the last year I would say I… 

 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

 

No 

Response 

Am a good person to have in the room 

when there’s a conflict or 

misunderstanding. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

10% 

 

45% 

 

40% 

 

5% 

Try to consider the impact on others 

involved when making a decision. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

45% 

 

45% 

 

5% 

Work for the common good in most 

situations. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

10% 

 

40% 

 

45% 

 

5% 

Play fair and treat others in ways that 

match the values & standards we 

profess. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

15% 

 

35% 

 

45% 

 

5% 

Am able to apply realistic & 

compassionate standards when 

evaluating self & others. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

60% 

 

35% 

 

5% 

Contribute to creating emotional & 

relational safety in the workplace or 

other settings I relate in. 

 

 

0% 

 

 

0% 

 

 

5% 

 

 

45% 

 

 

45% 

 

 

5% 

 

Some specific examples from the Active Engagement™ survey respondents that relate to these 

qualities are: 

 

Example 1:  “I believe I have fostered healthy and safe bi-weekly branch 

heads meetings where directors are free to have respectful and frank 

discussions about important issues.  Many times before such a discussion I 

will summarize the important 'rules of engagement' which are based on AE 

principles and guidelines.” 

 

Example 2:  “I slow down more frequently and consider my words more 

carefully, question my assumptions.” 

 

Example 3:  “In going through a branch reorganization, I tried very hard to be 

fair and open with my conversations to share as much information as possible, 

to keep staff involved and still have them feel they are contributing.” 

 

Example 4:  “AE gave me the tools to leave well when I was in a tough 

situation at my former department.  Coming to my new department, I have 

been able to build a new team, and be purposeful about creating processes and 

relationships that enable a safe, collaborative work environment.” 
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Example 5:  “During meetings and discussions with reorganization of the 

Department, I am able to ask/test the assumptions I have, and that helps others 

to respond in a way that helps everyone else understand the depth undertaken 

in making the reorganization decisions. I've noticed when people understand 

the assumptions that were made leading up to decisions, they are more willing 

to accept them.” 

 

Example 6:  “We are very involved with a wide variety of stakeholders and 

are working extremely hard through the collaborative process to create a win 

for the entire system. We have created opportunities to create something a 

little better than what currently exists by being open, transparent and inviting 

people to become part of the learning and innovation. Evergreen Centre is one 

small example of this process in action.” 

 

Eighty to nine-five percent (80-95%) of those participating in the self-assessment evaluated 

themselves as being “better” or “much better” at responding with respect when they disagree, 

admitting when they are wrong, receiving feedback, considering other possibilities, and caring 

that co-workers understand one another even when they may not agree.  

 

Compared to moments in the 

past, when I interact with 

others I notice I… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

No 

Response 

Respond with respect to 

someone I disagree with. 

 

5% 

 

0% 

 

10% 

 

55% 

 

25% 

 

5% 

Can admit when I’ve been 

wrong or made a mistake. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

10% 

 

45% 

 

40% 

 

5% 

Demonstrate a willingness to 

receive and listen to feedback 

from others. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

55% 

 

40% 

 

5% 

Am able not to hold an idea or 

position so tightly I can’t 

consider other possibilities. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

5% 

 

55% 

 

35% 

 

5% 

Care that we understand one 

another, even when we may not 

agree. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

35% 

 

60% 

 

5% 

 

The six specific examples below represent responses given by participants when speaking about 

their experiences with the situations noted in the table above.  

 

Example 1:  “I have learned to listen more.  To really hear what the other 

person is saying.  I have learned to respect the opinions of others, even if I 

disagree.  I have learned to express … why I disagree and have a good 

conversation.  I am trying not to jump to the top of the ladder [of inference] as 
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I am programmed to do.  It is about changing learned behaviors.  My 

awareness is much more keen.” 

 

Example 2:  “My working relationship with a particular branch head has 

improved significantly.  I talk openly about AE principles and practices.  This 

has led to richer conversations and better outcomes for both of us.” 

 

Example 3:  “Again with a branch reorganization, it was hard to deal with lot 

of negativity and pointing the finger.  I definitely understood what staff was 

going through and again listened, and tried to position possible opportunities.  

Not everyone always agreed with me and I had to let go of the negativity and 

just accept I can't make everyone understand or feel good about themselves or 

the environment they are in.” 

 

Example 4:  “When setting up the project management framework for my 

project, I asked for input from the team, as well as the project management 

group in our department.  The project management group performed a 'mini 

health check' of the project and provided valuable advice on how to improve 

it.  I receive regular feedback from my project stakeholders, team, boss, and 

bosses boss.” 

 

Example 5:  “I (am) more humble and compassionate and more willing to 

dialogue to get a common understanding.” 

 

Example 6:  “I find that I am completely open to feedback knowing that it 

enhances the opportunities to improve the current situation. I am actively 

inviting and soliciting feedback.  When we held a two day event at the 

Evergreen Centre, that tapped into everyone's thoughts and ideas about how to 

improve the Centre.” 

 

Respondent Survey Results 

 

Current participants in an AE pilot project were asked to provide names and email addresses for 

their AE Practicum Mentor and up to seven other individuals from four Circles of Interaction.  

These included:  

 One immediate or direct report (up or down); 

 Two colleagues they interact with on a daily to weekly basis (i.e., work team or 

professional colleagues);  

 Two connections outside of the immediate circle who are dependent upon or are served 

by their current job function; and 

 One broader connection, ideally a daily or regular contact relationship (i.e., spouse or 

partner, close friend). 

