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Dialogue is used in mediation, collaborative practice and in development of cohesive and effective collaborative teams. Dialogue is a powerful communications practice that transforms those who engage in it.  It develops shared meaning, which accumulated over time is the source of collective action.  It moves us toward far more effective and satisfying action in the world.

Dialogue is deeply rooted in our ancestral past, helping us remember the sacredness and value of relationship.   It has been found in ancient cultures and is currently used in self–help groups, community and  team building.  Dialogue transforms the consciousness of those who engage in it.  Relationships are the critical factor.  It breathes new life into our relationships, gives continuous attention to the ways in which we work with others and safeguards the glue that binds us together in getting our work done.  It does this by building deeper and deeper levels of trust and understanding about each other and how best we can blend and synchronize our work together.  Trust is built by taking the time to deeply listen to one another and to get to know one another.  It moves us beyond the individual to a focus on the larger social and cultural context in which we live and work.  It expands our view to the social systems.  It is a practice field to learn to balance competition and cooperation.  The new sciences of chaos, self-organizing systems and quantum physics tell the value of dialogue.  They are all based upon the interconnection of the parts.  Reality is one seamless whole and cannot be reduced.  We need more expansive ways of operating that take paradox and shared meaning into account. 

What is dialogue?  The Greek roots are– “through” “ meaning” (through inquiry, a holistic understanding).  It is the opposite of discussion, which is breaking apart and analyzing.

The following table outlines the differences between dialogue and discussion as the opposite ends of a conversation continuum:
Conversation Continuum

Dialogue






Discussion

Seeing the whole among the parts


Breaking 










issues/problems into 








parts

Seeing the connections between the parts

Seeing distinctions 








between the parts

Inquiring into assumptions



Justifying/defending 








assumptions

Learning through inquiry and disclosure

Persuading, selling, 








telling

Creating shared meaning among many

Gaining agreement on 








one meaning

Purpose – Build shared meaning


Purpose – Push towards 








closure and 
choose one 








perspective


Other defining qualities of dialogue are:
· Suspension of Judgment; 
· Release of the need for specific outcomes;
· Any inquiry into and an examination of underlying assumptions;
· Authenticity; 
· Slower pace with silence between speakers;
· Listening deeply to self, others and for collective meaning;
· Creates coherence and shared meaning

Dialogue in Groups

· Practice dialogue as opposed to discussion

· Practice periodically over an extended period of time

· Become conscious of their collective thinking and how they co-create unfolding meaning as they engage in the process


When groups come together in dialogue and converse deeply on a topic, they are learning to think together.  This thinking together causes them to share in a common “meaning pool,” which lays the foundation for taking coherent action together.  The shared meaning that comes out of thinking together precedes and leads to all action.


David Bohm’s proposal for dialogue was based on the idea that if we could become more aware of our collective thinking process and the meanings that arise from it, and all share in the leadership responsibility for acting coherently towards the whole, we could transform our world together.


From Krishnamurti – metacognition – becoming aware of our thinking.  By becoming aware at the individual level of how we create our reality through our thinking process, he felt we could effect a change in the human psyche, leading to a change in the world at large.  This is developed through the role of “witness,” or a neutral observer.  When done on a group level, this awareness of our collective thinking unfolds meaning together.  This develops coherence.

These are the philosophical and social ramifications of quantum mechanics.  Life is one whole.  Reality is constantly in motion around us.  Dialogue helps us see our interconnectedness that is one shared reality.  Quantum mechanics  is like a hologram.  All parts contain the whole and the whole is made up of unique parts.  Self-organizing systems theory likens the organization or group to a self-referencing system, which maintains itself around an evolving core identity.  Adaption to changing conditions is the norm.  Dialogue can help us do this.
Normal  Discussion:



Dialogue:

One right answer



Many right answers/paradox

Fragmentation



Holistic

Focus on structure & tasks

Focus on relationship and 







process

Power & control



Shared leadership

Top/down decisions


Shared meaning & consensus

Competition




Collaboration/community

Self-mastery




Collective mastery & 








leveraging diversity

The Living Technology of Dialogue

A woven container – not just specific techniques

Dialogue is artful conversation crafted through the focusing of attention, attitudes and behaviors that support open, authentic inquiry.  It is shaped by and shapes those who engage in it.  Is a living, interactive process, fluid, combining skill, craft and art.

The technology of dialogue includes:

· Intention, underlying all else 

· Suspension of judgment

· Suspension and identification of assumptions

· Listening

· Inquiry and reflection

· Begin practicing with others
The book contains expansive chapters on all of the elements of this technology and how to develop the skills and understanding to practice dialogue. It seems to be the basis of interest-based negotiation and how in mediation or collaborative practice we can help clients get to a larger perspective that incorporates what is best for self and other at the same time – a shared meaning – by practicing the techniques.  However, we can only stand by and witness what happens as a result of each encounter and be thankful for the opportunity to watch evolution in progress.
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