
An emerging “communication technology” promises help in dealing with clashes between 
subcultures-in society as well as in organizations. 

On Dialogue, Culture, and 
Organizational Learning 

EDGAR H. SCHEIN 

C onsider any complex, potentially volatile 
issue-Arab relations, the problems be- 

tween Serbs, Croats, and Bosnians, corporate 
decision making, getting control of the U.S. 
deficit or health care costs, labor/management 
relations, and so on. At the root of the issue 
we are likely to find communication failures 
and cultural misunderstandings that prevent 
the parties from framing the problem in a 
common way, and thus make it impossible to 
deal with the problem constructively. 

Clearly, we need ways of improving our 
thought processes, especially in groups where 
the solution depends on people reaching at 
least a common formulation of the problem. It 
is for this reason that governments, commu- 
nities, and organizations are focusing increas- 
ing attention on the theory and practice of di- 
alogue. Proponents of dialogue claim that it 
holds promise as a way of helping groups 
reach higher levels of consciousness and thus 
be more creative and more effective. At the 
same time, the uninitiated may view dialogue 
as just one more oversold communication 
technology-or nothing more than a new 
variant of sensitivity training. 

My goal in this essay is to provide one 
perspective on dialogue, based on my own di- 
rect experience with it. I hope to show that di- 
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alogue is indeed not only different from many 
of the techniques that have been proposed be- 
fore, but also that it has considerable promise 
as a problem-formulation and problem-solv- 
ing philosophy and technology. I will also ar- 
gue that dialogue is necessary as a vehicle for 
understanding cultures and subcultures, and 
that organizational learning will ultimately 
depend upon such cultural understanding. 
Dialogue thus becomes a central element of any 
model of organizational transformation. 

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM AND WHY IS 
DIALOGUE ESSENTIAL? 

To answer this question, we must put dia- 
logue, culture, and organizational learning in 
the context of changes that are occurring in 
the organizational world. These changes can 
be stated as a set of propositions, as follows. 

l Because of the increasing rate of change 
in the environment, organizations face an in- 
creasing need for rapid learning. 

l Because of the growth of technological 
complexity in all functions, organizational 
structures and designs are moving toward 
knowledge-based, distributed information 
forms. 



l Consequently, organizations of all sizes 
will show a greater tendency to break down 
into subunits of various sorts, based on tech- 
nology, products, markets, geographies, oc- 
cupational communities, and other factors not 
yet known. 

l The subunits of organizations are more 
and more likely to develop their own subcul- 
tures (implying different languages and dif- 
ferent assumptions about reality, i.e., differ- 
ent mental models) because of their shared 
core technologies and their different learning 
experiences. 

l Organizational effectiveness is there- 
fore increasingly dependent on valid com- 
munication across subculture boundaries. In- 
tegration across subcultures (the essential 
coordination problem) will increasingly hinge 
on the ability to develop an overarching com- 
mon language and mental model. 

l Any form of organizational learning, 
therefore, will require the evolution of shared 
mental models that cut across the subcultures 
of the organization. 

l The evolution of new shared mental 
models is inhibited by current cultural rules 
about interaction and communication, mak- 
ing dialogue a necessary first step in learning. 

The ultimate reason for learning about 
the theory and practice of dialogue, then, is 
that it facilitates and creates new possibilities 
for valid communication. If we did not need 
to communicate in groups, then we would 
not need to work on dialogue. But if problem 
solving and conflict resolution in groups is in- 
creasingly important in our complex world, 
then the skill of dialogue becomes one of the 
most fundamental of human skills. 

Why do we have so many problems un- 
derstanding each other? Basically the answer 
is that we are all culturally overtrained not 
only to think in terms of certain consensually 
validated categories but also to withhold in- 
formation that would in any way threaten the 
current “social order.” From early on in life, 
we are taught that social relations hinge upon 
the mutual maintenance of “face.” Face can be 
thought of as the social value that persons at- 
tribute to themselves as they enter any inter- 

personal situation. As the sociologist Erving 
Goffman has shown so eloquently, we always 
present ourselves as something-by name, by 
title, by our demeanor, by the tone of our 
voice. And, in so doing, we always claim a cer- 
tain amount of value or status for ourselves 
relative to the others in the situation. 

Others then must make an immediate 
choice: to grant us what we have claimed, or 
to either withhold confirmation or actually 
challenge us. Consider a simple example of 
such disconfirmation. To get someone’s at- 
tention, I say “Excuse me . . . . N and the other 
person responds with “Can’t you see I’m 
busy?” At this point, I am likely to feel put 
down or unacknowledged, and if the situa- 
tion is not repaired, we will both lose face. I 
will not have been granted the status of a 
valid question asker, and the other person 
will have displayed him or herself as “rude.” 