On average, each participant provided eight contacts for inclusion in the evaluation. The 

evaluator sent an on-line survey request to each person whose name and email address had been 

submitted.  These persons responded to confidential on-line survey questions concerning the AE 
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practicum participants’ ability to interact with others in meaningful and helpful ways. A total of 

116 supervisors, supervisees, peers, colleagues from different teams, mentors, friends, and 

family members evaluated the participants in the Active Engagement™ Program and provided 

feedback. The number of respondents per AE participant ranged from four to nine.  On average, 

six respondents provided feedback for each AE participant.  

 

As part of this evaluation process, AE participants who received feedback on the respondent 

survey were given a summary of their own results for comparison with their self-assessment. 

They were also encouraged to discuss their results with their AE Mentor. For this report, results 

are aggregated to ensure the anonymity of both respondents and AE participants. The following 

tables and narrative represent a summary of responses to the questions asked on the survey 

related to the practice of Active Engagement over the past six to 12 months. It should be noted 

that the “no change” category could be interpreted in a positive manner. For example, 

respondents frequently noted that the participant was already practicing these communication 

skills in a consistent manner prior to AE training as the rationale for using the “no change” 

rating.    

 

Between 73-84% of respondents perceived that AE participants had increased their ability in 

each of the following areas related to communication while involved in the Active 

Engagement™ program.  The participants are rated as better listeners who are working to 

understand their co-workers’ and peers’ perspectives on an ongoing basis.  They have also 

improved their ability to engage in difficult conversations and defuse potential arguments by 

practicing their new skills.  One can imagine how the work environment, relationships, and 

productivity would be enhanced when this many people are intentionally trying to show respect 

for others and have positive outcomes in their interactions in the workplace.     

 

Rating of the participant’s 

level of improvement in the 

area of…. 

 

Much 

Worse 

 

Worse 

 

No 

Change 

 

Better 

 

Much 

Better 

 

No 

Response 

Listens respectfully. 0% 0% 20.69% 49.14% 30.17% 0% 

Works to understand others’ 

perspectives. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

15.52% 

 

47.41% 

 

37.07% 

 

0% 

Checks for mutual 

understanding. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

17.24% 

 

45.69% 

 

36.21% 

 

.86% 

Can discuss things that might 

have been harder before. 

 

0% 

 

1.72% 

 

25% 

 

43.11% 

 

30.17% 

 

0% 

Can engage in conversations in 

ways that make them safer. 

 

.86% 

 

2.59% 

 

19.83% 

 

45.69% 

 

31.03% 

 

0% 

Shares their thinking and 

reasons behind decisions or 

actions. 

 

.86% 

 

.86% 

 

19.83% 

 

39.66% 

 

38.79% 

 

0% 

Is able to deal with polarizing 

arguments without adding to the 

conflict. 

 

0% 

 

1.72% 

 

14.65% 

 

43.11% 

 

37.07% 

 

3.45% 
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Here are two specific examples given by survey respondents when speaking about Active 

Engagement™ participants.  

 

Example 1:  “(The participant) is now very aware of her assumptions and is 

able to state them clearly. She tests them with you to develop shared 

understanding and possibilities. As leader of a number of internal and external 

groups she presents her ideas confidently.  She now sets out her hopes and 

aspirations explicitly and spends much less time trying to 'organize/engineer' 

discussion to get the results she seeks.” 

 

Example 2:  “A good example was a 'wake-up call' conversation related to my 

performance.  It was a good demonstration of how to have a difficult 

conversation in a clear, transparent way.  (The participant) was well prepared, 

could provide concrete examples, and was very clear on messages.  No 

dodging of the point.  And very respectful through the whole conversation.” 

 

Most respondents (72-83%) perceived that the participants in the Active Engagement™ program 

improved in the following interaction categories. On a consistent basis, they were assessed to 

have shown competence and improvement in sharing information, resolving misunderstandings, 

and clarifying communication.  In addition, it was assessed that they grew in their ability to 

speak truth in a respectful way, accept responsibility for decisions, and use self-control in 

potentially heated situations.  

 

 

When working/ relating with 

this person, I notice he/she… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

No 

Response 

Gives me the information I need to 

make good choices. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

23.27% 

 

49.14% 

 

27.59% 

 

0% 

Makes the time needed to clarify our 

understanding of things. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

20.69% 

 

45.69% 

 

33.62% 

 

0% 

Reconnects after a misunderstanding 

to resolve questions. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

14.65% 

 

45.69% 

 

37.07% 

 

1.72% 

Has a better quality of attention or 

presence. 

 

0% 

 

1.72% 

 

21.55% 

 

40.52% 

 

36.21% 

 

0% 

Can speak a difficult truth or ask a 

tough question with respect or 

compassion. 

 

0% 

 

1.72% 

 

17.24% 

 

43.97% 

 

36.21% 

 

.86% 

Doesn’t react in kind when receiving 

hostile feedback. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

23.27% 

 

43.97% 

 

29.31% 

 

2.59% 

Doesn’t engage in blaming 

behaviors. 

 

0% 

 

2.59% 

 

23.27% 

 

37.93% 

 

34.38% 

 

1.76% 

Can relate without being overly 

defensive. 

