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Peacemaking circles provide a process for bringing people together as 

equals to talk about very difficult issues and painful experiences in an 

atmosphere of respect and concern for everyone. Peacemaking circles 

create a space in which all people, regardless of their role, can reach 

out to one another as equals and recognize their mutual 

interdependence in the struggle to live in a good way and to help one 

another through the difficult spots in life. 

 

Peacemaking circles are built on the tradition of talking circles, 

common among indigenous people of North America, in which a talking 

piece, passed from person to person consecutively around the circle, 

regulates the dialog. The person holding the talking piece has the 

undivided attention of everyone else in the circle and can speak without 

interruption. The use of the talking piece allows for full expression of 

emotions, deeper listening, thoughtful reflection, and an unrushed 

pace. Additionally, the talking piece creates space for people who find 

it difficult to speak in a group. Drawing on both traditional wisdom and 

contemporary knowledge, the circle process also incorporates elements 

of modern peacemaking and consensus building processes. 

 

Participants are seated in a circle of chairs with no tables. Sometimes 

objects with meaning to the group are placed in the center as a focal 

point to remind participants of shared values and common ground. The 

physical format of the circle symbolizes shared leadership, equality, 

connection and inclusion. It also promotes focus, accountability and 

participation from all. 

 

 



The circle process typically involves four stages: 

 

1. Acceptance – The community and the immediately affected parties 

determine if the circle process is right for the situation. 

2. Preparation – Separate circles for various interests (family, social 

workers) are held to explore issues & concerns and prepare all 

parties to participate effectively. Thorough preparation is critical 

to the overall effectiveness of the circle process. Preparation 

includes identifying possible supporters in the natural network of 

the family to participate in the process. 

3. Gathering – All parties are brought together to express feelings & 

concerns and to develop mutually acceptable solutions to issues 

identified. 

4. Follow-up – Regular communication and check-ins are used to assess 

progress and adjust agreements as conditions change. 

 

Circles are facilitated by keepers who are responsible for setting a 

tone of respect and hope that supports and honors every participant. 

All circles are guided by the following commitments participants 

make to one another: 

 

1. What comes out in circle, stays in circle – personal information 

shared in circle is kept confidential except when safety would be 

compromised. 

2. Speak with respect – speak only when you have the talking piece; 

speak in a good way about good and difficult feelings; leave time for 

others to speak. 

3. Listen with respect – actively listen with your heart and body. 

4. Stay in circle – respect for circle calls upon people to stay in the 

circle while the circle works to find resolution to issues raised. 

5. Additional guidelines may be created by circle participants to meet 

the needs of that situation. Guidelines institute a covenant defining 

how people will interact and share space and time as a group. 


