
 

 

 

 

Traditional circle practices (also known as council circles or 

talking circles) may be interpreted as representing some of 

humankind’s earliest approaches to community health and 

human interaction. Modern circle practices are now found in 

many well-established fields of health and human development, 

including education, therapy, governance, and justice. Many 

diverse fields of modern research and practice emerged from 

these communication traditions. Research in several fields of 

human science reflects back on the strong pedagogy that exists 

within circle practices. Aligning the pedagogy and praxis of 

circle communication with modern discoveries of the sciences, it 

is possible to distill core values that inform meaningful circle 

interactions. These core values also give those who facilitate 

circles (“Circle Keepers”) and researchers a starting place to 

consider the evaluation of traditional circle practices. For a 

detailed understanding of the structures of circle practices, 

please refer to Timeless Traditions: Conducting Council Circles 

in a Modern World FS320E (Wallace 2018). 

New Ways from Old 

Traditions 
The twenty-first century is seeing intersections in many 

heretofore isolated fields of science; they are sharing discoveries 

and synthesizing new and significant ways to approach the brain, 

human interaction, and well-being (Siegel 2012). Derivatives 

and components of ancient circle practices remain evident in 

many well-established fields of health and human development, 

including education, therapy, governance, and justice (Greenleaf 

et al. 2019; Ross 2006; Semple et al. 2017; Tang and Leve 

2016). Many findings emergent in neurobiology, motivational 

psychology, and sociology indirectly give credence to the human 

and social benefits of circle practices. Circles remain a healthy, 

communal, and restorative practice in our modern world. In this 

era of fast paced technological advancement, cultural critics, 

such as Richard Louv, suggest people appear to be losing contact 

with the more natural and essential processes of interacting with 

each other and their environment in healthy ways (2008). For 

many cultures, the practice of communicating in circles has 

historical precedence and ongoing value; it provides a way to 

engage humanely in relationship with the larger world (Ross 

2006; Zimmerman and Coyle 2009).  

Circle practices operate on both individualistic and communal 

levels “based on the belief that human beings are a part of nature 

and health [is] the result of holistic balance among body, mind, 

spirit, emotions, behavior and social group” (Greenleaf et al. 

2019). In the practice of circles, individuals can gain a deeper 

understanding of their thoughts and feelings and develop skills 

for communicating those thoughts and feelings to others. At the 

same time, each participant is called upon to listen deeply and to 

hear what others are saying. To apply this practice encourages 

participants to listen for agreement. As long as participants 

adhere to the basic guidelines (Wallace 2018), circles have the 

potential of creating safe spaces for growth. When circle 

facilitators (“Circle Keepers”) are guided by core values, they 

provide the participants with the direction necessary to deepen 

their experience.  

It is proposed that values practiced through Council Circles 

create both individual wellness and community cohesion. 

With the assumption that there are values that guide an effective 

Circle Keeper, this paper will call upon current theory and 

research that suggest measurement domains for each value. 

Although these four values are always holistically integrated in 

the total experience of a circle, they are divided here between the 

values that produce individual wellness and the values that 

promote community cohesion. 
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Values of Individual 

Wellness 

ATTENTION 

Circles elicit a great deal of attention from participants. In a 

circle, both speaking and listening can be done with a full 

awareness of self and others. Enhanced interpersonal 

attentiveness and communication have been reported as 

outcomes of circle practice (Dietsch 2001). Speaking 

thoughtfully and succinctly is similar. As a reflective practice 

grounded in remaining present, much of the attention and focus 

exercised in circle can be considered similar to the practice of 

mindfulness.  

