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Suggestions for leading successful discussions  Summer 2007 (Matt Ayres) 
 
I find leading discussions to be much harder than giving a lecture.  In fact, they scare 
the bejesus out of me.  I usually spend more time preparing for a discussion than a 
lecture.  The product of my preparation is a list of questions / provocative statements 
that I can draw from as desired to stimulate and direct discussion.   
 
In the end, the less you speak, the better the discussion, but you also don’t want it to 
get derailed or descend into minutia.  If you do well, you will only need to pose a few of 
your questions, and the participants will come up with their own questions and probably 
discover some of yours.  In my experience, good questions are ones that expose 
intellectual disagreements among the participants and foster debate of the key points.  
(You might try to pick questions like a Vegas bookie picks lines; you win if you get active 
bettors on both sides of the line.)   Good questions do not necessarily require careful 
scrutiny of the readings or scrupulous preparation by the participants.   
 
Good questions invite the most interesting perspectives and insights that can be offered 
by the participants.  A lot of my preparation time for discussions involves thinking about 
who is going to be there and what they could say about the topic that would be 
interesting to others.  Then I think about how to make that happen (you get style points 
if it happens with the appearance of serendipity).  One good tactic is to come up with 
one or more questions that challenge people to look into their own research systems 
and either identify the parallels or explain why there are no parallels.  Have pre-thought 
strategies for drawing out the quiet people, and use them as needed.  Pay attention to 
who is speaking and who is not.  Of course the ideal is to have everybody about equally 
involved in speaking. 
 
Sometimes it helps to distribute questions ahead of time, but it is best if the questions 
make it easier for them to prepare rather than appearing to add to their work load (e.g., 
point to one or two things that you especially want them to think about, which effectively 
gives them license to limit their preparation to that if they wish). 
 
Be sure to consider which are the most interesting possible topics for discussion and 
make sure that they don’t get left out.  It is very easy to overestimate how many points 
will get covered in a discussion.  Start with the high points.  End with the high points.  
And try to have nothing but high points in between.  If you are like me, there are few 
things more rewarding than watching a stimulating, inclusive discussion spring to life 
while I watch.  And there are few things more painful than being the party responsible 
for an extended period of group suffering.  Good luck. 
 
I found four sets of questions laying around that are examples of trying to prepare for a 
discussion.  They follow. 
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--------------- Email from Rich Hofstetter and Sharon Martinson to set up an 
EELunch discussion --------------- 
Hi, 
The next ecolunch (March 25th) will be a paper discussion facilitated by Sharon and 
myself (Rich).  The discussion will center around a provocative new paper in Ecology by 
Whitham et al. entitled "Community and Ecosystem Genetics: A Consequence of the 
Extended Phenotype".  Copies of the paper are in the office.  Help yourself to one. 
 
The paper argues that heritable genetic variation within individual species, especially 
dominant and keystone species, has community and ecosystem consequences 
("extended phenotypes"). To facilitate discussion, consider the following questions as 
you read the paper and before you come to ecolunch. 
 
1. Is the linkage between evolutionary biology and community ecology strong but 
underestimated, as the authors suggest?  Or is genetics an unneccesary distraction for 
community ecology, and community ecology extraneous to evolution? 
 
2. Are "Community Heritability" and "Community Evolution" useful concepts or 
distracting jargon? 
 
3. Are the cited examples of "Community genetics" isolated cases, or the tip of an 
unrecognized iceberg?  In particular, does community genetics have relevance to your 
system? 
 
4. The authors argue for the importance of extended phenotypes of keystone species.  
Is it common for genetic variation within species to have conseequences for 
communities and ecosystems?  Do you embrace or reject this possibility for your study 
system? 
 
5. The authors propose that "Minimum Viable Interacting Population (MVIP)" be 
employed as a guide for conservation efforts?  Do you agree or disagree? 
 
