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ABSTRACT

A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON HOW DIALOGUE, DISCUSSION, AND DEBATE
MANIFEST IN A CORPORATE SETTING
LISA WOCKEN
NOVEMBER, 2011

X

Thesis

Leadership Application Proj ect

Non-Thesis (ML597) Project

How do dialogUe, discussion and debate occur in the workplace? I explored this question
through qualitative interviews of 14 high potential leaders at a Fortune 50 company, by asking
them about their conversations at work.

Through in-depth transcript analysis, I identified and quantified behavioral themes for each
form of conversation. Each response was labeled as effective or ineffective and counted to
determine the frequency with which it was cited. The results indicated that discussion behaviors
were effectively and prevalently exhibited in 86% of examples. Dialogue behaviors were

effective and common, and cited in

360/o

of examples. Debate behaviors were ineffective and

rare, and mentioned in 29Yo of examples.

Different behaviors are associated with each form of conversation. Leaders engaged in
discussion behaviors most frequently, even when the question solicited a debate or dialogue.
The study provides the basis for further research on how to optimize conversations in the
workplace.
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1

HOW DIALOGUE, DISCUSSION, AND DEBATE MANIFEST

IN A CORPORATE SETTING
Introduction
Focusing on finding the right answer rather than the right question is the most common
source of mistakes in management decision-making (Drucker, 1982). The way we engage in

conversations in the workplace illuminates how our workforce thinks and whether our work
defines the focus of our conversations, or our conversations define the focus of our work.
Conversation is defined as a communication exchange in which people take furns
speaking with one another (Tannen, t 995). Executive leaders and managers almost always
accomplish their work through conversations, and yet we spend little to no time honing our

ability to hold real exchanges (Barrera & Kramer, 2009; Burrell , 2007 ; Stone et al., I 999). The
content of our conversations is a result of our thoughts; which are often mired in past memories,
then applied to current situations" Understanding how to move beyond old assumptions and
open up to new ways of thinking is a necessary leadership competency in order to meet the

organizational demands of the future (Isaacs, 1999).
Humans are naturally designed for conversation, not isolation (Wagner & Muller, 2009),
and when we stop communicating with one another, we stop acting intelligently and sacrifice our

capacity to think about what is happening (Wheatley,2002). Effective leaders commit daily to
deepening their understanding of reality and their role in the organization's furure (Jaworski,
I

ee6).
The problem is that organizations centered on efficiency, productivity, and speed,

inadvertently promote employee reluctance to share ideas and messages with their leadership,

with few exceptions (Edmondson, 2008). Research conducted at a high-tech multinational
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company showed more than half of workers reported they felt it was not safe to speak their

minds. lnterviews uncovered employees who were risk averse, not only withheld bad news, but
withheld good ideas as well (Edmondson, 2008).
The complexity deepens because, for as many instances of conversation we have
throughout each day of our lives, it is often seen as an assumed or innate

skill. When we take

conversation skills for granted, we forfeit the benefits of improving these abilities and

strategically designing conversations to yield specific and desired results. Workplace
conversations that promote a safe setting for employees to exchange opinions, pool resources,
and examine assumptions

will yield significant benefits even in deadline-driven organizations

(Edmondson, 2008).
Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine and distinguish the primary forms

of

conversation, and to clarify how they manifest in a corporate setting from the leaders'

perspectives. Ultimately, conversations help our leaders and employees learn, which helps them

improve. Participants in effective conversations will discover ways to improve quality and
elevate execution, while decreasing expenses (Edmondson, 2008).

Through meaningful conversations we not only drive business results, but we
acknowledge a person as independent of their position within the organization (Gottman, 2007).

This humanizing act, serves as social glue, which enables us to notice the human element at work
and at the same time move our business agendas forward

(Weeks,200l). In the past, the

measure of how organizationally effective a business was, hinged on profit (Argyris,1964).

Today, practitioners and scholars are increasingly enthusiastic about the potential of effective
conversations to shape and transform the world we live in (Argyris , 1964; Palshaugen, 2001 ).
Each form of conversation has its own behaviors and benefits associated with it, and learning
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how to utilize each requires awareness, affention, and practice. Generating effective
conversations is the most critical work we can do in the new economy (Kelly, 1998).

3
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Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to coillmunicate the work that has already been
done on the topic and illuminate gaps

It includes

a

within the current research that necessitate further inquiry.

review of over 80 resources, from 1923

- 201 1 on the topics of dialoguo, discussion,

debate, and conversation in general.

In this literafure review I examine how dialogue, discussion, and debate are described and
defined to establish a contextual base for the research. Then, I look at how effective dialogue,
discussion, and debate occur and what prevents them from occurring in the workplace. Finally, I
explore the impact of dialogue, discussion and debate, to judge the relevance of researching this
topic.

How are Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate Described and DefinedT
Distinguishing different forms of conversation from one another sheds light on the unique
characteristics of each. According to the literature, a form of conversation

will

be better

understood and even more effectively leveraged if a person or group is first able to distinguish it

from other forms of conversation (Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999).
Conversation is a communication exchange in which people take furns speaking with one
another (Tannen, 1995). Although this is a universally accepted definition across the literature,
and comes from an authority and principal researcher on conversation behaviors, there is a lack

of consensus on what the specific forms of conversation are and how they are defined. Martin
Buber, an early and renowned theorist on the topic of conversation, describes the existence

of

three kinds of conversation: genuine dialogue, where participants truly keep the other or others

in mind and seek to build a mutual relation; technical dialogue (what I call discussiom), which
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although it involves exchanging communication and is commonplace, does not allow for true and

meaningful connection; and debale, tfi which thoughts are expressed in whatever way helps
support the argument (Buber, 1947)" Through further exploration of the literature, Buber's
explanation is validated as dialogue, discussion, and debate, emerged as the three predominant

forms of conversation, and, therefore, serve as the basis for this study (Buber, lg47; Senge,
1eeO).

Dialogue
For the purposes of this study, dialogue is defined as a form of conversation between two
or more people, whose goal is to reach new understanding. In dialogue there must be mutual
respect, empathic listening, and the surfacing of assumptions while suspending judgment (Isaacs,
1999; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999).

In general, dialogue is thought of as "better conversation" or mistaken as simply meaning
two people talking to each other (Isaacs, 1999; MarkovA et al., 1995; Yankelovich, 1999).
Many conversations are referred to as dialogue, but are not true dialogues according to the
literature (Buttny, 2004). Dialogue is rooted in the Greek word dialogos. Dia meaning through,
not two, and logos meaning the word (Bohm, 1996).
There are many definitions of dialogue and even within the academic literature there is

not a universally accepted definition or a consistent application of the term. This causes
confusion in how research is documented and shared on the topic (Buttny, 2004). Each person
has likely had some taste of true

dialogue-in

a special conversation that takes on a life of its

own, but few people have a clear understanding of the term, because of the way it is used and
misused in so many settings.
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The literature does reach agreement regarding some of the critical components, or
ingredients, of dialogue, which help form a working definition. There is clear agreement that
dialogue is a form of conversation. Therefore, dialogue consists of exchanging communication
through spoken words. Dialogue can occur between two or more people where participants seek

to contribute to the knowledge of others and themselves (Bohm, 1990; Buber, 194'7). In dialogue
there must be openness and respect (Buttny, 2004; lsaacs, 1999; Senge, 1990). People in

dialogue need to be open to questioning their fundamental assumptions (Bohm, 1990). Dialogue
stems from a belief in collective insight, a belief that we can be more intelligent together than we
can be

individually (Brown, 2005; Senge, 1990).
There is also agreement regarding what dialogue is not. It does not dictate that everyone

should be involved in every decision (Yankelovich, 1999). It is not intended to serve as a

decision-making tool involving power and persuasion, which are counterproductive to building
dialogue (Bohm, 1996; Yankelovich, 1999). The literature is clear that the intention of dialogue
is not to persuade or to be combative. In dialogue everyone wins

if

anyone wins, and there is not

one side or the other, but rather a center, which dialogue revolves around (Bohm, 1990; Isaacs,
l eee).

In addition to the disagreement around the exact definition of dialogue, there is also
disagreement about whether or not dialogue begins with a focus or goal in mind; if dialogue is a
conversation focused on decision-making and
needs to be a face-to-face interaction; and

if

so, to what extent; whether or not dialogue

if it only

ensues when no agendas are present

(MarkovA et al., 1995). After consolidating the various viewpoints, the majority opinion is used
to shape a representation of the characteristics of dialogue.
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Regarding the intent of dialogue, the literature depicts multiple intentions, which in most
cases align

with the impact people seek to achieve as an outcome of engaging in dialogue. The

most common themes in the literature are: developing new thinking, increasing awareness, and

building partnerships. Other cited intentions lacked general consensus. For example, the
literature is inconclusive that seeking harmony is a goal of dialogue. Dialogue may be the very
form of conversation that allows us to see why harmony is or is not taking place in a given
situation (Bohm, 1990; Isaacs, 1999). The most common themes are brought togetherunder an
overarching goal, which summarizes the intention of dialogue as reaching new understanding
(Isaacs, 1999). The new understanding can be self-awareness, awareness of others, an

examination of the way thought works, an innovative solution, a culfure or communication gap
bridged, or many other revelations ([saacs, 1999; Senge, 2000).
On Developing New Thinking

Dialogue is not just a process of communication, but a process originating from our
thoughts. When we engage in a dialogue, we open a new place from which to think and act.
Dialogue involves the whole thought process and changes the way the thought process itself
occurs (Bohm, 1996). This expands our capacity to move beyond what was previously possible
(Isaacs, 1999). An intention of dialogue, then, is gaining knowledge to dissolve ignorance and to
open mental paths to new possibilities (Senge, 1990)

-

a collaborative education. Bohm, a

quanfum physicist who contributed notably to recent philosophy on dialogue, refers to the intent

of dialogue as revealing the incoherence of our thought. This refers to seeing, examining, and
understanding the invisible and unconssious behavior of thought. This idea is also illustrated

through Senge's mental models concept. Peter Senge, a renowned scientist who the Journal

of

Business Strateg,,named the Strategist of the Century, explained mental models as deeply held
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internal images of how the world works, which limit us to thinking and acting in familiar ways
(Senge, 1990). Both concepts provide insight to the research by demonstrating that conversation
is not merely a practice of communication, but one of thought as

well. The way we think is

ultimately the root of how we converse with one another and, therefore, I would be remiss to
study conversation without studying the way we

think Bohm ( 1996)

cites three different types

of incoherence that are present in our thoughts: thought denies it is participative, thought stops
tracking reality and runs like a program, and thought creates its own way of troubleshooting
problems, issues which it helped create in the first place.

On Increasing Awareness
Examining the process of thought also awakens us to noticing our assumptions and the
assumptions of others, which heightens our overall awareness (Bohm, 1996). The intent

of

dialogue, therefore, is also cited as a way to explore our current way of thinking to increase our
awareness of self and the world around us

(Bohm,1996). When we reserve judgments and

notice how thought is manifesting in a conversation it increases our interpersonal understanding.

As our awareness of others is heightened we develop our own capacity to be empathetic and to
create mutuality within our conversations (Fairhurst

& Putnam, 2004). Contrary to exchanging

and persuading, dialogue encourages the pooling of opinions and ideas, which are then
suspended as the participants make sense of the information (Bohffi, 1996). Increasing
awareness then, is an intention of dialogue, which is simply focused on noticing the

interconnection between the thoughts, feelings, and emotions occurring in a conversation to gain
new understanding (Bohm, 1996).

Conversation in the Workplace 9
On Building Partnerships

Building bridges of understanding between groups or individuals is another common
intent of dialogue (Bohffi, 1996). The explorative nature of dialogue helps shift paradigms, even
deeply rooted ones, to shore up the gaps between two seemingly disparate bodies (Isaacs, 1999;

Yankelovich, 1999). Dialogue can be viewed

as a

practical means to connect and understand,

which establishes common ground and helps build respectful relations (Bohm,1996; Hanson,
1997). When we participate in a dialogUe, we are seeking to contribute to one another.
Relationships focused on simple extraction of information move away from dialogue (Isaacs,
1

eee).
Isaacs, who is a leading authority on the practice and theory of dialogue, produces many

insights on the topic. And although there are many intentions associated with dialogue, Isaacs
provides us with the primary goal of dialogue, which is reaching new understanding (Isaacs,

1999). This intention emerges as an umbrella to other significant goals of employing this form
of conversation. Dialogue is distinct from discussion and debate in its definition and
characteristics, and further distinguishes itself as we examine how it manifests and what unique
benefits it yields.
Discussion
For this study, discussion is defined as a form of conversation where multiple points

of

view are presented, defended, and analyzed. Information and opinions are exchanged to achieve
outcomes (Bohm, 1996; Senge, 1990).
Discussion is an everyday form of conversation. It would be difficult to go through a day

in the office or at home without participating in a discussion. It is the normal analyzing,
point/counterpoint discussions that dominate our daily conversations and commonly provide the
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link between our words and decisions. The root of the word discussion is the same as percussion
or concussion, meaning "to shake apart" (Isaacs, 1999).

Within the literature there is consensus around the general definition and key
characteristics of discussion. The literature agrees discussion is a form of conversation and it
consists of exchanging communication through spoken words and specifically, exchanging

information and multiple points of view (Bohm, 1996; Isaacs, 1999 Senge, 1990). Discussion
can occur with two or more people and may take place in any setting that permits a verbal

exchange. Discussions are centered on achieving outcomes and are typically action-oriented and
used as a means of making decisions (Bohm,1996; Yankelovich,, 1999). Discussion has a

prerequisite of an agenda, not necessarily in physical form (Isaacs, 1999). Discussion, in one

way or another, is the most predominant form of conversation in the workplace, since the quick
analytical exchange of ideas is often seen as the best way to obtain valid business results (Isaacs,
1999). The case for discussion in the workplace, stems from research supporting the concept
that learning the opinions of others is a good way to make intelligent decisions and to increase
the likelihood of effective implementation, given certain conditions (Vroom & Jago, 1988).
There is also agreement regarding what discussion is not. Discussion does not require

mutual respect, a sense of equality, or a high level of openness to change. However, in order to
conduct an effective discussion, it would be helpful to have a willingness to explore others' paths
and an open mindset (Patterson, et a1.,2002).

Between discussion and debate, discussion is most closely related to dialogue, and serves
as a necessary counterpart. [n discussion, decisions are made, whereas, in dialogue, topics are

explored. Both forms of conversation can generate new courses of action; but discussion is often
focused on taking actions, whereas new actions come about as a by-product of dialogue (Senge,

Conversation in the Workplace I

1990). A useful metaphor to distinguish discussion from dialogue is that a discussion seeks to
understand the different points around a circle, whereas a dialogue allows for something to
emerge in the center of a circle (Isaacs, 1999). In other words, discussion is more transactional
and dialogue more transformative. Furthermore, dialogue mandates a higher level of openness
and for participants to embrace the concept that there is no right and wrong, just a lot

of

assumptions. Discussion, on the other hand, does not require this same level of openness and
participants may learn what others' opinions are, but still believe their own perspective is
superior to others (Isaacs, 1999). ln discussion, participants are still acting on their own behalf
and see the

"I"

as

more important than the "We" (Buber,1923; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich,

l eee).

The literature does not cite whether or not discussion necessitates everyone chime in and
participate verbally in order to consider themselves apart of the conversation. Although some
participants just observe, their presence alone can affect the conversation behaviors. AIso, the
literafure was inconclusive on the potential of discussion to produce meaningful connections
between individuals, or whether this is a unique output of dialogue (Bohffi, 1996; Senge, 1990).

In these cases, the viewpoints are consolidated and the majority opinion is used to shape a
representation of the characteristics of discussion.
Regarding the intent of discussion, the literature shows multiple intentions for engaging

in discussion. The most common themes are: learning and identifying other perspectives,

building consensus, and making decisions (Roberto, 2005). Other cited intentions lacked general
consensus. For example, the literafure is divided regarding improving tolerance as a goal

of

dialogue. Discussion, while it may reveal differing opinions, ffiBy not increase the tolerance
level of the participants in the discussion regarding others'viewpoints. The most common

Augsburg College Libnary
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themes in the literature exist under the umbrella of discussion as exchanging information and

opinions to achieve outcomes (Bohm, 1996; Senge, 1990). The innumerable intentions to
engage in a discussion could focus on making decisions, meaning-making, building consensus,

or learning, but the distinguishing factor in discussion is the constant focus on achieving
objectives, with an orientation toward productivity and results (Bohm, 1996; Senge, 1990).
On Learning and Identifying Other Perspectives

In discussion, we are less concerned with suspending our assumptions for exploration and
more concerned with discovering what the thoughts are in order to move forward. We are
concerned with producing outcomes, which makes discussion a desireable form of conversation

for results-driven companies. Often, discussion can get to a result or plan faster than debate or
dialogue can, which is why business meetings are often dominated by discussions. ln its nature,
discussion is focused on learning what different opinions are present, so as to make an informed
and educated decision as a result of those insights. Luskin demonstrated through nine

deliberative polls, with samples from 238 to 347,where data was gathered from 1995-2004, that
discussion equips the participant with information to make better-grounded judgments, (Luskin
et a1., 2007). Our judgments attempt to balance personal bias, polarization, conformity, or

inequality (Mansbridge, 1983). With multiple viewpoints, participants can see a larger more
accurate depiction of a given situation or topic.

