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Methodology
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I began using the term Dialogue as a Research Methodology in 2014, although my business 
associate and colleague Jane Ball and I had been using Professional Dialogue for research 
purposes for many years prior to that. The first published research drawing on this method-
ology was undertaken by us for the UK Ministry of Justice in 2015. Before introducing the 
Research Methodology, it would probably help to say what I mean by Professional Dialogue. 
The word dialogue is used widely in the media to mean many different things, from the 
spoken text of a play or a movie, to a discussion or a negotiation between protagonists. This 
has led me and some of my colleagues to use the term Professional Dialogue to distinguish what 
we are doing from the meaning attributed by others to the word dialogue. Here is my descrip-
tion of how Professional Dialogue plays out in my own practice: 

Dialogue is a skilful way of talking and thinking together that establishes a common flow of meaning 
amongst a group of people. The spirit of Dialogue is to understand rather than to convince, and the unfolding 
process of Dialogue changes the ground and context out of which the various relationships arise. Professional 
Dialogue is a transparent way of learning together and humanising an organisation or community. Through 
Professional Dialogue, organisations and communities are able to engage the collective intelligence of the 
participants to make better decisions, and to realise the creative opportunities inherent in any problem. The 
ongoing practice of Professional Dialogue at a systemic level generates sustainable strategic and operational 
change. In a Dialogic Organisation or a Dialogic Community this is underwritten by the ongoing regener- 
ation of its culture, including shifting historically stuck patterns of behaviour, for the constructive benefit of the 
whole.

The emergence of dialogue as a profession took some 35 years, having been conceived 
within a modest meeting of 46 people for a weekend with David Bohm in a hotel in the 
English Cotswold Hills, and eventually being incorporated as the Academy of Professional 
Dialogue in 2016. During this period I was in position to make significant contributions to 
the practical and theoretical development of Professional Dialogue: first as a social entrepre-
neur (bringing theoretical physicist David Bohm together with a wide range of people in 
experimental, private Weekend Dialogues in various countries across Europe and Israel); 
then as a facilitator of Dialogues within organisations where I worked in prisons and in the 
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community within the criminal justice system for 10 years; as an organisational consultant 
(in small- and medium-sized enterprises and in a series of four different multinationals, each 
for four or five years at a time); as a systemic change consultant (in six different US statewide 
correctional systems, the most transformational one taking six years, and to a UN-related 
multinational and multi-stakeholder organisation); and then chairing the international 
Academy of Professional Dialogue and leading its Professional Standards and Accreditation 
Board 18 months’ consultation to establish profession-wide standards. 

During this extensive career I have learnt through practice, not through books, and as much 
from the mistakes as the successes. Few if any books want to teach you mistakes, yet without 
making mistakes you cannot become masterful at what you do. For many years I have used a 
form of Action Learning with Jane within Dialogue Associates, where we design meetings 
(within our interventions, and within our overarching systemic change processes), plan, under-
take work, record what happened, reflect and learn from each step of our work together. In the 
process we have generated thousands of images of flip-chart workings that document our 
progress. This learning pattern has enabled us to codify the Implicate Change Model, derived 
empirically from our organisational and community change work. This model, or pattern, is a 
way of sequencing a series of Dialogues, each with a different emphasis, in order to achieve a 
common understanding and meaning amongst a seemingly disparate group of people, and 
hence cultural change. The key to its success is that it addresses collective thought, held within 
subgroupings of like-minded people, that tends to sustain incoherent views despite contrary 
evidence and logic. The support and challenge between different subgroupings is what shifts 
the ground or context of relationships between them all. We have proven its application in 
small-group initiatives and short-term interventions, as well as its value in bringing about effec-
tive organisational change amongst thousands of people in large organisations. The Implicate 
Change Model is just one key part of a multifaceted and integrated model we have developed 
for Professional Dialogue. I will say more about it though, because it gives a feel for the spirit 
and method of our work, and it relates directly to research.

The graphic that follows depicts the changing focus of attention and ‘work to be done’ in 
a sequence of group conversations to bring about coherent change in multiple stakeholder 
organisational or community systems. We use seven phases (identify, name, discover, gather, 
get-it-together, commit and design) within each cycle of engagement, engaged in sequence until 
all are active. These are not mechanistic steps to be ‘applied’ to a situation, or building blocks 
to be set in stone before moving on. Once activated, each one continues to remain live and 
influential, so whilst concentrating on later phases, where the emphasis may be on, say, 
gathering or committing, more may still be learnt and understood about the need or opportu-
nity in the initial identifying phase. 

Some think of Dialogue as a generative space where new insights emerge freely of their 
own accord. Although there is some truth in this, the belief that a self-organising approach 
might bring this about in a reliable way is rather simplistic. My long and varied experience 
reveals there is a rigour required. It involves the skill, practices and a dialogic disposition that 
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are embodied in Professional Dialogue. Along with that, the Implicate Change Model can 
guide the process by which generative change emerges in a fragmented system:

•  Identifying the existing need or opportunity provides the starting point, and the start of 
determining if it is worth doing.

•  Naming the work defines the scope and is the basis of the contracting with participants, 
providing focus and realism.

•  Discovery involves understanding the systemic situation and finding who is involved or 
affected by the change. If each of their needs and opportunities are evident and may be 
met, then they will participate in the generative change process.
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•  Gathering is the bringing together of the subcultural groupings, or representatives of 
them in one conversation. Those gathered need to represent the resistant as well as the 
willing, because for a resilient and sustainable change things have to be thought through 
thoroughly and understood from multiple perspectives.

•  Getting-it-together, which has a deliberate double meaning, refers to establishing a 
common meaning. (This is not a matter of persuasion, voting or consensus, but deliber-
ate inclusion to achieve a common understanding. You may question whether that is 
always possible, but in my experience it invariably is. The reason is evident in the nature 
of reality, where everything is already internally and externally connected, as well 
displayed in David Bohm’s Implicate Order ontology – hence the name Implicate 
Change Model).

