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Succeeding at dialogue: Talking the talk, walking the walk 
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I 

Communication occurs across a broad range of scenarios with a diverse set of communicators 

and for a wide range of reasons. Given the ubiquity of communication, it may seem a fool’s 

errand to ask what successful communication looks like. Surely, we successfully communicate 

often. It is also likely that communication can be parsed many different ways that are each 

characterized by differential success conditions. This paper does not explore all of these in detail. 

Instead I focus specifically on the communicative act commonly called dialogue. My specific 

question is, how do we know when dialogue is successful? Ultimately, I aim to show that success 

conditions for dialogue require relevant action, concluding that it is not in dialogue itself that we 

can find success conditions but in subsequent actions we would expect if the dialogue proceeded 

as expected. 

II 

Dialogue is rife throughout our intellectual histories and our lived experiences, from Plato’s 

dialogues to our interactions with colleagues. We only need to remember that Socrates ties truth-

discovery to dialogue in order to understand how dialogue is touted as essential to human 

flourishing. It is likely that dialogue is not the product of any particular tradition or culture, but is 

instead an essential feature of humanity.  

Instrumentally, dialogue is often touted as necessary for democratic participation, group capacity 

building, and conflict resolution (for instance; Ackerman 1989, Chadwick 2012, Habermas 1984, 

Reed 2008). If two persons with conflicting beliefs enter into a dialogue that escalates to a 

situation where one of them gets hurt, should we call the dialogue a success? Should dialogue 

that ends in an inability to work with each other be considered successful? Should we consider 

public dialogue that threatens the health of our society a success? Surely we want to know what 

must obtain for dialogue to be successful, yet to which benchmarks should we strive? 

Recognizing when dialogue is successful first requires that we understand what dialogue is. At 

its core lies the minimal characteristic of requiring communication between multiple actors. It is 

not readily apparent that the actors must be human persons, nor is it obvious that the 

communication must be spoken – it is common academic practice to put two pieces of work “in 

dialogue with each other”. However, I do not aim to provide success conditions for all 

communication or all common uses of ‘dialogue’, only that narrow kind that we are familiar with 

in our conceptualizations of citizenship, consensus, human flourishing, and so on. I focus on 

clear cases of dialogue where there is clearly something at stake for our moral lives, demanding a 

better understanding of success. 

I need to be more clear about what I mean when I say “dialogue”. I am drawn to Douglas 

Walton’s (1998) description, as quoted by Jean Goodwin (2007), defining dialogue as “a 

conventionalized framework of goal-directed activity in which two participants interact by taking 

turns to perform speech acts…that [have] a purpose and direction” (71). For the purpose of this 



2 
 

paper, I take three characteristics to structure my understanding of dialogue. First, as recognized 

above and offered without further argument, dialogue requires at least two communicative 

actors. Second, dialogue is a “goal-directed activity” or, as I understand it – intentional. Intent, 

here, must go both ways, meaning that group communication where one party is not acting 

intentionally is not dialogue. Expanding the case of my computer, we can imagine that I replace 

the printer in the communication – should we call this dialogue? Whereas the communication 

meets the first requirement of two communicative actors, it does not meet the second. I am 

intentional in my communication with my computer (e.g. through my keystrokes and mouse 

clicks), but we cannot yet say that my computer is intentional in its communication back to me 

(e.g. through its visual displays and audible sounds). One cannot be engaged in dialogue if all 

one does is engage in passive responses. Assuredly the difference between an argument with my 

brother and my communication with my computer is significant and substantial. Intent helps to 

cleave these two cases.  

The third characteristic of dialogue is that the communicative actors take turns performing 

speech acts. Taking turns performing speech acts requires attending to the performance of your 

communicative partner and, in turn, crafting your response in light of their speech acts. Threaded 

throughout this exchange will be the intent of the actors, but intention is not enough. We would 

be remiss to count intentional yet unconnected speech acts as dialogue. An exchange where each 

communicative act is independent of the previous communicative act suffices for this point. The 

two actors would still be communicating but not dialoguing. I refer to this characteristic as the 

interdependency relation. 

Thus, I minimally characterize dialogue as those communicative exchanges between two actors 

wherein each actor intentionally performs speech acts and their acts are dependent on the other 

participant’s speech acts.1 This interpretation accords with Goodwin and Walton’s definition, 

and tracks some key features that are replete throughout the literature. Multiple actors lie at the 

foundation of Martin Buber’s I and Thou, a seminal treatment of dialogue; multiple actors are 

necessary for Habermas’ dialectic democracy; and multiple actors are replete through our 

personal experiences with dialogue. Intent is easily recognizable in treatments of dialogue 

(Bohm 2013; Grice 1957; Van Eemeren & Grootendorst 2003). Dependence is operationalized 

through grammars of “intersubjectivity”, requiring recognition and consideration of the other 

actors and a posturing of the self in relation to this consideration – interpreted here simply as a 

interdependency relation (Freire 2000; Schutte 1998; Waks 2010). The pervasiveness of dialogue 

from accounts of the self to accounts of the democratic public show the value that philosophers 

see in the concept of dialogue. I now turn to what counts as successful dialogue. 

