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Policy Café: through the lens of diversity and 
equity 

Edmonds-SnoKing Branch, Public Policy Café
Sandra Ripley Distelhorst

Karen Rosebaugh

August 8, 2020

Virtual Summer Leadership Meeting 

"Coming Together While Staying Apart"

Policy Makers

Policy Café – Conversations that Matter

We have an opportunity as AAUW 
members to use our collective 
voices to support policy changes 
for a better future.

We can use a lens of equity to 
better understand policy.

The Policy Café is a great tool to 
use to effect policy change. 

1

2



8/15/2020

2

Now more than ever, we see how Policy impacts our 
everyday lives.

Policy conversations are important.

Black Lives Matter Protests
Policing Policies, Practices, Funding

COVID-19 School Opening
Local policies 

COVID-19 Mask Mandate 
State Policies, 
Local Policies
Business Polices

Executive Orders

Laws

Protests about Policies PolicyMakers

Agencies and Department

Local Policies

Policy Café – Community in Conversation

Policy Café is an important strategy to engage our member and our 
community in conversations

We can deep dive into a policy issue and gain insights from each other.

We can invite community members and community partners to bring new 
perspectives.

We gain group input on AAUW policy topics important in our community. 

We can identify advocacy actions.

3

4



8/15/2020

3

World Café method applied to 
Policy Conversations

Key principles used in Policy Cafes

• Community conversations matter. 

• How we engage in conversation matters.

• The questions we ask matter.

• How we listen and share matters.

• Diverse perspectives matter.

• Group insight leads to sustainable action.

http://www.theworldcafe.com/

Conversations are the core process to create tipping points for change.” – Juanita Brown

Policy conversations are political action. – Sandra Distelhorst

Juanita Brown
World Cafe

David Isaacs
World Cafe

How the World Café is a good story.

An unexpected rainstorm moved an outside event inside. 

Coffee tables were quickly set up, paper from flip charts became tablecloths, 
colored pens were passed around, and small group conversations began.

After 20 or 30  minutes, someone suggested everyone switch tables. 20 
minutes later, everyone switched tables again. 

At the end of the event, the paper tablecloths were filled with group ideas, 
doodles, and diagrams. 

These became the wrap-up reports and the roadmaps for next steps. They 
represented the collective insights and collective intelligence of the room.

Participants declared the event the best meeting they had ever been to.
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Social Science and Café Method

• Conversation is one of the first human community actions.
• Creating a safe and comfortable space  allows more creative and 

innovative ideas to flow.

• Policy is made and refined through a collection of conversations. 
• Ideas from diverse perspective create the most durable and 

sustainable solutions. 
• Evolving needs of any society required continued conversations 

around questions that matter.

“World Café” provides details about how the World Café concept began by 
happenstance, how it was developed based on social science, and how it is 
practiced around the world.

The Room 
Where it 
Happens

Lin-Manuel Miranda

The Hamilton musical is a must see. 
The song “I want to be in the room where it happens” highlights how major policy decisions are made in small 
group conversations often behind closed doors.
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Social Science and 
Policy Decisions

Most policy decision take place through conversations.

The conversations take place in small groups, often behind closed doors.  

This is true for politics, corporations, nonprofits, and community groups 
like AAUW unless an effort is made to invite others to the table.

The Policy Café invites Branch members and community partners to come 
together for meaningful conversations and to create a Room where 
Something Happens.

Policy Café Principles from the World Cafe
Conversations Matter.
The Question Matters.

Round-robin approach works 
Close listening is key. 

Connect diverse perspectives.
When we share and listen,  collective 

intelligence emerges 
Sharing of collective discoveries informs 

future action.

“We are Wiser Together than we are alone.”
http://www.theworldcafe.com/
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Conversations Matter
Together we can come up with better ways to think about and 

deal with an issue. 

A group conversation taps into each person’s own experience, 
relationships, and mutual intelligence.

When a conversation cafe works. It moves us closer.

But we need to invite people to the conversation who will 
have diverse perspectives.

Otherwise you might as well be talking to yourself,
treading water, getting nowhere.

The Question Asked should Matter

Questions that Matter help you explore an issue critical 
to your group.

Developing the right questions requires a thoughtful 
approach.

Who will be at the Cafe table?
What lens will you use?

Use open-ended questions 
Think outside the box. 
Use stretch questions.