On Building Consensus
Roberto has completed extensive research on the topic of conversation and decision-

making in the workplace. His writings are based off several major field research projects as well
as numerous case studies. Specifically, his body of

work consists of aZ-year study with over

100 hours of interviews with managers, 2 rounds of surveys, an extensive review of archival
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documents, and direct observations of meetings (Roberto). He also surveyed 78 business unit
presidents across Forfune 500 companies on decision-making and completed in-depth interviews

with 35 general managers on the topic of effective and ineffective decisions they have made
(Roberto, 2005). His research revealed two critical components for consesnsus: a high level

of

commitment to the chosen course of action and a strong, shared understanding of the rationale
for the decision (Roberto, 2005).

An intent of discussion, therefore, is strengthening the shared understanding of the
decision being made and how the decision was reached, thereby increasing the level

of

commitment to that decision (Roberto, 2005). Contrary to pooling or debating perspectives,
discussion encourages an exchange of ideas to make known all the opinions on a topic that
people are willing to disclose, in order for participants to evaluate the information, typically to
move toward making a decision. Building consensus then, is an intention of discussion, which
focuses on gaining buy-in to progress the conversation and transition

it from just talk to decision-

making.
On Making Decisions

Making decisions is another common intent of discussion as it serves as the link between
our words and the execution for achieving desired outcomes (Roberto, 2005). Decision-making
success is often a function of both decision

quality and implementation effectiveness, which is

why effective discussions are concerned with both what is being decided and how it will be
carried out (Roberto,2005). Decision quality is often a product of how well we surface and
understand the viewpoints held by the conversation participants. Implementation effectiveness
depends upon the degree to which group members buy into and support the decision. Once

different opinions are surfaced and consensus is built, decisions are made based on these effbrts,
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which typically outline actions that need to be taken in order to achieve preferred end results.
The actual irnplementation is usually the more difficult part, but it is in the discussion itsetf that
the success of the implementation is seeded (Roberto, 2005).
The productive nafure of discussion helps move plans forward to a place where our

communication breeds behavior. Most work conversations will end with a form of discussion,
since this form of conversation provides participants with the answer to the "so that" question.

When participating in a discussion, people are curious and seek a more expansive understanding.

Wandering conversations, which are more focused on exploration than execution, move away
from discussion and more toward dialogue (Yankelovich, 1999). Despite the numerous
intentions associated with discussion, the primary goal is to achieve a desired outcome (Senge,

1990). Discussion distinguishes itself from dialogue and debate in many ways, which become
more pronounced as we examine how it manifests in the workplace.
Debate
Debate is a form of conversation, intended to persuade others by strongly defending an

opinion. Debate has an argumentative nature and defends assumptions
I

as truths (Yankelovich,

eee).
Debate is often thought of as combative conversation where opponents attempt to beat

one another through spoken

word. Debate is considered

a partner exchange and

competition

(Bruschke, 2004). In debate, participants put a case against another and do not seek to achieve
harmony (Solt, 2004). It has an argumentative style and employs a scarce mentality where one

wins and others lose (Tannen, 1999). Debate, as cited by the Online Etymology Dictionary
(2010), comes from the French word debattre meaning "to fight.," fromde- "down, completely"
and

batre "to beat."
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Within the literature there is general agreement around the definition and key
characteristics of debate. The literafure agrees debate is a form of conversation and it consists

of

arguing through spoken words and, specifically, strongly defending opinions to persuade others
(Isaacs, 1999; Yankelovich, 1999)" Debate can occur with two or more people, but is often
depicted in the literature as one side versus one other side. Debates are seen as opporhrnities to

win points and influence others in an arena of competing ideas (Yankelovich, 1999). ln debate,
participants act with assumptions held as truths (Isaacs, 1999). Debate can be more formal, such
as

political or academic forums, with strict rules around turn taking and timed rebuttals, usually

with a third party serving as a moderator. It can also be more informal, lacking pre-determined
and organized expectations, such as a collaborative act of pitting ideas against one another in an

effort to reveal the superior idea. The latter will be used in this sfudy, since debate typically
manifests itself informally in the workplace (Patterson, et a1.,2002). Participants in debate
believe that there can only be one victor and they operate from a scarcity mentality (Isaacs,

1999). The literature shows that the intention of debate is to persuade and/or to be combative. It
also clarifies that debate is not focused on disclosing every side to a story, but rather focused on

vying for a particular side of a story (Isaacs, 1999). Since it has an argumentative nature, debate
is often misconstrued as a negative presence in the workplace, seen as revealing a lack

of

alignment, respect, or trust within leadership and teams if practiced publicly; which is why it is

critical to understand how effective debate plays a significant and beneficial role in the
workplace (Roberto, 2005).
There is not consensus as to whether or not debate requires a facilitator; if debate is a
conversation focused on decision-making and, if so, to what extent; whether or not debate
produces quality decisions or outcomes, or if they are merely the best presented decisions or
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outcomes, and, therefore, provide less value in the workplace to an effective discussion on a

particular topic. In these cases, I leveraged the majority opinion to inform the representation of
debate characteristics.

Regarding the intent of debate, the literature depicts multiple intentions, which in most
cases align

with the impacts people seek to achieve as outcomes of debate. The most common

themes in the literature are: exposing flaws in our current thinking, winning an argument, and

improving our decision-making. Other cited intentions lacked general consensus. For example,
the literature is inconclusive that increasing transparency is a reason for engaging in debate.
Debate may actually naffow our options, supporting the emergence of only two, or few,

opposing stances, which produces only insights on the selected stances (Tannen, 1999).
On Exposing Flaws in Current Thinking
Debate is not just a process of communication, but, similar to dialogue, it is a process
entangled with our thoughts. When we engage in a debate, we challenge and question the
current ways of thinking, typically the thinking of our opponent, to expose discrepancies within

their, and potentially our, logic and way of thinking. This expands our capacity to move beyond
what was previously possible and improve or refine our stance on a topic. An intention

of

debate, then, is strengthening our understanding of reality, by challenging old ways of thinking
and making space for new innovative thoughts to occur.

When we collectively pass judgment on and criticize ideas we eliminate the weaker ones
and pare down to the most effective contenders. Challenging these ideas helps identify holes in

arguments, which when translated to action, could be the shortcomings, risks, or pitfalls within a

plan. This upfront debate can help mitigate risks and provide
situation.

a more accurate assessment

of

a
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On Winning an Argument
Whether the initial intent of the conversation was to debate a topic or not, humans often

find themselves talking to others with a strong intention to simply win an argument and to come
out on top (Tannen, 1999). The origin of this reaction is rooted in our natural instincts. Humans
associate their ideas with their identity, which when challenged, can send people into a defensive
and ego-protective mode of communication. It is no longer about the intrinsic merit of the idea

or opinion itself, but it has developed into a conversation about the people. This is particularly
evident when a controversial topic arises spontaneously and participants have not had the time to

properly think through or prepare for the sensitive conversation that has emerged (Patterson et
a1.,2002). When rejecting the idea equates to rejecting the person, people will respond in away
that reflects a survival or winning mentality (Patterson et al., 2002; Tannen, 1999). When we

participate in a debate, we are seeking to establish a line, which separates the superior and

inferior. Conversations focused on mutual contribution and cooperation focus less on debate and
more toward effective discussion and dialogue (Isaacs, 1g9g).
On Improving Decision-Making

Aristotle believed truth is gained through opposition. By creating opposition, we not
only see the flaws in our way of thinking, but we experience the result of more information than
we had before, which increases our resources and supports the overall quality of the decisions we

make. It goes beyond thinking about a situation differently and actually increases the probability
the decision

will

be implemented more successfully. Decisions are significantly more coherent

when participants are exposed to competing perspectives on an issue (Druckman, 2004). Similar
to productive discussions, vetting out the pros and cons of an idea, allows others to see the
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thought process behind a decision laid out, so when that decision is made, others understand why
and implement

it more effectively (Roberto, 1996).

The objectives for engaging in a debate are included in the overarching goal

of

persuading others. Persuading others could be a conversation filled with passion or one that

objectively defends a stance with a calm tone, and even one that invites other opinions to be
shared. The distinction between debate and discussion is, in debate, participants are more
focused on winning and coming out on top than they are concerned with engaging in a

productive conversation where outcomes are achieved. Participants in debate assume there is one
best way and are set on finding and defending

it (Tannen, 1999). Debate is unique in its

definition and characteristics, and is very different from its counterparts with respect to how it
manifests and can enrpt unexpectedly in the workplace.

What Do Effective Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate Look Like and What Prevents Them From

Occurring in the Workplace?
Conversations impact people both personally and professionally. Since thoughts and

words are so closely intertwined, thinking often takes place without notice (Argyris & Schdn,
1974; Gadamer, 1975).

At work, when engaging with others, our attention can turn toward the

content of the thoughts versus the process of thinking; the what takes precedence over the how
we got to the conclusions (Bohffi, 1996). Since the way we talk and listen influences our
thoughts and determines our sense of what is possible (Isaacs, 1999), understanding how to host

effective conversations allows us to expand our realm of possibility. Srudying how the primary
forms of conversation manifest in the workplace helps reveal how our thoughts and words shape
our actions and the world around us, which inherently then influences our thoughts and words.
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Kurt Lewin, who is credited as one of the first genuine students and psychologists of
organizational effectiveness, conducted critical research on attitude change that showed how
conversation impacts decision-making. In one study, he tried to convince women to change their
current behavior and serve various meat products, which are typically served raw, or unprepared.
Each of the groups was given information; however, some had the opporlunity to converse on the

topic with one another after receiving the information. The result showed group members who
engaged in conversation were far more

likely to purchase and serve the meats (Lewin, 1943).

Although it demonstrated the impact conver*ution has on achieving outcomes, little is known
regarding what took place during the conversation that ultimately influenced the women to
change their behavior

(Avital & Cooperrider, 2004). Throughout the literature, conversation

is

used as a method, but how the conversation manifests and what form of conversation is

leveraged to yield the specific outcome remain unanswered questions (Avital & Cooperrider,
2004).

Similarto the definitions of the forms of conversation, there are varying opinions on how
each form of conversation materializes in the workplace. Conducting effective dialogues,

discussions, or debates, is considered, by many, a necessary skill in order to successfully lead

others. However, effective conversation is not typically taught or trained in schools or the
workplace, meaning the ability is learned through experiences and observations, which may not
always teach the most effective ways of engaging in conversation (Baffera & Kramer,2009).
Good, or effective, conversation is a way for humans to think together that pre-dates
board rooms, meetings, planning processes, etc" Conversation has been around since the faculty

of language developed roughly 50,000 years ago (Miller, 2006). In certain settings, the form of
conversation is predetermined, while in others it organically unfolds. William lsaacs provides a
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flowchart (see Figure 1) of the forms of conversation and how overall conversation manifests
itself.

Figure
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The diagram illustrates how once we engage in conversation and begin thinking and
behaving in certain ways, we are led down a path of discussion, which leads to more discussion
or debate, or we are led down a path of dialogue. This section explores how each form

of

conversation: dialogue, discussion, and debate, manifests in the workplace and what barriers
exist on the path to conducting effective conversations at work.
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Dialogue
Conversation has evolved over the years and recently our ability to effectively engage in
conversations has come under question (Miller, 2006). [n the past, conversation was an
exchange where people were genuinely interested in one another (Wheatley, 2005) and

conversation took on more of a transformational quality versus a transactional nafure. Dialogue
is the form of conversation, which attempts to revive this practice of developing deeper and more

meaningful connections with others through talking. Good dialogue takes root in the
understanding that all humans are interconnected (Wheatley, 2005). Quality relationships are not

built through mere communication, but from moments of attachment and intimacy, which
dialogue enables to take place through mufual trust and respect (Gottman, 2007). The Gallup

Organization analyzed over 80,000 interviews, conducted over the course of 25 years, and
validated the need for close relationships at work. They determined that people are more

productive and engaged at work when they have a best friend or closer than average relationship

with a co-worker (Buckingham & Coffman, 2004). We are wired as humans to depend on one
another and this codependence is more innate than we often allow ourselves to believe. We need
others and, when we honestly believe this, we behave differently in conversations. We behave in
a

way that allows for dialogue to take place.

Micro-level discourse analysis on video and audio data from l2 meetings of an IT
department, yielded results showing the ways in which two Directors, who succeed each other,
impact the culture of the workplace (Holmes et aI.,2007). Since leaders directly impact the

work environment and culture, their effective or ineffective use of conversation is amplified by
how it impacts all the people they are leading. How they understand and optimize the various
forms of conversation will impact the overall behaviors and results of their teams (Holmes et al.,
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2007). Dialogue serves as the form of conversation, which helps build a sense of unity. It
connects people to one another and to a greater whole (Wheatley, 2005) and paves the way for
increased engagement and a sense of belonging in the workplace.
Leaders focused on a high level of personal mastery share certain characteristics. They
are very inquisitive, continually

live in a learning mode, are committed to examining reality, and

feel connected to others and life itself, yet do not sacrifice their own uniqueness (Senge, 1990).
Successful leaders, when practicing personal mastery, are really practicing two things:

continually clarifying what is important and continually learning how to see current reality more

clearly. Dialogue, in its nature is a process of discovery and examination of reality, which helps
leaders on their path to personal mastery (Senge, 1990).

Effective Dialogue
There is general consensus within the literature as to how a dialogue unfolds. Dialogue is
often referred to as more of an art than a science, since it consists of a continual evaluation of the
conversation and how others are participating in it, in order to maintain the baseline
characteristics of a dialogue. It involves experiencing the flow of meaning and noticing what
needs to be said and feeling safe and courageous enough to say

it (Senge, 1990).

Plato repeatedly referred to thinking as o'a voiceless colloquy of the soul with itself '.

This identifies the origin of dialogue, like all forms of conversation, as rooted in deliberation, or
a

weighing of differing points of view (Isaacs, 1999). The way understanding occurs, is when

these thoughts take form through verbal communication with another (Gadamer, 1975).

It is

through thinking, typically subconsciously, that people default to a basic human response

of

either giving or withholding themselves in a conversation (Buber, 1947). Choosing the former
leads us down a path of dialogue (Isaacs, 1999).
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Dialogue manifests itself in a unique way compared to its counterparts of discussion and
debate. ln dialogue, partnership is necessary and is not just a matter of asserting a point of view.
Gadamer (1975), a prominent philosopher on the topic of conversation, describes participants in
dialogue, as coming together in communion with one another to reach an understanding in a

transformational wty, where the participants do not remain who they were.
The Public Conversations Project is an action research project that focuses on facilitating

effective dialogues focused on issues where opinions vary and at times can be quite intense.
Created and founded

in

1989 by couple and family therapists, the methodology moves away

from polarization and explores personal experiences, doubts, desires, while exhibiting curiosity

for others' opinions (Becker et al., 1995).
The researchers published their insights after conducting 19 dialogue sessions with
groups of 4-8 strangers engaging in dialogue on the topic of abortion. Specifically, they

highlighted four key guiding objectives. First was the importance of strategically preparing for
and staging the dialogue. For example, they expressed upfront that people should be prepared to

listen respectfully and thoughtfully and not to defend, persuade, or attack. They were held
accountable for not using disrespectful language or behaviors, such as intemrpting, during the

conversation. Second, they created a safe context in order for people to share openly, which was
accomplished through asking for the behavior upfront, providing role clarity, and by establishing

mutual respect and authority. Third, they implemented several interventions to avoid old
debates. A few examples are positioning people around a table next to people of differing

viewpoints, asking people to speak about their personal experiences versus "they" or "them" who
are not in the conversation, and instituting a pass rule, where you can refrain from answering a

question with no consequence. And, finally, there was a focus on fostering the co-creation of a
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new conversation, in which they leveraged a facilitator to guide the group through initial
structured questions to start the conversation off with the right tone, in order for dialogue to
ensue (Becker et al., 1995).

Roger Martin (2007), a renowned thought leader on the topics of innovation and strategy,
provides us with a perspective that translates the public conversation to an individual or business

practice. He specifies the need for cultivating a certain stance in order to hold opposable
thoughts in the mind at the same time. This enables an individual to engage in a genuine
dialogue and exploration with others. The first three refer to a stance about the world and the
second three refer to a stance about the

self

"Stance about the world

1. Existing

2.

models do not represent reality; they are our constructions.

Opposing models are to be leveraged, not feared.

3. Existing models are not perfect; better models exist that are not yet seen.
Stance about the self

l.

I am capable of finding

2.

I can wade into and get through the necessary complexity.

a better model.