In fact, lack of acknowledgment is devas- 
tating to most human beings. We are taught 
early in life not only to pay attention to and ac- 
knowledge people, but to go further-to grant 
them what they claim unless it makes us too 
uncomfortable. Thus, when someone tells us a 
joke, we laugh even when we don’t think it is 
funny. If someone says “Don’t I look nice in 
this outfit?” we tend to be complementary 
even if we don’t like what we see. And so on. 
What we call tact, good manners, savoivfaire, or 
poise usually refers to a person’s ability to re- 
spond in such a way as to enhance everyone’s 
self-worth, rather than tear it down. 

Mutual face saving thus makes normal 
social relations possible. But in that very pro- 
cess we operate by cultural rules that under- 
mine valid communication and create what 
Chris Argyris calls “defensive routines.” To be 
polite, to protect everyone’s face, especially 
our own, we tend lo say what we feel is most 
appropriate and least hurtful. It becomes a 
cultural rule to “say something nice if you say 
anything at all, and if you can’t say something 
nice, don’t say anything.” All cultures teach 
such rules, but Asian cultures probably ad- 
here to them even more than Western cul- 
tures. Whereas a confrontational remark in 
U.S. culture may be seen as only rude and of- 
fensive, other cultures may view the same re- 
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Edgar H. Schein’s “perpetual interests,” as 
he calls them, include organizational cul- 
ture, process consultation, organizational 
learning, career dynamics, and the research 
process itself. 

In his research concerning career dynam- 
ics, Schein has sought to develop concepts 
and activities that can help individuals and 
companies better match their needs and 
career planning. Several decades of re- 
search by Schein and others about how in- 
dividuals define themselves in relation to 
their work led to the concept of “career an- 
chors,” which Schein defines as “the evolv- 
ing self-concept of what one is good at, 
what one’s needs and motives are, and 
what values govern one’s work-related 
choices.” 

Process consultation as a means of im- 
proving the way an organization solves 
problems has figured prominently in 
Schein’s work, as both a method and object 
of study. In a 1991 working paper, Schein 
called on other organizational theorists to 
consider replacing the traditional research 
paradigm based on quantitative measure- 
ment with a “clinical research paradigm.” 

Schein is a professor of management at 
MIT’s Sloan School of Management. He 
has earned Ph.D.s from the University of 
Chicago and Harvard University, as well as 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in social 
psychology from Stanford University. 

mark as a serious affront and insult, leading to 
an immediate breakdown of the relationship. 

Time pressures create a dilemma for prob- 
lem-solving groups: voicing the truth might 
lead to a quicker solution, but undermine the 
relationship-building process. In a discussion 
or debate, various parties may see a factual 
disagreement as a personal attack or affront. 
This causes a defensive response that further 
interferes with communication and task ac- 
complishment. To avoid such possibilities, we 
often formalize debate around common rules 
such as Robert’s Rules of Order, sacrificing 
communication and understanding to the 
preservation of face. This scenario is so typical 
in decision-making groups that one can state 
the following proposition: 

All problem-solving groups should be- 
gin in a dialogue format to facilitate the 
building of sufficient common ground and 
mutual trust, and to make it possible to tell 
what is really on one’s mind. 

Seen from this point of view, dialogue is a 
necessary condition for effective group action, 
because only with a period of dialogue is it 
possible to determine whether or not the com- 
munication that is going on is valid. If it is not 
valid, in the sense that different members are 
using words differently or have different men- 
tal models without realizing it, the possibilities 
of solving problems or making effective deci- 
sions are markedly reduced. Dialogue, then, is 
at the root of all effective group action. 

If crosscultural issues are involved as well, 
the development of shared mental models will 
require more lengthy and elaborate periods of 
dialogue. As organizations differentiate them- 
selves in terms of programs, projects, func- 
tional groups, geographical units, hierarchical 
strata, or competency-based units (what Seely 
Brown and others have called “communities of 
practice”), we will find that each of these units 
inevitably creates common frames of refer- 
ence, common languages, and ultimately com- 
mon assumptions-thus forming genuine 
subcultures that will have to be integrated if 
the organization is to work effectively. Once 
we recognize that the problem of coordination 
and integration in an organization is ultimate- 
ly a problem of meshing subcultures, we will 
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also realize that our normal coordination 
mechanisms are not up to the task. We will 
need technologies and mechanisms that make 
it possible for people to discover that they use 
language differently, that they operate from 
different mental models, and that the cate- 
gories we employ are ultimately learned social 
constructions of reality and thus arbitrary. Di- 
alogue is one such technology. 

