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Session 4: Building a Vital Network – Exchange, Dialogue, Structure, Challenge 
(15:15–16:30) 

Objective 

Teach participants how to maintain a vital and coherent network by balancing four key interaction patterns: 
Exchange, Dialogue, Structure, and Challenge.  

Participants will learn how each pattern contributes to a healthy innovation process and how to intervene if one 
is missing or if negative patterns (like avoidance or conflict) arise. The session introduces the Circle of Coherence 
model to visualize constructive vs. defensive dynamics in a group. By session end, advisors should be able to assess 
their network’s “health” – e.g., do members openly exchange? is there productive debate? clear structure? – and 
apply “warm” or “cold” interventions to improve network coherence. 

Presentation - Opening (5 min) 

Pose a scenario: “Imagine you have a great group of stakeholders with a brilliant idea. Yet, when they meet… 
nothing gets done. Maybe everyone is polite but nobody commits (lots of talk, no action). Or meetings devolve 
into arguments and hurt feelings. What’s going on?” Solicit quick thoughts. Explain that beyond having the right 
people (Session 2) and good ideas (Session 3), the interaction patterns in the group determine if the network will 
flourish or wither. This is about group dynamics and relationships over time – essentially the culture of the 
innovation network. 

Introduce the concept of Vital Space: a term from the Circle of Coherence meaning the sense of energy and trust 
people feel in a constructive network. When vital space is high, people feel it is rewarding to participate, they trust 
others to do their part, and the whole network becomes more than the sum of individuals. You might say, “Think 
of a team you loved being part of – you were energized and had trust. That’s vital space.” It cannot be forced, but 
it grows when certain positive patterns are present. 

Draw a simplified Circle of Coherence diagram on the board (if you have a slide or poster of it, use that for 
accuracy). The core idea: there are four constructive interaction patterns that feed vital space 

1. Exchange – people balance give-and-take, seeking mutual benefit. Everyone should see some personal 
benefit in the shared goal (they are getting something out of it) and be willing to contribute. Example: 
farmers and researchers exchange knowledge – farmers get new info, researchers get data. Signs of 
Exchange: people openly share resources or information and look for win-wins. If Exchange pattern is 
missing, individuals may feel “what’s in it for me?” and disengage. 

2. Dialogue – genuine learning together, being open and curious. In dialogue, people suspend judgment, 
listen to understand, and new insights emerge collaboratively. It feeds trust because people feel heard 
and valued. For example: A policy maker and farmer have a frank discussion to understand each other’s 
constraints, leading to creative solutions. Without Dialogue, a network might have shallow communication 
or misunderstandings. 

3. Structure – creating agreed rules, roles, and plans so that actions are coordinated. It is about reliability: 
when structure is present, members trust that if they do their part, others will do theirs. Example: setting 
regular meeting times, defining who will do what tasks. Structure provides safety (predictability) which is 
necessary for trust. Too little structure, chaos reigns; too much, it stifles. 

4. Challenge – constructive debate and pushing boundaries. In a healthy way, members challenge each 
other – question ideas, bring up different viewpoints. This pattern prevents groupthink and leads to 
learning (“steel sharpens steel”). It is tied to recognizing differences and using them for progress. For 
example, an agronomist might challenge a farmer’s assumption (“Will that tree species survive here?”) 
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not to demean, but to ensure rigour, and the farmer, in turn, challenges the agronomist’s conventional 
wisdom with on-ground experience. Without challenge, a network might become complacent or blind to 
flaws; with too much or hostile challenge, it might fracture. 

Explain that these patterns alternate and interact in a thriving network. It’ i not a linear sequence; rather like a 
continuous balancing act. One meeting might emphasize Dialogue (brainstorming new ideas), the next demands 
Structure (assigning tasks), etc., and Challenge and Exchange thread throughout. 

Now mention that each constructive pattern has a defensive opposite when things go wrong: Exchange ↔ Flee 
(people withdraw or “flee” if they find no benefit);  

Dialogue ↔ Flock (a false harmony where tough issues are avoided, like a complacent “flock” mentality); 

Structure ↔ Freeze (over-structuring or bureaucracy that paralyzes action); 

Challenge ↔ Fight (conflict becomes personal or destructive).  

Sometimes an obsession with similarities (avoiding conflict) leads to stagnation, or overemphasis on differences 
leads to chaos – the circle model shows a need for balance between “We” (unity) and “Me” (individuality), 
“Similarities” and “Differences”. 

To make this concrete, use a quick role scenario: “Imagine our network: at first, everyone was exchanging info 
and excited (Exchange), but nobody brought up a lurking disagreement about money. They wanted to keep 
harmony (Dialogue was present, but perhaps too polite). They avoided challenge and tough questions (lack 
Challenge). Over time, a few key members saw no personal benefit anymore (Exchange turned into people 
‘fleeing’ – they stop showing up). Meanwhile, two remaining members finally had a blow-up fight over the budget 
(Challenge came out as Fight). Others got discouraged and the meetings stopped (Freeze – structure fell apart).” 
This hypothetical chain shows how missing one pattern or handling it poorly triggers defensive patterns that can 
spiral. The network lost its vital space. 

This diagram illustrates the “living” dynamics of a network. 
At the centre is Vital Space – the energy and trust that we 
want to nurture. The inner circle (light green) lists the four 
constructive patterns: Exchange, Challenge, Structure, 
Dialogue. The outer ring (dark green) shows the defensive 
patterns that emerge when things go wrong:  

Flee (escape, avoidance);  

Fight (aggressive conflict);  

Freeze (paralysis);  

Flock (unthinking herd behaviour). 

