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Welcome to lecture 1 of Topic 2.1. In this lecture we are going to look at 
effective communication for community problem solving.



There are three main forms of communication traditionally used for 
community problem solving:  these are dialogue, debate and group think.

Dialogue is a conversation where participants explore the diversity of interests 
related to issues with the aim of generating a greater shared understanding of 
issues 

Debate is a conversation that does not move beyond conflict, where 
participants stick to their individual positions, and

Groupthink is a conversation where participants avoid conflict and seek 
conformity and unity at all costs
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The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2005) have 
developed the following working definitions of dialogue:

‘Dialogue is defined as the intention to seek mutual understanding and mutual 
accommodation on an issue or situation through inquiry and learning that can 
lead to consensus decision-making.’

‘Participatory dialogue is defined as a process that provides people with safe 
space and opportunity to engage in communication and action based on 
rights and responsibilities.’

‘Reflective Participatory Dialogue is defined as thinking in complete ways that 
leads to tolerance and understanding of diverse worldviews and interests.’

These three definitions highlight that the dialogue form of communication can 
build relationships and trust and therefore social capital amongst diverse 
stakeholders. 
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Despite the advantages of dialogue for community problem solving, the debate form of 
communication has historically been the predominant form of communication used by 
community leaders for community problem solving.
Dialogue is collaborative: two or more sides work together towards common understanding, 
In contrast debate is oppositional: two sides oppose each other and attempt to prove each 
other wrong.
Dialogue has finding common ground as the goal.  Debate has winning as the goal.
Dialogue lets one side listen to the other side to understand, in contrast debate lets one 
side listen to the other side in order to find flaws and to counter its arguments.
Whereas dialogue reveals assumptions for reevaluation, debate defends assumptions as 
the truth.
Dialogue causes introspection of one’s own position, in contrast debate causes critique of 

the other position.
Whereas dialogue opens the possibility of reaching a better solution than any of the original 
solutions, debate defends one’s own positions as the best solution and excludes other 
solutions.
Dialogue creates an open-minded attitude, an openness to being wrong and an openness 
to change; in contrast debate creates a closed-minded attitude, a determination to be right.
Dialogue prompts a search for basic agreements, debate has a different emphasis – it 
searches for glaring differences.
Dialogue involves a real concern for the other person and does not seek to alienate or 
offend.  In contrast, debate involves a countering of other position without focussing on 
feelings or relationship and often belittles or deprecates the other person.
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Dialogue as a form of communication is not easy.  That’s because it is based 
on the underpinning assumption that all of the participants in a dialogue are 
willing to listen to each other and change their positions.
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As this quote highlights, it can be difficult for diverse community stakeholders 
to undertake dialogue if they are not willing to change their position on issues:

‘Too often, citizens have worn themselves out in fights that might have been 
resolved to everyone’s satisfaction through collaborative problem solving that 
focused on interests rather than positions.’

The quote suggests that in order for dialogue to occur between diverse 
stakeholders, participants need to focus on their interests with regard to a 
community issue rather than holding a firm position on the issue.

Interests and positions are very different.
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A position is what someone wants in all-or-nothing terms; it is a person’s 
stance or strong point of view about an issue.  A person who has a position on 
an issue is seeking a solution to the issue that satisfies their position one 
hundred percent.

Interests are the reasons behind a person’s position; the reasons why a 
person wants what they want.  A person’s interests are their desires, concerns 
and fears that underlie their position.
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As the following story suggests focusing on interests rather than positions often enables 
parties to identify win-win solutions to problems that might not have been evident if the 
parties were focussing on their positions instead of their interests.

‘Once upon a time, two chefs were working in a kitchen.  Both of the chefs required an 
orange to finish the recipes they were working on.  The problem was that there was only 
one orange left in the kitchen.  The two chefs argued over the orange.  They finally 
decided to compromise by cutting the orange in half and sharing the orange.
One of the chefs squeezed the juice from his half of the orange for the sauce he was 

making.  When he stirred the orange juice into his sauce he discovered that he did not 
have as much orange juice as he would have liked.
The other chef grated the peel from his half of the orange for the cake he was making.  
When he stirred the grated orange peel into his cake mixture he also found he did not 
have as much orange peel as he would have liked.
In hindsight the two chefs discovered that they would have been better off if they had 

peeled the orange and used only the parts of the orange that they required.

This story highlights what can happen, when people focus on their position (what they 
want) and not their interest (why they want what they want).

Given that the primary purpose of dialogue is to increase a group’s mutual understanding 
of an issue, discovering the underlying interests behind people’s positions is crucial to 
effective dialogue.
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During the Community Capacity Builders Program we are exploring the 
different interests of the health sector, the education sector, the employment 
services sector (welfare reform), the planning sector, the business, and the 
environmental sector, with respect to building community capacity.  

Having an understanding of the interests of diverse sectors enables 
community leaders to communicate through dialogue across these different 
sector and discipline boundaries.
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Effective communication for community problem solving is both the responsibility of the 
speaker and the listener in a conversation

In order for people to participate in dialogue, a safe communication environment needs 
to be created, which requires all participants in the dialogue to use effective speaking 
and effective listening techniques.

Effective speaking and listening involves more than just focusing on the spoken words, 
as information is also conveyed by the tone of a person’s voice and the way a person’s 
body is used as words are spoken.

The way the body is used during communication is commonly called body language.  
Body language consists of characteristics such as facial expressions, eye contact, 
posture and gestures.

In face-to-face communication:
The actual spoken words only accounts for 7 percent of the information communicated
The tone of a person’s voice accounts for 38 percent of the information communicated, 
and 
Body language accounts for 55 percent
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