DIALOGUE VS. SENSITIVITY 
TRAINING 

To elucidate this argument, let me provide a 
very personal account of how I analyzed my 
own experiences with dialogue. My purpose 
in giving a detailed account is to demystify di- 
alogue. Some proponents have made it sound 
like a most esoteric experience. If dialogue is 
to become helpful to organizational process- 
es, it must be seen as accessible to all of us. 
Unfortunately, an abstract description does 
not help accessibility. As we all know, “the 
devil is in the details.” 

I became specifically preoccupied with 
the question of how dialogue was different 
from good face-to-face communication of the 
sort we learn about in group dynamics and 
human relations workshops. The difference 
does not become clear until one actually ex- 
periences the dialogue setting. Then, howev- 
er, the difference is obvious and can be de- 
scribed unambiguously. 

Most communication and human rela- 
tions workshops emphasize active listening, 
by which is meant that one should pay atten- 
tion to all the communication channels-the 
spoken words, the body language, tone of 
voice, and emotional content. One should 
learn to focus initially on what the other per- 
son is saying rather than on one’s own in- 
tended response. In contrast, dialogue focus- 
es on getting in touch with underlying 
assumptions (especially our own assump- 
tions) that automatically determine when we 
choose to speak and what we choose to say. 
Dialogue is focused more on the thinking pro- 
cess and how our perceptions and cognitions 
are preformed by our past experiences. The 

assumption here is that if we become more 
conscious of how our thought process works, 
we will think better, collectively, and commu- 
nicate better. An important goal of dialogue is 
to enable the groz~p to reach a higher level of 
consciousness and creativity through the 
gradual creation of a shared set of meanings 
and a “common” thinking process. 

Active listening plays a role in this pro- 
cess, but is not the central focus or purpose. In 
fact, I discovered that I spent a lot more time 
in self-analysis, attempting to understand 
what my own assumptions were, and was rela- 
tively less focused on actively listening to oth- 
ers. Feelings and all of the other dimensions 
of communication are important. Eventually, 
dialogue participants do “listen actively” to 
each other, but the path for getting there is 
quite different. 

In the typical sensitivity training work- 
shop, we explore relationships through 
“opening up” and sharing, through giving 
and receiving feedback, and through examin- 
ing all of the emotional problems of communi- 
cation. In dialogue, however, we explore all 
the complexities of thinking and language. We 
discover how arbitrary our basic categories of 
thought and perception are, and, thereby, be- 
come conscious of imperfections or bias in our 
basic cognitive processes. 

One of our MIT colleagues, Fred Kofman, 
provides an example of such bias by telling 
about the platypus. When this animal was 
first discovered, scientists found themselves 
in a major controversy. Was it really a mam- 
mal, a bird, or a reptile? The automatic as- 
sumption was that mammals, birds, and rep- 
tiles are the reality into which vertebrates had 
to be fitted, rather than categories for repre- 
senting reality. Fred reminded us that the 
platypus was a platypus. 

It is not necessary to force the platypus 
into any category, except as a matter of con- 
venience. And when we do force the fit, we 
reduce opportunities for learning about the 
reality that is actually there. 

Whereas in sensitivity training the goal is 
to use the group process to develop our indi- 
vidual interpersonal skills, dialogue aims to 
build a group that can think generatively, cre- 
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atively, and, most important, Q&zer. When 
dialogue works, the group can surmount the 
creative abilities of its individual members 
and achieve levels of creative thought that no 
one would have initially imagined. Dialogue 
is thus a vehicle for creative problem identifi- 
cation and problem solving. 

In sensitivity training, the learning em- 
phasis falls heavily on learning how to give 
and receive feedback, a process that is 
counter-cultural because of our need to main- 
tain face. Therefore, it elicits high levels of 
emotionality and anxiety. The process promis- 
es to give us new insights, to reveal our blind 
sides to us, and to provide opportunity to see 
ourselves as others see us. For many, this is not 
only novel but potentially devastating-even 
though it may be ultimately necessary for self- 
improvement. To receive feedback is to put 
our illusions about ourselves on the line; to 
give feedback is to risk offending and un- 
leashing hostility in the receiver. 

In contrast, dialogue emphasizes the nat- 
ural flow of conversation. It actually (though 
somewhat implicitly, in my experience) dis- 
courages feedback and direct interpersonal 
encounters. In dialogue, the whole group is 
the object of learning and the members share 
the potential excitement of discovering, col- 
lectively, ideas that individually none of them 
might ever have thought of. Feedback may 
occur, especially in relation to individual be- 
havior that undermines the natural flow of 
conversation, but it is not encouraged as a 
goal of the group process. 