•  Commitment is the witnessed intention to act on the basis of the common understanding 
and meaning that has been created together. This is necessary because of the inevitable 
regression, caused by memory, when participants are no longer together looking 
forwards, but are back in their old world where nothing seems to have changed. 
Systemic change requires others participating as well, and doubts that they will do so 
cast their subtle shadows.

•  Design extends the change process to include the next wave of participants, who will 
need to move through a similar process rather than being told the answer. Are people 
resistant to change? Only if they are told what they have to do, and are given the fixed 
answer determined by someone else. People who participate in the process with others 
enjoy change! 

So that is the context for Dialogic Research. 

Dialogic Research and the Implicate Change Model

In 1995 I first encountered researchers in organisations where I was working, and I have 
encountered many more over the years. Some were modest master’s degree students and later 
reappeared as senior professors and heads of university departments. I watched how they 
worked and how they were viewed by the staff or community members whom they were 
researching. I began to form a view about their profession, based on my assumption that I 
knew little about research myself. Then it dawned on me that I too used research, and in a 
professional way. It is integral to the Implicate Change Model I just outlined, but Dialogic 
research is different from the research I saw being undertaken by others. The difference 
began to take more form when I heard a conference speaker say something to the effect that 
taking another person’s words for one’s own is called plagiarism, but taking the words of 
many other people for one’s own is called research. That is what really did not sit well with 
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me about the researchers I encountered, and I started to reflect on why and how my own 
approach differed.

The Dialogue work I began with David Bohm in 1984, and continued to his death in 
1992, was based on the fundamental recognition of pervasive fragmentation in human 
society, which is the root cause of extensive pain and suffering. This fragmentation takes the 
form of conflicting identities and interests between nations, religions, ethnic groupings and 
all sorts of subcultural divides such as right- and left-wing, rich and poor, old and young, 
male and female, and so on. After David’s death, when I began introducing Dialogue into 
different organisations, it became evident to me that the inherent structure of an organisa-
tion – and organisation is itself fragmentary. Role specialisation, which is fundamental to 
developing a good career, means people know more and more about their own area and less 
and less about other areas. For example, the computer programmer, the legal counsel, the 
shop floor worker and the senior executive are rarely interchangeable roles. Of course organ-
isational size and location are key factors, and in a small organisation of 20 people working 
in one location there may be significant overlap and common understanding. But if that is 
expanded to hundreds or thousands of employees who operate from different physical 
locations, then fragmentation quickly becomes evident. Few have an understanding of the 
whole operation. 

Communication flows (and can falter) up and down (hierarchically) and side to side 
(between different departments, functions and various working locations). This is the 
common experience in every large organisation. It is a result of the decision-making power 
structure inherent in organisations, and I have discovered how to address this fragmented and 
silo mentality through Professional Dialogue. First, one has to understand the situation by 
engaging it, and that process of understanding is research.

As I understand it, research typically starts with the formulation of a research question. 
Dialogic Research, on the other hand, starts with identifying a need or an opportunity. Either 
you see something you don’t need, or you don’t see something you need. Typically people 
will tell you what they want (or don’t want) rather than what they need. So discovery is 
required in order to understand the situation more clearly. Things are the way they are for a 
particular reason, and understanding that is a precursor to designing any meaningful change. 
But people cannot always tell you why the systemic situation is like it is, not least because 
they have only a partial picture, based on their role and specialisation within the organisa-
tion. So we talk and think with groups of people, generally 15 to 30 people in one conver-
sation, or several hundred people, depending on the situation. The aim is that nobody is 
speaking behind another person’s back, so as we progress we are no longer talking about 
‘them’ because they are present in the room to answer for themselves. We have now begun 
to diverge from most other research approaches in a fundamental way. The Dialogic 
Research is not partisan. It is wholistic, holds multiple perspectives even if they are seemingly 
contradictory, and develops a common meaning amongst the group, including the research-
ers. So the researcher is not an objective observer who privately records and owns the  
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information, collected for later publication in their name to further their academic career. 
Instead, the understanding is held and owned as common knowledge by all the participants, 
including the researcher, who makes a valuable contribution. What emerges is first-hand 
knowledge and collective insights about the common situation and what might be done 
about it. 

Clearly I am making some ethical statements about the nature and purpose of this kind of 
research. In Dialogic Research the intended beneficiary is the whole rather than one or other 
of the parts. This is because concentrating on the interests of just one of the parts leads to 
fragmenting it from the whole. By analogy, the forest may be seen as an essential part of the 
overall ecology that includes flora and fauna. Separating trees out, and seeing them as lumber 
to be converted into money, could lead to indiscriminate felling of trees that may be profit-
able to the land owner but damaging to the larger ecology. Similarly, landowners drilling for 
water in areas suffering drought may get temporary benefit but lower the water table for 
everyone around. The aim, therefore, is to have all the different voices and interests repre-
sented in the room so that informed decisions can be made by and for the whole. In this way 
the Dialogic Research sets the context for systemic decision-making. It has the spirit of a 
commonwealth rather than befitting those who commission the research, potentially to the 
detriment of others.

Case Study One: Uncovering a Complex Truth
It is also the case that Dialogic Research can arrive at different outcomes from other forms of 
research. Let me give an example. Jane and I were embarking on an interesting piece of work 
on culture change in a juvenile correctional system when those who commissioned our work 
discovered they had misunderstood the terms of their grant. It had to be applied specifically 
to the Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) rather than more generally to cultural change 
(which they anticipated would in turn affect their PREA monitoring scores). The grant 
would be withdrawn at the end of the month, and a sudden change was required. We agreed 
to a new one-week research contract specifically regarding sexual harassment and abuse in 
their prisons as defined by PREA. Given we had just five days in total on-site to complete the 
work and report the outcomes, we had a challenge. A typical research approach might have 
been to monitor the statistical trends in the available data, and search online for best-practice 
options that could be implemented by the agency, making some recommendations based on 
the available data. We had the benefit of already knowing some of the staff members in the 
two prisons involved, and opted for Dialogic Research instead. 