3. I give myself the time to create a better model"
(Martin, 2007)
Each of these requires, time, experience and

cultivation. The first step is asking yourself and

others to create the stance, so participants in the dialogue can be open to one another.
Once participants are prepared and the conversation is staged appropriately, in order for a

dialogue to emerge, there needs to be three elements in place: mufual respect, empathic listening,
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(Gadamer, 1975; Patterson et al., 2002) and surfacing assumptions while suspending judgment
(Isaacs, 1999; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999).

Mutual respect, or a sense of equality, is necessary for effective dialogue (Bohm, 1990;
Isaacs, 1999; Yankelovich, 1999). It helps create a safe environment to allow for the free flow

of

meaning, which is integral to optimize dialogue (Wheatley, 2005). In dialogue, equality must

reign as the "'we" mentality must dominate the

"I"

and everyone participating in the dialogue

must be treated with respect (Yankelovich, 1999). Without mutual respect, dialogue
take place (Barrera

& Kramer, 2009).

will not

Leaders, who are skilled in dialogue, understand the

importance of mutual respect and prevent questions from being suppressed by the dominant

opinion. This inquiry does not consist of focusing on the weakness of what is said,, but focused
on the strength (Gadamer, 1975). Treating each other as equals is crucial to establishing the

positive tone necessary for offsetting the vulnerability, which comes with dialogue (Senge,

1990). Scholars doubt dialogue could even take place within hierarchical organizations because
distinct levels of authority work contrary to the nature of dialogue (Bohm, 1990; Yankelovich,
1999). Participants would need to honor the benefits of dialogue over the preservation and
privileges of their rank (Senge, 1990), which leaders can find challenging in practice.
Scholars agree that a second key element of effective dialogue is the ability

of

participants to respond empathically to the views of others (Yankelovic, 1999). Conversing with
empathy does not mean everyone agrees with one another; rather, it refers to truly considering
the weight of the other's opinion (Gadamer, 1975). Since in dialogue, assumptions are brought
out into the open, participants are encouraged not to dismiss these assumptions,, but instead to

fully explore the opinions of others by deeply engaging with and internalizingthese viewpoints
(Buber, 1923; Patterson et al 2002; Yankelovich, 1999).
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Authors also agree that an effective dialogue will surface assumptions while suspending
judgments (Argyris & Schon, 1974). In order forthe discovery and acknowledgement of
different perspectives to occur, there needs to be a safe environment. In order to maintain this
safe space, suspending judgment is critical (Bohm,1996; Patterson et al., 2002). The

discrimination around status and influence must be put on hold to create an environment where
participants can weigh opinions on their intrinsic merits rather than on authority, prestige, or

power (Yankelovich, 1999). Furthermore, the judgments on opinions need to be withheld

initially in order to empathically explore assumptions. Participants need to be open to
questioning their fundamental assumptions and playing with different ideas (Bohm, 1996; Senge,
1990). When we inquire about others and ideas, we are attempting to expose differences in our

thinking and are open to unlocking our collective perspective (Gadamer, 1975; Patterson et al.,
2002; Wheatley, 2005).
There is not consensus in the literafure regarding certain elements of how dialogue takes
place effectively. For example, they are disagreement on whether or not a facilitator is needed"

A facilitator can help the group feel ownership

and responsibility for the process and the

outcomes of the dialogue (Bohm, 1996; Senge, 1990) and ensure the conversation is moving
along (Senge, 1990). Another component of contention is whether or not the participants need to
establish mutual purpose up front. This is seen as a requisite for some, while others maintain
that although it helps optimize the dialogue, an effective dialogue could still ensue without it.
Dialogues often begin as simple discussions that shift from what each individual thinks to

jointly inquiring about the possibilities around a topic. This transforms the conversation from a
polite exchange to a focus on co-creating new insights (Isaacs, 1999). To better understand the
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flow of how dialogue manifests itself from

a basic discussion

to a collaborative dialogue,

Scharmer (2000) provides us with the following graph:

Figure
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Scharmer evolved his theory of dialogue in conjunction with other scholars to create the

U theory of how dialogue manifests itself. This theory breaks down dialogue into three phases
and seven competencies (Senge et aI., 2004). The first phase is sensing, or becoming aware

of

thoughts and suspending them to redirect our attention to sense what is happening in a situation.
Then there ts presencing, which focuses on being in the moment and responding to what is

manifesting in an open and non-judgmental way, where perspective emerges from the collective.
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Finally, there's realizing, where possibilities are co-created and emerge as a bi-product of the
dialogue (Senge et a[., 2004).
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(Senge et al., 2004, p. 219).

Practitioners and theorists support the three phases of the U theory model as a means to

effective dialogue. The testing and suspending of our thoughts and assumptions (Becker et al,,
1995; Isaacs, 1999; Patterson et al., 2002), disclosing all relevant information (Sco tt, 2002;

Smith & Hitt,2005; Stone et al., 1999), having an orientation to the group and others overthe
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self (Buber, 1923; Losada & Heaphy, 2004), and using specific examples and agreeing on

definitions for key words (Smith & Hitt, 2005) all contribute to a flourishing dialogue. Also, in
an effective dialogue reasoning and intent would be explained, as the group would place
emphasis on interests, not positions, and the dialogue would consist

ofjoint inquiry (Becker et

al., 1995 Smith & Hitt, 2005). A dialogue ends when the participants fail to acknowledge the

joint responsibility or the

"\A,'e"

in the conversation (Riikonen, 1998).

Roadblocks

Although the benefits of dialogue are numerous and desirable, dialogue can be
challenging to put into practice. Effective communication, in general, is difficult for people,
even when conversing in smaller groups (Bohm, 1996). Dialogue is

difficult because humans

hold basic assumptions, or beliefs, about what is really important, and, therefore, will defend
these assumptions when challenged (Patterson et al., 2002). This defense can come with an

emotional charge. Since assumptions come from past thoughts and experiences, it can be

difficult to separate out the assumptions from the personal identity (Stone et al., 1999).
Therefore, when an assumption, or opinion, is challenged it can easily be taken personally

(Bohm, 1996; Isaacs, 1999). Obstacles like these, which often occur at a subconscious level,
make dialogue difficult in the workplace (Isaacs, 1999).
The mind is one of the most challenging barriers to dialogue. It strongly resists attempted
paradigm shifts (Isaacs, 1999). In the body, there is an apparent and felt connection between

intention and movement. In the mind, there is intention, which can lead to other thoughts, but
the connection is unclear and often undetected, which makes it seem as though thoughts are
independently arising (Bohm, 1996). Our thoughts and assumptions, are really our stories of a
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given situation or topic. They are a result of our observations, interpretations, and conclusions,
which are the assumptions and beliefs we hold (Stone et al., 1999).
Unlocking dialogue is often a matter of will and skill (Yankelovich, 1999). Even when
people find it easy to share their thoughts and examine the thoughts of others, often they do not
have the proper time, incentives, or motivation in the workplace to have the patience and support

to engage in dialogue (Yankelovich, 1999). Dialogue requires time and we often don't take the
time to inquire, reflect, and think together (Brown, 2005; Wheatley, 2005). Additional barriers
to effective dialogue can include, but are not limited

to: a lack of trust, lack of empathy, lack of

attentive listening, moving to action too quickly, not having mufual purpose, hierarchy, lack of

a

safe space, and a fear of losing status and power (Yankelovich, 1999).

Moreover, effective dialogue is not easy" It takes experience, work, capability, and
personal maturation. And yet, as people become increasingly adept at dialogue, they create a
new barrier to overcome, Paradoxically, people who are highly skilled in dialogue must take
caution in asserting an expert stance (Isaacs, 1999), since this is in direct opposition to the
necessary ingredient of mutual respect, which is required for an effective dialogue.

Since our natural tendency is to defend our opinions, our conversations are often seen as

opportunities to trade information or win points (Isaacs, 1999), which exposes our natural
tendency for discussion or debate, when a situation may require for a dialogue. Necessity,

ultimately, is at the core of barriers to dialogue, since what we believe is necessary is what we
vigorously defend (Bohm,1996). In the workplace, if the culture and company do not believe
dialogue is necessary, it will be an insurmountable barrier, shutting off employees and
companies to the unique benefits of dialogue (Yankelovich, 1999).
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Discussion
Discussion perrneates our daily conversations, which is why it is critical to understand

how it occurs in the workplace and how to make it a productive use of time. The quality

of

discussions within a company can highly impact profitability and overall productivity.
Discussion attempts to exchange ideas and assumptions, helping us make better sense of our

world and reality (Scott,2002). Discussions remind us that we are apart of a greater whole,
which creates a sense of unity. We realize we can accomplish more, faster, and make better
business decisions when we work together (Wheatley, 2005).

Discussion manifests itself in a unique way in contrast to dialogue and debate. Scholars
agree that discussions in the workplace often manifest as decision-making conversations focused

on achieving objectives (Wagner & Muller, 2009; Yankelovich, 1999). These executionoriented conversations are what we typically engage in within corporations (Burrell, 2007).
Despite their informative nafure, discussions consist of participants who see themselves as
separate from one another (Isaacs, 1999), taking on more of an individualistic approach in

contrast to the collective stance of participants in dialogue (Bohm, L996; Yankelovich, 1999).

Often the desired outcomes of individuals are predetermined and new ways of thinking are not
adopted by others. In discussion, participants entertain pre-existing thoughts or a combination

pre-existing thoughts; versus engage in entirely new thinking altogether. Discussion involves
power and persuasion to varying degrees and is more concerned with the individual than the
group; however, when conducted effectively, discussion works for the benefit of both the

individual and the group (Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999).
Participants in discussion seek to learn and gain knowledge in an effort to achieve

outcomes. In pursuing this knowledge, humans nafurally practice discrimination and filter the

of
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information they are receiving. Each person has a different filter, or focus of attention, which is

why in order to understand someone else's point of view, or our own, we need to communicate
with one another (Macmurray,
a discussion, but

l96l).

Our communication at work typically takes on the form of

it can look different depending on whether it is formal or informal and whether

it is focused on decision-making or information gathering, which both ultimately are geared
toward achieving outcomes. More formal discussions are familiar as they usually manifest as
meetings at work and, therefore, have an organizer, or facilitator. There are also informal "water

cooler" discussions where employees are attempting to learn what others know and gathering
and exchanging information (Patterson et al. 2002; Scott, 2002).

Discussions have an agenda and are focused on accomplishing outlined objectives. They
are seen as the prevalent form of conversation in the workplace where leaders' calendars can

consist of one 3O-minute meeting after another, which is not as conducive to effective debates
and dialogues that often require more

time. People are able to do work faster and smarter when

they collaborate and often discussion provides the best outlet to quickly exchange information,

build consensus, make a decision and move on (Roberto, 2005; Wagner & Muller, 2009).
We depend on the information others have and since we can't read minds, our way of
getting at this information is by communicating with one another through conversation (Wagner

& Muller, 2009). However, since our tasks

and the work-at-hand often determine the agenda

topics, we can miss or shy away from the difficult conversations that need to take place to
address the most important issues (Patterson et al., 2002; Stone et al., 1999). Susan Scott, who
has consulted

with companies and leaders on the topic of fierce conversations for decades, refers

to these conversations as "unreal conversations." While many people fear and avoid having the

"real conversation," the unreal ones are the ones that end up being more expensive and damaging
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for companies and their employees (Scott,2002). Not having the real conversation produces the
meeting after the meeting, which deteriorates a companies' productivity (Lencioni, 2004;
Patterson et al., 2002; Scott, 2002).

Effective Discussion

At work, it is typically groups rather than individuals that frequently make important
organizational decisions, since groups lend more resources to solving an issue and therefore
should increase the chance of producing a high-quality decision (Vroom & Jago, 1988). To
capitalize on the collective knowledge, decision-making groups typically leverage face-to-face
discussion as a way to combine ideas (Larson & Christensen, 1993). Discussion, although

widely leveraged, is not confirmed by scholars as the most appropriate form of conversation to
unlock the collective wisdom of a group, although it is often employed with that objective in

mind. ln discussion, participants share information, which is greatly influenced by

status

differences (Kelley, 195 1), what information other participants have already contributed to the
conversation (Fisher & Ellis, 1990), and by members' pre-discussion opinions.
Stasser and Titus (1985, 1987) conducted research, describing the information group

members choose to share in discussions as either "shared information," which is information all
other participants have already experienced in pre-discussion conversations, or o'unshared

information," which only certain participants experienced in pre-discussion conversations. As

a

result they found groups tended to discuss more of the "shared information" they initially had in
common, than the "unshared information," which would actually increase the knowledge base of
those who had not previously heard the information (Stasser

& Titus, 1985, 1987). Discussing

more shared than unshared information is not an effective use of the group. If discussions do not
capture the unshared information, different and/or suboptimal decisions could be made.
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When there are diffe.irrg viewpoints on a given topic, it is tempting for leaders to simply
make the decision, rather than letting the banter of ideas continue. Although this is necessary at
times, when mistrust is present within the group, making a unilateral decision can make matters

worse. A survey study of a hundred CEOs of multi-site hotel companies was conducted on the
management teams'level of trust and recent strategic decisions. Based on 78 strategic decisions
described by an average of five executives, Simon and Peterson (2006) found that teams whose
members mistrust one another are less effective at implementing their strategic decisions. These
groups were less effective at collaborating and did not endorse their group's decisions as

strongly. Mistrust had double the impact on implementation, when the CEO made the decisions,
instead of aiming for group consensus. Often the executives did not even realize they were

imposing their decisions on the group. If trust was high, dictating decisions did not cause
damage on implementation (Simons

&

Peterson, 2006).

Regarding research in the workplace, Losada and Heaphy (2004) have conducted
numerous studies on the topic of team performance. One particular study leveraged the ML
model to demonstrate team dynamics through the lens of low, medium, and high performing

teams. The ML model was developed through the direct observation of 60 business units
consisting of roughly eight people per group, developing their annual strategic plans in the
Capture Lab. The computerized lab was specifically created for studying group dynamics. The

verbal communication from these groups was coded along three bipolar dimensions:

positivitylnegativity, inquiry/advoeacy, and other/self. Losada and Heaphy (2004) found that
business teams with sustainable high performance maintain a balance between internal and

external focus in their conversations and have a positivity/negativity ratio of 5.6. Low

performing teams are more internally focused and have a positivitylnegativity ration of .36,
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meaning there is actually more negative feedback than positive. Specifically in conversations

high performing teams strike a balance between the amount of advocacy and inquiry, whereas

low performing teams will spend more time simply advocating strongly (Losada &. Heaphy,
2004).

In order for an effective discussion to take place at work, there are three prime
components: shared purpose (Wagner & Muller, 2009); effective decision-making practices
(Patterson et al., 2002; Roberto, 2005), specifically the ability to build consensus (Roberto,

2005); and an ability to deal with confrontation which assumes a baseline of mutual respect
(Patterson et al. ,2002; Roberto, 2005; Stone et al., 1999).
Wagner and Muller (2009) wrote on the topic of collaborative relationships, rooted in two
decades of research conducted by the Gallup Organization. This large body of research

consisted of qualitative investigations with an extensive literature review, a worldwide study

with more than 34,000 respondents in 108 countries reflecting on their relationship with their
supervisor, investigative studies conducted in the United States, and a test construction study.

Through their work they determined shared purpose is necessary for effective discussion to
ensue (Wagner

& Muller, 2009). Engaging in effective discussions

at work includes a shared

mission among participants, which produces the building blocks for effective collaboration and

productivity" Three key criteria used to

assess the degree

mlsslon are:
t

We share a common goal.

t

We have a common purpose for what we do.

I

We believe in the same mission in life

(p 37)

to which participants pursue a shared
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To clarify further, having a shared purpose in effective discussions does not require participants
have the same reasons for pursuing that goal (Wagner

& Muller, 2009).

Decision-making is often the focus of discussions in organizations. Work needs to
progress and, in order to do so; action needs to be taken, which means decisions need to be made
regarding what actions should take place. Deciding how groups will make important work
decisions is a key component of effective discussions and, when overlooked, can have negative
consequences (Patterson et al., 2002; Roberto, 2005).

Under Kennedy's leadership as President, two major events took place that serve as
classic discussion and decision-making case studies: the Bay of Pigs and the Cuban Missile

Crisis. The Bay of Pigs fiasco, which was a failed covert mission to overthrow Fidel Castro in
Cuba, serves as a significant example of Irvin Janis's concept of groupthink. In other words, it
demonstrated what transpires when a party conforms and promotes the view of the predominant

group. On the other hand, the Cuban Missile Crisis provides a contrasting set of behaviors,
which produced pivotal results. Roberto (2005) provides us with a table comparing and
contrasting the different process characteristics between the two situations:

Table

I

Roberto's Kennedy Comparison
Process Characteristics
Role of President

Kennedy
Role of participants

Group norrns

Bay of Pigs
Present at all critical meetings
Spokesmen/advocates for
particular departments and
agencies
Deference to experts

Adherence to rules of protocol

Participation and
involvement

Extreme secrecy-very small
group kept "in the know"
Exclusion of lower-level aides

Cuban Missile Crisis
Deliberately absent fiom preliminary
meetings
Skeptical generalists examining the
"policy problem as a whole"

Minimization of stafus/rank
differences
Freedom from rules of protocol
Direct communication between
Kennedy and lower-level officials
with relevant knowledge and
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Use of subgroups

Consideration
alternatives

of

Instirutionalization of
dissent

and outsiders with fresh

expertrse

points of view

Periodic involvement of outside
experts and fresh voices
Two subgroups of equal size, power,
and expertise
Repeated exchange of position,
papers and vigorous critique and

One small subgroup, driving
the process "The same men,
in short, both planned the
operation and judged its
chances ofsuccess"
Rapid convergence upon a
single alternative
No competing plans presented
to the president
No individual designated to
occupy the special role of
devil's advocate

debate

Balanced consideration of two
alternatives
Arguments for multiple options
presented to the president
Two confidants of the president
playing the role of "intellectual
watchdo g" - probing for flaws in
every argument
(Roberto, 2005, p.32).