Mindfulness is a state that is typically described as 

“nonjudgmental attention to experiences in the present moment” 

(Kabat-Zinn 1990). Bishop and colleagues (2004) include in 

their operational definition: “A quality of non-elaborative 

awareness to current experience and a quality to one’s 

experience within an orientation of curiosity, experiential 

openness and acceptance.” These definitions are similar to the 

circle intentions of listening and speaking from the heart 

(Wallace 2018). The benefits of mindfulness and its use in 

therapeutic interventions and education is well documented 

(Tang and Leve 2016; Semple et al. 2017). Many current 

practices of mindfulness adhere to its origin as a meditative 

discipline; however, mindfulness is also encouraged as a secular 

daily practice, “allowing the student to respond skillfully to 

situations that evoke emotional responses” (Bishop et al. 2004). 

Unlike traditional introspective practices, circle mindfulness 

includes a focus on intra-personal and inter-personal experience 

and can provide numerous opportunities to support emotional 

development and respond skillfully to emotional evocation.  

• It is proposed the practice of circles will help participants 

develop a capacity for expanded interpersonal and 

intrapersonal attention. Circle Keepers will develop and 

model sustained, non-elaborative awareness, openness, and 

acceptance, fostering nonjudgmental interactions in 

themselves and others. 

NARRATIVE  

Humans seek meaning. Every individual has a running narrative 

about who they are and what their life is about. These narratives 

become progressively more complex as people mature and are 

called upon to take on multiple roles or are challenged to 

integrate broader and more difficult experiences. An individual’s 

stories can have a powerful effect on how they interpret personal 

meaning (Seligman 2011) and how they develop ownership and 

agency in their lives (Sokol et al. 2013). This may be why 

indigenous cultures consider a person’s story sacred.  

Our beliefs contribute strongly to our sense of well-being. An 

individual’s stories define their interactions with the world. As 

individuals move towards adulthood, they can be empowered by 

a story that reconciles and consolidates all their roles into a 

meaningful whole. In adults, a healthy life narrative can be 

confirmed when stories reflect self-control, meaning, direction, 

and resilience (Habbermas and Reese 2015). Wenger (2000) 

defines a strong communal identity as one that has 

connectedness, expansiveness, and effectiveness. Healthy 

communities support the growth of their members. The circle 

concerns itself with each individual’s story, it supports non-

dialogic narrative sharing and stresses the importance of viewing 

each individual’s story as a sacred part of the individual and the 

community.  

For many participants, getting the most out of this opportunity 

requires trust in the circle’s confidentiality. The circle practice 

provides opportunities for a group of individuals to suspend 

internal judgements and criticism, engage in active listening, and 

consider varying viewpoints. It allows people to offer trust and 

concern. In circle, participants don’t judge or fix other people’s 

stories, they accept and honor them. The positive and restorative 

effects of hearing others completely and being heard completely 

cannot be understated.  

• It is proposed that the prolonged practice of circles will 

build positive self-concept and increase participant self-

confidence. Circle Keepers will exhibit reflective listening 

and encouragement. 

Values of Community 

Cohesion  

ABUNDANCE 

It is when you give of yourself that you truly give.  

—Gibran (1923) 

Abundance is the shared recognition of human potentials. 

Abundance is the active expression of a growth mindset (Dweck 

2016) that recognizes competencies (both in self and others) and 

that pursues reciprocal empowerment. To reach a place of 

reciprocal appreciation requires listening for opportunities of 

agreement. Circles often call upon their participants to find trust 

in challenging situations (Ross 2006). The abundance that is 

required from participants in such situations is considered an 

expression of their faith. 

Circles offer disassociated participants a chance to establish 

reciprocal disclosure with one another. Collins and Miller 

(1994), in a meta-analysis on the nature of disclosure, confirmed 

that opening up to others can increase likability and the 

likelihood of reciprocity. When the intention of being open-

hearted and non-judgmental is coupled with sharing personal 

stories, powerful personal transformations are possible. 

Fredrickson and Branigan (2005) have conducted meaningful 

research demonstrating that when people conduct their decision 

making through positive emotions, such as being valued, they 

become more aware of the options they have available in any 

given situation. Likewise, learning to express gratitude to one 

another not only increases the positive relationships and regard 
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for participants in the circle, it is an exceptional personal 

practice for wellbeing (Seligman 2011).  

