
Cynics & Believers
Timing:  10–15 minutes
# of  Participants:   8 or more

PURPOSE/DESCRIPTION:

We often start workshops by trying to determine the participants’ hopes and concerns. This quick exercise helps us do 
this by having group members assume the roles of  “cynic” and “believer”, enabling them to say what they might 
ordinarily censor if  they had to speak for themselves. This process gets people up and moving in an energized 
conversation that sets a positive tone at the start. It also provides an example of  “downloading” and “debating” 
communication styles that can be referred to later on in the workshop or project.

GENERAL NOTES:

“Popcorn style” refers to the idea that people speak when they are ready (when you are hot, you pop) in a random order 
(not everyone necessarily has to speak), as opposed to having each person participate in a predefined sequence.

PROCESS:  

1. Divide the group in half  by splitting it equally down the middle. (Don’t have people count off.)

2. Turn to one group and explain that regardless of  their actual feelings about this workshop or project (which they 
don’t actually need to declare), they are to take the role of  “believers” and argue the point of  view that this workshop or 
project is the best possible thing to do—it is the “best thing since sliced bread.”

3. Tell the other group that they are to play the role of  “cynics.” They should argue that this workshop or project is a 
waste of  time—a ridiculous idea.

4. Ask people to stand up and pair up—one believer with one cynic. Give them five minutes to debate the issue, each 
trying to convince the other of  their position using their various powers of  persuasion and multiple arguments of  their 
own creation.

5. After the allotted time, have group members return to their seats.

6. Debrief  the process

• Ask the believers to report out popcorn style the things that their cynical partners said that they had to admit 
made sense. Record these comments on a flipchart headed “Cynics.”

• Do the same for the cynics—ask them what things the believers said that made sense to them. Record these 
comments on a flipchart headed “Believers.”

As you record the comments, try to distill them to their “hope or fear” component. What are those concerns that the 
group may be holding? What are those things that the participants want to get out of  the workshop/project? Work to 
get the “undiscussables” out on the table. Once you have recorded the opinions, acknowledge that we all have different 
reasons for being here and we expect that the session will meet people where they are and support them in their 
personal journeys. 

7. Finally, debrief  the way the exchanges took place—through “downloading” and “debating”. In downloading, people 
don’t actually listen to what is being said by their “opponents”; they are merely taking the time to re-arm themselves for 
their next volley. Downloading is all about reconfirming what is already known. In debating, people try to listen fairly 
and may even notice disconfirming ideas and data. They still want to “convert” the listener to the speaker’s way of  seeing 
things. Neither of  these ways of  conversing will amount to much. Tell people that, in the rest of  the workshop/project, 
as a group you will endeavor to practice talking and listening from a more generative and empathetic stance, leaving the 
downloading and debating behind.

Innovation in Complex Social Systems

REOS TOOLKIT MODULE   NO. 2:  Cynics and Believers                                                                                                             December 2009



Most of  the conversations that take place in this exercise happen in the lower two quadrants—downloading and 
debating. One of  the goals for the workshop/project is to spend most of  the time in the upper two quadrants—in more 
generative conversations.

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 Unported License. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, 
California, 94105, USA.

This license gives you permission to photocopy and distribute this document in this current form, which includes the attribution. You may not change 
or edit this document or use it for commercial purposes without additional permission from the owner. 

Please contact Reos if  you have any questions, concerns or comments. news@reospartners.com 
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