The most important strategic decisions outline what behaviors are required of

participants, set controls to generate and monitor compliance of participant behaviors

(Mintzberg, 1994) and

assess the effectiveness

of those behaviors (Kim & Mclntosh, 1999). The

Cuban Missile Crisis implemented these strategies, which led to an effective outcome in a

potentially disastrous scenario.
Leaders make choices and need to have timely implementation of those decisions.
Scholars agree that effective consensus building is a key part of efficient decision-making and
the effectiveness of decision implementation (Roberto,

2005). Consenszrs is a high level of

commitment and shared understanding among people involved in a decision (Roberto, 2005).
This does not mean everyone agrees with the decision or thinks the same way about a topic.

Building consensus is collaborating with parhrers upfront to engage participants in the process of
making the decision, exchanging thoughts and inventing options that meet the varying needs of
the group, without converging on any one solution too early (Roberto, 2005).
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Authors also agree that a critical component of effective discussion is the ability to deal

with confrontation. It can be challenging for leaders to grow proficient at bringing a group
through confrontation to consensus building, in order to make decisions and effectively

implement them. [n large companies meetings can often seem more ritualistic than productive.

A poorly conducted executive meeting usually indicates a significant gap between performance
and potential (Lencioni, 2004). When done successfully, the meeting after the meeting is

mitigated (Patterson et a1.,2002) and decisions are carried out more successfully (Simons &
Peterson,2006).
Furthermore there is consensus in the literature on when a discussion should leverage a
designated facilitator or someone to moderate the conversation, to lead the meeting and ensure

participants stay on task (Kanthraj,2007). Particularly for more formal discussions it is
important, as the facilitator will determine the agenda, synthesize viewpoints before moving on,
ask clarifying questions on points of confusion, use time effectively, respect others, offer

solutions, and keep the conversation moving along (Kanthraj,2007). If the facilitator plays those
roles, the participants are asked to take on different behaviors to ensure an effective discussion.
Participants, who help create effective discussions, prepare for the discussion, actively
participate, provide clear reasons and explanations for their thoughts, and show respect to others
(Kanthraj ,2007). Regarding more informal discussions, which can be pre-meeting discussions,
there is often not a facilitator, nor an expressed need throughout the literature, since efficiency
and decision-making are less of a focus and the discussion often centers on information gathering
and exchanging.
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According to Roberto (2005), leaders should shape how the discussion, or decisionmaking process occurs in the workplace. Specifically, he argues the fbllowing model for
effective decision-making conversations.

Figure 4
Roberto's Model for Effective Decision-Making
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(Roberto, 2005, p. 33).

For-profit companies are inherently focused on productivity and therefore whether

initially intended to move to action or not, leaders are asked to transition from dialogue or debate
to discussion. One way to do this is for leaders to outline clear expectations upfront on how the
group

will decide to resolve disagreements among the participants during the conversation

(Roberto, 2005). Another cited tactic is for leaders to articulate and develop language around

how their specific role will transition at a certain point in the conversation in order to achieve

timely closure. Lastly, leaders can leverage a confidant within the group to serve as a sounding
board and confidence booster when the leader needs support and encouragement to make the
decision (Roberto, 2005). These are all effective strategies to employ in order to transition a
conversation from dialogue or debate to discussion and decisions.
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Roadblocks

T'ruly effective discussions in the workplace can be somewhat challenging, especially
when the rituals of regular meetings often set an expectation to have an "unreal" or "going
through the motions" meeting (Lencioni, 2004; Scott, 2002). We often come up against the
barriers of time constraints and are constantly battling our desire to have the "real" conversation

with our human tendency to avoid confrontation (Scott, 2002). Furthermore, leaders are often
asked to make decisions under deadlines and do not always have the luxury of time for open

exploration or a rigorous argumentation of options. Therefore, the ability to optimize our
meetings and daily conversations becomes increasingly important to the effectiveness of the
decisions we make (Lencioni, 2004).

Although empathy is helpful in cultivating relationships and essential for effective
dialogue, it can also lead us down a path of drawing too many assumptions, because we think we

"know" what someone is thinking or feeling. We read into situations or actions, which can
produce false assumptions. Assuming without confirming our assumptions can lead to mistakes

within the workplace and in our relationships with others (Wagner & Muller, 2009).
Forfunately, when discussion is leveraged effectively, we can explore the way others think to

yield

a more accurate

picture of reality.

Additional barriers to effective discussion include: converging on an opinion too
quickly, groupthink and conformity within the group, the leader exerting too much decisionmaking power, going through the act of decision-making when a decision has already been
made, a Iack of trust, lack of empathy, lack of attentive listening, misaligned objectives, lack of a
safe space, fear of loss of status and power (Roberto, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999).

A lack of

leader proficiency on how to facilitate consensus building, and deal with conflict and
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confrontations within discussion, also poses a barrier to leaders engaging in effective discussions
at work (Roberto, 2005).

How we engage in conversation is often influenced by our context and our perception of
how others are engaging in the current situation. We do this frequently and subconsciously. We
behave, as we perceive others to be behaving (Heidegger, 1962). Because it is a prevalent form

of conversation in the workplace, learning how to optimize discussion can have significant
benefits for an organization. Building an aptitude for leading effective discussions through
establishing shared purpose, effectively making decisions, and cultivating a space where

confrontation is accepted and productive, is an indispensable leadership trait. The efforts of a
leader growing in their capacity to lead effective discussions can

yield

great returns, given the

high frequency of discussions in the workplace.
Debate

Conflict in and of itself is not an issue; given the diverse perspectives in an organization

it is nearly inevitable; the problem is often how we deal with it (Gottman, 1994). Conflict is a
state of disharrnony, or a clash, befween antithetical persons, ideas or interests (conflict, 2009),
and is often a barrier to overcome, when we need to work effectively with one another without

being disrespectful. Debate, when focused on a topic or situation can be a justified way

of

working through conflict, even positive, in that it aims at knowledge, persuasion, or truth
(Toulmin, 1958). Participants in debate attempt to present a convincing argument in an effort to
persuade others. Therefore, debate consists of analytical thinking, interaction and explicitness.

Participants argue with one another, giving reasons forjustification, and providing challenges in
response to the other (Toulmin, 1958).
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Effective debate, then, occurs when the conversation produces and challenges reasons for
drawing certain conclusions that deepen our understanding of the arguments for or against a
particular topic. Specifically, effective debate ensues when participants focus their attention on
arguments whose main goal is to establish the truth of their conclusions (Adler,2006).

Unforrunately, the inherent conflict and candid opinions are not always surfaced during
relevant, decision-making meetings. Leaders feel uncomfortable dissenting, teams quickly close

in on a single solution, and participants think decisions are made unanimously, when, in
actuality, they are not (Roberto, 2005). Participating in, and staging, effective debates for
divergent thinking, where opinions are challenged and competing ideas are presented is a critical
leadership competency in order to create a culture of productive confrontation of ideas and to
increase workers' capacity for resolving conflicts (Lencioni, 2004).

Effective Debate
Debate, consists of challenging assumptions. When those assumptions are important to an

individual, it can yield a reaction as though the person is under attack, not just their idea (Bohm,
1996). The memory, perception, and testimony of the person provides a filter, which is used to
create stories, or perceived truths on a topic, which are then defended when challenged (Adler,

2006).

Initially, debate requires the development of an argument, or claim, which is then stated,
and articulated, to others (Toulmin, 1958). The more complex the argument, the greater the need

for explicitness, which is the clearjustification of the argument. It is through attempting to make
the implicit explicit that we unearth our underlying assumptions, which leads to more productive
and effective debate. This examination process, conducted through debate, allows us to expose,
dissect, and address the positions held on a topic (Toulmin, 1958).
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Debate or argumentation's most influential theorist, Stephen Toulmin in his seminal work
The Uses of Argument (1958), shared six components as a model of argumentation, which
although originally written for legal arguments, was later credited for its major implications to

commurication, rhetoric, and debate.

Table

2

Toulmin's Model of Argumentation
Components of Argument

Description

l. Claim

Conclusions whose merit must be established. For example, if a
person tries to convince a listener that he is a British citizen, the
claim would be "I am a British citizen."
The facts we appeal to as a foundation for the claim. For example,
the person introduced in 1 can support his claim with the supporting
data "l was born in Bermuda."
The statement authorizing our movement from the data to the claim.
In order to move from the data established in 2,"1was born in
Bermuda," to the claim in 1, "l am a British citizen," the person
must supply a warrant to bridge the gap between I & 2 with the
o'A
statement
man born in Bermuda will legally be a British

2. Data

3. Warrant

Citizen."
4. Backing

5. Rebuttal

6" Qualifier

Credentials designed to certify the statement expressed in the
warrant; backing must be introduced when the warrant itself is not
convincing enough to the readers or the listeners. For example, if
the listener does not deem the warrant in 3 as credible, the speaker
will supply the legal provisions as backing statement to show that it
is true that "A man born in Bermuda will legally be a British
Citizen."
Statements recognizing the restrictions to which the claim may
legitimately be applied. The rebuttal is exemplified as follows, "A
man born in Bermuda will legally be a British citizen, unless he has
betrayed Britain and has become a spy of another country."
Words or phrases expressing the speaker's degree of force or
certainty concerning the claim. Such words or phrases include
"possible," "probably," "impossib le," "certainly," "presumably,"
"as far as the evidence goes," or "necessarily." The claim "I am
definitely a British citizen" has a greater degree of force than the
claim "I am a British citizen, presumably."
(Toulmin, 1958, pp. 97-107).
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Toulmin (1958) believed that, for effective argumentation, the conversation should
provide justification for a claim, thereby strengthening the concept, withstanding opposition, and

gaining acceptance. The argument should focus on finding a claim of interest, then
communicating justification for

it.

This requires preparation and originates from our thoughts

and rationale. Toulmin (1958) viewed this as a practice in reasoning, which was more focused
on testing and sifting through previously held ideas through the process
the

ofjustification, versus

joint creation of new ideas.
A more recent and widely accepted model of argumentation theory is the pragma-

dialectical theory established by Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004). They approached
argumentation from the lens of debating to resolve differences of opinion. They note four

primary principles of debate, along with four stages regarding how debate unfolds, which I have
summarized in the tables below.

Table

3

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst Argumentation Principles
Argumentation Principles

Description

1. Externalization

Argumentation needs a standpoint and an opposition to the
standpoint. Therefore, argumentation research concentrates on the
externalizable commitments rather than the psychological elements
of people.
Arguments are seen as an expression of people's processes. Crucial
is to validate the arguer's position by arguments in a certain way.
Two people try to obtain an agreement in argumentation; therefore
argumentation is part of a social context rather than an individual
context.
Argumentation has the general function of managing the resolution
of disagreement, Studying of argumentation should concentrate on
the function of argumentation in the verbal management of

2. Socialization

3. Functionalization

disagreement.

4. Dialectification

Argumentation is appropriate only when you are able to use
arguments that are able to hel p you argue with another person.
(Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 52-53).
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Tahle 4
Van Eemeren and Grootendorst Stages of Debate
Stages

of Debate

Confrontation Stage

Description

Conversation Behaviors

Interlocutors establish that they have
difference of opinion.

Presentation of the problem, such
as a debate question or a political
disagreement.
Agreement on rules, such as for
example, how evidence is to be
presented, which sources of facts
are to be used, how to handle
divergent interpretations,
determination of closing
conditions,
Application of logical principles
according to the agreed-upon
rules.

a

Opening Stage

Argumentation Stage

Concluding Stage

Interlocutors decide to resolve this
difference of opinion. The
interlocutors determine their points
of departure: they agree upon the
rules of the discussion and establish
which propositions they can use in
their argumentation.
Protagonist defends hisftrer
standpoint by putting forward
arguments to counter the
antagonist's objections or doubt.
Parties evaluate to what extent their
initial difference of opinion has been
resolved and in whose favor.

When closing conditions are met.
These could be for example, a

time limitation or the
determination of an arbiter. Note
that these stages are
indispensable.
(Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 59-62).

These principles and stages of debate can also apply to critical evaluations in discussions,

where persuasion and advocacy are more prevalent. The distinguishing factor is both of these
models assume someone

will come out on top, by having their opinion justified

and accepted or

by citing the indispensable nature of establishing in whose favor the argument ended (Toulmin,
1958; Van Eemeren

& Grootendorst,

2004).

ln the workplace not every difference of opinion can be debated, so when a complex
debate arises there are three factors for consideration: First, in an effort to save time, energy, and
resources, participants must be selective about what is worth debating. Second, participants must

initially accept some premise of the other's argument, even if they cannot verify it,

as every

Conversation in the Workplace 46
aspect of an argument

will likely not be able to be addressed efficiently. Finally, participants

hold biases for, or against, a topic prior to engaging in the conversation (Van Eemeren &
Grootendorst, 2004). To move the conversation toward effective debate, the debater/debaters
must convince the others of their trustworthiness (Adler, 2006). If an issue is too complex,
where little to no progress is made over a long period of time, the demand for explicitness can be
seen as mistrust and, therefore, the debate is

only effective if participants mutually commit to

engaging in the inquiry through advocacy (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004), such as

outlined in the opening stage of the pragma-dialectical theory.

Aristotle placed an emphasis on explicit arguments rooted in logic, asserting that truth is
gained through opposition. Through our thinking we make inferences about the world around us
and when we engage in debate with another, we defend and therefore rationalize why we think in
the way we do (Toulmin, 1958). Our assumptions, unchallenged, may never prompt us to

personally develop the justifications, or reasons, for holding our thoughts. Debate prods us to
examine, rationahze, and truly think through our own thoughts, versus unconditionally accepting
them.

The motivation for engaging in effective debate at work is that our assumptions inform
and guide our actions. tn the workplace, we want our decisions and actions to be successful,

which will be more likely to happen if the assumptions they are based on, are sound (Adler,

2006). Debate is the form of conversation, which aims to test the validity of our strongly held
opinions to ensure our decisions and actions stem from a solid base.
Debate manifests itself in a unique way compared to its counterparts of discussion and

dialogue. Debate in the workplace often erupts unexpectedly when people feel strongly about a
topic of discussion (Patterson et al., 2002). Leaders are encouraged to take a proactive approach
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to debate in the workplace, versus letting it arise abruptly. Creating outlets where divergent

thinking is not only welcomed, but also encouraged, allows for debate to take on a more effective
form.
There is not consensus in the literature regarding certain elements of how debate occurs

in a corporate setting. There is disagreement about whether or not an effective debate requires

a

moderator. This is largely a question of accountability and objectivity to ensure someone is
focused on helping the group formulate a holistic view and taking into account the various points

of opposition. Another component of contention is whether or not the participants need to
establish mutual respect up front. Debate can have damaging effects if there is not a degree
respect, but debate can

of

still technically take place without this. This is seen as a requisite for

some, while others maintain

it helps make the debate more effective, but is not critical.

Roadblocks
Dissent in the workplace has its risks. [n order to achieve optimal results debate should
center on the content of the conversation and not on personal issues (Roberto,2005). Leaders
spend roughly 20 percent of their time dealing with
have crucial implications for a company

conflict. Specifically, conflict

if left unaddressed (Guttman, 1999). If

at the top can

the conflict is

becomes personal, debate is not the best solution for working through the conflict and can

actually produce damaging consequences.
Although there are multiple benefits of engaging in debate, effective debate can be
challenging to put into practice and can produce serious consequences when conducted

ineffectively (Fisher et al., 1991). If discussion and dialogue are not done well, productivity can
suffer, however if debate is not conducted well, productivity can suffer, trust can be destroyed
and there can be irreparable damage to relationships. Effective debate is certainly not easy and
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there are many barriers, more so than for discussion and dialogue due to the political and

personal implications. Specifically, stubbornness, confrontation avoidance, leadership styles,

cognitive biases, arrogance, dogmatism, equivocation, political motivations, reputation concerns,
threat rigidity (where people feel threatened and resort to deeply ingrained mental models), and

in-group/out-group biases, all serve as real barriers to debate either not being successful or not
occurring at all in the workplace (Adler, 2006; Roberto, 2005).
Constraints on time and resources also prevent effective debate in the workplace. A

commitment to debate and critical questioning supported by adequate time and encouraged by
the leader are key prerequisites to effective debate. Sustaining an effective debate can also be

difficult when there is a surplus of those who want to participate and be heard. When many
people feel the need to contribute, it demands time and resources, which are not typically
deemed efficient, so often avoided or aborted early, unless mandated otherwise.