There were more than 500 members of staff involved, along with a larger number of 
prisoners, so we needed some careful logistical planning during the two weeks available 
before we arrived on-site. We telephone-interviewed a small selection of informed senior 
staff and, given what we heard, created an initial theory of what may be happening in the 
two juvenile prisons involved. It seems that abuse by juveniles of staff had been occurring for 
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many years and perhaps had become institutionalised. We drew a graphic depiction that 
displayed our naive thinking at the outset of the research. Since we were not independent 
and objective observers, but a part of the research system, we wanted to make our thinking 
available and to be just as open as we were inviting others to be. 

We arrived on Monday and finished on Friday of the same week. It was an action-packed 
and revelatory week. Prisons are hierarchical command-and-control institutions where 
permission is needed in advance of any activity, so we opted to start at the top. On Monday 
morning we met with the Executive group at their headquarters building, along with those 
responsible for collating and distributing their research statistics. Their figures showed a 
steady decrease in incidents of harassment and abuse, as one might expect given the organi-
sational and cultural changes under way. We wondered if we were wasting our time, with 
our services being used to confirm their good work; the problem would soon be completely 
eliminated! We asked about the history of the situation, and heard that levels of abuse varied 
significantly according to the leadership style in use and the measures adopted, but it had 
continued for many years. As they talked and considered the history of the situation, we 
recorded notes openly on a flip chart, encouraging the group to make corrections as appro-
priate. Then we explained our own preliminary thinking about how such a problem might 
have become systemically institutionalised, based on what we had heard in our telephone 
interviews. Lastly we confirmed the series of meetings we had already agreed and planned, 
thereby reminding them of what we would be doing before we met them again at the end of 
the week.

As they knew, our next round of meetings would be with the Wardens and Leadership 
Teams at each of their two prisons. In these two separate meetings, one in each prison, we 
displayed the record of our initial Executive meeting and ran through their version of the 
history. We gave these groups the chance to agree or amend (in a different colour pen) the 
version we had heard from their seniors. They did have different views and, not unsurpris-
ingly, they were harsher on the executive responsibility for the problem than the executives 
had been on themselves and their predecessors in that role. One or two had personal ex- 
periences of abuse by prisoners, and were deeply affected recounting what had happened  
to them. The incidents ranged from prisoners exposing themselves through to assault, and 
we heard about an attempted rape. They felt some options for remedial action had been 
incorrectly dismissed, and some opportunities had been half-heartedly rather than fully 
implemented. They did, however, agree with the official statistics. When we questioned 
their confidence in these figures, we were told by security staff that anyone who did not 
report an incident risked losing their job if found out, so they could guarantee the accuracy 
of the numbers. We ran through the graphic of our theory about the institutionalisation of 
the problem, inviting feedback, and then described the subsequent meetings we would  
be having. 

And so we proceeded with each successive grouping down through the two prisons in 
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much the same way. We revealed our own changing thinking, and ran through what we had 
heard from all the previous groupings, invited additions to the history and current levels of 
harassment and abuse in the facilities. Each grouping knew what we had previously been 
told. We were not the experts, but the gatherers of the various versions and experiences, 
conveying them to others. The middle management was less reassuring. Many of them had 
experiences of harassment, both past and recent, and some had been deeply affected by 
incidents at work in the prison. They recounted different tactics to either avoid or address 
the individuals responsible. The uniformed staff varied in their views more than others. 
Some raised the question of how incarcerated juveniles might be expected to mature sexually 
in such difficult circumstances. It became evident from failed prosecutions that what- 
ever juveniles did in their cells was considered to have occurred ‘at home’, and was treated 
differently from what took place in public places. Otherwise the courts would have been 
overloaded with prosecutions, presumably. There was a responsible professional caution on 
the part of prison staff about putting youngsters onto a Sex Offenders Register that would 
affect their status and reputation for the rest of their lives. 

By the time we reached the medical and treatment staff, we could have been in a different 
world from the downtown executive offices. They literally burst out laughing when they 
saw the statistics in use by management, claiming the real figures were at least tenfold greater 
than those we had. The laughter was short-lived, however, as they recited incident after 
incident in painful, personal detail. They were subject to daily harassment with minimal 
support from uniformed staff members, who apparently often turned a blind eye to the 
situation rather than addressing it. Asked why they did not record the incidents, they 
explained that if they did, they would have to spend all day writing reports. It was gruelling 
to hear the levels of anger and trauma amongst the group, and I found myself wondering 
why none had taken legal action against their employers. It was a similar situation with the 
Education Department, where the teachers suffered frequent exposure during lessons and at 
times feared for their safety. Some showed visible signs of retained trauma and ill health that 
they related directly to this continual sexual harassment. Perhaps 80% of the teachers 
described first-hand experiences both with male juveniles exposing themselves to female 
teachers, and female juveniles stripping off their clothing before male teachers, thereby 
ensuring they could not be manhandled.

Then we engaged the youngsters themselves. A progressive Student Council had been 
established, comprised of the most responsible juveniles, and we explained to them why we 
were meeting with people in the two prisons. They agreed there were high levels of harass-
ment and abuse in the prisons. We gave one of the participants the flipchart and pen, and he 
solicited the views of his colleagues as to where most incidents occurred: in line waiting to 
move between different parts of the prison; in the classroom; the shower; the swimming 
pool and so on. They put the typical number of weekly incidents against each location and 
seemed better informed collectively than the staff. They did not condone the behaviour of 
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their colleagues and were keen to participate in its ending. We arranged a second meeting 
with them when we would ask how they thought this might be done.

