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Dialogue, coaching &
change

Whether it be as leaders, change professionals or coaches, most of us tend to
If we want to lead gravitate toward a ‘telling’ mode. As a leader or change professional I know I am
change more in a ‘telling’ mode when I find myself convinced that my way is the right way,
successfully, more often, and that anyone who disagrees is ‘resistant to change’. As a coach I know I am in
we need to get better at a ‘telling’ mode when I find myself convinced I know the answer. When we find
engaging in ‘dialogue’. ourselves in these states – we are engaged in ‘monologue’. If we want to lead
change more successfully, more often, we need to get better at engaging in
‘dialogue’.

What is dialogue?
Dialogue is a particular type of conversation (see diagram belowi). When we
engage in dialogue we come prepared to do two things:
1.
2.

Listen without prejudice to what the other person is saying, suspending
our convictions, opinions and beliefs.
Say what needs to be said – respectfully.

Dialogue is not the same as skilled conversation. Skilled conversation is the
coming together of people with an agenda. They are able to come to an
agreement without tension. Skilled conversation tends to be about negotiation
and compromise. Often, little new arises from skilled conversation.
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Dialogue is also different to debate; the exchange of views, without much
We cannot suspend our listening going on.
convictions if we are not
All three types of conversation have their place, but dialogue is particularly
aware of them.
appropriate when seeking to navigate change, or to foster innovation, or to build
a climate of trust.

Suspending
When we seek to ‘listen-without-prejudice’, we are not dismissing our own
convictions and beliefs – our convictions cannot be dismissed. But we can
suspend those convictions. We can hang them out in front of us so they are clear
to us, so that we can experience what the other person is saying independent of
those convictions.

“To suspend something is to spin it
out so it can be seen, like a web
between two beams in a barn.”
William Isaacs

Our capacity to suspend depends on the degree to which we are self-aware. We
cannot suspend our convictions if we are not aware of them.
When we ‘say what needs to be said’ we must do so respectfully if we don’t
want to elicit defensive behaviour. To achieve that again demands high levels of
self-awareness; we need to understand why we are feeling judgmental; the
nature of that judgment and its origins. We must then suspend judgment and
express ourselves free of that judgment if we are to be able to respect the other
person’s perspective.
These judgments are our ‘noble certainties’. Our noble certainties get in the way
of great dialogue. They may include such things as:
•
•
•
•

I already know the best answer to this problem
I am closer to this issue than you are
I know the people involved better than you do
I’m the expert on (whatever the subject is)

To engage effectively in dialogue requires that we are aware of our noble
certainties, and that we manage them.
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Most often in change

Why is ‘dialogue’ important?

Talking about dialogue is important because it opens our eyes to the essence
of change. Our default approach to change tends to be monologic. Many
conveying information, not change models are implicitly monologic. There are lots of change models, most
on sharing information. similar to the diagram belowii.
programs the focus is on

1. Create a sense of urgency
2. Form a guiding coalition
3. Create a vision
4. Communicate a vision
5. Empower others to act on the vision
6. Create quick wins
7. Build on the change
8. Institutionalize the change

This is the ‘Kotter Model’ and it lays out a sequence of actions the change
manager must implement in order to make change happen. Notice how it is
the role of a central team to decide what needs to change and to create a
vision that others can align to. It is then the role of the leader to
‘communicate’ that vision. However – the word ‘communicate’ has two
meanings in the English language:
“ … the successful conveying or sharing of ideas and feelings.”
The successful conveying of information (I talk – you listen) or the successful
sharing of information (we talk – we listen). Most often in change programs
the focus is on conveying information, not on sharing information. Many
change programs include workshops. People are invited to come to these
workshops to align around a particular course of action. Although the
facilitator is there to help people work together, the facilitator has already
decided where the conversation needs to end up; it needs to end up aligned
around the centrally driven intended change. We call this facipulation;
manipulation dressed up as facilitation. This approach to change is implicitly
top-down and tends not to work. Talking about dialogue vs monologue helps
us to recognize there exists a different approach to navigating change.
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Positional power is
important and it is overrated.

How does change work?
Here are three aspects of the way change really happens:
•

Change happens all the time, whether we are embarked on an official
change program or not. The economy changes, viruses emerge, clients
behave unpredictably, people have new ideas. When you implement a
change program, you are just adding to the mix.

•

If you tell me to do something, I might do it, especially if you are my boss
and I think I have to do it to stay in your good books. However, if you tell
me to think something, I may nod politely, but ultimately I will decide
how I choose to think. Positional power is important and it is over-rated.
You can’t make people think the way you want them to think, and you
can’t make them do what you want them to do, unless you stand over
them and watch their every move.

•

We think together. We share perspectives, share our thinking, listen to
others thinking. From those conversations emerge new ideas and
intentions. Change emerges from these conversations. Change is social.