In a world of dwindling resources, it may seem counterintuitive 

to focus on recognizing abundance, yet only humans with 

abundant reciprocal competencies will have the vision to resolve 

such issues. For any number of reasons, our large-scale, 

institutional, and technologically-driven culture can leave its 

members feeling undervalued and isolated (McKnight and Block 

2010). By defining ourselves for one another, we increase the 

collective contribution to our learning community and improve 

its effectiveness (Wenger 2000). With repeated opportunities for 

sharing, communities become proficient at recognizing the 

“tenants of abundance” (McKnight and Block 2010): 

• What we have is enough. 

• We have the capacity to provide what we need in the face of 

the human condition. 

• We organize our world in the context of cooperation and 

satisfaction. 

• We are responsible for each other. 

• We live with the reality of the human condition. 

Circle Keepers develop the ability to recognize potential in 

others and demonstrate faith in each participant’s potential. This 

is a noteworthy trait of leadership. Rather than creating 

limitations and boundaries for people’s expression, Circle 

Keepers demonstrate eager receptivity for each participant’s 

contribution. By expressing abundance in the face of shared 

human predicaments, Circle Keepers help communities increase 

trust in their collective competencies and social efficacy. 

• It is proposed participants will increase authentic disclosure 

during circles, recognize collective experience, and 

experience greater well-being. Circle-Keepers will model 

patience and reciprocal confidentiality, and encourage a 

deep sense of gratitude and recognition for what people 

share. 

INTERRELATEDNESS 

It is easy to take a concept such as “interrelatedness” and present 

it in numerous abstract or esoteric ways. Sometimes the 

outcomes evoked through circle practice can seem quite 

serendipitous. For the purpose of this paper, interrelatedness in 

circle practice is perceived both as biological and experiential 

phenomenon. It is, simply stated, the reciprocal and visceral 

relationship we share with one another and other living things. 

Interrelatedness is foremost a relationship between two or more 

beings or experiences. Research on empathy, perspective-taking, 

and imagination can build a framework for interrelatedness. 

While circle practice encourages mindful attention inward, 

participants also have the opportunity to “decenter” (Jackson et 

al. 2005) and experience each other empathetically. “It is only 

when people suspend judgement that they can be free to take on 

the perspective of the other” (Watson and Greenberg 2009). The 

meaningful connections people perceive in circles can be felt 

through the creation of a safe and supportive space. The research 

and theories of Stephen Porges (2017) help to illustrate how safe 

social spaces contribute to the shared biological regulation of 

parasympathetic nervous systems which are key to our health. 

Through shared narrative and empathetic connections, 

participants build more recognition of human similarities and 

develop the strength and capacity to support positive responses 

to human challenges (Porges 2017; Carter et al. 2009).  

Not surprisingly, evaluations around the use of circles identify 

time and prescribed schedules as challenges to practice (Dietsch 

2001; Grahamslaw and Henson 2015). The institutional culture 

of the west is particularly adversarial towards non-productivity. 

Sitting in circles talking about ourselves probably will not drive 

production efficiency, but studies indicate group-sustained 

practices of cohesion do improve productivity (Michaelson et al. 

1989; Pritchard et.al. 1988). While institutionally it may appear 

necessary for individuals to subjugate their nervous systems to 

accommodate hierarchical expectations of institutions, humans 

need to find value and health through co-regulation with one 

another.  

Indigenous traditions experience interrelatedness as sacred. 

Humankind’s self-importance is seen as sustaining the 

illusionary division between man and the rest of nature (Ross 

2006). The belief that inter-relatedness is “sacred” may be an 

acknowledgement that judgement and hierarchies can be 

detrimental to human perceptions of interrelatedness. Each 

person’s story is a part of a greater story and must be valued 

with equanimity. The natural world presents humankind with 

time on a grander and more humbling scale. Our interrelatedness 

to the natural environment has been cited as beneficial to human 

health. Studies on nature and well-being have repeatedly found 

that nature positively affects cognitive, psychological, social, 

and physical well-being (Greenleaf et al. 2019; Kaplan 1995; 

Louv 2008; Siegel 2012). These represent some of the reasons 

circle practices are often conducted with deference to the natural 

world.  