One of the most important differences 
between dialogue and other communication 
enhancers is that the group size is not arbi- 
trarily limited. Whereas sensitivity training 
works best with groups of 10 to 15, I have 
been in dialogue groups as large as 60. I have 
been told that dialogue has been tried suc- 
cessfully with as many as 100 or more. The 
notion that such large groups can accomplish 
anything is counterintuitive. We must under- 
stand, however, that larger groups are often 
composed of individuals who have had prior 
small-group experience with dialogue. In the 
larger groups, these people have lower initial 
expectations and assumptions about the need 
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for everyone to have significant “air time.” 
In sensitivity training, everyone is expect- 

ed to learn and to participate in the learning 
process. In dialogue, the role of individual 
contribution is blunted somewhat by the goal 
of reaching a higher level of communication 
as a group. Much of the individual work is in- 
ternal, examining one’s own assumptions, 
which somewhat reduces the need to be com- 
petitive in terms of “getting one’s share of the 
air time.” In terms of length and frequency of 
meetings, dialogue appears to be more flexi- 
ble, variable, and less intense. 

HOW DOES DIALOGUE GET 
STARTED? 

In all of the groups that I have observed, initi- 
ated by William Isaacs, Peter Senge, or myself, 
the facilitator started by arranging the setting 
and then describing the concept. In each case, 
the group could understand the essence suf- 
ficiently to begin the conversation. The key to 
this understanding is to link dialogue to oth- 
er experiences we have had that felt like real 
communication. 

The role of the facilitator can be charac- 
terized in terms of the following kinds of ac- 
tivities: 

l Organize the physical space to be as 
nearly a circle as possible. Whether or not 
people are seated at a table or tables is not as 
important as the sense of equality that comes 
from sitting in a circle; 

l Introduce the general concept, then 
ask everyone to think about an experience of 
dialogue in the sense of “good communica- 
tion” in their past; 

l Ask people to share with their neigh- 
bor what the experience was and to think 
about the characteristics of that experience 
(this works because people are relating very 
concrete experiences, not abstract concepts); 

l Ask group members to share what it 
was in such past experiences that made for 
good communication and write these charac- 
teristics on a flip chart; 

l Ask the group to reflect on these char- 
acteristics by having each person in turn talk 
about his/her reactions; 



l Let the conversation flow naturally 
once everyone has commented (this requires 
one and a half to two hours or more); 

l Intervene as necessary to clarify or elu- 
cidate, using concepts and data that illustrate 
the problems of communication (some of 
these concepts are spelled out below); 

l Close the session by asking everyone to 
comment in whatever way they choose. 

The theory that lies behind such a startup 
is entirely consistent with what we know 
about group dynamics and involves several 
important assumptions about new groups: 

1. Members should feel as equal as possi- 
ble. (Even if there are actual rank or status dif- 
ferences in the group, everyone should sit in 
a circle.) 

2. Everyone should feel a sense of guaran- 
teed “air time” to establish their identity in the 
group. (Therefore, asking everyone to com- 
ment guarantees that everyone will have their 
turn and their space. In the larger groups, not 
everyone might speak, but the norm is that ev- 
eryone has an opportunity to speak if they 
want to, and that the group will take whatev- 
er time is necessary for that to happen.) 

3. The task of the group should be to ex- 
plore the dialogue process, and to gain some 
understanding of it, rather than make a deci- 
sion or solve some external problem. 

4. Early in the group’s life, members will 
be primarily concerned about themselves and 
their own feelings; hence, legitimizing per- 
sonal experiences and drawing on these ex- 
periences is a good way to begin. 

The length and frequency of meetings de- 
pends upon the size of the group, the reasons 
for getting together, and the constraints oper- 
ating on members. The meetings held at MIT 
were generally one and a half to two hours 
long and occurred at roughly two- to three- 
week intervals. After watching various groups 
go through a first meeting, I found myself 
wondering how the second meeting of the 
group would get going. I found that the best 
method was to start by asking everyone to 
comment on “where they were at” at that mo- 
ment and going around the circle with the ex- 
pectation that everyone would make some 

comment. Again, what seems to be important 
is to legitimize air time for everyone and to tac- 
itly imply that everyone should make a con- 
tribution to starting the meeting, even though 
the content of that contribution can be virtual- 
ly anything. Obviously, this process would 
vary according to the size of the group, but the 
principle that “we are all in this together on an 
equal basis” is important to communicate. 

The facilitator has a choice on how much 
theoretical input to provide, either at the be- 
ginning or as the process gets going. Concepts 
should be provided if the group really needs 
them. If the presentation is incorrectly timed, 
it can disrupt the process. 