Even if participants are committed to the debate, the perceptions of others who observe
the conversation can produce adverse effects. Rigorous debates are often perceived as impolite,

burdensome, unfriendly, and can cast an impression that those who partake in the debate are
argumentative, difficult, or contrary. It can also leave an impression of a lack of alignment
among leaders.
Humans are not naturally skilled at debating since most people take criticisms personally
and treat critiques as threats (Adler,2006; Bohm, 1996; Patterson et al., 2002; Stone et al.,

1999). However, if avoided completely, organizations sacrifice the unique benefits and
efficiencies of debate as a form of conversation, which challenges and enhances our ability to

think critically and formulate persuasive business cases that push agendas, ideas, and innovations
forward, which are necessary business competencies, particularly in scenarios with limited
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resources. Roberto (2005) suggests role-plays, point-counterpoint set-ups, mental simulations,
and conceptual models as effective tactics to bring healthy debate into the workplace and to

overcome roadblocks. People debate more effectively when they have great rapport and trust

with others through daily interactions (Driver & Gottman,2004), which showcases dialogue as a
potential solution to overcoming the intimidating barriers of debate.

What are the Impacts of Dialogue, Discussion and Debate?

Conversation serves many functions and is one of the most ancient ways humans connect

with one another. When we share what we see and feel, and listen to what others see and feel,
we create conditions for change within ourselves and our communities (Wheatley,2002)" When
we do not take the time to truly talk with one another, we stop acting intelligently. We forfeit
our freedom to open new pathways of thinking (Wheatley, 2002).

For high-performance teams, capable of continual growth and learning, the reward of
conversation lies in the synergy between the different forms, which is not likely to be present if
the distinctions between them are not illuminated (Senge, 1990).

A great team will masterthe

movement back and forth between the forms of conversation and understand when it is
appropriate and beneficial to employ the principles of each.

If companies fail to hold effective conversations where respect is maintained throughout
dialogue, discussion, and debate the cost for the organization can be significant, although at
times subtle, From eight years of interviews, focus groups, questionnaires and forums,

consulting with more than 2400 employees, Pearson and Porath (2005) have experienced that
when co-workers lack respectful ways to engage with one another or are simply uncivil in their
interactions, it decreases organizational resources and negatively impacts productivity,
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absenteeism, performance, and overall

profitability. Furthermore, if

the leader does not handle

the situation appropriately, loyalty, job satisfaction, and engagement decline (Pearson & Porath,

2005). Conversely, when we can hold courageous, yet respectful conversations in the
workplace, the benefits are highly beneficial (Patterson et al., 2002; Scott, 2002; Stone et al.,
1eeg).

Dialogue
When dialogue is used proficiently the outcome for organizations can be extraordinary

(Yankelovich, 1999). Scholars and practitioners have become exceedingly enthusiastic about the
potential dialogue holds for transforming our social worlds (Palshaugen,200l). The most
notable and unique benefits of dialogue, which align with the intended outcomes, are: stronger
partnerships, new innovative thinking, higher performing teams and leaders, and greater
resilience and adaptability needed for change (Isaacs, T999; Yankelovich, 1999).
Stronger Partnerships
The diversity in values, interests, stafus, politics, professional backgrounds, ethnicity,
language, and convictions of employees can lead to information gaps and misunderstandings.

Dialogue is the form of conversation with the ability to overcome profound differences befween
people and groups, while creating greater team cohesion (Isaacs, 1999).

Particularly in large companies, dialogue is useful for breaking down the silos. Similar to
bridging two cultures, dialogue can facilitate the creation of common ground between two areas
of a company where success necessitates strong working partnerships (Isaacs, 1999;
Yankelovich, 1999). [n our current economy, cofirrnunication is at the center of networks that
span international borders. Companies need to develop dialogue inside of these networks to
enable the collective changes and decisions that

will

need to be made (Isaacs, 1999)"
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Dialogue can either build or deteriorate feelings of optimism, belongingness, motivation,
and self-worth. When we engage in dialogue, we become r,ulnerable and put our personal

identity on the line (Riikonen, 1998). How we are received or rejected has its consequences.
When accepted we can, increase our understanding, reduce conflict and defensiveness, increase
trust, increase effectiveness, and increase our capacity to learn. Almost more notable is that
successful dialogue increases our quality of work and life (Smith & Hitt,2005).
Furthermore, when people engage in dialogue with one another on a regular basis, they

form a unique relationship. They develop a deeper trust, which carries over into and enhances
other forms of conversation, unlocking the benefits of a more productive discussion or debate
(Senge, 1990). These participants master the art of holding a position rather than being held by

it, and they experience first hand how new insights emerge when we release our assumptions.
When the time comes to defend a position, they will be more adept at doing so with grace and

flexibility (Senge, 1990). Developing relationships where people create shared value and closer
bonds with others increases retention and engagement in the workplace (Rath

& Harter,2010).

New [nnovative Thinking
Unexamined assumptions can lead to judgment errors and misunderstandings. Dialogue
is one of the few communication methods that allow people to suspend and confront assumptions

in an open and effective manner (Yankelovich, 1999). This exploration of our own assumptions
and the assumptions of others is at the root of engaging in dialogue in a way that unlocks its

benefits (Bohm, 1996). Participants become observers of their own thinking (Bohm, 1996). It
also provides a healthy environment for innovation and the ability for people to change their

minds. Furthermore, dialogue in its explorative nature transitions leaders and their teams from
old, rooted assumptions, to new ways of thinking (Isaacs, 1999). Instead of allowing leaders to
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think based on their past frame of reference, dialogue encourages creative and new thinking,
which pulls us out of past memories and into an openness of new possibilities (Isaacs, 1999).
By becoming aware of the unfolding of thoughts, participants can essentially alter the
process and content of the exchange (Isaacs, 1999). Through altering the process we can

redefine what we view as possible. Dialogue gives us insight into conversation as processes we
can direct, and helps us detangle our thoughts from our personal identity (Stone et al., 1999).

This allows us to examine and explore in a way where we can develop new ideas and we can
gain a deeper and more accurate understanding of reality (Senge, 1990, Stone et a1., 1999).

Higher Performing Teams and Leaders
Dialogue is necessary in building a learning organization that seeks to continually refine
and improve itself (Senge, 1990). Since, everything we do, think, and feel is enveloped in a web

of relationships, our ability to engage with others to unlock ideas and solutions at work is

a

critical competency for leaders and teams. Enhanced conversation skills apply to work sifuations
and to personal development for the leader and team ([saacs, 1999).

When leaders become aware of their own mental models they can make distinctions
between the ongoing process of thinking and the resulting thoughts (Bohm, 1996). This allows
leaders to see the incoherence in their thinking and identify where they can improve or how their

thinking may lead to undesired results. This self-awareness helps leaders develop personally by
focusing on what they really want and aligning their behaviors with those thoughts (Bohm, 1996;
Patterson et a1., 2002). Also, dialogue allows for leaders and teams to reflect together and to

focus their minds on what kind of an environment they really want. Dialogue creates a safe
space that permits participants to engage

in a genuine inquiry. In this open conversation
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participants can turn their attention toward the insights and potential of the collective (Isaacs,
1999; Wheatley, 2005; Yankelovich, 1999).

Developed Resilience and Adaptability l.,leeded for Change
One of the reasons dialogue is critical is that it offers a safe environment for honing
conversational skills, such

as

joint inquiry

and reflection, which enables group learning. This

safe environment is a place where we can brainstorm, play, prototype, and test our ideas in a way

that builds relationships, versus straining them ([saacs, 1999). Dialogue enables us to inquire

into ways of thinking we may have naturally resisted (Isaacs, 1999). The more open our minds
are, the more we are able to be open to transitions and change

within our organizations. The

fast-paced work environment and technology landscape continue to quickly out-date our

knowledge and expertise. ln order to keep up and anticipate challenges on the horizon, we need
to go beyond thinking on our own and shift to collective thinking (Isaacs, 1999).
There is further evidence that high-quality connections, which are essentially short-term,
dyadic, positive interactions at work, or dialogues seen in a positive light (Dutton et a1.,2011),

produce organizational benefits pertaining to resiliency. These conversations produce higher
levels of trust in the organization, creating a safe environment, which contributes to increased

learning from failures (Carmeli et al., 2009), it also improves team cooperation and trust, and
even positively impacts a groups ability to detect and respond to errors (Vogus,, 2004).

Additional benefits of dialogue can include, but are not limited to: dissolving long-standing
stereotypes, aligning objectives and strategies, building trust, creating common ground, shaping

visions rooted in shared purpose, reaching new levels of creativity, increasing transparency, and
strengthening our sense of community in the workplace (Yankelovich, 1999).
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Dialogue can also have impacts that are less than agreeable. The time it takes to engage
in an effective dialogue may take more time than the perceived benefits are worth. If dialogue is
not effectively transitioned to discussion, where decisions are made, the conversation can furn
into unproductive circling on a topic, lacking closure for the participants. Although new insights
are gained and indirect benefits may materialize,

if no courses of action

emerge, the group may

not see value in the process or may not be any further along from a productivity and results
standpoint.

Dialogue increases overall transparency and illuminates areas for improvement, which
can be both an advantage and disadvantage for a leader. Exposing inadequacies can be a

difficult process,

as the results although honest and encouraged, can be hard

to decipher and to

translate into value for the company and team. Participants may actually become disgruntled
areas

if

of opporfunity are made visible and no apparent action is taken to address the issues.

Therefore, the leader needs to clarify for the group what

will

and

will not be addressed,

as

dialogue can surface a lot of possibilities that cannot all be acted upon. Increased responsibility

for the leader, often serves as a reason leaders shy away from initiating dialogues. The key to
mitigating these impacts then, is to properly develop our leaders and teams regarding how to
properly facilitate and navigate through dialogue in an efficient and effective manner (Senge,
1ee0).

Also, if dialogue is not conducted effectively, it likely will not have the three
requirements of dialogue: mutual respect, empathic listening, and the surfacing of assumptions

while suspending judgment, thereby closing off the potential benefits. However, the participants

will likely still
dialogue

generate the benefits of discussion, even an effective discussion, as this is what

will default to when

one or more of the key elements are absent (Yankelovich, 1999).
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Dialogue holds the promise of addressing the business challenges of tomorrow, which are
increasingly complex in their nature.
Discussion
Discussion has multiple benefits, often more practical than profound, yet still very

significant. Executives, place their decision-making confidence in personal experience, available
information, however limited, and their personal values and judgments (Yankelovich, 1999).
Increasing the available information through conversation impacts how executives make
decisions and provides them with a more holistic view of a situation. Discussion is often
leveraged to produce the additional information leaders need to make decisions in an efficient
amount of time (Roberto, 2005).
The common benefits of discussion, which align with the intended outcomes, are:
learned and identified others' perspectives, effective decision-making (consensus building and
decision implementation), and maximizing organizational productivity and results (Roberto,
200s).
Learned and Identified Others' Perspectives

Our ideas and opinions are hidden until we choose to disclose them and share our thoughts.
People cannot read minds, so in order to extract, share, and trade information we need to engage

in conversation. Although non-verbal communication can help show feelings, in order to gain
multiple perspectives on

a

topic we exchange opinions verbally, which allows us to probe for

a

deeper understanding and/or ask clarifying questions of one another (Patterson et al., 2002). To

capttalize on the knowledge of the group, in discussion, participants leverage the conversation to
share their different points of view (Ancona

& Caldwell,

1991).
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Effective Decisi on- M aking
Through discussion, a group can gain the information necessary to understand the
rationale behind a decision, which is important when gaining buy-in to move forward in a certain

direction. For leaders, having productive discussions means faster results, which are often an
imperative in competitive, fast-paced markets (Riikonen, 1998).
Groups often make the important organizational, social, and business decisions. Groups

provide the intellectual resources to address a problem, which produces higher quality decisions
(Vroom & Jago, 1988). Decisions are also carried out more effectively if consensus was built
through the discussion. Effective discussion fosters a high level of individual understanding on a

final decision, which improves the overall results and implementation (Roberto, 2005).
Businesses see tangible and measurable results from allowing employees to exchange ideas prior

to enacting a decision. In the past, a top down strategy may have produced satisfactory results;
but, today, in order for employees to effectively implement a key decision, it is critical they have

insight to the rationale and decision-making process that occurred (Simons & Peterson, 2006).

Maximizing Organizational Productivity and Results
Meetings already take up a lot of the time in a day, if employees are more capable of
optimizing these forums by conducting effective and efficient discussions, productivity will
increase and the meeting after the meeting

will

decrease (Lencioni,20A4). Companies who shift

from the mundane routine meetings to engaging in productive discussions during their meetings

will

see significant

benefits: higher morale, faster and better decisions, and inevitably greater

results (Lencioni, 2004). This is a great benefit to leaders as much of their work is accomplished
through meetings and conversations they have with others"
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Additional benefits of effective discussion can include, but are not limited to: improving
group harmony, avoiding early convergence on one option, saving time and resources (Roberto,
2005), building rapport, bridging partnerships, aligning objectives and strategies, identifying

similarities and differences, influencing others, increasing transparency, and strengthening
participants' abilities to communicate effectively (Ancona & Caldwell, 1991).
Discussion, when ineffective, can have unsatisfactory consequences. The costs

of

engaging in discussion, when strategic decisions are at stake, is that it may lead to premature
agreement or groupthink. lneffective discussions can create the suppression of dissenting views,

which produces lower levels of critical evaluation and does not uncover as many new
alternatives, assumptions, and perspectives, as a conversation where dissenting views are

contributed (Roberto, 2005).

If discussion

is not focused on the topic that needs discussing, a conversation can be

wasted talking around what acfually needs to be addressed. People may feel good leaving the

meeting, because everyone seemed to get along, and yet no real progress was made (Scott,

2002). Furthermore, group harmony, decision

acceptance, and implementation may be

adversely impacted if the discussion is not conducted

well. Ineffective discussions

cost time and

resources and often focus only on prudent and shared information, which is already known to the

group, versus surfacing new perspectives. Furthermore, since discussion often leads to the
adoption of one idea or a combination of ideas, this synthesis might produce a mediocre
compromise focused on negating an option, versus creating a viable one (Roberto, 2005). For

effective discussions, there needs to be an element of courage to surface controversial thoughts.
Too often, our true stance on a topic is disclosed in a separate setting after the meeting or main
conversation (Lencioni, 2004).
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Conversely, ineffective discussions can be mitigated if participants engage in a wellstaged approach to discussion. An effectively orchestrated form of discussion delivers the

benefits of an in-depth critical analysis, lays out assumptions and facts, highlights multiple
options, avoids groupthink, and creates a safe environment for opposing viewpoints (Roberto,
200s).
One of the reasons discussion is so important is that it dominates our lives and, therefore,
provides us with daily opportunities to improve our skills and hone our ability to facilitate and

participate in effective discussions (Patterson et al., 2002). Discussion holds the promise of
increasing the productivity and efficiency of our workforce through a continual pursuit

of

information and learning.
Debate

When debate is constructive and done effectively the impacts on organizations and
individuals can be astonishing. However, debate also has the potential to backfire and have very
negative consequences

if conducted inappropriately. The most notable

and unique benefits

of

debate, which align with the intended outcomes, are: strengthening arguments and current

thought processes, winning the challenge, and effective decision-making.
Strengthening Arguments and Current Thought Processes

Effective debates have the unique potential to set off processes that shift paradigms,
changing the way we view the world (Miller, 1987). As we scrutinize our own thinking to bullet

proof it from an opponent we advance our ability to think critically. When forced to develop a
response to challenging or competing viewpoints we strengthen our capacity for questioning

assumptions (Miller, 1987). Since debate assumes one opinion is superior to another, when

effective debate occurs, it results in more flexible perspectives rather than the full acceptance of

Conversation in the Workplace 59
an opposing

viewpoint. Through debating with others, the group's understanding of the

opposition and of their own case increases, at least to the extent of recognizing reasons others are
advocating their position. Through debate, areas of agreement are also exposed and common
ground can be identified and tested.

Winning the Challenge
Although seen as a less honorable goal at times, winning a challenge and having the

ability to persuade others is a great skill to have in the workplace. Through effective debate we
can engage others in a compelling way resulting in our opinions coming out on top (Tannen,

1999). Debating an opinion is one of the most effective approaches for participants to articulate
their thinking, and provide evidence for their assertions (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004),
which allows us to stand up to challenges. When we participate in an effective debate, we
practice and enhance our ability to compete with others, particularly in situations consisting

limited resources, is a desirable skill

of

set.

