Module 9: Thinking Together Using Dialogue
Duke Rohe drohe@pdq.net
Mind shift Change Model courtesy of the Office of Strategic Innovation
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Overview:  

Dialogue is form of shared inquiry that deepens understanding at levels conversations can’t.  Its sole goal is to create shared understanding.  There is hardly anything more satisfying than being understood and understanding.  Dialogue endeavors to achieve this level of listening.

Overview: Dialogue is an attempt to gain a shared understanding, even shared thinking in a small group.  It is a level of listening not commonly achieved by our culture.  Our conversations traditionally are 95% speaking (advocacy) and 5% probing for fuller understanding/validation (inquiry).  Dialogue attempts to bring the ratio closer together.   Communication is something we think we do well, until we become accomplished in Dialogue.

Goals: 

1. Grow a level of collective understanding in a conversation.  

2. Increase personal levels of communication and listening.

3. Build trust 

Participants:  A group (2 to 8) that agrees to actively participate in the rules of Dialogue below.  

Materials:  A room that is free of interruptions.  Length of session:  A minimum of 1 hour; on up to 4 hours.  

Procedure:  

1. Pull 2 to 6 people together who want to develop a shared understanding of each other.

1. Send out the prework Dialogue Tool and require the participants to read.  Let them know the session’s success is dependant on their ability to be accomplished all these.

2. As them to bring the handout with them during the session.

3. At the session, the facilitator remind them of the laser points (see attached) in the handout.  Dialogue cannot be learned just cognitively.  Its real lessons are learned in the experience.  Note: I had 20 hours of participating in Dialogue sessions before facilitating.  

4. Tell them that this kind of communication is awkward until it becomes natural.  Its sole role is to develop shared understanding, and not directed or solving a problem.  It’s leaning how to inquire more and advocate less.

5. Warn them that the hardest part of dialogue is remaining in the present: not allowing the mind to wander, craft its reply, etc.  Their ability to remain in the present effects the “container” of dialogue for everyone else.

6. Tell them they are not obligated to answer an inquiry; it is truly voluntary.  And if something is keeping one in the group from fully being in the present, they are to ask the group if they can advocate something, put it on the table, then they can move on.

7. The hardest part is starting the dialogue.  It’s goal is only to promote ‘shared understanding.  In its pure form, any problem solving or directed motive subtracts from its spontaneity.  For each person down load a ‘different’ set of popcorn thoughts from the Grow U – Popcorn section of http://www.geocities.com/dukerohe/toolsindex.htm;  
8. We use ‘popcorn thoughts’: we ask the participants to read them, pick one that stands out, have them read it and tell us why it stood out. 

9. Tell participants to review their list of popcorn thoughts and pick one that sticks out at them.  Allow a few minutes for them to select.

10. Ask for a volunteer to share theirs and tell why they selected.  The more spontaneous the response the better.

11. Using what they said, attempt a probing inquiry to gain more context around why it was important. (what precipitated this, when did this begin, how did it make you feel, how often…are example of probing ‘stem statements’).  The purpose is not problem solving, it is understanding.

12. Attempt to share evenly.  (20 to 30 min)  The goal is not to control the flow or direction of the dialogue, just to gain a larger collective understanding of the participants.The facilitator should get out of role as quickly as possible or he will be destroying the “container” of the group described in the handout.

13. If the group gets into problem solving, not following a laser point, the facilitator can “pull the curtain” and revert from participant to facilitator. Asking their opinion of their personal % advocacy/inquiry level may be needed to move them more on inquiry. 

14. Most Important - Debrief at the end:  Was it valuable, better than the last one, what was the hardest thing to do while listening, how might they use what they learned to improve how they operate.

Application:  We use it to help leaders “grow” their ability to relate, listening, but most of all, to help them begin to change so they can help their staff change.  

Dialogue Tool 

From William Isaac’s model Dialogue, The Art of Thinking Together -- reframed with John Lovitt

Dialogue is a shared inquiry.  A way of thinking and reflecting together.  It is a living inquiry within and between people.  It is honoring the understanding in relationship with another.  It is the cleanest, most rewarding form of listening you will ever experience.  Like riding a bicycle, it can’t be learned except by engaging in it.  It seeks to understand differences while appreciating commonness.

Dialogue requires more thinking than thoughts.  Thoughts are previous thinking, history; anything that is not shared in the relationship (container).  Thought sneaks in and re-presents itself as thinking when it is really colored by the past.  Thinking is a creation of what is voiced in the moment.  Fresh thought.  Test: if your response to an inquiry is an immediate reflex, you are probably borrowing from thought and not creating thinking.

Dialogue requires a ‘container’ of shared understanding.  To the degree there is listening, respecting, suspending assumptions, speaking your own voice; there can be a stable container of shared understanding (deals with sharing).  To the degree there is inward search for meaning in the moment among all, there is stability ‘in’ the container (deals with richness).  Evolving ‘container’ stages: the instability ‘of’ the container lessens > instability ‘in’ the container lessens > inquiry ‘in’ the container rises > creativity ‘in’ the container begins (true thinking in relationship begins).

Four categories of communication we move in and out of in relationship:   Debate – 100% Advocacy, 0% Inquiry, there is always a winner and loser; in fact you must lose because I must win.  Polite Conversation – there is something being held back in the relationship.  Skillful Discussion – drives toward an action or solution, it must build a ‘container’ of dialogue before it is successful.  Dialogue – intention is new shared understanding in relationship; other than that, it is purposeless.  Seeks a balance of 50% Advocacy and 50% Inquiry.

