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A few Café Recipes by Nancy Margulies

The World Café is a concept that evolved out of conversations and experimentation at
the home of Juanita Brown and David Isaacs. (See: The Birth of The World Café) Since
then, many of us have been creating café experiences in order to foster conversation
about questions that matter. The World Café is about creating an environment that feels
like a café, or a tavern, a porch swing, or a kitchen table—a place where people feel
invited to talk in small intimate groups about topics of interest and about possibilities.

In order to create a café you need small tables, (ones that accommodate four or five
people), chairs, large sheets of paper for tablecloths along with flowers and candles and
marking pens for each table.

Entering the café, participants hear music and perhaps see a welcoming sign. The host
of the Café welcomes everyone and invites them to find a seat at one of the tables. She
then suggests the topic for the Café, which might be simply a question or statement,
and then explains that after a set period of time (usually 30-45 minutes) people will be
asked to bring the conversation to a close and move to new tables.

As people talk at their tables they are encouraged to record ideas, insights and
questions that emerge by writing or drawing about them on the paper tablecloth. After
thirty or forty minutes the host asks for everyone’s attention, often by ringing a bell or
chime, and then gives the following instructions:

“Each table should decide who will be the host for that table. That person will remain at
the table for the next session(s). In a minute I will ask the others to get up and move to
new tables. After everyone is seated, the host of the table will welcome the new people,
tell them what has been discussed and bring them up to date as to the key ideas and
questions that emerged from the discussion.”

After the table host explains what occurred during the first round, each new person at
the table shares what transpired at the table they just came from. When each person has
had a chance to share, the host of the Café rings a bell and asks everyone to return to
their home table to compare notes. At the end of this next session most people in the
room will have heard the ideas generated by the others in the Café.

Sitting at a small café table, one is aware of the many places where similar discussions
are taking place all over the world. The ideas and questions that surface during a café
experience are carried to other places and shared with other people, so the café becomes
a network. As a community organizer, Juanita is aware that social change often-if not
always-begins with conversations. Looking at what might happen, what needs to be
addressed, feeling connected to the issues and to each other is an integral part of
change. The Café provides this experience.

I have experimented with a few Recipes for World Café variations. You may wish to try
a few of these. And please send me your ideas for further variations or your feedback
on how the Café concept is working in your organization.
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Passion Café (Café with Open Space a la carte)

The Passion Café is conducted with the same basic tables, chairs, and supplies except
that each table has a number and smaller pieces of paper available on the tables. The
chairs can be set up set up in a large circle as people enter the room or in clusters
around the tables.

As people enter the room the music is lively and a sign welcomes them to the Passion
Café. They hostess asks everyone to be seated and suggests that many people have a
subject they feel passionately about (related to the theme topic of the event). Anyone
who wants to suggest a topic for discussion takes a piece of paper from any table and
writes their “passion” in one sentence. The host then invites each person to read their
passion and write a number on it that relates to the number of one of the tables. The
passion statements are then posted on a wall. When there is a passion statement with a
number for each table number, the host invites everyone to look at the statements, select
a topic and sit at the corresponding table. If more than six people select the same topic,
they simply form two or more groups. The Café then begins. I have found that when
the topics are selected in such a manner it is best not to ask people to move from table to
table but rather to encourage them to pursue their passions-adding that anyone who
wishes to can move to a new table at any point during the event. You can end the Café
by asking each table to report briefly to the whole group on the most exciting insights of
the evening. You can also end by dancing!

Poster Café (Café with a side of Dialogue)

For this Café variation I place posters around the room and as people enter encourage
them to wander around and look at the posters. (These can also be on flip charts
standing on easels placed around the room.) The posters are made on flip chart paper
using quotes or questions and simple illustrations or graphics. The instructions are to
look at each poster and then stand by the one that most engages you. It might be one
you strongly disagree with or one you think is quite true, the important thing is that, for
whatever reason, you are drawn to it. When everyone has stopped by a poster the
instructions from the host are:

“Notice who is standing with you-if you are alone, you might want to join another
group. Now, take a few minutes to discuss why you were drawn to this particular
quote, image or question.”

After the groups have talked for 5-10 minutes, the hostess asks everyone to stop and
notice the “quality of their listening”. She might ask, “Are you planning what you are
going to say next? Are you focused on convincing others or learning from them?”

The groups are invited to find a table and continue pursuing the topic that drew them
together. At another point the hostess might suggest, “Notice the pace at which you are
conversing. What would happen if you slowed down?” or “Notice the impulse behind
your decision to speak. Are you speaking to let other people know what you know?
You may want to experiment with speaking only when you want to inquire or extend
your thinking into new territory.”
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Variation: The hostess does not need to orchestrate the discussion in a Poster Café-she
could simply ask people to create table discussion groups after they group around
posters.

Friday Café

In this variation the Café is set up one day a week, every week, in a workplace cafeteria
or lunch room. If there are multiple sites, Café Day is the same everywhere. This is
particularly useful for multinational corporations with locations around the world and
people who frequently travel among them. On Café Day the lunch tables have extra
touches-perhaps a small vase of flowers, candles, paper placemats or tablecloths. On
each table there is a sign or flag with a topic or question written on it. After picking up
your lunch, you select a table based upon your interest in its topic. Or there could be
one topic for the entire room and a host who speaks VERY briefly about the topic. At
each table there is a host who agreed in advance to be responsible for recording any
questions or insights the group wants to capture and share. Café Day insights and
questions could be posted on the wall and on the Intranet. Questions surfaced one week
could become table topics for the next Café Day.

Café To Go...

A lunch time variation on Café is to serve a meal in courses. As in Friday Cafés, each
table will have a posted topic and a host. Participants have 20 minutes at each table and
will sit at three different tables. Café begins as each person picks up fruit and cheese,
soup or some other first course. They take their plate to a table and begin talking about
the posted topic. After twenty minutes, people pick up a second course such as
sandwiches. Hosts return to the same tables, and everyone else moves to a new table.
This process is repeated a third time with dessert.

Story Café (Another Variation)

At the recent Homestead Café in Mill Valley we experimented with beginning a Café by
asking each person at a four person table to tell the story of his or her life and then
comment on the major themes in their present life that connect to the story. We allowed
about 20-30 minutes for each person to tell his or her story. The listeners then gave some
feedback about what they heard, or asked questions. This process brought us to deeper
understanding and connection with each other.

In some cases the listeners reported on any themes or inklings of the “Soul’s Code” that
they noticed while listening to the storyteller. In other cases we found that we could
move deeper by discussing feelings and responses that the story evoked. By focusing in
on an uncomfortable moment in the storytelling, one group was able to reflect on what
just happened and then share what they were thinking and FEELING at that point in
the telling.

Café Tips (Stop, breathe and notice)

We discovered that when a new group forms around a table-or a new person enters the
room-it is helpful to stop, breathe, notice our individual and our collective energies to
gain a felt sense of the energy of the newly configured group and then proceed.