Finally we met some of the high-repeat offenders themselves. Only one individual volun-
teered to meet with us from one prison, so Jane and I talked with him for half an hour. 
Three volunteered from the second prison. We asked to meet them together as a group, and 
we were advised quite categorically that none of them would choose to speak unless we 
spoke with them individually. We persisted, however, and the three of them were brought 
into the room with their hands manacled behind their backs, to meet the two of us, and two 
uniformed staff members that were there for security purposes. We introduced ourselves and 
the purpose of meeting to them, namely to understand move about the PREA situation in 
the prison. As a check-in I asked each of them, if they could recall it, to describe the first 
time they sexually harassed a member of staff. In each case it was deliberate exposure, and 
they had prepared meticulously for the occasion. Their memories were impeccable and the 
excitement of the occasion came through in the accounts of their vicarious experiences. 
They quite thoughtfully also addressed our enquiries and challenges to what they had done. 
They were clearly addicted to their behaviour and it would take a serious intervention to 
shift what had in each case only started after they entered the prison. One had been placed 
on an intervention programme that had been designed by a psychiatrist in the prison for 
small numbers of participants to be treated in depth, but the prisoner had been thrown off 
the course when he was found to have repeated the offence whilst under treatment.

That completed the downward journey of our discovery process through the prisons, 
meeting representative groupings hierarchically from the top to the bottom. We had heard 
perhaps 150 accounts first-hand and had shared our changing appreciation with all the staff 
about what was happening and why. Next we worked our way back up the different levels, 
considering what could be done to improve things. Our aim was to have some generally 
agreed and coherent options that could be taken up by the diverse-membership Working 
Group we discovered had been set for that purpose.

Two of the high-repeat juvenile offenders said they believed their behaviour was situ- 
ational and would simply stop on release, so nothing was required. They may have proved to 
be right, but it seemed unlikely to me and Jane and we said so to them. The Student Council 
was more forthcoming with their ideas of what could be done. We met with them for a 
couple of hours on the Thursday morning so that they could prepare their ideas in advance 
of a meeting with a wide range of staff members, including all members of the Working 
Group. Jane and I then coached them how to do a good monologue, so that they could 
present their ideas well. Our advice included looking at someone at the back of the room and 
talking to them personally so that they could hear and understand them, then gradually 
picking up other interested people until everyone is attentive – that kind of thing. We 
practiced it with them, and when the time came they did brilliantly, far better than the staff 
members! There were perhaps 30 people in the room, of whom 12 were juvenile prisoners 
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from the Student Council. We had the staff members and the Student Council members 
alternate in making proposals, which they had written earlier on sticky notes, and they stuck 
them onto the wall for everyone to see. Done this way, ideas followed on from earlier ones 
and progressively built up an intervention picture. There was a surprising level of common-
ality in the ideas, including the proposed ‘island’ isolation of all repeat offenders, segregated 
as a group, to provide carrot-and-stick incentives for change. There were at least 15 distinct 
proposals, including mentoring and other roles that the students proposed they could 
themselves provide for their colleagues – more than enough to make a substantial start.

We heard proposals from almost all the other groupings we had previously met, although 
listening to all of them in the time allotted was a huge constraint. We displayed their ideas 
on the wall for support and challenge and to stimulate further thinking, and showed them 
what others had come up with in meetings before theirs. Then we compiled all the proposals 
we had, as recorded with the groupings involved. We met with the Working Group, made 
up of more senior and accountable staff members from all the different parts of the two 
prisons, to consider the whole set of proposals with them. They were surprised by the high 
level of harassment and abuse, although some had suspected it. For example, one said he often 
heard about incidents in staff training sessions that did not appear in the weekly reports. So 
some were genuinely surprised when they heard what had been described, whilst others knew 
but had turned a blind eye to the situation. They agreed with the weight of proposals to address 
the situation and were clear they had substantial ways to proceed to address the situation. At the 
same time, they did not seem confident that the Executive would proceed with the resourcing 
of a robust intervention to try to solve the problem. When I pressed harder, it became evident 
that they believed the Director had many other priorities and he might be slow to prioritise this 
one. I took note of this openly and in writing.

Finally we re-met with the Executive group, with whom we had started our week-long 
journey, and walked through our busy week of Dialogic Research. We displayed the flip charts, 
starting with their own from the Monday morning meeting, showing the adjustments and 
additions made by subsequent groupings, and then displaying the additional sheets in sequence. 
We showed our final version of the institutionalisation of sexual harassment and abuse in that 
Department. They were attentive and disturbed by the evidence they were seeing from their 
staff and from some of the juvenile offenders. They had never taken the time to speak directly 
with the offenders involved in the enquiring way we had done, and were learning things they 
had never previously considered. We walked through the Working Group options, and since 
the lead for that group was himself an executive, he was present in the room to hear our closing 
report. I included the fact that that group did not have full confidence the Director would 
prioritise the resourcing of the proposal they had endorsed. This opened the possibility of 
them having that difficult conversation there and then, or after Jane and I had departed. In 
closing I said we would put our Dialogic Research findings to them in writing.

The World Needs dialogue 2020_V2.indd   92The World Needs dialogue 2020_V2.indd   92 16/10/2020   12:0216/10/2020   12:02



Peter Garrett | 93

The Director was appalled with the situation and expressed the depth of his concerns, and 
his appreciation for our uncovering their actual situation. The team quietly digested their 
collective failure of duty of care to their staff and the juveniles in their care. We heard no 
immediate statement of action by the Executive collectively, and the lead of the Working 
Group registered his disappointment. On our return to the UK we compiled a full report 
and sent it to the entire Executive and Working Team. I reminded the Director that because 
of our research methodology, there was nothing in the report that had not been openly 
considered with him, his Executive and his staff, both in terms of the need to address sexual 
harassment and abuse, and the innovative and generally accepted ways of addressing it that 
had been collectively compiled. 