Helpful Concepts to 
Facilitate Dialogue 

To determine wha.t concepts to introduce 
when, I have found it helpful to draw a road 
map based on Isaacs’ basic model (Exhibit 1). By 
mapping forms of conversation in terms of two 
basic paths, the model highlights what I think 
is the essential concept underlying dialogue- 
the discovery of one’s own internal choice pro- 
cess regarding when to speak and what to say. 

Suspension. As a conversation develops, 
there inevitably comes a point where we sense 
some form of disconfirmation. We perceive 
that our point was not understood, or we elic- 
it disagreement, challenge, or attack. At that 
moment, we usually respond with anxiety or 
anger, though we may be barely aware of it. 
The first issue of choice, then, is whether or 
not to allow the feeling to surface and whether 
or not to trust the feeling. We typically do not 
experience these as choices until we have be- 
come more reflective and conscious of our 
own emotions. But we do clearly have a choice 
of whether or not to express the feeling overt- 
ly in some form or another. 

As we become more aware of these choic- 
es, we also become aware of the possibility that 
the feeling was triggered by our perception of 
what the others in the group did, and that these 
perceptions themselves could be incorrect. Before 
we give in to anxiety and/or anger, we must 
determine whether or not the data were accu- 
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EXHIBIT 1 
WAYS OF TALKING TOGETHER 

CONVERSATION 

t 
DELIBERATION 

/ \ 
(Lack of understanding; disagreement; basic choice point; 

personal evaluation of options and strategy) 

J \ 
SUSPENSION DISCUSSION 

(Internal listening; accepting differences; (Advocacy; competing; convincing) 
building mutual trust) 

1 1 
DIALOGUE DIALECTIC 

(Confronting own and others’ assumptions; (Exploring oppositions) 
revealing feelings; building common ground) 

i 1 
METALOGLJE DEBATE 

(Thinking and feeling as a whole group; (Resolving by logic and 
building new shared assumptions, culture) beating down) 

rately interpreted. Were we, in point of fact, be- 
ing challenged or attacked or whatever? 

This moment is critical. As we become 
more reflective, we begin to realize how much 
our initial perceptions can be colored by ex- 
pectations based on our cultural learning and 
our past experiences. We do not always per- 
ceive what is “accurately” out there. What we 
perceive is often based on our needs, our ex- 
pectations, our projections, and, most of all, 
our culturally learned assumptions and cate- 
gories of thought. It is this process of becom- 
ing reflective that makes us realize that the 
first problem of listening to others is to iden- 
tify the distortions and bias that filter our own 
cognitive processes. We have to learn to listen to 
ourselves before we can really understand others, 
and such internal listening is, of course, espe- 
cially difficult if one is in the midst of an ac- 
tive task-oriented discussion. Furthermore, 
there may be nothing in our cultural learning 
to support such introspection. 

Once we have identified the basic issue 
that our perception itself may not be accurate, 
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we face a second, more fundamental choice- 
whether or not to actively check the perception 
by taking up the point, asking what the person 
really meant, explaining ourselves further, or 
in some other way focusing specifically on the 
person who produced the disconfirming 
event. As we know from observing group pro- 
cesses, choosing to confront the situation im- 
mediately (for example, asking someone to ex- 
plain what he or she meant with a specific 
remark) can quickly polarize the conversation 
around a few people and a few issues. 

An alternative choice is to “suspend.” 
What Isaacs means by suspension is to let the 
issue-our perceptions, our feelings, our 
judgments, and our impulses-rest for a 
while in a state of suspension to see what 
more will come up from ourselves and from 
others. What this means operationally in the 
group (and what I have experienced over and 
over) is that when I am upset by what some- 
one else says, I have a genuine choice be- 
tween (1) voicing my reaction and (2) letting 
the matter go (thereby suspending my own 



reaction). Suspending is particularly difficult 
if I perceive that my prior point has been mis- 
understood or misinterpreted. Nevertheless, I 
have found repeatedly that if I suspend, I find 
that further conversation clarifies the issue 
and that my own interpretation of what may 
have been going on is validated or changed 
without my having to actively intervene. 

It is when a number of members of the 
group discover some value in suspending 
their own reactions that the group begins to 
go down the path shown in Exhibit 1. In con- 
trast, when a number of members choose to 
react by immediately disagreeing, elaborat- 
ing, questioning, and in other ways focusing 
on a particular trigger that set them off, the 
group goes down the path of discussion and 
ultimately mires in unproductive debate. Sus- 
pension allows reflection, which is very simi- 
lar to the emphasis, in group dynamics train- 
ing, on observing the “here and now.” Isaacs 
correctly notes, however, that reflective atten- 
tion is looking at the past. Instead, he suggests 
that what we need is “proprioception”-at- 
tention to and living in the moment. Ulti- 
mately, dialogue achieves a state of knowing 
one’s thought as one is having it. Whether 
proprioception in this sense is psychological- 
ly possible is debatable, but the basic idea is to 
shorten the internal feedback loop as much as 
possible. As a result, we can get in touch with 
what is going on in the here and now and be- 
come conscious of how much our thought 
and perception is both a function of our past 
learning and the immediate events that trig- 
ger it. This learning is difficult at best, yet lies 
at the heart of the ability to enter dialogue. 