• It is proposed the practice of circles will create enhanced 

group cohesiveness and improve participant’s empathetic 

responses. Facilitators will model empathetic behaviors, 

nonhierarchical communication, and they will find 

acceptable ways to honor the authentic value of each circle. 

Conclusion  
A number of effective practices researched in other fields bear 

striking similarity to, and may have originated from, traditional 

circle practices. By drawing out these parallels, the author 

asserts that circles could be considered a research-based practice, 

with a collaborative body of evidence from practices that have 

evolved from traditional circles. The outcomes achieved in 

successful circles are not achieved without the intentional effort 

of the participants and the guiding facilitation of a “Circle 

Keeper.” Four over-arching values have been identified that are 

inherent to successfully “keeping” a circle: attention, narrative, 

abundance, and interrelatedness. Possible behavioral outcomes 

for participants have been suggested. Areas for facilitator skill 

development are suggested. Tools to measure circle 

effectiveness can be constructed from the proposed individual 

and communal values suggested in this paper.  



 

PAGE 4 

References 
Bishop, S.R., M. Lau, S. Shapiro, L. Carlson, N.D. Anderson, J. 

Carmody, V.S. Zindel, et al. 2004. Mindfulness: A Proposed 

Operational Definition. Clinical Psychology: Science and 

Practice V11 N.3. American Psychological Association.  

Carter, C.S., J. Harris, and S.W. Porges. 2009. Neural and 

Evolutionary Perspectives on Empathy. Chap. 13 in The Social 

Neuroscience of Empathy 169–182. Edited by Decety and Ickes. 

Branford Book, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. 

Collins, N.L., and L.C. Miller. 1994. Self-Disclosure and Liking: 

A Meta-Analytic Review. Psychological Bulletin 116(3): 457–

475.  

Dietsch, B. 2001. Palms Council Project Evaluation Final 

Report, Center for Council Training, CA.  

Dweck, C. 2016. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. 

Penguin, Random House, Ballantine Books, New York, NY.  

Fredrickson, B.L., and C. Branigan. 2005. Positive Emotions 

Broaden the Scope of Attention and Thought-Action 

Repertoires. Cognition and Emotion 19(3): 313–332.  

Gibran, K. 1923. The Prophet. Alfred A. Knopf, New York, NY. 

Grahamslaw, L., and L.H. Henson. 2015. Solving Problems 

through Circles. Educational Psychology in Practice 31(2): 111–

126.  

Greenleaf, A.T., J.M. Williams, K.M. Roessger, and J. 

Motsenbocker. 2019. Effects of a Rites of Passage Ceremony on 

Veterans’ Well-Being. Journal of Counseling & Development 

97(2). 

Habbermas, T., and E. Reese. 2015. Getting a Life Takes Time: 

The Development of the Life Story in Adolescence, Its 

Precursors and Consequences. Human Development 58: 172–

201. DOI: 10.1159/000437245. 

Jackson, P.L., A.N. Meltzoff, and J. Decety. 2005. How Do We 

Perceive the Pain of Others? A Window into the Neural 

Processes Involved in Empathy. NeuroImage 24: 771–779. 

Kabat-Zinn J. 1990. Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom 

of Your Body and Mind to Face Stress, Pain, and Illness. Delta 

Trade Paperbacks, New York, NY. 

Kaplan, S. 1995. The Restorative Benefits of Nature: Towards 

an Integrative Framework. Journal of Environmental Psychology 

15: 169–182. 

Louv, R. 2008. Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children 

from Nature Deficit Disorder. Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 

Chapel Hill, NC. 