III 

There are many ways to begin an investigation into success conditions. To begin, can success 

conditions be supplied pre-dialogue? I take it as given that if success at all consists in the actual 

content of the dialogue, the impacts of the dialogue, or whether its purposes were in fact met, 

                                                             
1 It may be the case that this is an insufficient, yet necessary characterization. Thus, for those cases that meet 
these criteria yet resist being called a dialogue, my account may not hold.  
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then success cannot be known pre-dialogue. What is known, however, are the three 

characteristics of dialogue outlined in section II – multiple actors, intentionality, and 

interdependency relation – that can be used to understand whether a dialogue qualifies as 

dialogue or not. This is akin to saying that a communicative episode is a dialogue if and only if it 

meets those criteria, but does not yet provide guidance as to whether or not it can be considered a 

success.  

Perhaps more robust criteria can be found by taking seriously the content of the dialogue. For 

example, if I enter a dialogue to learn when the next bus from a certain stop leaves, then success 

could be assessed if I in fact garner this specific information. This banal observation seems 

minimally necessary, however it does direct attention towards more nuanced considerations, 

namely the goal-directedness of dialogue. The goal or purpose of a dialogue is essential to our 

definition, presumably tied to the intent of the actors. To intend a speech act is to have a purpose 

for the act. On the surface this only means that each individual speech act needs to be intended, 

perhaps allowing that an overall objective for the dialogue is missing. However, I suggest that 

even if an overall objective isn’t consciously recognized or explicitly articulated, the intent of 

each participant guides the purpose of the dialogue – we should not be surprised that the purpose 

of dialogue can change mid-dialogue or that each participant has different (and, potentially, at 

odds) purposes. This does not mean that we have no reliable access to the purpose of the 

dialogue, only that we may have to track it during the dialogue. Therefore, I simply refer 

interchangeably to an individual participant’s objectives and collective shared objectives as the 

purpose of the dialogue. 

Goodwin (2007) describes a view put forth by Walton (1998) that she labels the function claim. 

The function claim views dialogue through the lens of a functional logic, namely that “the 

purpose [of dialogue] is determined by the goal of the dialogue” where the goal is socially 

determined and accepted, drawing from a non-exhaustive list of dialogue types, including 

“persuasion dialogues, negotiations, deliberations, inquiries, information-seeking dialogues and 

quarrels” (ibid, 71). Although oversimplified, successful dialogue, on the functional claim, rests 

in some part on its realization of its goal. An information-seeking dialogue is successful insofar 

as the information sought is obtained and an amicable dialogue between two friends who 

randomly cross paths may be successful if social relations are reinforced. The function claim 

explicitly recognizes that the purpose of the dialogue imparts its own success conditions. 

Highlighting the purpose of a dialogue in order to provide success conditions is not novel, 

whether explicitly stated or implicitly implied. Take, for example, Habermasian discourse ethics. 

In The Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas asserts that argumention – a form of 

dialogue – has as “its aim to produce cogent arguments…with which validity claims can be 

redeemed or rejected” (25). Arguments have the purpose of persuasion. Thus, successful 

arguments will be those that persuade. This is not limited to argumention though – in reference 

to benefitting our personal relationships in groups, Keyton (1999) recognizes that “relational 

messages” should be analyzed for “their impact on relationships among group members” (193). 

The purpose of group dialogue, in the context of relational communication, is that the dialogue 

produces the desired impact on group relations. Thus, the success of the dialogue would be its 

ability to produce the desired relational impact. Kirokawa and Salazar (1999) review the 
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conditions for group decision-making, questioning why “some groups arrive at high-quality 

decision whereas others do not” (167), implicitly suggesting that arriving at high-quality 

decisions renders the dialogue successful. These examples are meant to highlight the wide array 

of contexts where purpose provides conditions for success in ways that are not directly 

articulated or considered. 

If success depends on the realization of the purpose of dialogue then we must know that 

realization of purpose in fact occurred. For example, a successful persuasive dialogue – such as 

me trying to convince my brother that ice cream is better than cake – would be realized if I in 

fact convinced my brother of the relative merits of ice cream. However, what does this amount 

to? The persuader (me) could ask the persuaded (my brother) after the fact “do you now believe 

that ice cream is better than cake” and the persuaded could answer “yes”. On a functional 

perspective, we may label this dialogue success. However, how do we know that he was, in fact, 

persuaded? It is well within human capacity and unfortunately all too common to lie or otherwise 

mislead with our verbal commitments. Perhaps he still thinks that cake is better. Perhaps 

someone who says they have understood certain information did not in fact understand it. 

Perhaps what seems like a pleasant social exchange was only superficially so. The point is that it 

is not obvious that we have the resources to gauge whether dialogue is successful or not just 

from an understanding of the purpose of the dialogue – searching for success conditions in 

purpose cannot provide criteria unless participants are able and willing to honestly report their 

contributions and their own conclusions so purpose-achievement can be assessed.2 To be clear, I 

am suggesting that the weakness in attributing success to purpose-achievement is in the 

(in)ability of participants to honestly report their own positions. Keeping in mind that dialogue is 

often employed as a vehicle for democratic participation, group capacity building, and conflict 

resolution, we should be wary to judge “success” without having a reliable way to know whether 

the purpose of the dialogue was actually met. Surely we have more at stake by succeeding in 

dialogue – we want to know information was actually shared, social relations were actually 

reinforced, and persuasion was actually persuasive.  

At this point, we may be tempted to consider success conditions for each dialogue case-by-case. 

Surely we could deem a dialogue successful if it qualified as dialogue and performed its social 

function and could be reliably assessed and met some sort of contextualized normative criteria 

(e.g., no violence results). I concede that this is a response, and possibly the best response, but I 

want to first consider a different approach.  

IV 

Following from the discussion thus far, we now need a way to reliably know if the purpose of the 

dialogue was recognized. Dialogic action, as I’m using it here, refers to the action that would 

follow a dialogue if the objectives of each participant are truly recognized. Put a different way, 

                                                             
2 I presume that we would not want to say a persuasive dialogue was successful if the person being persuaded only 
lied about being persuaded. Perhaps there is more to this than I am here considering – how are we to assess 
success if my purpose was to persuade and my brother’s purpose was to vacuously agree with me without actually 
being persuaded. I leave this question for future analysis, although the dialogic action I recommend in this paper 
may provide resources to resolve it. 
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this means that a dialogue can be considered a success if subsequent action accords with what 

each participant expects to occur. This does not mean that dialogue without action can never be 

successful – the purpose of the dialogue may be able to be reliably assessed without action. It 

also does not require that the participants agree to the success of the dialogue. It is plausible that 

subsequent action accords with one participant’s expectations and not the others. These 

considerations are taken up in turn below. 

I am suggesting that subsequent action can help assess whether a dialogue’s purpose was actually 

realized. An example can help clarify this. Assume an instructor and their student enter a 

dialogue with the express purpose of helping the student better understand simple arithmetic – 

how are we to gauge whether the dialogue was successful? The instructor can explain the process 

of arithmetic, describing relevant details and answering the student’s questions. After some time 

has passed, it is plausible that the student boasts that they now better understand arithmetic. We 

should be tempted to call this dialogue a success. Each participant may believe that the dialogue 

was a success. I claim, however, that without dialogic action we cannot know. The student must 

act in the world as the teacher would expect if the student truly better understood arithmetic. This 

could be seen in passing a test, better performing arithmetic exercises, or engaging in any 

number of activities that require basic arithmetic understanding. The point is that without the 

subsequent action, we can only hazard a guess that the dialogue was successful. We cannot 

know. This contrived example is not so far from reality though. How do we know relational 

dialogue is successful? Is it by our communicative partners saying so or by them doing so? It is 

intuitively plausible that many dialogues end in perceived success yet later are understood as a 

failure in light of subsequent actions. Surely we have more at stake than this – dialogue is 

supposed to help us be better citizens, friends, and decision-makers.  

Dialogic action as a success condition does not require that each participant agrees to the success 

of the dialogue. A dialogue may be entered for different reasons that are not obvious or 

articulated, such as two persons entering an argument with one having the objective to be 

informed about an issue and the other with the objective of persuading their interlocutor. The 

former can meet their objectives and act in accordance with the new information while acting as 

if they were persuaded as the other expected. A staunch atheist and a staunch theist may face 

these asymmetries, depending on the objectives of those involved. Surely, many dialogues reflect 

these asymmetrical objectives. We may want to call these similar cases by a new name – perhaps 

semi-realized dialogue – but that is beyond my considerations. I aim only to shift focus to 

dialogic action, even if only partially recognized. 

Also, dialogic action may not be necessary in all cases of successful dialogue. Many dialogues 

will have expected dialogic actions that can be articulated in speech action intentionally directed 

towards meeting success conditions. Consider for example a dialogue regarding one person 

teaching the other the spelling of a word. It is sufficient, here, that the learner perform a speech 

act (recite the spelling of the word) as the performance of the dialogic act. Dialogic action is the 

act that would be expected if the purpose was fulfilled, thus it should not be surprising that some 

dialogues will require speech acts as dialogic action. Some dialogues, however, may only be 

judged successful by actions that are not speech acts. It could hardly be considered a success if 
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an earnest agreement is made to do something and it is nevertheless not done. This is not to say 

that other considerations after the dialogue did not influence the resulting action, but it is to say 

the dialogue could not be considered successful without dialogic action. 

V 

Dialogue is an integral part of our interactions with our own worlds. Surely we hope to succeed 

in dialogue, especially in those times where we are motivated by decision-making, relationship 

building, and civil discourse. I argue that a dialogue is successful if subsequent dialogic action is 

performed in accordance with the expectations we would have if the purpose of the dialogue had 

been truly recognized. In practice, this suggests that a dialogue cannot be considered a success 

merely when it is done – it will often require consideration of resulting actions long after. This, 

in turn, suggests that evaluating a dialogue as (un)successful requires specific articulation of 

those actions that meet purposive expectations. 
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