Dialogue or Discussion? There's a Difference

If you want to make a difference its' a good idea to know how. 

Every corporate survey of "Most Important Skills" that I've seen over the past 30 years inevitably comes out with Communication in the #1 slot. Communication covers a multitude of sins, but we get it: it's important to initiate, be articulate, listen...

Last week I got started on this track while discussing how organizations try to deal with Differences. That led to a closer look at Transactional vs. Transformational interactions.

My business tag line is "Teaching Smart People Practical Ways to Become Extraordinary." That often means offering up as many different ways as possible to look at a situation or concept. We know we all learn differently, so that just makes. In that spirit, here's another way to look at the whole "communication" thing using a bit of a different angle:

Dialogue vs. Discussion
The late Professor David Bohm was Emeritus Professor of Theoretical Physics at the University of London. He is perhaps best known for his work as a theoretical physicist; however, his interests in the areas of communication and dialogue date back to the 1950s. Bohm noted:

Dialogue "comes from the Greek word dialogos. Logos means 'the word' or in our case we would think of the 'meaning of the word.' And dia means 'through'--it doesn't mean two" . Bohm points out that dialogue suggests a "stream of meaning" flowing among, through and between us. This makes it possible to create a flow of meaning in an entire group so that some new understanding will emerge. This in turn will create a "shared meaning" in the group that serves as the glue or cement that will hold the group together.

Three Conditions for Success
In order for dialogue to take place, three conditions must be met. 

1. People must suspend assumptions. Bohm says that discussions and negotiations are not dialogue, because each represents a process whereby someone tries to "win" or convince others to assume the views of another. In dialogue, there is no attempt to gain points or prevail, and nobody tries to "win." The primary objective of dialogue is to suspend your opinions and look at the opinions of others. All participants must learn to listen to what is on someone's mind and suspend judgment without coming to a conclusion. Dialogue requires an "empty place" to give all participants the necessary space to talk.

Note: I like this because it talks about assumptions and opinions. People often ask, "How do I suspend my judgment?" Well, I'm not sure that's the real question to ask. Why not? Heck, in organizations we get paid to exercise "good judgment." That's the act of processing the totality of the information available to you. The real issue is not becoming judgmental about assumptions and opinions. I find that a more helpful way to address the issue.


2. All participants must regard one another as colleagues. While authority and hierarchy permeate our organizations and relationships, dialogue can only take place when we can suspend those notions of authority. Since we must have an empty space in dialogue with no set agenda or program, it's easier to treat all participants as colleagues in a real dialogue setting.

3. There must be a "facilitator" who holds the context of the dialogue. Opinions will be expressed that will likely differ from those of many participants in the group; however, all participants must refrain from entering into discussions that attempt to break down the opinions of those different from the participants.

Bohm's work focused on groups. Organizations place a big emphasis on the importance of teams, so taking this model and seeing what it can mean for you just might be a good idea.
For those of you who are visual thinkers and whose memory is tweaked by visual images, here's a graphic that I hope will be helpful to that end:




