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Personal perspectives to stimulate thinking, change,...and even controversy

The Future of Conversation
Loren Ekroth
In these high-tech days of instant messaging and
PDF downloads, what has become of good old facetime spoken conversation? It’s true that, at least in
developed countries, less time is allowed for meeting
and talking face to face. “Too inefficient,” some say
about meetings. “A waste of time,” say others.
When John Naisbitt published his best-selling
Megatrends in 1982, investors in the film industry worried that with movies available on videotape, people
would no longer attend theaters. The movie business
would disappear! Naisbitt argued that as “high tech”
became more pervasive, it would have to be balanced
with “high touch” because human beings craved
human contact. They loved smelling the popcorn,
schmoozing in line, laughing and crying together,
and talking about the movie with friends.
Later, reprising this subject in his 2001 book,
High Tech/High Touch, Naisbitt counseled us to avoid
what he called the “technology intoxication zone.” He
suggested spending more time in contact with nature
and people to remember what it means to be human.
While high tech is about shortening time in getting
things done, high touch is about taking time to look
at the stars, feel the snowflakes, and reminisce over
a cup of coffee.
Naisbitt didn’t need to advise us to do so. We
humans are hard wired for contact. We’re social
animals. We’re tribal. We’re born to acquire language
and to tell stories to one another.
Remember psychologist Abraham H. Maslow’s
pyramid of human needs? The most basic level is
survival, that is, the need for food, water, and shelter;
however, the next strongest need is to belong, to be
connected to, and included with others.
For most of our lives we accomplish and maintain a
sense of belonging by bonding through conversation.
We see evidence of this in the number of people who
prefer to work with others in the workplace rather
than telecommute from home.
As our societies have become more technologically
advanced, however, they have become only slightly
more advanced in the low-tech, old-fashioned ways
of relating. Despite the availability of more and
higher education, I observe very little evidence that
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people relate with greater understanding or can more
effectively solve difficult and complex problems
together.
Things may be changing on how we value and use
conversation, however. In my view, conversation has
five important “futures” worthy of our attention and
interest.
• Conversation will become more valued and less taken for
granted. Fifty years ago, we took for granted such
basic functions as eating, sleeping, and physical
activity. Today, we know much more about optimum ways to eat, sleep, and exercise for health and
well-being. People value these functions more than
they once did. Similarly, I see that conversation is
increasingly seen not only as a tool for transmitting information but also as a means of building
families and communities, enhancing learning,
healing emotions, mediating disputes, and solving
complex international problems. Although these
changes are already happening, they have not yet
come to the foreground of our attention.
Evidence of this emerging trend is seen in the
proliferation of Conversation Cafés across North
America, casual but serious gatherings for people
to share ideas about issues that matter to them
(http://www.conversationcafe.org). As well, in meetings called Socrates Cafés, people come together to
apply the truth-seeking methods practiced in Athens
many centuries ago by the philosopher Socrates and
his students (see http://www.philosopher.org). In
the United Kingdom, David Gurteen, an expert in
knowledge management, has created his Knowledge
Cafés, and Oxford professor Theodore Zeldin,
author of the book, Conversation, advocates a special
program of deep engagement through talks he calls
conversation dinners.
• Conversation will be seen as a skill that can be improved
through instruction, coaching, and practice. Just as many
people now take classes, workshops, and retreats
to improve their writing skills, more people will
have an opportunity to take classes and programs
to improve their conversation skills. Much of this
learning will take place in informal, self-help, adultlearning programs rather than in academic settings.

Fifty years ago, college departments of speech
• More “third places” for conversation will emerge.
rarely offered courses in interpersonal communiAccording to sociologist Ray Oldenberg, a “third
cation. Today, a wide variety of these classes are
place” is a location outside of a normal work or
available and are renamed “communication studliving space. These core settings for informal public
ies.” For example, courses on interviewing skills,
life become locations where people can meet old
mediation, and small group communication all
friends, make new ones, and talk about the issues of
emphasize conversation skills. As well, continuing
the day. Pubs, parks, hair salons, coffee houses, and
education programs of universities and colleges
bookstores are examples of such places. They must
offer short courses and workshops on effective
be cost-free or inexpensive, highly accessible, and
conversation.
welcoming, and therefore productive alternatives
Just as Toastmasters International clubs have
to first places (home) and second places (work).
trained hundreds of thousands of public speakers,
Going to third places will happen more as the
new programs will train large numbers of compeperceived value of people connecting and sharing
tent conversers. A special professional niche of
ideas grows in organizations, communities, and
conversation coaches will emerge to help people
also on college campuses. Increasingly there will
who want to gain greater skills in private coaching
be more places where, as the theme line of the TV
sessions. There also will be a significant increase in
show Cheers says, “Everybody knows your name.”
“customer-service talk” training for the hotel and
Oldenburg in his 1999 book, The Great Good Place:
restaurant industry, retailing, and medical services
Cafes, Coffee Shops, Bookstores, Bars, Hair Salons, and
staff. In recent years, medical schools have begun
Other Hangouts at the Heart of a Community, wrote
to offer courses for medical
that many of these inforstudents on how to talk
mal places will be built
For
most
of
our
lives
we
accomplish
effectively with patients and
into (or added onto)
their families.
business settings in areas
and maintain a sense of belonging by
where employees can
• Facilitators will be used to assist
bonding
through
conversation.
We
“shoot the breeze,” meet
when conversations are complex
co-workers from other
see evidence of this in the number
or difficult. More and more,
units, and grow the orgafacilitators who are expert
of people who prefer to work with
nization’s knowledge.
in interpersonal processes
others
in
the
workplace
rather
than
These are settings that
will be called on to help
suggest, “this is a place
people talk to one another
telecommute from home.
for play and chat and
more effectively. Some years
friendship.” The proliferago, using facilitators was
ation
of
coffee
shops
such
as Starbucks is evidence
regarded as a sign of incompetence, but today
of the human need for “third places.”
using these experts is seen as a wise thing to do.
Entrepreneurs and authors and innovators of
We call in specialists for many tasks: CPAs for
all
kinds have found many of their best ideas
accounting, architects for building, physical therwith
friends and colleagues in the warm safety
apists for rehabilitation. Business, governmental,
of third places. Who knows what brilliant new
and nonprofit organizations are coming to see
high-tech ideas were incubated in the fern bars
that facilitators can enhance their meetings. Over
of Silicon Valley? We do know that many ideas
time, they’ll regard having facilitators to guide
of modern psychology were nourished in Vienna
their meetings as standard and usual.
cafés by Sigmund Freud and his followers and
In organizations such as the National Speakers
breakthroughs in philosophy in Parisian cafés by
Association and the American Society for Training
thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre.
and Development, members are learning facilita• Conversation will be valued as a way to be influenced
tion skills to augment their professional expertise
by others as well as to influence others. “The argument
because organizations of all types are asking for
culture” that linguist Deborah Tannen described
facilitators to help them improve the interaction
in her book by that title will cease to be seen as the
processes in meetings, conferences, and retreats.

www.asq.org
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highest value. Contentious talk will continue, but it
will be balanced by collaborative talk. Instead, the
goal will be that of mutual understanding. When
two people who are culturally, politically, or generationally different enter into a deep conversation,
they should both expect to come away changed.
In his 2004 book, Solving Tough Problems: An Open
Way of Talking, Listening, and Creating New Realities,
Adam Kahane describes a meeting in post-civil war
Guatemala. In this gathering, a participant quietly says
to a general who’d been involved in mass murder, “I
know that nobody enrolls in the military academy in
order to learn how to massacre women and children.”
Following this reflective dialogue, everyone in the
meeting sat in deep silence for a long time. A perceptible shift in the minds and hearts of everyone present
happened after that exchange. (Note: facilitators
guided the meeting described above. Their presence
provided a measure of safety in the process so that
participants dared to speak their minds and hearts.)
In some very dangerous places around the world,
volunteers from the Compassionate Listening Project
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help adversaries listen to and understand one another,
for example, Palestinians and Israelis and Kosovans and
Serbs. Recognizing that “being right” is not a helpful
position when you have to live in the same neighborhood, these people come to know one another in new
ways that reduce hatred and mistrust and instead
begin to build a sense of community that “we’re in
this together.”
As these five futures for conversation emerge, I’ll be
doing my best to help bring them about. This little
blue planet certainly needs these kinds of changes to
foster healthier societies, so that we might live in a
less violent and safer world.

Loren Ekroth speaks to business and professional
organizations on communication topics and writes a
weekly newsletter, “Better Conversations.” His
forthcoming book, Conversation Matters, shares
insights and skills on how to optimize personal and
professional talk. Ekroth can be reached via e-mail
at loren@conversation-matters.com .