 

0% 

1.72% 25% 34.48% 37.94% .86% 
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Gaining this type of expertise and practicing it on a regular basis led to more positive 

experiences in the workplace as indicated in the examples provided below.   

 

Example 1:  “(The participant) was asked to take an assignment that she really 

did not want--that puts her in an environment with a very defended and 

difficult individual.  In addition this assignment has her in a position where 

she is sharing leadership responsibilities in an undefined way with this person.  

(The participant) is approaching this challenge as a way to really work her 

program.  She is focusing on her behavior and working to take each situation 

as an opportunity to display the stances and keep focused on the common 

good.  To that end she described being invited to a high level meeting to 

which her counterpart was not invited.  She invited him so he was kept in the 

loop.” 

 

Example 2:  “I will refrain from providing details to maintain a confidence but 

(the participant) described to me a situation at the office that was truly a 

TOPS/MIDDLE/BOTTOM* dilemma.  Her ability to engage all parts of the 

system while holding everyone (including herself) with compassion and non-

defensively truly reflected her commitment to this practice.  This was not a 

onetime engagement.  It required her to keep showing up and being 

challenged.  I assume that it created freedom of choice for all participants and 

ultimately a shared understanding and responsibility to move through a 

process.  Big growth and awareness in the practice from my observations.  

(I’m) in deep appreciation for her sharing her learning with me.” 

[*Management roles per Oshry “Seeing Systems”] 

 

Example 3:  “The skill and competency in noticing when she is in low 

awareness to a situation has grown over the two years.  Examples of people 

responding defensively (co-workers) has grown from pausing and removing 

herself from the situation to noticing in real time and engaging the person in a 

non-defended manner…” 

 

A large majority of respondents (79-84%) indicated that Active Engagement™ participants 

improved in every type of interaction assessed in this section of the survey. AE participants have 

shown strong leadership by working toward the best outcome for everyone involved, expressing 

their positions while valuing and understanding others’ positions, and exercising authority 

without being controlling.  They have also proven to be effective in managing conflict, 

considering others when interacting and making decisions, and contributing to the emotional and 

relational safety in the workplace.   
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When this person is working 

and/or relating with others, I 

notice he/she… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

No 

Response 

Works toward best outcomes for 

those involved (individuals or 

groups). 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

16.38% 

 

49.14% 

 

33.62% 

 

0% 

Can express a value or position 

while recognizing value in an 

opposing position. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

18.10% 

 

48.28% 

 

33.62% 

 

0% 

Exercises authority without being 

controlling 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

22.41% 

 

43.97% 

 

32.76% 

 

0% 

Will revisit a conversation or 

meeting that created 

misunderstanding. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

18.10% 

 

40.52% 

 

40.52% 

 

.86% 

Can name another’s position fairly 

& works to understand it. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

16.38% 

 

43.10% 

 

37.93% 

 

2.59% 

 

Respondents were most likely to rate AE participants as “much better” on behaviors related to 

workplace environment as noted below. 

 

Over the last year I would say the 

participant… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

*No 

Response 

Is good to have in the room when 

there’s a conflict or 

misunderstanding. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

17.24% 

 

37.07% 

 

44.83% 

 

.86% 

Considers the impact on others when 

making a decision. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

16.38% 

 

37.93% 

 

43.97% 

 

.86% 

Works for the common good in most 

situations. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

14.65% 

 

37.93% 

 

45.69% 

 

.86% 

Plays fair, and treats others in ways 

that match the values & standards we 

profess. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

17.24% 

 

31.90% 

 

50% 

 

.86% 

Is able to apply realistic & 

compassionate standards when 

evaluating self & others. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

15.52% 

 

37.93% 

 

44.83% 

 

.86% 

Contributes to creating emotional & 

relational safety in the workplace or 

other settings we relate in. 

 

 

0% 

 

 

0% 

 

 

18.97% 

 

 

33.62% 

 

 

45.69% 

 

 

1.72% 

*One person consistently did not respond to these questions.  
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The respondents shared many examples from daily life that express how the participants 

demonstrate these qualities.  Here are four of them:   

 

Example 1:  “I'm reminded of various examples of (the participant) in 

meetings with diverse stakeholders.  I have heard real growth in her 

willingness to see the others' point of view, acknowledge those honestly, and 

to hold her own assumptions and goals lightly as she works with the issue.  

I'm also reminded of the feedback from work colleagues and stakeholders on 

her quality of presence.” 

 

Example 2:  “(The participant) is a good person to have in the room when 

there's a conflict because she demonstrates a calm and professional attitude. I 

admire the way that she listens to each party and works to resolve the conflict 

while not choosing sides.” 

 

Example 3:  “The group was discussing some industry activities and we were 

specifically focused on the Premier's lack of involvement. While others were 

openly condemning her, he asked everyone to consider the burdens she may 

be feeling and explored reasons that may be the cause of her lack of 

involvement. It really moderated the discussion and helped everyone to have a 

more compassionate view of the Premier.” 

 

Example 4:  “(The participant) is overall excellent at relating to another 

person's position, testing what she heard from them, and explaining why she 

agrees/disagrees or is making a certain decision. Rather than giving a specific 

example, I notice her doing this in almost every conversation she has. Even 

though her listening was good when I first started working with her, it has 

noticeably improved and far excels the listening skills of anyone else I know.” 