Effective Deci sion-M aking

If the conversation is structured in an effective way

and is focused on determining the

superior idea, it produces a better quality decision, which is more effectively implemented

(Roberto,2005). Participants, in effective debate, also reap the benefits of overall growth and
maturation as a group (Fanworth & Whiteford, 2002). In debate, and discussion, the arguments
do not need to be personalrzed, instead they are important in challenging ideas that could and
should be discussed in public forums (Fanworth & Whiteford, 2002).

Similar to our business results, in effective debate we all engage in the shared
responsibility of producing effective outcomes (Fanworth & Whiteford, 2002). Additional
benefits of debate can include, but are not limited

to: providing contrary perspectives, counter
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balancing biases, raising opposition, analyzing pros and cons, eliminating group think, widening
the scope of thought, and building a courageous workforce and company culture (Van Eemeren

& Grootendorst, 2004).
Debate is so important, since it is the form of conversation directly focused on testing
ideas for their strength, relevancy, and

credibility. It exposes flaws within our thinking, which

often go unchallenged for the sake of convenience and speed in the workplace" Debate helps
ensure our decisions are the most effective decisions the collective group can make, versus the

first or the easiest decisions.
Debate, of the three primary forms of conversation, can have the most adverse effects,
when conducted poorly. Debate can lead to personal attacks, regretful words, exaggerated
statements, deteriorated trust, loss of credibility, and emotionally charged communication.

Debate can often erupt unexpectedly, which may not always yield strategic or productive

outcomes. Debate holds unique benefits, which are necessary to tap into in order to address the
business challenges of the fufure.

Literature Review Summary
Our conversations at work are often unproductive and ineffective because we do not
establish context for participants in the conversation. They do not know whether they should be
debating, voting, brainstorming, weighing in, or just listening (Lencioni, 2004). Dialogue,
discussion, and debate each represent unique characteristics, behaviors, and impacts for

conversation. Understanding the nuances of each and how they are distinguished from one
another provides definitions and behaviors to be leveraged when exploring the research
questions.
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Leaders are often focused on making the

"right" decision versus looking to employ the

"right" process to make the decision (Roberto, 2005). The literafure suggests discussion is
widespread and effective, dialogue is rare and effective, and debate is common and ineffective in
the workplace. Due to the lack of common language and terms, and a lack of clear distinctions

between effective and ineffective forms of conversation supported by primary research, there
remains a strong need to build on the current research to examine how these forms

of

conversation uniquely manifest in a corporate setting and, specifically, from the leader's

perspective. Furthermore, the sfudy will look to address the existing gaps in the research;
specifically what behaviors leaders practice in each form of conversation and whether or not
their conversations were effective. I have summarized the key characteristics of each primary
form of conversation, which helped inform the study, in the following table.

Table 6
Characteristics Summary of the Three Primary Forms of Conversation
Characteristic

Discussion

Dialogue

Debate

Primary Goal

Make Decisions

Gain l.{ew Insight

Persuade Others

Nature

Productive

Explorative

Competitive

Primary Action

Exchanging

Pooling

Challenging

Mentality

We each hold our
own picture.

We each hold a piece of
the picture.

My picture is

Most Work Meetings

Brainstorm Sessions

Political Debates

Example

superior.
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Diagram

A/B

B

Discussion

Dialogue
Debate
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Research Questions

Rationale
The three primary forms of conversation are dialogue , discussion, and debate. These forms

of conversation shape our reality and serve as the platform from which we think and act.
Leaders directly impact company culture and team behavior. Currently, there is a gap in the
research regarding the holistic picture of how leaders engage in, and what behaviors are most

frequently exhibited in, each form of conversation. ln order to address this Eap, we need to
examine how leaders engage with their teams and reflect on personal experiences with each form

of conversation.
Purpose of the Study
Therefore, the purpose of the study is to deepen our understanding of how dialogue,
discussion and debate manifest in the workplace, according to high-potential director-level
leaders' perspectives. t hope the study will contribute to a growing body of knowledge on the

topic and enable future research to be conducted on how to optimize the various forms

of

conversation as a leader. I chose to do this study to gain an intimate knowledge of how leaders
experience and engage in the primary forms of conversation.
Research Questions
The central research question is how do dialogue, discussion and debate manifest in the

workplace? The study, specifically the fourteen qualitative stnrctured interviews, will help
answer the following theory questions:
1) Is discussion prevalent and effective?

2) Is dialogue rare and effective?
3) Is debate common and ineffective?
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Definitions
I

Primary forms of conversation. Dialogue, Discussion and Debate

o

Dialogue. A form of conversation, intended to collectively reach new understanding. In
dialogue there must be mutual respect, empathic listening, and assumptions communicated

while suspending judgment (Isaacs, 1999; Senge, 1990; Yankelovich, 1999).
a

Discussion. A form of conversation where multiple points of view are presented, defended,
and analyzed. Inforrnation and opinions are exchanged to achieve outcomes (Bohm, 1990;

Senge,1990).
a

Debate. A form of conversation, intended to persuade others by strongly defending an

opinion. Debate holds an argumentative nature and defends assumptions as truths.
(Yankelovich, 1999).
a

Prevalenr, as indicated by behaviors cited in more than 66% of the examples offered in the
core conversation questions (Q3-Q5)

a

Common, as indicated by behaviors cited in equal to or befween 33% and 660/o of the
examples offered in the core conversation questions (Q3-Q5)

I

Rare, as indicated by behaviors cited in less than 33% of the examples offered in the core
conversation questions (Q3-Q5)

a

Effective, as defined by 70% or more of the responses citing a certain form of conversation
(e.g.discussion) from the core conversation questions (Q3-Q5), meeting two or more of the
effectiveness criteria, specifically: Did the conversation accomplish the intent cited by the
leader? Did the leader cite the conversation as a positive experience? Did the leader cite there

was little to no need for improvement upon reflection of the conversation? After reviewino
the literafure, was their response aligned with the effective behaviors the literafure has
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deemed as effective?

t

Ineffictive, as defined by less than 70% of the responses citing a certain form of conversation
(e.g. discussion) from the core conversation questions (Q3-Q5), meeting two or more of the
effectivene s s criteri a.
Methods

Tracking instances of dialogues, discussions, or debates in organizations is impractical,
from a measurement standpoint. Two other ways to determine the presence of one or all forms
of conversation are: detecting evidence of the expected outcomes or identifying evidence of the
behaviors. However, measuring outcomes only explains how if the outcomes were previously
outlined by theorists from the field (Broder and Schiffer, 2003). This study leverages the latter
of the two methods, and seeks evidence of behaviors. Since evidence of a behavior is more
directly linked to the behavior that caused it, this method is more accurate than the former and is
also a more realistic way to gather orgatizational information, as opposed to direct observation

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Therefore, the interview schedule consists of strucfured questions that solicit
evidence of specific behaviors associated with each form of conversation, informed by the

literature review. Additional details of the methods leveraged for the study can be found in the
methodology section.

Limitations
The study was conducted in a Forfune 50 company. The fourteen qualitative interviews
were conducted with high potential executive leaders, specifically directors or vice presidents

with two or more reports who had worked at the company for at least a year. Four of the
interviews were conducted by phone, while the others were in-person and on-site at the leader's
place of work. Given the arrangement of the study there are inherent limitations.
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The selection of the company itself is a limitation, because the results are unique to the

specific industry and company culture and may not apply to other industries or companies. The
sample is also selective, since the leaders are high potential leaders, which means the participants
are recognized by the organization as having potential to advance through promotion higher than

where they currently lead within the company, and, therefore, the sample is not representative
the range of leaders that may have occurred with a random sampling.

of
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Methodology
This qualitative study adopts a structured interview approach, with the intention of
describing and confirming how dialogue, discussion, and debate manifest in the workplace
according to the leaders' perspectives. Given the lack of quantitative research on how dialogue,
discussion, and debate occur in a corporate setting, structured interviews were used to gather
more detailed qualitative information to answer the research questions and to gain more intimate
insights into the topic. This section outlines details regarding the study's participants,
procedures, and analysis.

Participants
For this study leaders are defined as director-level managers of managers, who have been
employed by the organization for over one year and have at least two direct reports. The
discourse behaviors of leaders directly impacts how employees interact with one another and

with other parts of the organization (Holmes et al., 2001). These leaders have experience leading
teams in a corporate setting and, therefore, contributed knowledgeably to the research topic.

There were 50 participants recruited for the study from a Forfune 50 corporation. The
company is geographically dispersed in locations throughout the United States with one
corporate headquarters location. Participants were selected from the population by purposeful
convenience sampling with a28o/o capture rate, for a final count of l4 participants in the study.
The recruited leaders were selected and recruited by two headquarters or1antzational
effectiveness directors to include a mix of genders and functional areas. This was done to
increase the likelihood of senior leader participation. Although this method increases potential

for bias, since it lacks randomness, the research question can be adequately explored with a non-

probability sample.
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Procedures

Approval to conduct this study was provided by the lnstitutional Research Board (IRB) at
Augsburg College, Minneapolis, Minnesota on December 1,2010. The tRB approval number

for this research is 2010- l2-

1

.

Recruitment consisted of two directors in organizational effectiveness each sending an e-

mail requesting the participation of the recruits (see Appendix A). The e-mail informed leaders
of the purpose of the study, how the results would be used, and assured their confidentiality,
anonymity, and privacy. It also verified that the study was approved by the Vice President of
Organizational Effectiveness. The initial point of contact via e-mail requested a reply to me

if

the leader was willing to participate in the study. This prompted the consent form (see Appendix

A) to be delivered to the participant requesting their consent to participate in the study and
providing a deadline for returning the signed copy to me. All participation was voluntary and the
participants had the ability to withdraw from the study at any point. I worked with their

administrative assistants to schedule time on their calendars for an approximately 45-minute
interview and to ensure I received the consent forms in advance of the interview.

All participants were interviewed, using a semi-strucfured interview protocol

(see

Appendix B). The interview schedule included eight specific questions made available to the
participants prior to the interview. The interview questions were designed by breaking down the
central research question, into theory questions, and then further into interview questions

(Wengraf, 2001).
Central research question
workplace?

:

How do dialogue, discussion, and debate manifest in the

Conversation in the Workplace 69

Theory questions

:

[s discussion prevalent and effective? Is dialogue rare and effective?

Is debate common and ineffective?

Interview question

:

Interview Questions (Ql-QB)

Ql

:

built context

Q2

:

eluded to frequency

Q3

:

linked to discussion behaviors

Q4

:

linked to dialogue behaviors

Q5

:

linked to debate behaviors

Q6

:

Q7

:

QB

:

served as a cross-check to deepen understanding of Q4

solicited solutions from the leaders
garnered additional insights on the topic not specifically solicited from Q 1-Q7

The interview questions were reviewed by l3 people from the National Coalition for

Dialogue and Deliberation and pilot-tested with three people to inform and refine the protocol to
be used in the interviews.

Ten of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and four were phone interviews. I
scheduled and conducted all of the interviews in the participants' place of work at a private and

quiet location or over the phone during work hours.

ln order to assure confidentiality each interview was digitally recorded and uploaded to a
secure server only I had access

to. The raw data

was kept completely confidential and

will

be

destroyed by July 20,2014. Federal guidelines specify a minimum of three years for retention

of

data. Participants were given the option to remove themselves from the study atany point and to
omit one or more questions while still participating in the study, although no participants
exercised this option. Anonymity could not be guaranteed, despite every effort to ensure
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confidentiality, due to the small sample size. After an interview was completed I transcribed it,

within 72 hours, verbatim and double-checked the transcription for accuracy. Transcriptions
were used for analysis purposes only. Additional notes taken during the interview were included

with the transcription. Each participant was randomly assigned a pseudonym, for use in
discussing his or her interview, to ensure anonymity.
The results were presented to the company in which the research was conducted.

Specifically, a condensed report of the conclusions and full soft copy PDF of the thesis were emailed to the participants and those who recruited on behalf of and signed off on the study. The
results were also presented at the 201 1 Augsburg Spring Colloquium. A hard copy of the thesis
is in the James G. Lindell Library at Augsburg College. The soft copy PDF was made available
to others on a request basis.

If I publish any other kind of report, I will not include any

information that will make it possible to identify participants.
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Analysis

I conducted a content analysis of the transcripts, which is a systematic analysis that aims
for objectivity and surfaces significant themes from the interview responses. ln the content
analysis, the following steps were taken:

1. transcribed

all interviews verbatim and re-reviewed for accuracy

2.

organized the interview responses by question

3.

read all the responses to a specific question

4.

identified potential categories and themes using the participant's own words/language

5. calibrated

the phrasing (e.g. active listening, genuinely listened, engaged

listening:

active listening)

6.

counted instances of each theme defined in step 5 per question

7. established a list of the top five to ten thematic

responses for each question

8. leveraged the synthesized themes as a lens/framework to analyze the responses an
additional time in order to shift or re-establish a more accurate count of each theme

9.

filtered out insignificant results (anything less than 20% of total responses) to

prioritize the focus on the more prevalent themes broken out by question
The multiple passes at the transcripts were leveraged to deduce key themes in the
responses to the interview questions. The transcripts were read carefully and coded into smaller

categories leveraging the words and phrasing from the participants, which were then assigned to

main themes. These themes and categories were continuously evaluated and regrouped to ensure
the coding scheme was refined and specified. The process was iterative and allowed for the

altering and addition of themes and categories as the analysis evolved (Weber, 1990). After the
key themes were established the remainder of the analysis consisted of verifying the accurate
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counts for those themes. This process served as the final iteration of refining and validating the
themes.

ln conjunction with analyzing the key behavioral themes per question, I leveraged the
core questions (Q3

- Q5), to address the theory questions. Across these three questions there

were 42 overall responses, which I coded individually as a dialogue, discussion, and,/or debate
according to the definitions used for this study. To judge citation frequency, the following
parameters were used:

(<33%: rare, 33-66%: common,>660/o: prevalent). Furthermore,

the

42 responses were analyzed for an overall effective or ineffective rating. To determine
effectiveness of the specific conversation, four criteria were used: Did the conversation
accomplish the intent cited by the leader? Did the leader cite the conversation as a positive
experience? Did the leader cite there was little to no need for improvement upon reflection of the

conversation? After reviewing the literafure was their response aligned with the effective
behaviors the literature has deemed as effective? If two or more of these criteria were met, the

individual response was coded as effective.
In order to determine if a form of conversation was being conducted effectively or
ineffectively within the organization, I took each of the 42 responses, which were coded as a
certain form of conversation (e.g. discussion), and

if

70% or more of the overall responses were

coded as effective, that forrn of conversation was coded as effective.

Upon completion of the content analysis, I displayed results and included a discussion of
the results. The discussion aimed to confirm or disconfirm the hypotheses based on the results

the study, following a reverse methodology from how the interview questions were selected.

Specifically, the interview material and results will address the theory questions, which will
address the central research question (Wengraf, 2001). The analysis helped further our

of
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understanding of dialogue, discussion and debate in the workplace and will provide a foundation

for further research on the topic.
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Results

In the results section, I report the findings from the content analysis by interview
question. I cite any noteworthy contextual information, I also list the most frequentty cited
responses or behaviors the leaders mentioned, and along with this, I clarify who exhibited the

behaviors according to the leader. For example, if the behavior was focused on concrete
examples andfacts,

I indicate whether just the leader showed this behavior, just the other person

or people in the conversation, or whether both the leader and others acted in this way. Finally,
the citation frequency and effectiveness results are reported by form of conversation to answer
each of the three theory questions.

Question

l:

Briefly describe your role os a leader.

Eight leaders (53%) described their role as focusing on or driving the strategy for their

team. Eight leaders (53%) also described developing their team as a dessription of their role.
Seven (47%) interpreted their role by listing their title and position within the organization.

Beyond these three major themes, were the role of team motivator cited by four leaders (29%)
and collaborator mentioned only by three

(2I%). For example, Dianne responded, "the three

buckets that I think encompass my role as a leader...the first is strategy. The second bucket t

would put my leadership into is developing the team. The third part of my role as a leader.
self-development."

Figure 5

QI: Briefly Descrihe Your Role as a Leader
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Question

2:

When you think about the conversations you have on a typical day, what is the

dominant purpose or focus?
Ten leaders (71 %) described the dominant purpose of their conversations as focused on
team development. Seven leaders (50%) engage in conversations to learn, or seek to understand.

Six leaderc (43o/o) stated a focus on strategy. Six leaders (43%) cited problem solving. For
example, Barb shared,

"I would

say the dominant purpose or focus is really about the development of the

individual I'm speaking with or somebody that reports to them. I spend

a

disproportionate amount of time talking about people and the way they work, and their

skills, strengths, and developmentals, as much as I do about the nuances of the business.
And sometimes the business is the example to be used to talk more about the people."
Figure 6
Q2: When you think about the conversations you have on a typicat duy, what is the
dominant purpose or focus?
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Question

3:

Please tell me about one of the most productive conversations you hme had
recently.

Eight leaders responded with an example consisting of three or more people participating
in the conversation (67%), while the others cited an example of a one-on-one conversation

(33%). Nine of the responses indicated a lower stakes, or easier, conversation (64%), whereas
the five other responses noted greater difficulties and tensions with conducting the conversation

(36%). Half of the conversations were developmentally focused (50%); meaning the desired
outcome of the leader was to develop the other or others.
conversations were developmentally focused.