You may recognise various key features of our Dialogic research methodology from this 
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short case study. Firstly, we found a different result from the other methods of research that 
had been relied on and trusted in use in that Department. One might say that was simply due 
to poor communication between staff members, but it is often the case that good communi-
cation within and across organisations is lacking. This often happens because the information 
sought and reported means different things to different people. At an executive level the 
figures they had showed they were doing their duty in tracking and addressing a challenging 
problem, which added to their credibility. It was a matter of upward communication to the 
politicians who control the budget allocations and are concerned about public reputation. 
The middle managers suffered the typical middle-manager’s dilemma of wanting to please 
their seniors, and being uncertain how to manage their duty of care to the staff who report 
to them. The uniformed staff saw the entrenched pattern of sexual violations as normal 
business in a prison. It goes with the job, they assumed, and so they did whatever their 
colleagues did. The teachers, medical and treatment staff (largely females working with a 
predominantly male juvenile population) had the least power or effective voice in the situ- 
ation, and suffered the most. The juveniles themselves, who learnt this pattern of behaviour 
after entering the prisons, came from largely dysfunctional families. Many of them had 
hardly developed as adults, but were living in much the same incarceration conditions as 
experienced by adult prisoners. So it is not surprising that communication up and down and 
across the organisation was fractured. It is worth saying that essentially this is not untypical 
of any organisation, including financial, religious, academic and political institutions, to 
name a few. Dialogic Research opens the way for a different kind of collaborative input into 
policy and decision-making.

You may also have noted that Dialogic Research is an ethical and principled approach to 
research. It starts with respect, based on the assumptions that things are the way they are for 
some good reason. Enquiring without judgement, in order to understand, starts with the 
researchers, and is deliberately extended to those participating in the research to encourage 
them to encounter one another in a different way. This does not mean that they condone one 
another’s behaviour, but rather that they stand in the other person’s shoes to look at it from 
their point of view. The researcher listens in a way that encouraging people to be genuine 
and authentic, and to explain their thoughts and feelings carefully. The deliberate use of 
Dialogic Practices (Voice, Listening, Respect and Suspension) creates an ambiance or 
atmosphere of open learning in which anything can be considered. Some would call this an 
agenda-free conversation, but it is more than that. There is a very deliberate purpose or 
agenda all along, based on the need or opportunity identified – in this case the PREA- 
defined measures of sexual harassment and abuse. But there is not an agenda to persuade 
people to think or act in a particular way. Rather, there is an effort to discover how they do 
think and feel. You cannot fix something if you do not understand what it is, and the under-
lying causes of it being that way. Then, as the complex of systemic dynamics reveal 
themselves to everyone involved, ways to proceed start to become evident.

In this approach the researchers are participants, as well as facilitators of a particular kind of 
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dialogic group-work. They support and challenge their own and others’ views in service of 
taking the conversation to a deeper level. They reveal their own thoughts and feelings to make 
them transparently available, so that they are not inadvertently or covertly affecting the 
research process. Recordings are made publicly within the organisation as a common data 
resource, wherever possible using the original speaker’s own words as a link back to the feeling 
or idea expressed. The Dialogic Researcher is not privately accumulating information for later 
selected reporting. The information and learning is held as commonly as possible. Everyone is 
affected by the situation and should have the best opportunity to contribute intelligently to its 
resolution. This is the creation of a common meaning amongst a group of people for the 
benefit of all. The researcher has ownership too, and can make respectful use of the learning, as 
I am doing now by writing this paper and making the methodology available to others.

Case Study Two: Dialogic Research and Cultural Regeneration
A second case study may give more perspective to how I have been using Dialogic Research 
as a part of my whole-system change work. This is also in the field of criminal justice, and 
took place a few years later than the first case study. Jane and I were approached by the 
Commissioner of a US State Correctional Department that had suffered rioting and the 
tragic murder of one of the uniformed security staff members. The Commissioner 
approached us a week after the incident, but it took almost a year to raise the funds to engage 
our services. It was apparent from the outset that culture change was required, and initially 
we contracted to look into the situation to see how best to proceed. We arranged two, 
one-week visits, one month apart. Then we telephone interviewed a handful of senior 
people to hear their description of the situation we would be encountering. Our interest was 
also to ensure we established a degree of understanding and agreement about how we might 
partner with them to regenerate the culture. 

We wondered what level of emotional disturbance would be present in the system almost 
a year after the tragic event. Our research design was a similar pattern to the previous case I 
described, beginning at the top and working our way hierarchically down through the 
organisation – but in this case we had twice the amount of time, and could anticipate 
working on the subsequent intervention so we could be more thorough. We started with the 
top 20 or so statewide executive staff members, and explored the history of the Department 
by dividing it into chapters – one chapter for each Commissioner in its history. Then we 
heard stories to bring this history to life. We found a recurrence of extreme violence. The 
preceding incident, perhaps five or six years before, involved the rape of a staff member. The 
attacking adult prisoner was shot dead. Despite this, there seemed to be some emotional 
distance between the executive officers and the prison where the riot had occurred a year 
previously. There was not the urgency we had anticipated, although people had clearly been 
hard at work introducing new initiatives based on the governor’s report on the incident and 
its recommendations and requirements. They knew culture change was required but seemed 
not to know how to address it.
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Our second meeting was with the leadership team of the large and complex prison where 
the rioting and death had occurred a year previously. At that meeting we encountered 
something that was the case with each of the staff groupings we met thereafter – a reluctance 
to talk about the incident, and then a relief for having done so. Once we had all introduced 
ourselves to each other, we asked each person to describe their experience of the day of the 
riot. There were soul-searching descriptions, questions that could not be answered by those 
present, and things said that had never been spoken before to their close working colleagues. 
There were strong emotions and tears shed. There had been limited take-up of counselling 
offered to these staff members, and our session with them proved to be cathartic. Not all 
were at work on that fateful day, but everyone was affected by what proved to be a protracted 
hostage-taking. It had been tracked live in the media for all to follow, and many hours had 
elapsed before the eventual decision was taken to storm the building and rescue the staff held 
there. In a command-and-control situation like this, it is necessary to wait for an order before 
proceeding, but there were confused views about how decisions had been made, and in the 
recounting a deep remembrance of the impotency to act in protection of colleagues who 
were in danger of losing their lives.