Some Laser Points of Dialogue

	1. Respects the other as valuable

2. Honors the other person

3. Meets the other where he is

4. Does not formulate thought while listening

5. Does not reload while the other is speaking

6. Does not drive toward solution or action

7. Suspends assumptions

8. Destabilizes personal certainties

9. Welcomes uncertainty

10. Listens to its own listening

11. Reacts less, thinks more

12. Seeks a balance of                       50% Advocacy, 50% Inquiry

13. Observes the observer
	14. Slows down the response

15. Is aware of thought

16. Befriends polarization

17. Seeks a collective intelligence

18. Develops a shared understanding as it’s only purpose

19. Flows undirected in a path of no resistance

20. Aware of the ecology of words

21. Does not fill-in-the-blank with assumption

22. Does not snap-back a response

23. Considers new thinking to change own position

24. Unfolds previous beliefs to consider new ones


10 Tips in Opening Dialogue Around Cultural Change

Duke Awareness.  Know your own bias.  Unless you start where you are, you won’t how to get to where you need to be…Joyce Meyers
1. Inquire.  A good formulated question can reveal what’s concealed.  Seek to understand without trying to resolve or reload.  Try advocating less (you already know what you know) and enjoy understanding more.

2. Validate.  Repeat what you understood they said and qualify what conclusions you may have drawn from it.  There are few feelings better than feeling fully understood.

3. Acknowledge.  If you find your defenses lifting, try to depersonalize them by realizing that what is said is just a difference between you and them.  If your defense is in your way of understanding them, apologize and place it in the open. This usually creates an understanding by itself.

4. Receive.  In order to grow what you know, you have to be wide open to what they are saying.  Your goal in listening is receiving, not solving.

5. Trust.  It is extended; not earned.  Management is initiating this by opening up the discussion around what needs to change to make this a more effective and friendly place.  

6. Discover.  Environmental problems are neat because the workforce has total control of what they want to do about it.  If the way things are, is not healthy, how does everyone want them to be?  Then, what do they think is a good way to get there?

7. Endure.  Collective solutions don’t fit personal ideals, so expect individual flack over team decisions.  Surface any contention and bring it back to the team agreement, or get the team to change the agreement to match reality.  The old emphasis handling problems was pDca, while the new emphasis in minimize casualties and accelerating change is PdCa.  

8. Recover.  Trials are simply the present colliding with the future.  When you blow it as a manager, you can turn the trials into trails by: acknowledging, recovering and redirecting how you react.

9. Commonality.  Humans tend to distinguish each other by magnifying their differences.  If we all were honest, we would realize what we have in common and use that to drive us to a better solution of working together.
“ Lawyers Question; Learners Inquire”

Duke 

If you have never experienced a Dialogue session, you haven’t experienced the value of inquiry.  The tool below is a take-away of a 4-hour session.  One of the participants made a profound discovery: “Lawyers question, learners inquire”.  

An inquiring mind is different than a questioning one.  Distinguishing between the two concepts could prove interesting.  The contrast might reveal motivations, discern drivers, even develop understanding.  Take each statement, hold them up next to your natural style, then see if there  is anything you want to change.

	Worth Reflection
	Distinctions for Consideration

	
	1. Questioning comes from the mind --- inquiry from the heart.

	
	2. Questioning has a preconceived path --- inquiry is a pathway for understanding.

	
	3. Questioning uncovers --- inquiry discovers.

	
	4. Questioning is suspicious --- inquiry holds judgment in suspension.

	
	5. Questioning interrogates --- inquiry integrates.

	
	6. Questioning isolates --- inquiry connects.

	
	7. Questioning seeks its own truth --- inquiry seeks the another’s truth.

	
	8. Questioning manipulates --- inquiry has no part of control.

	
	9. Questioning doubts --- inquiry trusts.

	
	10. Questioning stops at ITS answer --- inquiry settles for another’s answer.

	
	11. Questioning separates --- inquiry befriends.

	
	12. Questioning is critical --- inquiry is crucial.

	
	13. Questioning dissects --- inquiry intersects.

	
	14. Questioning inspects --- inquiry respects.

	
	15. Questioning forces response --- inquiry invites response.

	
	16. Questioning looks outward --- inquiry reflects inward.

	
	17. Questioning is problem solving --- inquiry is relation finding.

	
	18. Questioning takes --- inquiry receives.

	
	19. Questioning judges --- inquiry accepts.


If there are any that spark areas you may want to change, entertain two questions:  So what, and Now what?    Sometimes the most profound changes come out of small discoveries.

Listening

Listening is one of the best compliments we can pay each other.  Listening requires a heart ready to receive and respond.  Listening makes a profound statement that the one speaking has so much importance, their words take precedence over your time.  Listening is showing respect and honor for the one speaking.  To truly listen, opinions and points to be made must be set a side.  Allowing new thought, new possibilities to evolve.  Listening is stopping your internal talk, and leaving room for the possibility of change: for new input, for new considerations.  Listening looks well behind the spoken words in order to pick up what the heart is meaning.  It is making a secure statement that I am centered enough in my own beliefs, that you can speak without fear of my reprisal or withdrawal or interruption.  Listening is allowing thought to be made manifest, excavating those deep feelings so they can be known and shared and worked with.  Listening can be a gift of patience extended to the speaker, for some may need to speak in order to work through a difficult thing.  Listening often leads to a word aptly spoken to comfort, to encourage or to show compassion.  Listening is void of personal agenda.  Listening is hearing the other person through the filter of their own manner, their own style.  Listening is not fixing.  Listening had better be used for good.  Listening is such a pleasure when each truly care for each other, when the motives are to exchange, or care or grow.  Listening is important to the Lord.  He listens to you, and He so wants you to listen to Him.  He desires that close personal two-way conversation -- just you and Him.

Just think, if we listened more, 

others wouldn’t have to talk so much.
Duke
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