All

All six of the one-on-one

14 examples (100%) indicated their intent was

to achieve a specific outcome. For example, Bryan specifically stated, "that was my focus, I was
outcome driven." Whereas, only five (360/o) cited time to jointly explore a topic without

focusing on a specific decision and only one of the conversations (7%) held the intent

of

persuading another.

Through the content analysis outlined in the methodology section, five major themes
emerged. One of the most prevalent themes, found in l0 of the 14 responses (71%), was the
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behavior of focusing on solutions. In 80% of these responses both the leader and others engaged

in this behavior. For example, Dianne mentioned "They engaged in the dialogue to make the end
product even better than what it was when we walked in."
The other most commonly cited behavior, which was found in I 0 of the 14 responses

(7I%), was the behavior of focusing on concrete examples and facts. 50% of these responses
were just the leader, while the other 50o/o were both the leader and other participants engaging in
the behavior. For example, Peter clearly articulated how he and his team used data to engage in
a

productive conversation,
"Data provides a lot of insight, you can'tjust present the problem and say, 'hey I've got a
concern, can you help us?' What we did to even start the conversation, was we pulled
some analysis and some information, and forecasted showing to them, here's the problem

we've already had, here's what it's gonna look like next year. Very visual, very datadriven, and by the way, if we can't address this, here's the incremental cost we're all
going to incur as an organization to be able to work through this. That visibility and
insight got their attention."
The third theme showed the behavior of making space safe, so mutual purposes and
respect could exist and allow for the free

flow of information. Nine of the 14 leaders' responses

(64%) illustrated an effort to make the conversation a safe place to share thoughts

.

66% of these

responses indicated that both the leader and others engaged in this behavior. As a leader, David
asked himself, "Is

it really possible for them to be at ease and ask any questions that they may

have?" A commonly cited way to create a safe environment was active listening, which Julie
specifically tied to productivity, "I feel like things are most productive when I have that listening

time."
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The fourth theme revealed the behavior of strategically preparing prior to the
conversation, specifically called out in eight of the 14 interviews (57%). In63Yo of these
responses,

just the leader, not others, exhibited the behavior. Holly explains a specific example

of this, "W'e prepared a deck to guide them through the purpose of why we would be gathering
every two weeks, what it looked like, what we were gonna look at, and it turned out to be really

productive." Dianne described another scenario, "'We really deliberately organized the day to
give them a chance to talk, vent, and build upon the vision that we had created. And it was one

of the best meetings and best conversations I've had in a long time with the group."
Speaking candidly, the fifth theme, was found in 50% of the responses. For 7lo/o of these
responses both the leader and others engaged in this behavior. For example, Sarah stated "For

me I was trying to just be very matter of fact" and Max shared

"I think first of all, we were very

blunt."
Figure 7

Q3:

Please

tell me about one of the most productive conversations you have had recently.
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Question 4: Please tell me about arecent conversation of yours where participants openly and

jointly explored a topic by empathetic and non-judgmental means?
Nine leaders responded with an example consisting of three or more people participating
in the conversation (640/o), while the others cited an example of a one-on-one conversation

(36%). Six responses (43%) noted difficulties and tensions with conducting the conversation,
whereas the other eight (57%) cited a lower stakes or easy conversation. Ten of the 14

(7I%)

examples exhibited explorative intents, or intent to jointly explore a topic without focusing on

decision-making. For example, Peter shared, "we decided we should step back a little bit, before
we just force something, and start asking questions" and Clare explained

it

as, "when

I started

asking just truly open-ended questions, because I really wanted to know the answer, not because

I wanted to tell someone what I thought, then we got to

a much deeper

root cause, versus just a
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surface-level solution." Twelve of the responses (86%) still showed an intent to achieve a

specific outcome, whereas, only two ( l4%) exhibited signs of a persuasive intent.
Through the content analysis, five major themes emerged. The most prevalent theme,
found tn12 of the 14 responses (86%), was the behavior of making space safe, orrnutual
purposes and respect could exist and allow for the free flow of information. In 50% of these
responses both the leader and others engaged in this behavior. Just the leaders displayed this

behavior in remaining 50%. Bill provides an example of making space safe as,

"What I did was speak very openly and candidly, initiate the idea that there will be
multiple perspectives, and tee up the idea that the multiple perspectives are okay. It
doesn't mean anyone is wrong. And that there will be conflict and disagreement, and that
this is not about finger pointing. This is not about someone, or what some team doing
something wrong, or not doing something or not seeing something or reacting. It had

nothing to do with that, it's about level-setting where we are."
The second theme revealed the behavior of setting the stage at the beginning of the

conversation. This behavior was called out in 11 of the 14 interviews (79%). In82%of these
responses,

just the leader, not others, conducted this behavior. Holly explained her experience

with setting the stage,

"I

set

it up with, this isn't about pointing fingers, but it's just how can we elevate the

relationship even further? So...we kept saying, it's fine if you have an example let's just
share it, cause

it's okay. And as we did that, it got more

and more comfortable and I

think everyone ended up feeling like, that was really good."
Peter attributed the success of his conversation to this,
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"And I think this again went back to, myself and

a couple other senior leaders getting

together and saying, let's guide our teams through this. And make sure they don't think

solution right now, but they explore it further and understand the problem better, before
we put anything into action. We set that stage with our teams, we said, your goal, this
week, is to understand this better."
The third most commonly cited behavior, which was found in nine of the l4 responses

(64%), was the behavior of speaking candidly. In

560/o

of these responses, both the leader and

others engaged in this behavior. Laila addressed her team with candor and honesty,

"if

one

person on our team feels this way it's not okay. I want you to know that I'm very committed to

fixing this and it's not gonna be an easy thing. It's not a turn

a switch on,

it's

a long process

together, but let's talk about how we can approach this problem."
The fourth most commonly cited behavior, which was found in nine of the 14 responses

(64%), was participants focused on concrete examples and facts. There was no clear driver of
this behavior as 33o/o of the examples were leader-driven, 33% only others exhibited the
behavior, and 33% showed both leader and others behaving in this way. Max reflected on his
behavior of leading others toward more objective information,

"I think that I had to bring the two people who had some very strong opinions about that
person. I had to spend a little time diffusing that, and ensuring that we weren't looking at

it based on our opinions of that person, but really looking at it based on the entire body of

work."
Collaboration, the fifth theme, was found in nine of the 14 responses (64%). 78Yo of
these responses engaged both the leader and others in the behavior. Bryan reflected on leading

his team with a collaborative focus,
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"it's really hard...getting people to hold

hands early, up stream, woy early in the process.

People tend to celebrate those shared victories in the end on a project, but how do you get

there? You have to be really thoughtful, and you have to be willing to slow down so to
speak, in order to speed up at the end of the process."

Figure

I

Q4: Please tell me ahout a recent conversation of yours where participants openly and

jointly explored a topic by empathetic and non-judgmental means?
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Question

5: Please tell me about

a recent conversation of yours where you strofigly defended an

opinion to persuade others.
Eleven leaders (79%) responded with an example consisting of three or more people

participating in the conversation, while the others cited an example of a one-on-one conversation
(21%). Seven responses (50%) noted difficulties and tensions with conducting the conversation,
whereas the other seven responses (50%) indicated an easier, lower stakes, conversation. Eleven

cited examples where they were strongly defending an opinion (79%), for example, Charles
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shared, "And the point that I was advocating, pretty strongly, was that we should,

if that's our

strategy, we should be prepared that phase two look very different from phase one. And we
needed to go into it with that in

mind." Twelve of the responses (86%) showed an intent to

achieve a specific outcome, directly tied to what the leader was tryrng to influence, whereas,
none exhibited signs of an explorative intent, to jointly explore a topic without focusing on
decision-making.

Through the content analysis, five major themes emerged. The most prevalent theme,
found in l3 of the 14 responses (93%), was exhibiting passion. ln69% of these responses it was
the leader who displayed this behavior, with the other responses indicating that both the leader
and others expressed passion throughout the conversation. David reflects on his experience,

"You know for a minute there I felt, that uh, it might almost be a lost cause, because there were
five or six of them saying that we did not need this, right. And I knew how beneficial this would
be and I knew how important

it was, so I did not give up." Bill provides another example, "I

would say, I inserted my passion and my belief that this was the right solution if we committed
to it."
Tied for the second most common theme, found in 10 of the l4 responses (71%), was
focusing on concrete examples and facts. 100% of these responses showcased the leader as the
one who displayed this behavior. Barb shared,
the unprofessionalism

"I

gave very specific examples where I thought

was. I really thought the example itself would drive home how severe the

situation was, and it did." Max provided another example, "I think first we had to say, let's not
talk about the past, let's look at the results we currently have, quit playing old tapes and let's
move forward with the conversation."
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Tied with the behavior of focusing on concrete examples and facts, and also found in 10
of the 14 responses (71%), was thinking big picture.

All

100% of these responses showcased the

leader as the one who displayed this behavior. Dianne exhibited this by not just thinking about

what she wanted, but by saying, "let's go back to the two things we think about when we talk
about our own teams and a move for them. We talk about what's right for the person and what's

right for the business."
The fourth most common theme, found in nine of the 14 responses (64%), was

strategically preparing. 56% of these responses showcased the leader as the one who displayed
this behavior, while the other responses indicated both the leader and other engaged in the

behavior. Laila provided the following explanation,

"I think the biggest thing

is prepare. So I knew the things that would be the worries from

my partners. We don't have the time to do it, we don't have the forum to do it, we don't
have the buy-in to do it, and so each of those things I jotted down and then talked through

what could that look like at headquarters, because it is different and I wanted to
acknowledge that. So came in very prepared with those."

Asking questions upfront was the fifth most common behavior leveraged when
persuading others. Only 43o/o, or six out of the 14 responses, reflected this behavior, and 83%

of

these responses were solely leader-driven. Sarah lays out her thought process,

"Well, first I asked a lot of questions. How did you come up with your model and what
are your basic assumptions for your model, and

why? Why did you choose this way to

go about coming up with a staffing plan for our team. And, so I started with that. And, I
think, just asking those kind of questions, it started to emerge that some of these, some

their assumptions were a little bit flawed, and so t think that others started to see, yeah,

of
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maybe that we should think about this a little bit differently. So, that was really
approach was not to just attack, right

*y

off the bat, cause I had seen the proposal before, but

to just ask questions and find out where their heads were, you know what were they

thinking and maybe there was something I hadn't thought about, in terms of how they
came up with their proposal."

Figure 9
Q5: Please tell me about a recent conversation of yours where you strongly defended an
opinion to persuade others.
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Question

6:

Recount o conversation that left youfeeling like something profound had emerged
as a result of the talk.

Nine leaders (64%) responded with an example consisting of a one-on-one conversation,

while the others (36%) cited an example of three or more people participating in the
conversation. One participant did not cite a specific example. Ten responses (71%) had
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aligument and low-risk in the conversation and the other four (29%) noted difficulties and
tensions with conducting the conversation. Six of the responses (43%) displayed an explorative

intent, to jointly explore a topic without focusing on decision-making. While only nine (64%)
showed intent to achieve a specific outcome, and none cited a persuasive intent.

Through the content analysis, five major themes emerged. The most prevalent theme,
found in 13 of the 14 responses (93%), was making space safe. ln69Yo of these responses it was
both the leader and others who exhibited this behavior, with the other responses indicating just
the leader behaving in a way that made space safe. Peter summed it up,

in."

Barb relayed,

"I

" it was inviting them

gave him two examples of how I have had that similar experience."

Bill

described it more in-depth by sharing, "Establishing a level of trust and confidence in each other,

allowed us to have very candid and courageous conversations and allowed us to engage a side of
our psyche or our sensibilities that doesn't always come out in just business dialogue day-to-

day."
Exposing vulnerabilities was the second most common theme, shown in 10 of the 14
responses

(71%). These responses were divided equally with 50% leader-driven and the other

50% driven by leader and others. Barb, explained the conversation as

"it's exposing your vulnerabilities

and exposing your own mistakes, depending on which

side of the table you're on in those conversations. I think there's elements of talking

about relationships you have with other people, or with your boss, that make you very
exposed and vulnerable."

Charles shared, "Our honesty about our challenges was the first step." Sarah described
her conversation where the other exposed their vulnerabilities as, "And she just came and said,

'I'm really strugglinB, I'm not doing well

and here's some feedback I've been getting."'
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Supportive encouragement was the third most common theme, found in nine of the 14

interviews $a%). About 78% of these responses showed the leader providing the
encouragement, where the other responses disclosed others encouraging the leader. Clare
decribed it as,

"It's

the whole thing of teaching a person how to fish, versus fishing for them. How do

you allow them to think through and get to a solution on their own? Because it builds,
not only are you training that person to think differently, but then it also builds that
person, it builds their confidence up, cause they see the fact that, okay I get this, I
understand it, I can think through

this."

Sarah shared an example of the support she

received, She gave me advice, made me feel like, like she had my back, and then
encouraged me to solve

it myself, which all made perfect sense.

The fourth theme was strategically prepared, showcased in eight of the 14 responses

(57%). About 63% showed just the leader

as the one

strategically preparing for the conversation.

Peter explained, "we told them, hey we're here to listen, we're here to learn, we're hear to help.

We want you to provide us the top three things you think we could do better. So they actually
spent the time, prior to us being there, talking to others, hey we've got this group of people

coming, what is it we all want them to know and think about." Holly shared how she entered
into the conversation;

"I

came with my piece of paper that had my issues on

need your advice; here's what

I'm dealing with. Don't know, I haven't

it.

And just said,

had to do this before.

Don't quite know how to handle this. Given these are the problems, what do you think?"
The fifth theme was focused on concrete examples and facts, shown in eight of the
responses

l4

(57%). All 100% of these examples showed just the leader exhibiting the behavior.

Laila expressed,
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"I

had thought through

*hy, why I wanted to go there. And who, and why I wanted

the

person to be considered. And so as I presented my thoughts I went through pretty

methodically. Like okay, from a team and talent perspective and a culture perspective,
this person brings this, this and this. From a business perspective, this person brings this,

this and this. From an experience perspective, here's what we have."
Peter shared how he leveraged data to verify a business opportunity, "And, so, I ran some

of my own information, data, in our buildings, started seeing the same opportunity that was
there."

Figure

10

Q6: Recount

a conversation

that left you feeling like something profound had emerged as a

result of the talk.
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Question 7: As a leader, what do youfeel you can do to make conversations more productive
and meaningful for you and your team? What would be the potential results or benefits

of

behaving in this way?

Given the different behaviors each leader cited, only one response showed as a major
theme, which was seven leaders (50%) who mentioned the importance of modeling the behavior
they wanted to see. Other themes, although only mentioned by a small percentage

of

participants, were strategically prepare (36%), make space safe (36%), express intentions (36%),
ask questions (36%), ask for desired behavior (29%), and encourage sharing
shared her opinion on what would improve conversations,

"I think as much

(21%). Holly

as possible

making

people feel that it's a safe environment to have honesty. Establishing that we're gonna be
respectful and we're gonna be open. So really giving people that permission to be authentic."

Figure l

l

Q7: As a leader, what do you feel you can do to make conversations more productive and
meaningful for you and your team?
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Question B: Lastly, reflecting on this interview, are there any other insights or thoughts you

would like to share at this time?
Ten of the leaders (71%) shared additional insights, whereas four had nothing additional

to contribute. Seven of the ten responses (70%) primarily reflected on implications the topic had
to business, two (20%) primarily shared implications the topic had to them personally, and one

(10%) equally focused on business and personal implications. For example, Julie offered her
personal reaction to the other interview questions, "we don't often give ourselves permission to
have a conversation about this; a conversation about a conversation, to really think about how the
actions matter and what people do and or say or how they do it."
Regarding the theory questions, analysis was conducted to determine how frequently
each form of conversation was cited in the interview responses, along with whether or not each

form of conversation was effective. The results for the theory questions from a frequency
standpoint were:

:

I

Discussion is prevalent

.

Dialogue is rare : disconfirmed {36% of the 42 responses

r

Debate is commorl

:

confirmed (86% of the 42 responses)

:

disconfirmed (29% of the 42 responses

common)

:

rare)

The results from an effectiveness standpoint were:

:

confirmed (in 7 5% of the discussions 2 or more criteria were met)

a

Discussion is effective

.

Dialogue is effective

.

Debate is ineffective: confirmed (in 67% of the debates 2 or more criteria were met)

:

confirmed (in 93% of dialogues 2 or more criteria were met)

These results and their relationship to the literature are explored further in the Discussion
section.
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Discussion
The discussion section delves more in-depth on each theory question and discusses the

overall findings and patterns of the research, along with additional limitations to the study.
Overall, the analysis supports the general findings from the reviewed literature and
provided further insight to distinguish how the three forms of conversation manifest in the

workplace. The results provide patterns and information to help answer and explore the three
theory questions.

