
The Seven Skills of Dialogue

1. Deep listening

In its most simple form deep listening derives from the conscious choice to listen. It involves quietening

the voice in our heads so that we can hear the true story of the person to whom we are listening. As we

listen to understand their whole story we literally stay quiet and just listen. In exercises that we conduct

on listening, people often report that they are amazed at how much they can hear when they know that all

they have to do is listen. Instead of readying themselves for their turn to speak, the listener focuses on

understanding the speaker.

Deep listening can occur anywhere, anytime. It could be with a team member while walking down a

corridor. It might be with a customer in a busy department store or on the telephone. It might even be

with our own partners! Imagine the difference that enhanced listening could make in that domain! The

common element in all listening examples is the genuine choice to listen. It is both powerful and

important if deep listening is to occur.

2. Respecting others

Voltaire, a French author, humanist, rationalist and satirist is reported to have said, "I disapprove of what

you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it." This perspective lies at the heart of respecting

others. Clearly this is particularly difficult to do when we interact with people who have contrasting views

to our own. Practicing this dialogue skill therefore becomes imperative if we are to develop the true

capacity to dialogue. While respecting others does not mean that you have to agree with them, it does

mean that you will allow them the time and space to have their say and you will see it as a perspective that

while you may not understand it, it is a perspective that is valid in the context that it contributes, even if

only in a small way, to our understanding of the 'complete' picture of whatever is our area of focus at the

time.

3. Inquiry

This is the capacity to ask genuine questions. As such it encourages the use of open questions that

enhance our understanding of different perspectives, or assist in the deeply held mental models that lie

behind many perspectives to come to the surface. I will write about how to develop the art of skillful

questions in an upcoming blog.

4. Voicing openly (advocacy)

Many of us are quite talented in this skill, at least in part. Voicing openly is the capacity to say what you

think and to be able to explain why you think what you think. Unfortunately, many people struggle to

share their view. All views, if they exist, are important for the development of a true understanding of a

situation. If those views are not shared, then a part of the picture is missing which is why voicing is so

important in the context of dialogue.

5. Suspending assumptions & judgements

The capacity to explain why we hold the views that we hold lies at the heart of suspending assumptions &

judgements. Much like we hang our clothes on a line for them to dry, suspending means that we 'hang out'

our reasons for our views. This allows people to look at them, question them and assist us in developing a

deeper understanding of our perspectives. To suspend your assumptions & judgements illustrates a

willingness to be vulnerable which is a key attribute of servant leaders. Should we discover that our views

are not useful through the act of having suspended them before others, we have the opportunity to adopt

new ones. This experience is often described as true learning.



6. Balancing voicing (advocacy) and inquiry

This is as simple and complex as balancing sharing our view and why we have it with asking genuine

questions to better understand another person's view, or to allow the group to talk about issues that will

enhance the whole group's collective understanding of a topic. To practice this skill involves utilizing all

the skills listed above; deep listening, respecting others, inquiry, voicing openly and suspending

assumptions & judgements. Even if the other people with whom you are conversing are not trying to

dialogue, practicing this skill significantly enhances the quality of your contribution to the conversation.

People will notice your enhanced communication skills because the quality of the conversations within

which you participate will be enhanced by your contributions to them.

7. Reflecting

Our fast-paced world offers little time to reflect. However, the capacity to reflect is a big rock and

enhances our communication skills and capacity to dialogue through considering how we have just

practiced our skills. In team environments it is worth holding a reflection at the end of an attempted

dialogue to recognize where the skills of dialogue were used effectively and where they could be improved.

I will write about how to conduct an end of meeting reflection in an upcoming blog.
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