6. Can you identify an approach for testing the relevance of community genetics to your 
study system. 
 
See you in two weeks, 
Rich 
---------------------------end of email re community genetics------------------------------- 
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---------- Email to ESA symposium participants, with whom Dan Gavin and I were 
supposed to have a panel discussion that included the audience---------------- 
 
Hi, 
Dan Gavin and I are eagerly anticipating our symposium next Wed in Savannah.  We have 
some time after the presentations for discussion.  To prime us for that, I am asking each of us to 
prepare one synthetic question, provocative hypothesis, or half-baked idea that seems likely to 
promote discussion, and which you would be willing to spend a minute or two describing.  This 
will be after the formal presentations, but feel free to make up a powerpoint slide or two if that 
would help you.   Following is the symposium abstract, which represents how Dan and I were 
thinking about this a few months ago.  It seems that one of the best things you could do would 
be to: 
1.  Identify interesting new questions, or lingering old questions, that might be effectively 
addressed by working across different time scales, or  
2.  Suggest tentative theories that could allow us to connect ecological processes with different 
tempos, or 
3.  Challenge whether ecology can ever hope to bridge time scales from decades to geological 
eras. 
 
 
Symposium Abstract 
Recent outbreaks of forest insect pests have been particularly severe in many parts of North 
America, including several of the largest outbreaks in a century of the southern pine beetle 
(southeastern US), mountain pine beetle (west-central British Columbia), and spruce bark 
beetle (southern Alaska). Exotic pests, such as the hemlock wooly adelgid, also continue to 
have devastating economic and ecological impacts. The severity of these disturbances needs to 
be assessed in the context of their historical variability. For example, there is mounting evidence 
that climate plays a large role in the timing and magnitude of outbreaks. Climatic variation can 
affect insect populations directly by imposing constraints on phenological schedules or indirectly 
by affecting the vigor of natural enemies and host plants. In fact, the modern distributions of 
many forest insects closely follows certain mean climatic parameters, raising the concern that 
climate change may cause range shifts and increase the severity of outbreaks. We will 
synthesize research on the patterns and processes of a variety of forest insect outbreaks in 
North America, and assess the role of climate in insect outbreaks at three temporal scales. First, 
studies of recent outbreaks show that in some cases climate may synchronize outbreaks over 
large areas. These studies are the basis of bioclimatic models that predict range shifts under 
future climate scenarios. Second, multi-century tree-ring reconstructions of insect outbreaks 
show that climate may be responsible for longer-term variation in outbreak frequency. Last, 
paleoecological studies of particularly severe insect outbreaks (e.g, the mid-Holocene hemlock 
decline) and paleobotanical evidence of changing insect-plant relationships serve as important 
analogs for modern-day events. This symposium will provide a unique opportunity to present a 
broad array of research that has direct influence on management decisions made before and 
after large insect outbreaks. Following the presentations, a panel discussion will address the 
generalizations that may be drawn across taxa, the capacity to predict future outbreaks, and the 
shortcomings of current management strategies surrounding insect outbreaks. 
 
----------- End of ESA panel discussion notes------------- 
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---------------For a discussion at a climate change workshop in Minnesota of ~150 
foresters, game biologists, and natural resource managers ----- 
 
January 5, 2001 
 
To: Workshop participants 
 
From: Matt Ayres 
 
The last period of the workshop will be devoted to a group discussion.  Following are some 
possible discussion questions for you to consider.  These are really just examples of possible 
discussion topics.  I expect that some of these questions will be addressed during the 
presentations and that new questions will occur to us.  I hope that you will help me to direct the 
discussion towards topics that are most relevant to you.  At the time, I will solicit your 
suggestions for discussion topics.  You can choose from the list that follows or identify new 
questions.  I also encourage you to contact me before the meeting if you have any comments, 
especially if you can identify questions that you would like to be addressed at the workshop.  I 
can be reached at 603 646-2788 or Matt.Ayres@Dartmouth.Edu.  I look forward to the meeting. 

 
 
 
 
 

"Synthesis and Discussion: The Specter of Climate Change?"  
 