Thereafter we met with captains and staff lieutenants, then lieutenants, corporals and 
sergeants and on down to the basic-grade correctional officers (COs). These COs comprise 
the large majority of the staff members, so we met in three separate groupings, rather than 
one, with between 10 and 15 staff members in the room each time. In every session there 
were intense emotions and tears shed by a number of participants. We had heard over 100 
testimonies by the time we reached the prisoner groupings. Again, because of their large 
numbers, we met them in three separate groupings also. They were disturbed by the incident 
and candid, saying they had never anticipated a death, but they shed no tears. Each grouping 
had different ideas about the cause of the incident and what should be done. Some pointed 
to the legislative changes that reduced the more restricted detention of difficult prisoners and 
placed them in general-location housing without having earned that right. Others saw the 
housing of out-of-state serious offenders as the root cause. Some attributed the incident to 
variations in strictness of rule enforcement by different shifts of security officers, whilst yet 
others criticised leadership’s apparent disregard for local requests to rehouse difficult prison-
ers. Tellingly, every group agreed that the riot was predictable, but nobody succeeded in 
intervening to prevent it. This revealed to everyone who participated that the communica-
tion disconnections were up, down and across the organisation.

What about the existing traditional research? All the internal and external investigation 
reports were made available to us, but we chose not to read them. Criminal charges were still 
being processed and we did not want to get embroiled in legal issues. We were interested in 
what people thought and felt about their situation. How they talked about each other would 
collectively define the identity and culture of the organisation, and that is what we wanted 
to understand. During every session we made flip-chart records in response to a number of 
questions we raised with every group. These included the predictability of the riot, the 
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current levels of safety compared to those at the time of the riot, what could be done in the 
short-term, and so on. At each step we shared the responses of other groups to increase the 
common understanding. People were fascinated and sometimes incredulous about the 
responses they were shown from other groups. This strengthened our view that the culture 
and communication were fragmented hierarchically. Time did not permit us to meet with 
the medical, treatment and educational staff until our return the following month but, as we 
anticipated, there were similar fractures across the organisation between these various depart-
ments and between each of them and security staff. We had heard so much we almost felt like 
witnesses ourselves. We had listened to first-hand accounts from officers in assault gear who 
stood ready outside for hour after hour through an icy cold night, waiting for the order to 
storm the building; from staff who refused to go home until the situation was resolved; from 
those who directed the emergency services gathering in the car park; from those who 
prepared assault vehicles to batter down the door; from staff who inspected the arrested 
prisoners after the storming of the building; from those in the shift control room; from 
those who had tried to make advance warnings; and from those whose family members tried 
to stop them going back to work. These people who worked in the prison were a strangely 
close-knit, committed yet complaining body of people, broken into many different subcul-
tural groupings – each open within their own group and privately making strongly negative 
attributions about others. 

Jane and I digested what we had heard and made additional notes to retain important 
details that might inform our later work, and gave a verbal report to the Commissioner and a 
few of his colleagues by telephone. Then a month later we returned to make the journey back 
up through the organisation, from the prisoners and then correctional officers through the 
ranks to the executive. The first round of meetings had been emotional and cathartic. It is 
hard for people to think clearly when they are emotionally disturbed, so we needed to check 
what we believed they had meant. With each group we re-presented their flip charts and asked 
them to confirm, amend add to or delete the various points to give a better picture of their 
collective view. They knew this would be seen by others, so there was some consideration of 
what was prudent to report, but the safety and anonymity of being part of a group reinforced 
their desire to be genuine and heard accurately. The resulting sheets confirmed the key points: 
every group predicted the likelihood of an incident; groups believed they had reported this 
concern but had not been heard or responded to; nobody intervened to prevent the incident; 
there had been no effective review and redefining of procedures to ensure this could not 
happen again; most felt the prison was as dangerous as it had been a year previously, if not 
worse; and communication across the organisation remained ineffective. Back at the executive 
level, they took our reporting on the chin, saying it was what they feared but expected. In 
that meeting we were encouraged by the Commissioner to report all this in just the same 
manner the following day to the members of the House of Representatives and the Senate 
who might fund the whole-system culture change work. We took his advice and, in the 
presence of many of the Executive staff, we met the two members along with the  
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Commissioner and his Deputy, and helped the Department secure the necessary commitment 
for funding to enable us to work with them for a number of years. 

You could say this marked the end of the Dialogic Research phase and the start of the 
whole-system change work, but of course there is more to be learnt every day. As a piece of 
Dialogic Research it was very effective in informing our design. We devised a Dialogue Skills 
Training to be delivered to mixed staff groupings of various ranks and from security, non- 
security and treatment departments. This was to help form relationships and improve 
communication up, down and across the organisation. We took a similarly mixed group of 
staff volunteers (many of whom we had met during the two weeks of Dialogic Research), 
and trained them to deliver this one-day session, off-site, to every member of staff in groups 
of 14 to 20 at a time. It was designed as a fully participatory experience based on exploring 
the Dialogue Practices and other skills in familiar working situations. It included, for 
example, a hierarchical line-up of the chain of command, to enable an enquiry into how 
information and requests move up and down the line. We backed this up with two-hour, 
Skill-Build sessions delivered in the prison to reinforce the use of the skills in daily work. 
Then we added a Dialogic Coaching Training for every supervisor to secure accountability. 
Awareness had not been the problem, because every grouping believed the incident was 
predictable. It was accountability that had not been exercised for people to act effectively on 
what they knew. We then adapted the Implicate Change Model into a Working Dialogue for 
broad ‘across-the-prison’ collective action. It involved the identification of a real need or 
opportunity, the naming of an initiative to address it, an invitation for relevant input from 
any person working or living in the prison, and then a structured process to design and 
implement the change effectively. This is aimed at replacing the impotency of that tragic 
night of rioting, and the waiting hour after hour, with collective and constructive activities 
where everyone can play a part by contributing their thinking and understanding to the 
successful outcome. It is hard to imagine we could have made such a well-informed design 
without the preceding Dialogic Research.