 

Between 74-80% of respondents indicated that Active Engagement™ participants improved in 

their ability to respond with respect to someone with whom they disagree, admit when they are 

wrong, receive feedback from others, and consider and understand others’ ideas. 

 

Compared to moments in the past, I 

notice the participant… 

Much 

Worse 

Worse No 

Change 

Better Much 

Better 

*No 

Respons

e 

Responds with respect to someone they 

disagree with. 

 

0% 

 

0% 

 

18.10% 

 

51.73% 

 

28.45% 

 

1.72% 

Can admit when they’ve been wrong or made 

a mistake. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

24.14% 

 

41.38% 

 

32.76% 

 

.86% 

Demonstrates willingness to receive and listen 

to feedback from others. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

18.10% 

 

39.66% 

 

40.52% 

 

.86% 

Is able not to hold an idea or position so 

tightly they can’t consider other possibilities. 

 

0% 

 

.86% 

 

21.55% 

 

38.79% 

 

37.93% 

 

.86% 

Cares that we understand one another, even 

when we may not agree. 

0% 0% 22.41%  

35.35% 

 

41.38% 

 

.86% 

*One person consistently did not respond to these questions. 
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The following examples specifically correlate with the leadership qualities assessed in these 

questions: 

 

Example 1:  “I have seen a big improvement in (the participant’s) ability to 

listen to both sides of an issue with an objective point of view. She is always 

thoughtful before responding to an issue or conflict.” 

 

Example 2:  “In a recent meeting I saw (the participant) slow down a 

conversation to test out what she heard.  She named some assumptions and in 

doing so helped the group to see the underlying challenge in the situation that 

went beyond the surface issues.  This was so even though the particular 

content of the situation was one where (the participant’s) hot buttons were 

triggered. 

 

Example 3:  “I've observed a movement to dialogue away from debate process 

and thinking.  I've seen growth in skills that allow a more skilled movement 

around conflicted issues or conversations.” 

 

 

In summary a majority of respondents rated AE participants to be “better” or “much “better” on 

all behaviors and attitudes assessed in the on-line, confidential respondent survey.  On-site focus 

groups provided the third perspective for this evaluation.  

 

Focus Group Results 

 

In November 2013, the lead evaluator, Dr. Phyllis Platt, travelled to Edmonton, Alberta, Canada 

to host focus groups over a two-day period. Potential participants included individuals who had 

been exposed to AE since it was introduced in the GOA. In an effort to include a broadly 

representative cross-section of these individuals, invitations to participate in the focus groups 

were made across a range of persons based on their positions within the system, and their 

exposure to AE as well as other GOA leadership training.  Jules LeBoeuf and Phyllis Woolley 

identified mid- to upper-level managers within the GOA system who had exposure to AE both 

directly and indirectly, and they purposively selected a representative group. They also identified 

individuals who knew of or had observed use of the practice but had not directly participated in 

training. Of 31 focus group members, ten were practicum group members, fourteen had 

completed a four-day training but were not practicum group members, and seven had only 

indirect exposure to AE (through colleagues who had participated and/or attending a meeting 

facilitated by someone with AE training). 

 

Participation was voluntary.  Participants selected the day/time of their participation via an 

online scheduling system. Dr. Platt audio recorded the focus groups for independent 

transcription. Participants were given the opportunity to leave the focus group if they were not 

willing to be recorded.  No participant chose to leave the group. Confidentiality was maintained 

by keeping the roster of participants separate from the transcription notes.  No names were noted 

in the recorded sessions or in the transcript and therefore, no participants were identified in the 

final qualitative data set.  
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A total of 31 individuals participated in 10 focus group sessions.  The size of the groups ranged 

from one to nine members.  Meetings were held throughout the day including early morning and 

at the end of the workday to be more accessible.  Participants also had the option of engaging by 

phone to increase accessibility. The level of participation on each question varied within and 

across groups.   

 

Focus group questions were centered on the impact of Active Engagement in the workplace, the 

benefits of AE, challenges related to AE, and its role within the overall leadership training 

program.  In each of these discussion areas, Dr. Platt elicited concrete examples.  Participants 

were also given the opportunity to compare AE to other leadership training courses and to make 

suggestions for improving the implementation of AE. 

 

Coding the focus group participants’ feedback allowed for comments to be categorized around 

themes.  The table below represents themes that emerged related to the impact and value of AE. 

Themes are presented based on the frequency of responses from focus group participants. 

 

 

 

Impact and Value of Active Engagement™ Ranked by Response Rate Provided  

by 31 Focus Group Participants 

Category Number of 

Responses 

…is beneficial to the Government of Alberta.        27 

…should be included in the GOA Leadership Program.  

(Note: no one said that it should not be included.) 

 

26 

…should be continued.   

(Note:  no one said that AE should be discontinued.) 

 

21 

…has made a positive difference in the workplace in 

concrete ways.   

 

20 

…helps me be more mindful & increases my awareness. 13 

…teaches new communication skills that are valuable in 

the workplace. 

 

12 

…provides a framework for better communication. 11 

…has helped me be more successful in my job. 10 

…is better than other leadership courses I have taken. 10 

…helps me state thoughts/feelings in a non-defended way. 5 

…provides many opportunities to practice the new skills 

learned. 

5 

…offers a variety of opportunities to learn new 

communication skills. 

3 
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The richness and details of the comments provided by participants provides a more in-depth, 

concrete perspective of how AE benefits and has impacted the workplace.  