1. Does climate change merit the attention now of forest managers in the Great Lakes states?  
Why or why not? 

 
2. What are the most consequential scenarios for regional forests (good and bad)?  What 

negative scenarios have been overstated and can probably be dismissed for the sake of 
more worthy problems?  How well are we able to judge the probabilities of the consequential 
scenarios?   

 
3. Are there meaningful risks from climate change for which there are easy means of reducing 

the risks, limiting the consequences, or adapting to the results? 
 
4. Are there meaningful risks for which there are apparently no feasible responses?  If so, how 

should we react? 
 
5. How common are scenarios where reducing risks and limiting consequences will require the 

cooperation of numerous landowners (with potentially different management objectives?).  If 
common, are there ways to organize forest management to everyone’s benefit?  Some 
possible approaches are tax-based incentives, “Green certification”, the Adirondack Park 
model, and some systems employed in Europe. 

 
6. Besides landowners, who are the other stakeholders with an interest in the future of regional 

forests?  What are the common interests and natural coalitions of these various 
stakeholders?  What are some examples of management strategies that will benefit one or 
more groups of stakeholders without conflicting with the interests of others?  
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7. Are there logical responses that will be easier or cheaper in some forests than others (e.g., 
state or federal, but not private; or large contiguous forests but not fragmented forests)?  If 
so, how can we orchestrate forest management to take advantage of these opportunities?  
See #5 for some possible approaches that might be applicable. 

 
8. Are there particular organisms that deserve special consideration (e.g., rare species, 

officially recognized threatened or endangered species, pest species, game species, timber 
species, keystone species, aesthetic species)?  Are there particular communities or forests 
that deserve priority consideration? 

 
9. For which organisms do we lack an adequate understanding of their biology?  How should 

we prioritize and structure our study of these important species?   Is existing knowledge 
accessible and useful to forest managers?  If not, how can we improve the accessibility of 
relevant information for forest managers?   

 
10. Which forest management practices are most likely to interact with climate change in ways 

that increase or decrease the consequences?  Some possibilities include fire management, 
harvest schedules and rotations, harvest vs. no harvest, choices of tree species and 
provenance for propogation, pest management strategies, responses to blowdowns.  

 
11. Of all the other changes in regional forests (more small landowners, more middle-aged 

forest, more exotic species, more fragmentation, changes in the value system of forest 
users, etc.), which are the most likely to impact forest responses to climate change?  Which 
of these impacts will tend to reinforce the negative impacts of climate change and which will 
tend to mitigate?   

 
12. What actions that we could take now are most likely to be beneficial even if climate forecasts 

are wrong and the current warming trend reverses?   
 
13. Besides climate change, what are the other major challenges facing forest managers during 

the next two decades?  e.g., gypsy moths, increased demand for forest products vs. 
increased support for “zero-cut” management, red pine regeneration, fire management, etc. 

 
14. How to minimize the effects of climate change on tree distributions, especially marginal 

populations: e.g., bitternut hickory in north central MN (buffered from frosts by lake effects) 
and white pine in southeastern MN. 

 
 
--------------- End of questions for Duluth climate change discussion--------------------- 
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---------- Discussion questions for a work shop in Raleigh on climate change and 
forests; I knew ahead of time that most of the participants were ecosystem 
scientists who work with systems models.   These questions were not distributed 
ahead of time ------------ 
 
Do the prevailing models emphasize equilibria, dynamics, or both? 
 
What is a realistic time frame for the key state variables to reach equilibrium in nature? 
 
What types of disturbance (bark beetles, pathogens, hurricanes, fires, logging, etc.) are 
most likely to influence the state variables in nature? 
 
Are present or future disturbance regimes likely to have meaningful effects on any 
important state variables or fluxes.  If yes, should we that the effects will be restricted to 
transient dynamics or could they lead to fundamentally different ecosystem properties, 
even different equilibria? 
 
Do the prevailing models facilitate explicit consideration of the most important 
disturbances?  If yes, has it been done?  If no, what would be required? 
 
What kind of information is most needed to understand the role of disturbance in 
ecosystem processes.? 
 
--------- End of questions for Raleigh---------- 
 
 