“What else can AAUW do?”
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Round-Robin Conversations

The round-robin approach is key.

• When you move from group to group you are the ambassador of 
the group you just left. 

• You bring with you the previous conversation that informs the new 
conversation. 

It works!

• After several rounds of conversation, people become more 
interested in the evolution of collective thought than in their own 
personal "position." 

Share Your Stories and Perspectives
Sharing your ideas deepens other people’ perspectives.

Listen Closely
Rigid positions seem to drop away when 
people listen closely and are open to hearing 
multiple perspectives.

Close listening for connections and patterns of 
meaning results in new insights.

The Magic in the Middle
We’ve all felt the invigorating sense of 
accomplishment when a conversation feels as if 
it is expanding our consciousness and 
understanding.

The shift in awareness, from the individual to the 
magic in the middle of a group of people, is also 
a shift towards paying attention to the emerging 
ability to think together, the collective 
intelligence of the group. Finn Voldtofte, 2005
http://www.theworldcafe.com/introduction-to-magic-in-the-middle-part-three/
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Café Outcomes
Context, setting and questions may be  different between café events, but the 

outcome goals are the same. 

Letter to Legislators
Letters to the Editor 

Meet with legislators
Meet with local policy 

makers

Press releases
Radio spots

Speakers at meetings

Bills Passed!

The Policy Café breakfast series. 
https://ccalac.org/events/policy-cafe/

Oregon State 
Department of 

Health 

Policy Café 2019

https://www.theselc.org/about_policy_cafes

Policy Cafes
The Room Where it Happens

Policy Cafes are occurring around the world. Topics 
include anything from health care, housing, legal 
clinics, child advocacy, women’s rights, voting 
rights. 

Many Policy Cafes include a pre-event Teach-in.
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Policy Teach-in combined with a Policy Cafe

Graphic adapted from from https://www.theselc.org/about_policy_cafes

Bills to 
Support

We want to make college 
affordable!

Policy Lens

An AAUW teach-in it might have looked like this. 

Provide pre-event information on website, blogs, Facebook, newsletters, emails, and at general meetings. 

An alternative to a Teach-in 
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Provide Definitions and Resources
Policy Lens Diversity and Equity

Legislative Summary Topic Summary

Provide Café Table Summaries
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What is a 
Policy Lens ?

A policy lens let you look at 
how a policy affects a specific 
group of people.

As individuals we use 
“lenses” every day to see and 
make sense of the world 
around us.

How do we apply a Policy 
Lens to Bills?

Student Loan Debt Bills 

In 2019 there were eight bills related to Student Loan 
Debt. Some bills addressed diversity, some equality, 
some equity issues.

• Diversity bills are targeted to a disadvantaged 
group). For example scholarships and tuition waivers 
for veterans or Native Americans.

• Equality bills remove barriers for some students. 
For example, free community college tuition for low-
income students only.

• Equity bills remove barriers for all students. For 
example, no fee for community college for any 
student.
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Moving from diversity, 
inclusion, and equity

to looking at systemic racism
In policy work, diversity is a numbers game. We use 
AVAILABLE data to see how many people represent different 
demographic groups: race, gender, age, income, etc. 

Inclusion is more about “including” diverse members fully, for 
example in leadership positions that make a difference.

Systemic racism: How do we define it? 

When race is a determining factor in one’s access to success, is 
one definition.

Using a racial equity lens means paying disciplined attention 
to race when analyzing problems, looking for policy solutions, 
and defining success.

Using a racial equity policy lens allows you to focus on 
achieving comparable favorable outcomes across racial and 
ethnic groups through the allocation of resources in ways 
designed to remedy disadvantages some people face.

Q: What are your ideas about systemic racism and how to use 
a racial equity lens when considering policy changes?

Virtual Policy 
Café Works!

Some things are easier and some things harder.

• Travel is not a barrier – but access to internet 
might be.

• Easier to include diverse participants and invite 
experts.

• Physical mobility and hearing problems are  
easier to accommodate.

• Easier and faster to manage moving people to 
new table.

• Welcoming participants requires new strategies.

• Chat and whiteboards can replace paper and 
pen.

• Capturing and recording group insights 
technically easier.

• Etiquette changes to netiquette. 