Dialogue vs. Discussion. How do we 
know whether discussion and/or debate is 
more or less desirable than dialogue? Should 
we always go down the dialogue path? I 
would argue that discussion/debate is a valid 
problem-solving and decision-making pro- 
cess only if one can assume that the group rnem- 
bers understand each other well enough to be “talk- 
ing the same language. II Paradoxically, such a 
state of sharing categories probably cannot be 
achieved unless somewhere in the group’s 
history some form of dialogue has taken 
place. Alternatively, the danger in premature 

discussion is that the group reaches a “false 
consensus”-members assume they mean the 
same thing by certain terms. Only later do 
they discover that subtle differences in mean- 
ing have major consequences for implied ac- 
tion and implementation. 

Dialogue, on the other hand, is a basic 
process for building common understanding, 
in that it allows one to see the hidden mean- 
ings of words, first by seeing such hidden 
meanings in our own communication. By let- 
ting disagreement go, meanings become 
clearer and the group gradually builds a 
shared set of meanings that make much high- 
er levels of mutual understanding and cre- 
ative thinking possible. As we listen to our- 
selves and others in what may appear to be a 
disjointed, rather random conversation, we 
begin to see the bias and subtleties of how 
each member thinks and expresses meanings. 
In this process, we do not convince each oth- 
er, but build a common experience base that 
allows us to learn collectively. The more the 
group has achieved such collective under- 
standing, the easier it becomes to reach a de- 
cision, and the more likely it will be that the 
decision will be implemented in the way that 
the group meant it. 

Group Dynamics. The dynamics of 
“building the group” occur in parallel with 
the process of conducting the dialogue. Issues 
of identity, role, influence, group goals, 
norms of openness and intimacy, and ques- 
tions of authority all have to be worked on, 
though much of this occurs implicitly rather 
than explicitly, as would be the case in a hu- 
man relations or group dynamics workshop. 
The group will display all of the classical is- 
sues that occur around authority vis-a-vis the 
facilitator: Will the facilitator tell us what to 
do? Will we do it, even if we are told? Does 
the facilitator have the answers and is with- 
holding them, or is he or she exploring along 
with the rest of us? At what point can we 
function without the facilitator? And so on. 

As issues of group growth and develop- 
ment arise, they have to be dealt with if they 
interfere with or confuse the dialogue pro- 
cess. The facilitator should, therefore, be 
skilled in group facilitation as well, so that the 
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issues that arise can be properly sorted into 
two categories: issues that have to do with the 
development of the dialogue, and those that 
have to do with the development of the 
group as a group. In my own experience, the 
dialogue process speeds up the development 
of the group and should therefore be the pri- 
mary driving process in each meeting. A ma- 
jor reason for this “speed up” is that dialogue 
creates psychological safety and thus allows 
individual and group change to occur, as- 
suming that there is some motivation to 
change present already. Dialogue cannot cre- 
ate the need to change, but it certainly facili- 
tates the process of change. 

Some initial motivation to engage in a di- 
alogue must be present. Because the process 
appears initially to be very “inefficient,” a 
group will not readily volunteer to engage in 
dialogue unless it is unfrozen in some other 
respects, i.e., unless group members feel dis- 
confirmed (are hurting), are feeling some 
guilt or anxiety, and need to overcome such 
feelings in order to get on with a task. The 
core task or ultimate problem, then, is likely to 
be the longer-run reason why the group will 
meet in the first place. 

The group may initially experience dia- 
logue as a detour or a slowing down of prob- 
lem solving. But real change does not happen 
until people feel psychologically safe, and the 
implicit or explicit norms that are articulated 
in a dialogue session provide that safety by 
giving people both a sense of direction and a 
sense that the dangerous aspects of interac- 
tion will be contained. If the group can work 
on the task or problem using the dialogue for- 
mat, it should be able to reach a valid level of 
communication much faster. 

Containment. Isaacs speaks articulately 
of the need to build a container for dialogue, to 
create a climate and a set of explicit or implic- 
it norms that permit people to handle “hot is- 
sues” without getting burned. For example, 
the steelworkers participating in a recent la- 
bor/management dialogue likened dialogue 
to the mill in which molten metal was poured 
from a container into various molds safely, 
while human operators were close by. The 
container is jointly created and then permits 
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high levels of emotionality and tension with- 
out anyone getting burned or burning up. 