Some other features may be more evident from reading this second case study. In Dialogic 
Research we are aiming to build the authentic voice of each subcultural grouping, to ensure 
it is heard and understood. We are putting the organisation into conversation with itself. The 
Dialogic Research is itself an intervention that changes things whilst it is being undertaken 
– in this case one feature was catharsis, another was the discovery of a surprising level of 
common awareness combined with ineffectual communication. Next we are looking for the 
Dialogic Research to lead to material and constructive change. In contrast, some traditional 
research may simply report on the situation as seen by the researchers, and leave people to do 
whatever they think is best. Investigations may do something similar whilst also defining 
what has to be done – generally in the form of a long list of required actions. In Dialogic 
Research we are looking to set the context for collective decision-making, resulting in the 
formulation of action that makes sense to those involved because they contributed to the 
formulation of the understanding. 
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The Challenge

I believe, as I have described through two case studies, that Professional Dialogue is a signif-
icant new approach to social research. It gets different results because it reduces the distance 
between the decision-makers and the impacts of the decisions. I call it a methodology rather 
than a tool or skill, because it is based on a different ontology, and consequently there may 
be differences in the conception, intention, theory and practice from other forms of research. 
In combination, these present something of an inherent challenge to the intention and 
methodology of the various more traditional forms of research that I have encountered. To 
underline my point, let me bring out the features of Dialogic Research and make some 
contrasts with some other approaches to research: 

The Researcher and the Research
•  The starting point is to identify an existing need or opportunity in the situation – rather than 

starting with a research question and finding a situation in which to research that 
question

•  The intended outcome is a material benefit for the organisation or community, and participants 
involved – not the generation of knowledge per se, or publication material for the benefit 
the researcher

•  The researchers see themselves as facilitators and skilled participants – not independent and 
‘objective’ observers 

Data and Information Gathering
•  The research takes the interests of multiple stakeholders into account and is systemic or wholistic – 

not partisan or for the benefit of one particular client or grouping
•  Data is collected publicly with participants, and later reviewed with them to ensure it represents their 

views – not privately, without their knowledge and without their revision
•  Much of the thinking is done together in groups (often of between 15 and 30 participants) to explore 

collectively held views – not via expert observation, or focus groups, questionnaires and 
interviews that analyse multiple individual opinions 

Researching with Respect
•  The existing situation, including aspects of incoherence and lack of awareness or participation, are 

enquired into with respect. There are underlying reasons that things are the way they are, and the 
research leads participants to reveal these reasons to everyone involved

Ownership
•  The research is owned by all the participants – not solely by the researcher and the commis-

sioning client
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A Common Understanding
•  Researching dialogically is itself an intervention, as the various sub-cultural groupings participate in 

a systemwide conversation to establish collective understanding, learning and better ways of working 
together or relating to each other – not a detached set of observations or private analysis 
about the situation

•  This creates the context for collective decision-making, and the formulation of constructive ways to 
proceed that are generally understood to be of value – not private data collection for detached 
analysis and decision-making

One significant limitation of Professional Dialogue as a research methodology is that it 
requires professional researchers. By that I mean people who are sufficiently conversant with 
dialogic skills and practices to enable them to think with people, rather than making private 
observations or simply recording then analysing what people have said. Also, these research-
ers need to be mature enough and humble enough to meet all the participants as peers, 
whatever their hierarchical level. In the two cases I cited, this means relating to both the 
‘executive’ and the ‘prisoner’ as peers. Developing such researchers is a small price to pay if 
it moves the whole field of research beyond partisan and self-serving enquiries. Those who 
know less about research methods give great credence to the research outcomes for their 
policy-making, so a development in the methodology seems essential and long overdue. 
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Conference Session Extracts
From a conversation with participants considering the paper with the author 

Speaker 1:  For me, an interesting question is, who is research for? Is it for someone who has 
commissioned the research and is paying for it? Is it research for those subjects who 
were being researched for their understanding? That also brings up the question of 
what forms of results that we want. Because if the forms of results are simply 
healing of the system, how do we prove that? How do we document that? It brings 
up all kinds of questions.

Speaker 2:  I come from another side with it. What if people ask: “What is the distinction 
between this and a good piece of process consulting?” I suppose I am asking what 
your identity was when you were there.

Speaker 3:  My impression from your presentation is that you want change on the individual 
level, how people understand themselves and their connection to other people, but 
you also talk about the system in this business, if I can call it that. Your practice is 
connected to change in all these levels. So, it’s not a question of quality or quantity, 
but it’s a question of, does your change work?

Speaker 4:  I think in this paper Peter’s been attempting to get at something that would produce 
results at a lot of different levels. I think you didn’t go into the wider narrative of 
how in the first place does a system like this produce a mess like the one you had to 
intervene in, but that implication is there I think it’s really worth trying to harvest 
the distinct research bits out of this.

Speaker 5:  I believe this approach is in the interest of the whole system, whether or not the 
commissioner might like it.

Speaker 4:  I think at the bottom of all this is your ontology. I don’t know if I have that ontol-
ogy or not, but you’re saying it’s critical. It’s at the basis of your work.