 

I.   The Value of Active Engagement™ and Outcomes of Using the Practice 

 

There were a total of 35 positive comments concerning the benefits of Active Engagement.  Six 

used the words, “tremendous/huge impact” in describing the program.  Five used “benefit,” and 

seven others used words such as, “successful, value, a lot of potential, and no downside, making 

a difference, or more effective in our work.”  Three participants stated that the program changes 

how employees deal with customers, peers, and citizens.  Two employees said that it not only 

helped them with work relationships but also family relationships.  Two persons specifically 

mentioned the benefits of having a mentor, and two others like the accountability that the 

program offers.   

Other benefits of Active Engagement™ that were mentioned included:   

1) it builds respect,  

2) it helps people engage in positive ways,  

3) it helps people see a greater range of options in problem solving,  

4) it helps you slow down to see where others are coming from,  

5) it gives us the tools and the mindset to be able to handle the complexity  

               of the big issues that are hitting us,  

6) it provides a way to make one’s intentions transparent and improves  

    understanding,  

7) it encourages honoring who people are, which is foundational to real  

    collaboration, and  

8) it helps people find the courage to speak up.  

 

Eleven responses noted that Active Engagement™ provides a model or framework for better 

communication, or a different approach to communication that has better outcomes. It is 

particularly helpful when one needs to engage in a “difficult conversation.” 

Five persons mentioned how Active Engagement™ has increased understanding and awareness 

of why one can react in a defended way, and how to improve conversation by making 

adjustments and stating thoughts and feelings in a non-defended way. 

Thirteen persons explained that Active Engagement™ has helped them to be more mindful, and 

has increased their awareness of how they present themselves to others and how their intentions, 

assumptions, and responses impact others. 

 

There were 35 total comments received pertaining to the value of Active Engagement™ and its 

effects.  Three persons specifically mentioned the value of the variety of opportunities to learn 

the new communication skills. There were five comments concerning the importance of the 

various avenues the program offers to practice the skills necessary to have better outcomes in 

conversations and meetings in the workplace.  One employee shared, “(With this program) … 

you get in there and you practice.  The variety of learning opportunities:  the mentor, which has 

been the most valuable to me, the group Thursday meetings, the practicum, the large groups, the 
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small group, the four-days…  much more opportunity to actually practice what you learn. I think 

the program has a lot of value.”   

Twelve persons discussed the value of the new skills that they have developed as a result of 

participating in Active Engagement™.  Some examples mentioned were: 

 “ …to reflect in the moment and understand the Ladder of Inference as well the 

defensive stances,…”   

 “…the ability to analyze something that is going on or strategize around how to deal 

with something.   You can catch your own thought patterns or your lack of awareness.”   

 [Active Engagement] “…provides a perspective, you know, you are dealing with a 

situation and then you are dealing with personalities.  When you really only have one 

mode of operation and that mode tends to be confrontational, there’s no change of stance 

and how you deal with that without blowing your own top…” 

 “These are my assumptions.  It disarms the person. … I think it’s really important for me 

to know that when people are doing what they are doing, they are not being 

disrespectful… the person is having a reaction.” 

Three persons stated that they have noticed changes in meetings such as people taking more time 

to listen and process before responding to others.  One said, “I’ve observed it I guess mostly in 

meetings, where there is a bigger listening quality and also kind of a processing more.   Sitting 

back processing and think things through before reacting… or responding and then also a lot of 

processing afterwards.” 

Three persons have noticed that their coworkers seem more willing to have conversations, even 

if they are difficult conversations.  For example: 1) “What I am seeing here is that people are 

taking the time to have those conversations.   They could be difficult conversations sometimes...” 

2)  “We got more discussions going.   People are more open to talking and it wasn’t like that 

before.” 

Two persons mentioned that they like how Active Engagement gets down to the foundational 

thinking of how individuals approach and see the world.   

II.  Active Engagement™ Has Made a Positive Difference in the Workplace 

a. Concrete Examples of Active Engagement: 

Twenty persons shared concrete examples of how Active Engagement™ techniques have made a 

positive difference in the workplace.  The following specific techniques were mentioned:  

polarities- 4 times; ladder of inference- 2 times; declaring your assumptions- 8 times; 

mindfulness (intentionally thinking about what you will say)- 1 time; conversation techniques- 

11 times (examples: transparency in conversation (4), initiating a conversation (3), naming issues 

that were being ignored (1), asking questions (1), sharing information (1), taking risks to get a 

better outcome in conversation (1)).   
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Below are two examples of Active Engagement™ methods in action given by focus group 

participants: 

Example 1(personal):   

“A couple of weeks ago we were in a rush to get something done.   So I 

emailed a colleague and said, ‘Is it possible (this was 8:00 in the morning), is 

it possible by 11:00 to send me x, y and z?’  The response I got back was, ‘I 

am not going to fulfill your request at this time. My staff are here, there, and 

everywhere. Next time please give us a reasonable timeline.’  And, right 

away I was like ooooh, because I felt embarrassed, and because I respect this 

guy.  I felt like ahh he thinks I am an idiot… unreasonable.  So I let it go.  I 

put the email away and I didn’t look at it again.  And then I had my mentor 

meeting as part of the practicum.   In that I realized through conversation that 

it is ok.   Because it is also being aware when you deliberately set something 

aside, because you know, I am just not in the right state of mind to deal with 

this right now.  Through the discussion I decided to follow up.  I emailed him 

back and I said, ‘It wasn’t my intention to cause undue stress.  Here are the 

assumptions I made:  that you already had something ready, and that you 

could easily send it to me.  I am sorry.   Next time I will be more considerate 

in the timelines I provide.’”  

