[image: image1.jpg]


BullsEye Integration

Notes for Growth

Dialogue

We live in a world of conflict. It’s played out daily throughout the world, in our personal lives and in our workplaces. While I don’t minimize the pain we may feel as a result of conflict, I think that conflict has gotten a bad rap.  In the right circumstances conflict can lead to creativity and innovation.  

The key is finding ways to the channel conflict. Typically we deal with conflicting ideas through a discussion or debate. A discussion is an analytical conversation, breaking down a topic in order to understand it. Debate is a discussion centered around two opposing sides.  It assumes that there is one right answer and the point is to prevail by finding the flaws in the other side. 

Each has their place, but there are other ways. Consider the following example. I was in a meeting recently where the group needed to select between several alternatives.  Six of us voted for one alternative, one person voted for a different one. That seems simple.  Six-to-one means we pursue choice “A”. But rather than moving ahead, one group member asked the dissenter to describe his reasoning. It tuned out the dissenter had very clear thoughts about why “B” was a better course and in a few moments we all changed our votes and moved forward with “B”.

Without realizing it our group had adopted a process of dialogue. Dialogue doesn't seek closure, as debates do, but rather discovers new options. In our case we came to closure quickly but closure was not the purpose of the question that led to dialogue. Rather it was to explore ideas and gain understanding.  

Professional Mediator Mark Gerzon describes dialogue as a process to create communication across people’s differing frames of reference. In an article in Working Knowledge, a Harvard Business School newsletter, article, he describes dialogue as a way of conversing that leads to:

1. Listening to understand, find meaning and agreement

2. Revealing assumptions for reevaluation
3. Seeing all sides of an issue
4. Working together toward common understanding

5. Discovering new options, not seeking closure
Here are some simple rules for promoting dialogue:

Be Clear About Purpose And Values:  State what you want to accomplish by having a dialogue and articulate the values you will all hold as you move forward. Here is where everyone needs to affirm values of respect, listening and honoring others.

Start with a Question:  Good questions stimulate curiosity, thought and a desire to learn. Dialogue questions are more important than answers, they pull you toward the future, toward something new and as yet undiscovered. In contrast discussion and debate focus on what is or what was.

Be Serious About Participants and Participation:  Make sure you have the right people in the dialogue and that everyone is ready and willing to participate. Once it begins, ensure that everyone can participate in a way that is appropriate for them.

Use Flexible Yet Managed Facilitation: Unlike some forms of facilitation, which are well structured, no one knows where dialogue will go.  Stay focused on the question and on ensuring that full and respectful participation is occurring

Manage the Physical Space: While space is always a key to good facilitation, it is more so in dialogue. Seating everyone in a circle is ideal.  While a conference room allows everyone to face everyone else, fluorescent lights and white boards may not create the kind of atmosphere you want.  There is no right answer other than the space should match the tone and intention of the dialogue.

In the end, it’s about intention. If you intend for everyone to be able to speak their mind while maintaining respect for others, you can design the session to achieve that. If you are successful, people will talk, the rest will listen and everyone will learn. Then, if appropriate, the group can move forward to make decisions and take action, steps where discussion and debate may come into play.

“I never yet saw an instance of one of two disputants convincing the other by argument. I have seen many on their getting warm, becoming rude and shooting one another."  


Thomas Jefferson
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