The facilitator contributes to all of this by 
modeling behavior, by being nonjudgmental, 
and by displaying the ability to suspend his or 
her own categories and judgments. This skill 
becomes especially relevant in group situa- 
tions where conflict heats up to the point that 
it threatens to spill over or out of the contain- 
er. At that point, the facilitator can simply le- 
gitimize the situation-acknowledging the 
conflict as real and as something to be viewed 
by all the members in the here and now, with- 
out judgment or recrimination, or even with- 
out the felt need to do anything about it. 

Task vs. Process. Once a group experi- 
ences dialogue, the process tends to feed on it- 
self. In several cases, I have been in groups that 
chose to stay in a circle and continue in a dia- 
logue mode even as they tackled other work- 
concrete tasks with time limits. I would hy- 
pothesize, however, that unless a group is 
formed specifically for the purpose of learning 
about itself, it eventually needs some other lqg- 
er purpose to sustain itself. Continuing to meet 
in a dialogue format probably does not work 
once members have mastered the basic skills. 

The best way to think about dialogue is as 
a group process that arises initially out of the 
individual participants’ personal skills or atti- 
tudes, Dialogue is, by definition, a process 
that has meaning only in a group. Several 
people have to collaborate with each other for 
dialogue to occur. But this collaboration rests 
on an individual choice, based on a certain at- 
titude toward how to get the most out of a 
conversation and on certain skills of reflection 
and suspension. Once the group has those at- 
titudes and skills collectively, it is possible to 
have even highly time-sensitive problem- 
solving meetings in a dialogue format. 

I have also observed that most people 
have a general sense of what dialogue is 
about and have experienced versions of it in 
their past relationships. Thus, even in a prob- 
lem-solving meeting a facilitator may suggest 
that the group experiment with dialogue. In 
my own experience, I have found it best to in- 
troduce the idea, early on, that behind our 
comments and perceptions there are always 



assumptions, and that our problem-solving 
process will be improved if we get in touch 
with our own and each others’ assumptions. 
Consequently, if the conversation turns into 
too much of a discussion or debate, I can le- 
gitimately raise the question of whether or 
not the disagreement is based on different as- 
sumptions, and explore those assumptions 
explicitly. Continually focusing the group on 
the cognitive categories and assumptions that 
underlie conversation is, from this point of 
view, the central role of the facilitator. 

One of the ultimate tests of the impor- 
tance of dialogue will be to find out whether 
or not difficult, conflict-ridden problems can 
be handled better in groups that have learned 
to function in a dialogue mode, and that have 
agreed to seek a “win-win” outcome. Howev- 
er, learning to hold a dialogue requires initial 
motivation to work together. There is nothing 
in the dialogue process itself that would over- 
come the desire of some group members to 
win out over other group members, if that is 
their initial motivation. 

ON CULTURE AND 
SUBCULTURES 

The role of dialogue in relation to culture is of 
especial significance. When we operate as cul- 
ture carriers and are conscious of our cultural 
membership, we are emotionally attached to 
our culturally learned categories of thought; 
we value them and protect them as an aspect 
of our group identity. One of the ways that 
groups, communities, organizations or other 
units that develop subcultures define them- 
selves and set their psychological boundaries 
is by developing a language. In occupational 
communities, we call this language “jargon.” 
Using that language expresses membership 
and belonging, and that, in turn, provides sta- 
tus and identity. 

In other words, powerful motivational 
forces are at work, and these forces make us 
cling to our language and our thought process- 
es even if we recognize that they are biased and 
block communication. We often feel that our bi- 
ases are the correct ones and thus we make our- 

selves impervious to other views. And if we val- 
ue our group, we feel that others should learn 
our language, as is sometimes the case with in- 
formation technology professionals who insist 
that users learn their terminology. 

In addition, the familiar categories of 
thought provide meaning, comfort, and pre- 
dictability-things we all seek. Given these 
forces, we should not be surprised if groups 
made up of members from different cultures 
or subcultures have difficulty communicating 
with each other, even if they speak the same 
native language, and even if they are moti- 
vated to try to understand each other. In fact, 
using the same language, such as English, cre- 
ates a greater risk that people will overlook 
the actual differences in categories of thought 
that reflect functional subcultures such as 
sales, production, or finance. Only when de- 
cisions fail to be implemented correctly do we 
begin to realize that what people heard as the 
decision differed according to their member- 
ship in different subcultures. 