 

 

 

 

Example 2 (corporate):   

“… Back in 2009, …I was dealing with a whole lot of mineral policy … 

There was a whole lot of hostility between industry and the government,  but 

the first task was … the research policy status.  It had never been written 

down.  We had to engage industry.  We had some really good conversations 

on how do we do that.  So we sort of used some networking and we got them 

up to the industry executives and … used one of the industry offices in 

Calgary to do it…So me and my boss went in, and it really was interesting 

because it was a three hour discussion.  What we were trying to do and say 

was, ‘This is just introductory.  We want to understand your thinking and 

your drivers.’  To make a long story short, we went in with the idea that we 

didn’t know what we wanted to do.  We were clear that we had no 

preconceived notion here, but we needed to start engaging.  The mood at first 

was all very challenging, but then they saw we were quite transparent about 

that.  We were listening and we weren’t defensive.  And by the end of the 

session everybody was like, ‘This is really good.  Let’s do this again.’  And 

from all of that, they took the initiative upon themselves to form a working 

group under CAP to support our work.  And so it was the start of building 

trust. It was all because of the stance.   We went in with transparency.  We 

were using Active Engagement tools to do this.  And so it’s not a widget, but 

it was a very successful tool.  A lot of dialogue, but it formed the basis for a 

lot of work that was done.” 
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b. Examples of How Active Engagement™ Has Helped Persons Be More Successful in 

Their Jobs 

Ten persons shared specific examples in the context of how Active Engagement™ has helped 

them be more successful in their jobs.  Six of these examples were directly related to planning 

for and running effective, productive meetings in the workplace.  Polarity management, ladder of 

inference, awareness of others’ perspectives, and testing assumptions are tools that are 

intentionally used in meetings to promote conversation and understanding among co-workers.  

Active Engagement has given employees a vocabulary for identifying challenges and discussing 

even difficult things in a non-threatening way.   It has given employees the confidence to initiate 

conversation and encourage others to do the same.  AE promotes understanding and compassion 

in the workplace and respect for each individual’s opinion.    

Example:  “I have seen it really expand my capability to handle meetings, 

especially difficult meetings where people are polarized, and to just really get 

everybody’s perspectives … and giving permission to put those items on the 

table so to speak.  And I found that as I used these tools … especially, you 

know, LifeFrame- identifying where people are coming from, what resonates 

for them, and so on.  It’s really helped to move these meetings along.  I know 

one particular situation where we’d met three times before, and we really 

didn’t seem to be making any progress, and it really was kind of adversarial.  

As I started to apply these techniques, within essentially minutes, we turned 

the corner.  People felt a lot freer to have the conversations about their 

perspectives, the assumptions they had about certain things, the reasons why 

other people were so entrenched into their position, and so on, by exploring 

the LifeFrame.  So it was really beneficial.  So get out of the Model 1 type of 

conversation [Defended/Controlling] and get more into Model 2 

[Nondefended Learning].  As I started noticing and naming those things, 

people really understood.  Not just me, other people understood what was 

holding us all back.  And then we as a group, just really changed directions.  

Very helpful tools.”   

III.  Active Engagement™ Enhances and Uniquely Contributes to the Existing 

        Leadership Training Program: 

a. Active Engagement™ should be included in the GOA Leadership Model: 

A total of 26 specific comments were in support of making Active Engagement™ part of the 

Leadership Model.  In addition, no one stated that they did not think it should be included in the 

curriculum.  In the focus group conversations, there were numerous observations noted and 

many ideas shared to improve the program.  Overall, there seems to be support and even 

excitement for the potential of the program and the possibilities for the Government of Alberta as 

more persons participate in Active Engagement™.   

Three responses suggested incorporating Active Engagement™ techniques and thinking process 

into some of the discussion portions of the current leadership courses.  Others support being 

more intentional in showing how AE complements the overall leadership training. One 
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participant stated, “Instead of running these leadership development programs in parallel maybe 

one of the opportunities could be to look into how they could intersect one another.” 

Three participants mentioned that AE supports the broader government’s agenda of “reaching 

our full potential.”  One person stated that AE also fits well into the “equipping” piece.  And two 

others stated that AE supports the goal of “relationship competency.” 

Three participants stated that location makes a difference and supported AE being presented in 

the same location as the other leadership courses.   

Three participants noted that AE would complement the current leadership program, specifically 

the Koozes and Posner model of leadership that is currently being used.   

One participant suggested that “Crucial Conversation” would be a nice introductory course for 

“Active Engagement.”   

b. Comparing Active Engagement™ to Other Leadership Courses: 

There were 10 total comments comparing Active Engagement™ to other leadership courses.  All 

10 expressed positive aspects of the Active Engagement™ program.  Five out of ten specifically 

mentioned the “experiential” part of the program and how the “support” and being able to 

“practice” what you learn makes all the difference in transforming communication in the 

workplace.   

 “…better than other leadership courses.”   

 “…rates very high compared to other leadership courses.”   

 “…experiential as opposed to theoretical.” 