Speaker 5:  So, I explained it in a way with my views about respect, and that everything’s the 
way it is for a good reason. I don’t believe there are any bad people. There may be 
people who behave badly at times, but generally we all do what we try to do. Even 
when I screw up, I didn’t intend to hurt people, though I do sometimes. If you take 
that assumption about everybody in a system, it’s the way it is for a very good 
reason. Now we find we have to do it differently and how do we do it? It is a 
systemic answer in my view. If we assume that it’s organised the way it is for good 
reasons and there are bits we don’t know about, if we can understand them and 
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reveal them, we can start to act intelligently together. I think that’s the source of 
what I mean by the ontology. Everything is unfolding from one common Implicate 
source – it is not unfolding from a large number of different incoherent sources. 
The Implicate is already coherent, but it’s fragmented in a human consciousness, it’s 
broken up, and then we’re acting within what we’ve got, which is a mess.

Speaker 2:  The system understands, yes. That’s the more critical piece, that the system under-
stands the unintended consequences. I don’t know what the right words are, but a 
more engaged, participatory and dialogic approach generates a different core of 
knowledge. I think it’s worth articulating what that is. There’s extractive knowl-
edge and then there’s engaged knowledge. It’s not that people aren’t nosing around 
this territory. What’s distinct about this is that it takes a fairly high level of maturity 
and skill. And courage, because the dominant pattern of research – forget the 
systems we are intervening in – don’t want this to happen. They’re designed so it 
can’t happen. Seriously.

Speaker 4:  Yeah, they’re skilfully sustaining the very fragmentation that they’re complaining 
about. But what you’re saying is that the research is for the whole-system under-
standing, as opposed to research for the researcher’s understanding. If we built up a 
picture of what was different about this kind of pattern of research, that would be 
a really powerful outcome of this conversation.

Speaker 6:  You made another distinction, which is that the system understands it. This is a 
second layer of difference, because if you go with the assumption it wants to under-
stand something, you act differently.

Speaker 4:  Yeah, but it’s resistant. There’s a taboo on understanding.

Speaker 7:  This is really threatening stuff to the powers that be, and I’m thinking now in terms 
of my experience in academia. We construct academics based on good research, 
right? We know some things, and then we can teach it, and that’s the truth. If we 
start to come at our research, and at what we teach, from a completely different 
ontological model, then a lot of existing knowledge is questioned, and people don’t 
like that. That’s very threatening. If we are to grow as a Professional Dialogue 
academy, we’re going to have to be aware of just how threatening we are. This 
approach would step on the heels of many disciplines, like action research. In other 
words, they would feel threatened, that there isn’t enough difference. Actually, 
there’s a profound difference, but they would feel threatened by years and years, 
decades and decades of what they teach in terms of participatory research, action 
research, and so on. They don’t want to have to rethink how they do things. We 
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used to think in OD that there were states of being in organizations. And so, what 
we were paid to do as consultants was to go in and say, “Okay, we’re going to freeze 
right now and research where this organization is. And then we’re going to show 
what a better state would be”. Unfreeze it and do something, and then freeze it 
again, right? Everything’s frozen. Whereas in our ontology, everything’s in process 
and flow, and we are part of the system. We’re not just going to study it and then 
walk away.

Speaker 5:  Well, we weren’t just getting awareness, we’re getting understanding of the work 
and the cultural regeneration required from a culturally damaged system. We 
proposed doing work, and said it was going to take five years, not less. So then we 
had to go and present what we found to the Senate and House of Representatives 
in order to get funding. So then, what do you tell that group? Do you tell them 
what you really found? Or do you tell them something else? I’m going to tell them 
exactly what I found, right? It’s not different. That’s quite threatening for the guy 
in charge of it sitting next to me, when I tell them, “This is a highly damaged 
system”, and I’m talking to people way more senior than him. It’s the transparency 
of it that’s dangerous in a way.
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Postscript
The author’s reflections, written some months after the conference

Before writing this paper I had a keen interest to explore my dialogic experience 
of social research. I loosely defined this as a methodical enquiry that led to 
substantiated views about what was happening in a situation. I had seen research-
ers come in and out of prisons where I was running weekly Dialogue Groups, 
and I could see the caution with which they were viewed, and the constrained access they had to the 
people living and working there. In comparison I was in the flow of the thinking amongst the prison-
ers, staff and management.

On writing the paper I became quite clear that I and my colleague Jane had been doing good 
professional research, and that we approached it in a very different way from the researchers we met. 
When I had described our research to others they thought I meant qualitative rather than quantitative 
research, but I believe both are necessary. Others thought I meant participatory rather than objective 
research, yet again both are needed. So I had to start to explore our methodology more deeply, and 
the ontology on which it is based. I found that we used a transparent and systemic thinking owned by 
everyone and aimed to be of benefit to all. This led me to emphasise the inherent challenge we repre-
sented to more traditional forms of research that sought to understand the perspective of a particular 
sector (such as Muslim radicalisation, or the traits of good security officers).

During the conference I was delighted with the level of support and challenge offered by the 
respected academics present. Some did not even recognise what we had done as research.  That began 
to reveal how radically different it is. Essentially, our research methodology has been facilitating the 
common and transparent development of local knowledge that forms the systemic common-sense 
basis for beneficial change. 

My co-editor Cliff Penwell questioned the degree to which I was presenting the paper as a 
challenge to other forms of research as against explaining my own, something that already concerned 
me, and so instead I tried to deepen the understanding of my own methodology. The inherent 
challenge remains, and I have retained a contrast of the features of our methodology vs others, but 
placed this at the end rather than the start of the paper.

And writing this Postscript confirms my pleasure in extending the whole field of Professional 
Dialogue, and the uplift it can provide to the role and reputation of research in complex local  
situations. 
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