McKnight, J., and P. Block. 2010. The Abundant Community: 

Awakening the Power of Families and Neighborhoods. Berrett-

Koehler Publishers, Inc. San Francisco, CA.  

Michaelson, L.K., W.E. Watson, and R.H. Black. 1989. A 

Realistic Test of Individual vs Group Consensus Decision 

Making. Journal of Applied Psychology 74(5): 834–839. 

American Psychological Association.  

Porges, S.W. 2017. The Pocket Guide to the Polyvagal Theory: 

The Transformative Power of Feeling Safe. W.W. Norton & 

Company. New York, NY 

Pritchard, R.D., S.D. Jones, P.L. Roth, K.K. Stuebing, and S.E. 

Ekeberg. 1988. Effects of Group Feedback, Goal Setting, and 

Incentives on Organizational Productivity. Journal of Applied 

Psychology 73(2): 337–358. 

Ross, R. 2006. Returning to the Teachings: Exploring Aboriginal 

Justice. Penguin Canada 

Seligman, M.E.P. 2011. Flourish: A Visionary New 

Understanding of Happiness and Well-being. Free Press, Simon 

& Scheuster, New York, NY. 

Semple, R.J., V. Droutman, and B.A. Reid. 2017. Mindfulness 

Goes to School: Things Learned (So Far) from Research and 

Real World Experiences. Psychology in the Schools 54(1). 

Siegel, D. 2012. The Pocket Guide to Interpersonal 

Neurobiology: An Integrative Handbook of the Mind. W.W. 

Norton & Company, New York. 

Sokol, B.W., U. Müller, and M.J. Chandler, eds. 2013. 

Constructing the Agent: Developing Conceptions of Autonomy 

and Selfhood. In Self-Regulation and Autonomy: Social and 

Developmental Dimensions of Human Conduct. Sokol, Grouzet, 

and Müller, eds. 101–114. Cambridge University Press, New 

York, NY. 

Tang, YY., and L.D. Leve. 2016. A Translational Neuroscience 

Perspective on Mindfulness Meditation as a Prevention Strategy. 

In Translational Behavioral Medicine 6(1): 63–72. Oxford 

University Press. 

Wallace, M.L. 2018. Timeless Traditions: Conducting Council 

Circles in a Modern World. Washington State University 

Extension Publication FS320E. Washington State University.  

Watson, J.C., and L.S. Greenberg. 2009. Empathetic Resonance: 

A Neuroscience Perspective. Chap. 10 in The Social 

Neuroscience of Empathy. Decety and Ickes, eds. 125–137. 

Branford Book, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. 

Wenger, E. 2000. Communities of Practice and Social Learning 

Systems. Organization (7)2. SAGE Social Science Collection, 

Thousand Oaks, CA.  

Zimmerman, J., and V. Coyle. 2009. The Way of Council, 2nd 

Edition. Bramble Books, USA. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4807201/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4807201/


 

PAGE 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 
Michael L. Wallace, WSU Associate Professor, CAHNRS Youth and Family Programs 

FS334E 

 

Copyright © Washington State University 

WSU Extension publications contain material written and produced for public distribution. Alternate formats of our educational 
materials are available upon request for persons with disabilities. Please contact Washington State University Extension for 
more information. 

Issued by Washington State University Extension and the US Department of Agriculture in furtherance of the Acts of May 8 and 
June 30, 1914. Extension programs and policies are consistent with federal and state laws and regulations on nondiscrimination 
regarding race, sex, religion, age, color, creed, and national or ethnic origin; physical, mental, or sensory disability; marital status 
or sexual orientation; and status as a Vietnam-era or disabled veteran. Evidence of noncompliance may be reported through 
your local WSU Extension office. Trade names have been used to simplify information; no endorsement is intended. Published 
October 2019. 


	Values for Circle Keepers
	New Ways from Old Traditions
	Values of Individual Wellness
	ATTENTION
	NARRATIVE

	Values of Community Cohesion
	ABUNDANCE
	INTERRELATEDNESS

	Conclusion
	References