 “For example, challenging the process definitely is something that’s worthwhile but you 

could approach it in a way that would make everybody feel defended… You really could 

be adversarial, and so on.  If you challenge the process using the Active Engagement 

approach, then you could likely help everybody else to gain higher awareness about how 

the process isn’t working well...” 

 “This training seems more collaborative … there is a community.” 

  “Other leadership courses are hard to put into practice.”  In Active Engagement, “… 

knowing that I am going to be seeing my mentor each month and we are going to be 

talking about how things are going you know like that sort of pushes you to go outside 

your comfort zone in trying out different ways of engaging. So that is very helpful to 

follow through.” 

 “Almost all leadership training has some elements of self-awareness.  AE takes it further 

than other leadership training.” 

 “In other courses there was no follow up support.  In AE, participating in mentoring 

offers an ongoing connection to the practice.  Also AE connects at a level I have never 

connected before in another course.”   
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 “Other courses are not integrative.  In AE, the mentoring, the small groups, and the 

community of practice supports practicing what you learn.”  

 

c.  Positive Comments About Continuing Active Engagement™: 

There were 21 positive comments supporting continuation of the Active Engagement™ 

curriculum.  When describing the program, thirteen participants used language such as: 

“effective, support it, make it available, hope it will continue, hope more people will take it, keep 

it going, benefit to have it, unfortunate to stop, or wholeheartedly bought into it.” Two managers 

stated that they encourage their staff to participate in Active Engagement. One person said, “All 

of … the work we do is about relationship.  So if Active Engagement went away, something else 

would have to come in and take its place.”  Another participant suggested, “…this program 

might even help to eliminate some of the others.  I know there is a short course called Dealing 

with Difficult People, you know if you knew this (AE) well, you could easily deal with difficult 

people and have difficult conversations and even mediation skills and that kind of thing.  This is 

all of that put together.”  One employee said, “…It is absolutely one of the greatest gifts the 

department has offered me…”  Another participant advised that Active Engagement might have 

a better chance of continuing after Peter Watson is gone, if more persons in leadership support it.    

 

IV.  Challenges in the Active Engagement™ Program: 

a. Personal Challenges in Applying New Tools and Changing Habits of 

Communication: 

Three participants stated that language such as “soft, elephant in the room, or mental model” 

triggers defensiveness and negativity in some people and one needs to adapt to the environment.  

Two persons stated that it was frustrating when interacting with others who have “low 

awareness.”  Two others explain that some persons refuse to change.  Other stated challenges 

include: 1) “staying with it,” 2) “putting tools in my own language,” 3) “slowness (of AE) was 

very hard… but it was good,” 4) “the skills are building…” 5) “sometimes…this feels like group 

therapy,” and 6) “need more… negotiating skills and strategies.” 

b. Challenges Due to the Traditional Structure of the Work Environment: 

Five participants shared that leadership in some departments is not supportive of Active 

Engagement™.  Three persons stated that it is challenging to practice the Active Engagement™ 

tools in an environment that is traditionally argumentative and has a “point-counterpoint” style 

of communication.  Three more participants explained that there are challenges associated with 

Active Engagement because it is new to people.  Two others mentioned communication 

challenges due to the hierarchical, “top-down type” organizational environment.  

c. Challenges Associated with People Knowing About Active Engagement and Getting 

Involved: 

Nine persons explained that there are challenges because of some people’s perception of Active 

Engagement™.  Some do not understand the framework of the program, and others have heard 

things from those who have attended and have concluded that it is “airy fairy stuff, hokey pokey, 
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or a form of counseling.” Eight participants stated that there needed to be more advertising to 

promote Active Engagement.  Four of the focus group attendees shared that time is a challenge, 

and suggested more options be made available in addition to the four day and the two year 

programs.  Three others said that there are monetary issues and more resources need to be 

allocated for Active Engagement. One person mentioned that there are challenges because 

Active Engagement is disconnected from the other leadership courses.   

V.  Possible Solutions to the Challenges: 

 

There were a total of 48 comments offering ideas to improve the Active Engagement™ program.  

Most of them can be organized into four major categories: 1) marketing, 2) structure for 

integration into overall training program, 3) curriculum options, and 4) evaluation.   

a.  More Marketing and Advertising for Active Engagement™: 

Twenty responses suggested that more marketing and advertising needed to be done to promote 

Active Engagement™.  There were several creative ideas offered: 1) include in the monthly 

newsletters and CHR’s website bulletin, 2) target marketing to senior leadership, specific age 

groups, different work groups, line staff who interact with the public, and ask mentors and others 

to intentionally promote AE, 3) designate representatives in each territory to promote Active 

Engagement, 4) develop language that will relate to men, and 5) possibly use the story Peter  

Watson wrote about his experience working with his federal counterparts as a marketing tool. 

b. Structure the Active Engagement™ Curriculum within the Leadership Program: 

Thirteen participants mentioned that including Active Engagement™ in the structure of the 

current leadership program would help in promotion and increase involvement in the program.  