The axes indicate balancing Similarities vs. Differences and Collective (We) vs. Individual (Me) orientations. A 
healthy network sees continuous movement through Exchange, Structure, Challenge, Dialogue – feeding vital 
space – whereas unhealthy dynamics slide into one of the outer extremes (e.g., a “Fight” dominating with hatred, 
or a “Flock” mentality with fanatic groupthink). The facilitator’s aim is to notice which pattern is dominant and 
intervene if it is tipping to a defensive side. 

Application (15 min) 

Engage participants in diagnosing patterns. Split them into small groups of 3-4. Give each group a short case 
description (or have them use their own experience) of a meeting scenario and ask: “Which constructive pattern 
was most lacking, and what intervention might help?” For example: 
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FIGURE 5. Circle of coherence (modified from CECRA)  
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• Case A: At a new agroforestry project meeting, everyone is very polite and agreeable, but few ideas 
surface and real issues (like who will pay) are not discussed. (Lacking Challenge, maybe Dialogue only on 
surface, likely defensive Flock pattern) – Intervention: inject some structured debate, ask hard questions 
in a safe way, maybe use a devil’s advocate or data to prompt discussion. 

• Case B: In a network steering committee, two members dominate with opposing views on every detail, 
and others stay quiet. (Constructive Challenge has devolved into personal Fight; others are Fleeing by 
staying quiet) – Intervention: establish ground rules (Structure) to manage turn-taking, perhaps break 
into smaller groups to ensure everyone’s voice (Dialogue) and refocus on shared goals (Exchange 
benefits). Possibly a “warm” intervention like re-framing each side’s concerns, or if needed a “cold” one 
like enforcing speaking time. 

• Case C: A farmer group has lots of excitement (Exchange high) and big brainstorming (Dialogue high), 
but no one takes responsibility to follow up; nothing gets done between meetings. (Structure is lacking; 
things may Freeze soon when enthusiasm runs out) – Intervention: help them create an action plan (who 
does what by when), maybe form sub-teams with specific tasks, introduce light accountability – essentially 
infuse Structure, and possibly Challenge by asking “who will take charge of X?” 

• Case D: A multi-actor forum has become very bureaucratic (tons of rules, long protocols) and people 
feel stifled – attendance drops. (Over-Structure leading to Freeze and Flee; lacking Exchange and 
Dialogue – no one sees benefit or can speak freely) – Intervention: loosen format (maybe switch to 
workshop style from formal meeting), re-focus on participants’ needs (Exchange) by asking what they 
want to get out of it, incorporate interactive dialogue (like a roundtable or cafe instead of speeches). This 
is an example where a bit of “cold” intervention might ironically be to break structure – for example, as 
an authority, to cut through red tape, or to use your influence to reset meeting style. 

Have each group share their diagnosis and suggestion. Compliment insightful answers and add any missed 
points. 

 

Warm vs Cold Interventions (10 min) 

Introduce the terms “warm process” vs “cold process” interventions explicitly.  

Warm interventions = using communication, empathy, facilitation skills to restore connection (e.g., mediating a 
conflict, encouraging shy members, finding common ground – essentially working through dialogue and 
understanding).  

Cold interventions = using authority, rules, or decisive actions to jolt the network (e.g., imposing a decision, 
replacing a problematic leader, or in extreme case, kicking out someone undermining the group).  

Both aim to get back to constructive patterns, but cold uses power; warm uses persuasion and emotional 
intelligence. Neither is “bad” – sometimes, firm action is needed (like splitting two fighting parties into separate 
tasks, or insisting on a decision to break analysis paralysis). The key difference is intent: using power to “win” is 
destructive, but using power to reconnect the group is sometimes necessary. For instance, a respected person 
may step in to stop a deep-seated argument (cold move) so that constructive exchange can resume. 

Provide an example:  

In an innovation network, two organizations kept arguing over data ownership (Fight pattern). A facilitator (from 
a funding agency) finally said: “If you cannot resolve this, we will allocate the budget elsewhere” – a cold 
intervention that imposed a consequence. This shocked them into cooperation (they realized winning against 
each other meant everyone loses the project). Immediately after, the facilitator convened a mediation meeting 
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(warm process) to help them agree on data sharing. The combination resolved the conflict and got the network 
back on track. This illustrates using authority not to dominate but to preserve the network’s overall health. 

Ask participants to reflect on which style they are more comfortable with.  Advisors often lean on warm 
interventions (discussion, influence) because they may not have formal power. Sometimes they might leverage 
external authority (like involving a project sponsor to set ultimatums) if needed. Recognizing one’s comfort zone 
is useful; sometimes a situation calls for the other approach. 

 

Conclusion of Session 4 (5 min) 

Encourage participants to use the Circle of Coherence as a diagnostic lens. When their innovation group is 
thriving, they will likely see exchange of ideas, friendly debate, good organization, and creative dialogue. When it 
is floundering, ask: which of the four might be missing or which defensive pattern do I see? Then think what 
intervention (small or big, warm or cold) could shift it. Remind them of an important takeaway: Connection is key
. All interventions aim to restore connection in the network, because once people feel reconnected to each other 
and the shared ambition, the vital space grows again. The good news: a connected, coherent network can 
achieve outcomes better than anyone imagined– which is exactly what we want for agroforestry innovations. 

 

Tip for Success: Ask participants to take 5 minutes at the end(or as homework) to write in their 
notebook: (1) One insight from today that was most significant for me as an innovation advisor.  

(2) One thing I plan to try with my stakeholders (or differently in my current project) as a result of today. 
This reflection helps transfer learning to their context and will help in any recap before the next session. 
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