First Theory Question: Is discussion prevalent and ffictive?
The first research question focused on examining the frequency and effectiveness

of

discussion behaviors according to the leaders' perspectives. Prior to the study the hypothesis
was "discussion is prevalent and effective in the workplace." The results confirmed both the
frequency and efficacy with discussion behaviors noted in 37 of the 42 conversation examples

(86%) provided by the leaders for Q3-Q5. Furthermore Q3, which specifically called for a
"productive conversation" example, yielded discussion behaviors in 100% of the responses. This
aligned with the literature, which depicted consensus that discussions in the workplace often
manifest as decision-making conversations focused on achieving objectives and are productive in
nature (Wagner & Muller,2009; Yankelovich, 1999). Discussion was the only form

of

conversation to yield a response to each of the three questions asking for conversation examples

(Q3-Q5), showcasing discussion as the form of conversation that permeates more situations than
any other form and further confirming the question of frequency inherent in the hypothesis.

As for the effectiveness of the discussion behaviors, this was also confirmed as 75% of
the discussion responses met two or more of the effectiveness criteria. Many of the examples
stated positive outcomes as a result of the conversation,

little if any improvements would have
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been made to the conversations in hindsight, and the behaviors overall were well aligned with

literature best practices. For example, Charles reflects on the effectiveness of a discussion,

"it

felt like we were, it was good thinking, w€ were blazing new territory that hadn't been
investigated yet. We were working very collaboratively, bouncing ideas off of one another, yeah
so

it really felt productive." Holly provides another example of reflecting on an effective

discussion,

"it was open, active participation, people were positive, I don't know that there's a

whole lot we could've changed, or should've changed."
Since over 70% of the discussion responses indicated effectiveness, discussion is

confirmed as an effective form of conversation, which implies that the organization is effectively

optimizing and leveraging this form of conversation. It also illuminated that the leaders and,
therefore, the company may be over leveraging discussion in situations that require dialogue or
debate.

Second Theory Question: Is dialogue rore and effective?

The second research question focused on examining the frequency and effectiveness

of

dialogue behaviors according to the leaders' perspectives" Prior to the study the hypothesis was

"dialogue is rare and effective in the workplace." The results confirmed the efficacy of this
hypothesis, but disconfirmed the frequency. Dialogue behaviors were noted in 15 of the 42
conversation examples (36%) provided by the leaders for Q3-Q5, which is more frequent than
anticipated, placing dialogue barely in the "common" category of frequency.

Although dialogue was more common than hypothesized, there were still questions I
anticipated would yield a response of dialogue behaviors that did not. For example, Q4 and Q6

for a cross-reference. In Q4, which specifically asked for a conversation with open, empathetic,
non-judgmental and explorative behaviors,ZgYo of the responses cited dialogue behaviors void
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of discussion, 64% cited dialogue and discussion behaviors, and 7%o showed discussion without
dialogue behaviors. Q6, which solicited profound results from a conversation, was included in
the interview as another way to gauge characteristics of dialogue, informed by the literature

review, without explicitly asking for dialogue behaviors. In this example,slyo displayed
dialogue behaviors, without discussion,2l% of the responses exhibited both discussion and
dialogue behaviors and 14% showed discussion behaviors, without diatogue. The remaining 8%
was a response where the purely debate behaviors were cited and was void of dialogue or
discussion behaviors. Dialogue behaviors were not mentioned at all in Q5, showcasing dialogue
as a form

of conversation that only manifested in sifuations absent of strong biases and

individual agendas. This is aligned with the literature, which depicts genuine dialogue only
taking place when the o'we" is valued over the "me" (Isaacs,1999; Riikonen, 1998).
As for the effectiveness of the dialogue behaviors, this was also confirmedasgSoh of the
dialogue responses met two or more of the effectiveness criteria. Leaders cited positive
outcomes, gave responses that were aligned with best practices and stated little to no

improvement needed to the conversation. For example, Dianne reflected on a successful
conversation she had facilitated, "unless we can talk openly, we can't get better". David also
shared his thoughts on an effective dialogue he led,

"I thought it ended up being a really good

conversation, and we put a lot of action plan behind it".
The organization is effectively optimizing dialogue when it is leveraged, which is

primarily in one-on-one developmental conversations. However, leaders default to discussion in
situations that need effective dialogue and, therefore , are likely not reaping the benefits of an

appropriately paired situation/conversation.

Third Theory Question: Is debate common and ineffectiveT
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The third research question focused on examining the frequency and efficacy of debate
behaviors according to the leaders' perspectives. Prior to the study the hypothesis was "debate is
common and ineffective in the workplace." The results disconfirmed the frequency, but

confirmed the lack of efficacy. Debate behaviors were noted in 12 of the 42 conversation
examples (29%) provided by the leaders for Q3-Q5, making it less frequent than initially
anticipated and dropping it to the rare category (less than 33% of overall conversation
responses). Furthermore Q5, which specifically called for a persuasion example, yielded purely
debate behaviors

in

14o/o

of the responses, debate mixed with discussion behaviors in 79Yo of

responses, and just discussion behaviors in

7o/o

of responses. For Q6 debate behaviors were not

cited at all, and only one response for Q3 exhibited debate behaviors. This showcases debate, as
cited by leaders, is currently not optimized or leveraged to obtain productive or profound results.

Overall, these results are congruent with the literature, which shows significant risks associated

with engaging in dissenting behaviors in the workplace (Patterson et al., 2002).
As for debate as an ineffective form of conversation, this was confirmed as only 670A of
the debate responses met 2 or more of the effective

criteria. Many of the examples stated

less

than satisfactory outcomes, improvements were cited in hindsight, and the behaviors overall
were lacking in terms of literature best practices. Specifically, Max described debates in the

workplace as, "I think that they can be, first of all, time consuming, I think that they can be
mentally exhausting, and I think that they can also, uh maybe, temporarily hurt relationships

until they're rebuilt." Barb provides further insight into why debate can be ineffective within
companies: "But you also set up a possibility that you're gonna listen, listen, listen, and they're

not gonna get the results or outcome that they're looking for and that's kinda scary, cause that's a

lot of stuff put on the table with no resolution".
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The organization is not effectively optimizing debate when it is leveraged and it is

actually leveraged less than initially anticipated. Leaders default to discussion in situations that
are in need of effective debate, and therefore are
appropri

ate

I

y paired

si

likely not reaping the benefits of

an

ruati orVc onvers ati on.

After having conducted the study, a few additional noteworthy limitations surfaced. For
example, I would recommend increasing the sample size, although tedious and time-consuming
when replicating this exact study, it would depict an even more accurate account of how
conversation behaviors occur in the workplace and increase the generalization of the results.

Also, the study, specifically the content analysis, was conducted by one primary researcher and
therefore limited in that multiple researchers analyzing the transcripts may have produced a

different, more reliable result. Multiple researchers to thematically code the findings would be
advised if replicating the study.

Finally, the research being conducted is limited since it focuses on what takes place in
corporate setting to shed light on current process, and therefore is not necessarily indicative
the best outcomes that could take place, which are referenced in the literature

a

of

review. Although

some questions encouraged participants to share their best experience (e.g. "most productive")

conversation examples, other questions did not solicit a "best

of' response

and therefore do not

lead to recommended behaviors for a best possible outcome. Rather the sfudy provides

information regarding current state of what behaviors are displayed in the workplace, and
therefore a foundation for additional work to be completed on the topic.

Conversation in the Workplace 96

Conclusions

Through the literature review, interviews, and content analysis, I believe the approach to
researching and exploring effective conversation in the workplace needs to be holistic and not
isolated to a single form of conversation. After defining and distinguishing the primary forms

of

conversation from one another, there are clear unique intentions, processes, and benef,rts of each.
There are potential ways to leverage one form to build competence in another, which go
unnoticed in narrow-focused analyses of the individual forms. For example,

if

debate requires

courage and passion, leaders can leverage dialogue to build this capability, since dialogue creates
a safe space where people can openly share their true thoughts. This environment of candidness

serves as practice grounds for building confidence to voice more controversial opinions and to
debate others, knowing relationships

will

be repaired, or maintained,

if the conversation

gets

heated.

Furthermore, there are universal behaviors, which could be applied across various forms

of conversation to improve effectiveness. Specifically, creating a safe environment, so any
conversation can ensue, strategically preparing for our conversations, and leaders or facilitators
expressing their intent for the conversation upfront to provide role clarity for conversation

participants. It is also necessary for leaders to not only declare, but also model the behaviors
they want to see. Specifically, leaders should view conversations as a way to think with others
and would benefit from leveraging each form of conversation as a way to open and challenge our

current ways of thinking to drive innovative and sound business decisions.

I believe discussions are the most prevalent form of conversation, and are heavily
leveraged in the workplace, because they carry an emphasis on quick decision-making and they
can easily be facilitated within a 30-minute

window. Since humans engage in discussions more
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frequently than other forms, we are more comfortable with it and, therefore, rely on it as our
default for conducting business. Leaders would benefit from encouraging participants to focus
on solutions and to prepare in advance with relevant examples and facts, so an exchange of

information can take place and the conversation can quickly move to achieving outcomes.
As for dialogue, the company could benefit from strategically staging more dialogues
specifically on business topics to produce significant results, since currently dialogue is
leveraged predominantly in one-on-one development conversations. I believe dialogue is not

fully optimized or leveraged because it often requires advanced facilitation skills, takes more
time than discussion, and can lead to increased, and at times unplanned, responsibility for the
leaders and workgroups. It is a great form of conversation for idea generation, but with a lot

of

ideas comes a lot of responsibility in order to address what has emerged from the group. This

"unknown" serves as a barrier if leaders are not equipped with how to move the conversation
into a productive realm. Setting the stage and making the conversation safe are two critical
behaviors for the leader to exhibit in order for the dialogue to be effective. Depending on the
goal, it is possible that a two-stage conversation would be the most appropriate for leaders to

employ. In the first stage, the group would properly analyze issues and surface assumptions and
in the second stage the leader would shift the focus of the group to consensus building and
decision-making, clarifying what will and will not be addressed from the first stage.
Practitioners and theorists maintain a solid case for the intentional and upfront staging

of

debates in the workplace. Although, the company is rarely and ineffectively leveraging this form

of conversation, engaging more frequently in and encouraging orchestrated debates to build
acumen and comfort, along with engaging in more dialogues to build trust and confidence with

co-workers, mitigates the risk-aversion leaders and employees have to debate.
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Additional reasons debate happens less frequently, is it often requires advanced
facilitation skills, takes more time and energy than discussion, and can cast negative or false
perceptions. Ineffective and spontaneous debates can do more damage than good, which poses
an inherent risk; yet avoiding debates altogether constifutes a much larger risk for a company.

An absence of debate at work causes stagnant thinking, which inefficiently repeats known
information and settles on inadequate compromises, which converge on mediocre ideas too

quickly. Companies benefit from leaders arranging debates in advance. This proactive approach
allows for participants to come prepared to properly vie for their stance on a given topic. This

will help produce a more quality outcome

and

will

enhance the participant's ability to contest

ideas in an effective manner.

Specifically, for corporate leaders looking to develop their competency in effective
conversations I recommend the following initial tactics:

.

Be aware.' Take notice of how you personally engage in the primary forms

of

conversation and how they manifest differently in the workplace, specifically within your
team and among your key partners. Awareness is crucial to understanding where
improvements could or should be made.

e

Prioritize you conversations: Determine your most important conversations and adhere
to behaviors that contribute to the effectiveness of the conversation, such as preparing in
advance, expressing intent upfront, making space safe, focusing on facts, exploring

others' paths, etc.

.

Commit

daily: Reflect on what your preferred working relationship looks like with your

team, co-workers, or partners and act in accordance with what you say and think you
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want. Ask for the behaviors you desire to see from others at the beginning or in advance
of those conversations.
Overall, dialogue, discussion, and debate are different ways of thinking and speaking
together. Effective, high-performing teams will have a blend of advocacy and inquiry and will
float seamlessly between each form of conversation, recognizing when and how to leverage the
primary forms to yield desired results. Leaders are encouraged to understand the uniqueness of
dialogue, discussion, and debate to facilitate a culture of effective conversations.

To expound further on these insights, future research could focus on leader performance
before and after being educated on the intricacies of each form of conversation. This study itself,

if replicated, could

be enhanced with multiple coders, an increased sample size, or being

conducted at a different company or with a different population within a company. The study
contributed to the field by consolidating and defining the primary forms of conversation to

provide a contextual frame for further research. It also brought forth a more in-depth
understanding of what behaviors leaders consciously utilized in conversation with others. These

insights could be leveraged to inform future quantitative research on the topic.
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Appendix

A: IRB Consent Form

CONSEI{T FORM
A Qualitative Study on How Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate Manifest in a Corporate Setting
You are invited to participate in a research study that interviews leaders in a corporate setting
regarding their use and perceptions of dialogue, discussion, and debate in the workplace. You
qualified as a possible participant because you are a leader, defined as director-level managers of
managers, who has been employed by the organization for over one year and has at least two
direct reports. You were selected from a pool of 170 qualified participants. We ask that you
read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by Lisa Wocken, as part of her thesis for a Master of Arts in
Leadership at Augsburg College. Lisa Wocken is an employee of the business through which the
participants are recruited. Her advisor is Velma Lashbrook, Assistant Professor for the MA in
Leadership program.

Background I nformation :
The purpose of this research is to gain insight into how the various forms of conversation dialogue, discussion, and debate - manifest in a corporate setting from leaders' perspectives. By
srudying leaders, the researcher hopes to add to a growing body of research regarding how
leaders can effectively unlock the benefits of dialogue, discussion, and debate in the workplace.
This study will focus on exploring fwo research questions: a) how do leaders practice dialogue,
discussion, and debate in a corporate setting? and b) what conditions are present in order for
dialogue, discussion, and debate to be at their best in a corporate setting?
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, participation would require the following three things:
I)
2)
3)

Read, sign, and return a consent form

Review the interview questions prior to the interview (see attached)
Participate in a 45-minute interview by February 25th,,201 1

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
The study has minimal risks: There is a risk the participant may be identifiable due to the small
sample size, regardless of the steps taken to protect confidentiality, anonymity, and privacy.
There are no direct benefits to participation in this research project. There is the indirect benefit
of contribution to current research on the topic and its potential implications for improved
assessment, training and development of leaders within the company.

Confidentiality:
ln order to assure confidentiality, the interviews will
secure server only the researcher has access

be

digitally recorded and uploaded to a
be kept completely confidential and

to. They will
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will

be destroyed by July 20,2014. If the research is terminated for any reason, all data and
recordings will be destroyed immediately. Furthermore, participants are given the option to
remove themselves from the study at any point and to omit one or more questions while still
participating in the study. Transcriptions will be used for analysis purposes only. Also, each
participant will be randomly assigned a pseudonyffi, for use in discussing his or her interview, to
assure anonymity.

The results will be presented to the company in which the research was conducted. The
company will also receive a soft copy PDF of the thesis. A hard copy of the thesis will be in the
James G. Lindell Library at Augsburg College. The soft copy PDF will be made available to
participants and others on a request basis. tf I publish any other kind of report, I will not include
any information that will make it possible to identify participants.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or fufure relations with
Augsburg College, the company, or the researcher. If you decide to participate, you are free to
withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships and may also choose to skip/not
answer questions during the interview.

Contacts and Questions:
The researcher conducting this sfudy is Lisa Wocken. If you have questions, you may contact her
at wocken@augsburg.edu (612) 304- I|46
Her advisor is Velma Lashbrook, Augsburg MAL Professor. lashbroof@augsburg.edu; (952) 931-

8r00
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information or have had it read to me. I have received answers to
questions asked. I consent to participate in the study.

Signature

Date

Signafure of Investi

Date

I consent to being audio-recorded,
Signature

Date

I consent to allow use of my direct quotations in the published thesis document.
Signature

Date
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Appendix

B:

Interview Schedule Questions

Please reflect on your personal experiences of conversations (exchanges of verbal
communication between two or more people) that took place at work or with co-workers
throughout the following questions:

1. Briefly describe your role as a leader.

2. When you think about the conversations you have on a typical duy, what is the dominant
purpose or focus?

3. Please tell me about one of the most productive conversations you have had recently.
4.

Please tell me about a recent conversation of yours where participants openly and jointly
explored a topic by empathetic and non-judgmental means?

5.

Please tell me about a recent conversation of yours where you strongly defended an opinion
to persuade others.

6. Recount a conversation that left you feeling like something profound had emerged as a result
of the talk.
7

.

8.

9.

As a leader, what do you feel you can do to make conversations more productive and
meaningful for you and your team?
What would be the potential results or benefits of behaving in this way?
Lastly, reflecting on this interview are there any other insights or thoughts you would like to
share at this time?

Questions 3-6 will be explored leveraging the following probing questions:

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

What was the context/situation?
What did you do during this conversation? what did others do?
What did you think or feel during this conversation?
What are the benefits or challenges of having these types of conversations?
How did the conversation change your work? How could the conversation have been more
effective?
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