The subculture problem can be stated in 
terms of the following propositions: 

l Subcultures tend to form around any sta- 
ble social unit, where stability is a function of: 

-Relative stability of membership 

-How long the founders of the 
group have been in leadership roles 

-The vividness and potency of lead- 
ership 

-The number and intensity of com- 
mon coping experiences 

-The absolute length of the time the 
group has existed 

-The “smallness” of the group, in 
the sense of permitting high levels of 
mutual acquaintance and trust 

* Functional and geographical subcul- 
tures are highly visible and, therefore, easily 
noticed; hierarchical subcultures are harder 
to detect but very active because many of the 
conditions for subculture formation men- 
tioned above apply to hierarchical strata: The 
board subculture, the executive subculture 
(CEO, office of the president, key board com- 
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mittees, executive committee, president’s 
council, senior political appointees in the gov- 
ernment, etc.), and so on down the hierarchy. 

l Organizational integration, coordina- 
tion, and learning is hindered most by varia- 
tions in the hierarchical subcultures because of 
the myth that “all management speaks the 
same language.” 

It is this last point that requires the most 
elaboration because hierarchy-based subcul- 
tures are not only harder to detect but their ef- 
fect is more devastating. For example, when 
one invites CEOs to a seminar, they invariably 
want to know who else is attending. If the oth- 
er attendees are not equivalent level execu- 
tives, they are reluctant to attend. This re- 
sponse is partly a matter of protecting status. 
But at a deeper level, it reflects the executives’ 
assumption that they live in a special world 
and that only others who live in that world 
can really understand it and, therefore, be use- 
ful sources of learning. When multiple ranks 
are represented in a seminar, it is often very 
evident that managers at different levels speak 
different languages. Words such as empower- 
ment or delegation, for example, have subtly dif- 
ferent meanings depending on whether one is 
a CEO (with “absolute” power) or a vice pres- 
ident who is constrained by various policies. 
In other words, how much power and auton- 
omy one has in one’s organizational “space” 
colors very much what things mean. 

Further clinical evidence that different 
strata have different subcultures comes from 
the frequent complaint one hears from CEOs 
that, even though they have a lot of power 
and authority, they have great difficulty get- 
ting their programs implemented. They com- 
plain that things are not understood, that 
goals seem to change as they get communi- 
cated down the hierarchy, or that their subor- 
dinates “screw up” because they don’t really 
understand what is wanted. This often leads 
CEOs to mass communication, such as video- 
taped messages sent to everyone or mass 
meetings where visions are shared with ev- 
eryone simultaneously. In spite of these ef- 
forts, people still hear very different things 
“down the line.” 

Taking these various points about subcul- 
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tures together leads to two conclusions: We 
must take the impact of subcultures on lan- 
guage and mental models seriously, and we 
must take the subcultural differences be- 
tween hierarchical strata seriously, especially 
the differences between the executive stratum 
and the rest of the organization. 

The need for dialogue across subcultural 
boundaries, especially across hierarchical 
boundaries is, therefore, one of the most 
pressing needs. Much of what we call bureau- 
cracy, in the bad sense of that word, stems 
from misunderstanding across these kinds of 
boundaries. 

ON ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING 

What are the implications of dialogue and cul- 
ture dynamics for organizational learning? Or- 
ganizational learning is not possible unless 
some learning first takes place in the executive 
subculture. I do not see how learning at that or 
any other level of the organization can take 
place unless the executive subculture first rec- 
ognizes itself as a subculture in need of analy- 
sis. Such self-analysis will inevitably involve 
periods of dialogue, first to help members of 
this group become conscious of their own cog- 
nitive bias, and later to become sympathetic to 
the problems of communicating to the rest of 
the organization whatever new insights they 
have gained. Yet it is executive leaders who 
may be most reluctant to engage in this kind of 
self-reflective analysis. For leaders to reveal to 
others (and even to themselves) that they are 
not sure of themselves, that they do not un- 
derstand all of the assumptions on which they 
base action, and that they make mistakes in 
their thinking can be profoundly threatening. 

Dialogue at the executive level is not 
enough for organizational learning to occur. 
The process of communicating across the hier- 
archical levels of an organization will require 
further dialogue because of the likelihood that 
different strata operate with different assump- 
tions. If the initial learning has occurred in 
groups below the executive level, as is often 
the case, the problem of creating a dialogue 
across hierarchical strata is even more essential 



because it is so easy for the higher level to un- 
dermine the learning of the lower levels. 

In conclusion, learning across cultural 
boundaries cannot be created or sustained 
without initial and periodic dialogue. Dia- 
logue in some form is therefore necessary and 
integral to any organizational learning that 
involves going beyond the cultural status 

quo. Organizations do learn within the set of 
assumptions that characterizes their current 
culture and subcultures. But if any new orga- 
nizational responses are needed that involve 
changes in cultural assumptions or learning 
across subcultural boundaries, dialogue must 
be viewed as an essential component of such 
learning. 
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