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Constructive 
Conflict 
Methodology  
for stake­
holder 
dialogues
Constructive Conflict 
Methodology is an over- 
arching approach to the 
design of stakeholder 
dialogues on complex  
societal issues.

Stakeholder participation is generally 
seen as a necessary means to integrate di-
vergent problem perceptions and various 
sources of knowledge in policy processes 
on environmental and ecological issues. 
But how to design a stakeholder dialogue 
in such a way that divergent problem 
perceptions are included meaningfully? 
Constructive Conflict Methodology 
aims to facilitate learning in stakeholder 
dialogues[1]. Constructive Conflict Meth-
odology’s learning effect was evaluated 
in a stakeholder dialogue on energy from 
biomass in the Netherlands.
Constructive Conflict Methodology 
(CCM) starts from the notion that most 
environmental problems, such as strate-
gies for climate adaptation or sustainable 

energy, are unstructured or wicked[2]. 
Unstructured problems are character-
ized by (scientific) uncertainties, and a 
diversity of (conflicting) values at stake. 
Stakeholder dialogue is a means to struc-
ture the problem, i.e. to improve the un-
derstanding of how different stakeholders 
perceive and define the problem and its 
potential solutions. 
The focus on constructive conflict rather 
than consensus seeking is underlined by 
empirical research that shows the value of 
diversity and conflict for group problem 
solving and learning[3, 4]. CCM consists of 
four steps and relies on the use of specific 
social science methods to support each 
of the steps within the methodology (see 
Figure). Q methodology[5,6] was for in-
stance used to select stakeholders on the 
basis of their perspective rather than their 
affiliation. 
CCM was applied in the Biomass Dia-
logue, a stakeholder dialogue on energy 
from biomass in the Netherlands. A 
quasi-experimental evaluation approach 
showed that, as a result of taking part in 
the Biomass Dialogue, participants better 
understand and acknowledge the diver-
sity of perspectives on biomass. 
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Figuur 1 (left): Constructive 
Conflict Methodology aims 
to facilitate learning in stake-
holder dialogues on complex 
societal issues
Figuur 2 (right): The ap-
plication of Constructive 
Conflict Methodology in the 
Biomass Dialogue resulted in 
a significant learning effect 

Constructive Conflict  
Methodology

1. Stakeholder  
identification &

2. Articulation of  
divergent perspectives

3. Confrontation of  
divergent claims

4. Synthesis

0,25

0,225

0,2

0,175

0,15
Q1 Q2

Dialogue-group
Control-group

Project IC08 PRObing a method to Facili-

tate the Interactive Linking of Expert knowledge 

to Stakeholder assessment (PROFILES)

ME04 An integrated framework

to assess spatial and related implications of

increased implementation of biomass delivery

chains.

partners:

VU University Amsterdam / Wageningen Uni-

versity and Research Centre / Alterra / Utrecht 

University / Energy Research Centre of the 

Netherlands ( ECN) / KEMA

References

1] Cuppen, E. Putting perspectives into participation: 

Constructive Conflict Methodology for stakeholder 

dialogues.  Forthcoming.

2] Hisschemöller, M. & Hoppe, R. (2001). Coping with 

intractable controversies: The case for problem structur-

ing in policy design and analysis. In M.Hisschemöller, R. 

Hoppe, W. N. Dunn, & J. R. Ravetz (Eds.), Knowledge, 

power and participation in environmental policy analysis 

(pp. 47-72). New Brunswick and London: Transaction 

Publishers.

3] Schweiger, D. M., Sandberg, W. R., & Ragan, J. W. 

(1986). Group approaches for improving strategic 

decision making: A comparative analysis of dialectical 

inquiry, devil‘s advocacy and consensus. The Academy 

of Management Journal, 29, 51-71.

4] Jehn, K. A., Northcraft, G. B., & Neale, M. A. (1999). 

Why differences make a difference: a field study of 

diversity, conflict and performance in workgroups. 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 44, 741-763.

5] Stephenson, W. (1935). Correlating persons instead 

of tests. Character and Personality, 4, 17-24.

6] Brown, S. R. (1980). Political Subjectivity: Applications 

of Q methodology in political science. New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press.

	 WWW.CLIMATERESEARCHNETHERLANDS.NL    55  

IC08