Some specific examples include: 1) frame it in the new competency framework, 2) include it in 

the GOA initiative of “reaching our full potential,” and 3) get it into the Senior Executive 

Management Development Program (SMDP) or Management Development Program (MDP) and 

Corporate Executive Development Program (CED). 

c. Add More Options to the Active Engagement™ Curriculum: 

Eight of the focus group participants stated that there needed to be more options available as part 

of the Active Engagement™ curriculum in addition to the “four day” and the “two year 

practicum.”  Some ideas given are: 1) offer Level 1, Level 2, and Level 3, 2) include it in 

orientation for new staff, 3) divide the program into different modules, 4) add more half-day 

options, 5) add one hour options for lunch meetings, executive committees, or a project 

conference, and 6) offer a one day introduction.   

d. Find Ways to Measure the Effectiveness of Active Engagement™: 

Four persons recommended that leadership look for ways to measure the effectiveness of the 

Active Engagement™ training program.  One idea was to measure immediately after the 

training, then again at three months and six months.  Another suggestion was to use a corporate 

survey to evaluate the work groups that have participated in Active Engagement™ compared to 

the work groups that have not participated.   



 26 

e. Other Individual Comments: 

Two persons stated Active Engagement™ needs to be offered in more locations.  Another 

participant encouraged including more concrete examples in the training for the more technically 

oriented participants.  

In summary, the responses from focus group participants indicate they have found AE to be of 

high value and have a significant level of impact within the GOA. Concrete examples included 

specific strategies for relating to co-workers and supervisors, and planning and leading effective 

meetings, which have resulted in better overall outcomes. A vast majority of participants 

expressed support for on-going inclusion and expansion of AE within the current leadership 

training program, noting that the “experiential” and “supportive” nature of AE contributes to 

their ability to practice the techniques in real-life work settings. Participants also recognized 

challenges around AE and proposed strategies for addressing these challenges and raising the 

likelihood that AE will be integrated into the larger training program.  

 

Conclusions 

 

The feedback from the Active Engagement™ self-assessment surveys, the survey results from 

those who evaluated participants, and the focus group comments intersected at several key 

points.  The Active Engagement™ participants described the value of being taught new 

communication skills and then having ongoing opportunities to continue to build on those skills 

and practice them. They reported that the mentor relationship is extremely helpful for talking 

through complex situations and getting feedback on how they might handle something or how 

they could do it differently in the future.   

 

They gave numerous examples of how the AE communication techniques are making a 

difference in their interactions with co-workers, people in industry, the public, and their own 

family members.  The techniques mentioned repeatedly throughout the interviews were:  

1) polarity management;  

2) ladder of inference;  

3) defensive stances;  

4) declaring/testing assumptions;  

5) mindfulness of how one presents to others;  

6) transparency in conversation;  

7) initiating conversation;  

8) listening respectfully to others’ views; and,  

9) awareness of how one responds to another without being defensive.   

 

Of the respondents who evaluated AE participants in the two-year pilot program, 73-84% of 

respondents noted that within the last six to 12 months participants were “better” or “much 

better” at listening, understanding others, engaging in difficult conversations, making 

conversations safer, sharing their thinking behind the decisions, and dealing with polarizing 

arguments. When evaluating themselves, 95-100% of the AE participants stated they were better 

or much better in those categories.  A vast majority of respondents (72-83%) indicated that AE 

participants are “better” or “much better” at offering information needed by others, having a 

better quality of presence, speaking a difficult truth or asking a difficult question, relating to 
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others without being defensive, not blaming others, not reacting in kind to hostile feedback, and 

taking time to clarify understanding and clear up misunderstandings. Similarly, 80-95% of 

participants rated themselves as “better” or “much better” in these areas of communication.   

 

The Active Engagement™ participants noted that more persons are having conversations and 

that the outcomes are positive.  They have observed meetings to be more productive and believe 

they contribute to the progress when they put their new skills into practice.  They report that they 

are intentionally using the information they have learned in one-on-one exchanges and in group 

discussions to promote conversation, problem solving and understanding among co-workers.  A 

majority of respondents (79-84%) reported that AE participants are “better” or “much better” at 

working toward best outcomes, expressing an opinion while recognizing value and working to 

understand an opposing position, exercising authority without being controlling, managing 

conflict, and treating others with respect and consideration.  When the participants evaluated 

themselves in these categories, 85-95% said that they were “better” or “much better” at these 

skills since being in the Active Engagement™ program.   

 

In addition, 73-84% of respondents stated that AE participants are “better” or “much better” at 

responding with respect when they disagree, admitting when they are wrong, receiving feedback, 

considering other possibilities, and caring that co-workers understand one another even when 

they may not agree.  And 80-95% of the participants in the self-assessment survey evaluated 

themselves as being “better” or “much better” in these qualities.  

 

Overall results indicate AE outcomes include the skills necessary for relationship building and 

collaboration in the workplace.  These skills, and the freedom to use them, have resulted in 

strong leadership, improved decision-making, and improved efficiency in managing conflicts in 

a relationally safe work environment.  Study participants strongly support the on-going inclusion 

of AE in the GOA’s current Leadership Model with expanded opportunities for participating in 

training.  Improved marketing and varying training formats are possible solutions to increased 

engagement and participation in AE training. There is a high level of commitment to the practice 

as a successful, productive leadership model by those in this study whether they completed the 

training recently or years ago.  

Further evaluation of the impact of AE within the GOA could focus on workplace culture and 

employee satisfaction ratings across departments comparing those with AE experience to those 

with none/ limited exposure.  The results of the current evaluation suggest that there would be 

measureable differences. It appears that the AE training has enhanced and uniquely equipped 

GOA staff with the tools necessary and the confidence needed to engage even the most difficult 

people in the most challenging circumstances and work toward the best outcomes for everyone 

involved.   

 

 

 

 