The way that leaders attempt to manage change in many organisations
doesn’t reflect these three principles. Consider the following (real) example.
These events took place in a bank several years ago, as management
attempted to implement a new sales model.
1.

The bank wanted its branch staff to on-sell car insurance with home
loans. They conducted a pilot and the results showed that on-selling led
to an increase in sales. They told all their branch staff to start on-selling.
Leaders tend to privilege the data they have access to. They think this
data is complete and assume that the conclusions they draw from the
data are factually correct. They then ‘communicate’ the data, together
with actions required.

2.

Staff in this bank had been selected for their empathy and ability to build
relationships. When they tried on-selling, they noticed how frustrated
and disappointed many of their customers seemed. They become
convinced that these customers would gradually drift away. They queried
their Regional Managers - on-selling didn’t make sense.
People don’t just take what leaders say at face value. In a complex world,
everyone has their own perspective. If I spend all my time talking to
customers in a call-centre for example, I have access to different data
than do the leadership, and I regard my perspective and experience as
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equally valid. If something doesn’t make sense, we challenge it. We need
to make sense of an idea before we happily integrate it into the way we
go about our work.

When challenged leaders
often feel threatened. They
don’t listen for the
underlying question in the

3.

challenge. They repeat the
message instead.

Management showed little interest in the views of their branch staff.
Leaders shook their heads and complained about resistance to change.
Branch staff sensed that if they were to ask any more questions, they
would lose their jobs. They stopped protesting, but they didn’t on-sell,
unless someone was standing over them.
When challenged, leaders don’t usually listen for the underlying question
in the challenge. They repeat their message instead. Some writers
advocate this approach. For example, “when you are so sick of talking
about something that you can hardly stand it, your message is finally
starting to get through.”iii The challenge is not heard as a question – it is
heard as ‘resistance to change’. Actually what’s often happening that the
people on both sides of the equation are resisting listening to each other.

4.

Staff in the branches continued to exchange notes. They spoke openly
with each other because it felt safe to do so. In some branches staff
committed to on-selling because they were persuaded by the rhetoric.
Others agreed to on-sell because they saw it as their role to comply, but
they didn’t make much of an effort. Others didn’t comply because they
regarded management as deluded and dictatorial. When management
reviewed what was happening, they couldn’t understand why some
branches were doing better than others, and decided it was the
responsibility of the Regional Managers, several of whom they fired.
People think together, they make sense of what is happening with each
other – with people who they trust. The conclusions they come up with
may bear little relation to management’s intentions. Not everyone thinks
the same. Different people in different parts of the organization will come
up with different views. What emerges at a broader level may look to
senior leadership as quite chaotic.

5.

Staff in branches that held similar views spent more time talking to each
other. Fault-lines emerged. Certain branches became known as
exemplary, others as mediocre, others as trouble-makers. Fault-lines
emerged at the regional level too and senior leaders began to complain
about lack of cooperation across the division. The leadership got ready to
implement another change program …
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To engage in dialogue is to
make a choice; to choose
to be curious.

Change is constant; planned change and unplanned change. We are all
talking all the time about these changes and making sense of those
changes together. Where there are few interactions between people (e.g.
when the organization is ‘siloed’) these differences in meaning-making
can evolve to be quite separate and can trigger ongoing disagreement
and discord.
You cannot control change. This is a scary thought to many leaders. The idea
that change cannot be controlled cannot be tolerated - If I have no control,
then what role do I serve? Of course leaders do have a role; their role is to
influence.

50 leaders
A few years ago, we spoke to 50 leaders around the world, half of them CEOsiv.
No one spoke about a change model. What emerged from their stories was
one word - dialogue. These leaders recognised they didn’t get to control
outcomes. They needed to influence, and they did that through dialogue. To
engage in dialogue is to make a choice; to choose to be curious. To engage in
dialogue is to embrace a conviction that everyone in the room has something
to offer and to put aside the notion that we know-it-all. To engage in dialogue
is to trust the capacity of our colleagues to have something valid to contribute.

A dialogic mindset
We often talk about skills and competencies - the skills required to be a leader,
to be a change professional, to coach individuals, groups and teams. Skills and
competencies are important, but more important than skills and competencies
is mindset. What mindset do we bring to our work? The dialogic mindset
enables us to influence and engage and coach more effectively. The dialogic
mindset requires being genuinely curious, respectful to others, and uber selfaware.
We will explore dialogue as it is relevant to change, coaching, group coaching
and team coaching over the next few White Papers. In the meantime, if you
are feeling curious, you may wish to dig deeper by reading either the Tao of
Dialoguev, a short guide to dialogue written for leaders and coaches, and/or
Coaching in Three Dimensionsvi, which specifically explores coaching and
dialogue. Or you can stick to reading past White Papers and look forward to
those coming over then next few months.
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The dialogic mindset
enables us to influence and
engage and coach more

Paul Lawrence
Principal, Centre for Coaching in Organisations
paul@ccorgs.com.au
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