Round-Robin
Breakout Rooms!
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Resource List

• World Café website http://www.theworldcafe.com/
• AAUW-Edmonds SnoKing Policy Café https://esk-

wa.aauw.net/initiatives/public-policy/
• AAUW-WA website 

• Legislative Report – AAUW WA
• Newsletter Evergreen Leader (the latest one)
• Two Minute Activist
• WA State Legislators contacts

• AAUW Advocacy Tool Kit 
https://www.aauw.org/resources/policy/advocacy-toolkit/

The next set of slides were used 
at the AAUW-ESK October 12, 
2019 Policy Cafe Event held at 

Edmonds College.
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Welcome to the Policy Café
October 12, 2019

AAUW-ESK
Policy through the lens of diversity and equity

AAUW-ESK facilitators
Helen Behan, Shirley Buono, Anne Penny, Karen Rosebaugh, Mary Ross, Sunny Strong

Guest Facilitators
Anabel Hovig (Edmonds Diversity Commission), Alicia Crank (YWCA), Debra Parker, (Tulalip Tribes), Vicky 
Kleinman (LGBTQ activist) Rachel Wattley (Affiliation Criminal Justice System), Winter Reed (Affiliation 

Criminal Justice System), Faith Nyakundi (AAUW Fellowship recipient at UW)
AAUW-ESK Public Policy Director 

Sandra Distelhorst

Policy Café Model

• The Policy Café is modeled after the World Café method.
• It uses small group discussion. 
• Each group has a facilitator to guide thoughtful discussions.
• A policy topic was chosen because:

• AAUW priority policy issue,
• Major bills passed in our state recently and new bills expected,
• The policy topic has a diversity or equity component,
• Local groups and advocates share our interests.
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Policy Café Process

• Introduction (10 minutes)
• Meet our Guest Facilitators.
• Explain how the Policy Café works.
• Introduce the policy topics.
• Break into our discussion groups.

• Table talk: (three 15-minute rounds) (45 minutes)
• Wrap up (15 minutes): Table facilitators

• Summary of conversation key points.

Definitions
• Diversity = differences 
• Equity = equal access to same opportunities
• Diversity/Equity Policy lens looks at how a policy impacts different 

groups access to the same opportunities.

See article in our newsletter for more details:
• https://esk-wa.aauw.net/files/2019/10/AAUW-ESK-October-2019-

newsletter.pdf
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Policy Topics for Today

Room 338 (1s)

I AM NOT INVISIBLE - Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls

MY BODY, MY VOICE – Title IX

WOMEN, TAKE A CHAIR - PayGap/Leadership Gap

Room 337 (2s)

FREE THE STUDENTS NOW – Student Loan Debt

I AM THEM – LGBTQ+ Rights

LET US LEARN - School-to-Prison Pipeline

Logistics

1) We are using two rooms with 3 tables in each room.

2) We have 1 hour and 15 minutes.

3) Everyone will visit 3 tables.  

4) Each table has a different policy topic.

5) Table facilitator will provide a brief statement, then start the 

discussion by asking the group the first question. 

6) After 15 minutes, you switch to a new table and new policy topic.

7) We join back together here for a “wrap up” and next steps.
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Conversation Tips

It is about conversations, not conclusions.

• Honor diverse perspectives.

• Suspend premature judgement.

• Explore assumptions and beliefs.

• Embrace ambiguity and not knowing.

• Listen for connections between ideas.

Let’s GO!

See back here in an hour.
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Wrap Up

Room 338 

I AM NOT INVISIBLE - Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls

MY BODY, MY VOICE – Title IX

WOMEN, TAKE A CHAIR - PayGap/Leadership Gap

Room 337

FREE THE STUDENTS NOW – Student Loan Debt

I AM THEM – LGBTQ+ Rights

LET US LEARN - School-to-Prison Pipeline

Next Steps
January 27th: join us in Olympia for AAUW-WA Lobby Day

• We arrange for you to meet with your legislators.

Virtual Lobby Days
• We arrange a Skype meeting with legislators.

Bill tracking and testifying at hearings

• We will train you!

Monthly Policy Conversation meeting
• Let’s keep the conversation going.

Visit the AAUW-ESK Public Policy webpage for updates

Join the AAUW-ESK Public Policy team!
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Thank You

Thank you for participating in our first Policy Café!

Thanks to our guest facilitators.

Please fill out an evaluation form.

Visit https://esk-wa.aauw.net/initiatives/public-policy/
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