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Brief Summary of The Art of Focused conversation 
100 ways to access Group wisdom in the workplace 

 

Edited by Brian Stanfield 

 

The Focused conversation method can help people reflect together about any subject.  It can help 

people resolve an office quarrel, develop a strong marketing strategy, share reflections at a birthday 

party or discuss a movie.   

The conversation is led by a leader/facilitator who asks a series of questions to elicit responses that 

takes a group from the surface of a topic to its depth implications for their life and work. 

The Focused Conversation method has been known by several names in the past – it was known as “Art 

form method”,  “Discussion method”, “Basic Conversation method”, “Guided conversation method” or 

“ORID”. 

The focused conversation uses questions at four levels: 

1. The Objective level – questions about facts and external reality 

2. The Reflective level – questions to call forth immediate personal reaction to the data, an internal 

response, emotions or feelings, hidden images and associations with the facts.   

3. The Interpretative level – questions to draw out meaning, values, significance, insights, learnings 

and implications 

4. The Decisional level – questions that elicit resolution, bring the conversation to a close and 

enable the group to make a resolve about the future. 

All questions in the focused conversation are open and content less, starting with words like “how”, 

“what”, “which” or “why” 

The four-stage process is a total process – it uses all the body’s resources to come to terms with the 

object, - the senses, memories and feelings.  It uses both left and right brain – intuition and reason. 

It uses questions to get at the concrete dimension of the situation, the emotive responses, the 

interpretation of it and the decision required. 

Presuppositions: 

1. The method assumes that we find the reality of life in the palpable, observable, sensory world 

discovering it through empirical experiences 

2. It assumes that the authentic feelings and emotions derive from this empirical experience – 

whatever we encounter. 

3. Meaning is not something that is found in some esoteric literature – meaning is something that 

is created out of the mundane encounters in the midst of life. 
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4. The method assumes that processing insight about life involves projecting that insight out into 

the future.  If we do not decide future implications for action, our reflection is stuck on `viewing 

internal responses which never connect back to the world – they become a form of navel gazing. 

The Objective level 

• Objective covers things like data, facts and external reality or Directly Observable Data. 

• Without work at the objective level, the group cannot be sure they are really talking about the 

same thing. 

• The first questions of the conversations get out the facts – usually are sensory questions.  What 

do you see, hear, touch, smell, taste?  

• Because objective questions are simple to answer, the facilitator may be tempted to downplay 

or omit them. 

 The Reflective Level 

• In this level, the participant takes a personal relationship to the topic.  The questions are 

concerned with feelings, moods, memories or associations (“that reminds me of …”) 

• Good interpretation and good decisions need to be based on external and internal data. 

• Participants are asked questions where they actively reflect upon what they said earlier – it is 

about what people feel about something, whether they like it, whether it angers, excites, 

intrigues or delights them.  

• Questions like - what experiences do you associate with this?  Where were you delighted? 

Where did you struggle? 

• Without reflective questions the hidden images, associations or moods do not get shared.   If 

these feelings are not aired in the meeting, they may do it outside it and to no avail.  

 

The Interpretative Level 

• This level of questions builds on objective data, feelings talked about in the reflective level – by 

highlighting the layers of meaning and purpose that people ascribe to situations and responses. 

• A clue word at this level is “why” – questions at this level build a “story” of what is happening 

• This could take longer than the other two levels as the questions require a deeper response. 

 

 

The Decisional Level 

 

• Here the implications and new directions are discussed – a new kind of resolve brings the 

conversation to a close. 

• The answers may be short or long-term decisions and may involve actions or words.  Without 

some decision, the conversation is largely a waste of time. 

• Decisional questions allow people to choose their own self-conscious relationships to their 

situation by naming it.  
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Summary: 

 

 

 Objective Reflective Interpretative Decisional 

Focus of the 
questions 

Data, the facts 
about the topic, 
external reality 

Internal 
relationship 
to the data 

Life Meaning of the 
topic 

Resolution, implication 
and new decisions 

What does it do 
to the group 

Ensures everyone 
has the same data 
– “on the same 
page” 

Reveals its 
initial 
responses 

Draws out the 
significance from 
the data for the 
group 

Makes the conversation 
relevant for the future. 

Questions are in 
relation to  

“Senses” – see, 
feel, touch, hear 

Feelings, 
moods, 
emotional 
tones, 
memories or 
associations 

Layers of meaning, 
purpose, 
significance and 
implications.  
Considering 
alternatives, 
options 

Consensus, 
implementation, action 

Key questions What objects do 
you see? 
What words or 
phrases standout? 
What happened? 

What does it 
remind you 
of? How does 
it make you 
feel? 
Where were 
you 
surprised? 

What is happening 
here?  What is all 
this about?  What 
does all this mean 
for us? 

What is our response? 
What decision is called 
for?  What are the next 
steps? 

Traps and Pitfalls Asking closed 
questions 
Ignoring objective 
questions because 
they are too trivial 

Limiting the 
discussion to 
an either/or 
survey of likes 
and dislikes. 

Abusing data by 
inserting a pre-
cooked meaning, 
judging responses 
as right or wrong. 

Forcing a decision when 
the group is not ready  
 

If this level is 
omitted 

There will be no 
shared image of 
what the group is 
discussing – the 
various comments 
will seem 
disrelated 

The world of 
intuition, 
memory, 
emotion and 
imagination is 
ignored. 

Group gets no 
chance to make 
sense of the first 
two levels. 

The responses from the 
first three levels are not 
applied or tested in real 
life 
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Process for Leading a Focused conversation 

1. Select a suitable setting   

• Select a suitable environment – a room that fits the group with people sitting around 

tables. 

• It is important that people have the opportunity to make eye contact with each other 

• Make sure the conversation is undisturbed. 

2. Invitation 

• Invite the group to take their places and wait for people to settle down 

3. Opening 

• Start with some planned opening remarks – talking about why the group has gathered, 

what the topic is and any other context that is important. 

4. The First questions 

• Usually it helps to have each participant answer the first question – that acts as an 

icebreaker. 

• Dissuade any one trying a grandstand or make a speech. 

• Make sure everyone in the room needs to be able to hear all the answers 

5. Subsequent questions 

• Address subsequent questions to the whole group. 

6. Getting off the topic 

• When you sense someone is veering away from the topic, affirm what they are saying as 

an insightful, or an important concern.   

• Then recapitulate briefly on what the group has said so far in response to the question. 

7. Long or Abstract Answers 

• Ask for specific examples – to ensure the speaker’s insight gets clearer and more 

grounded. 

8. If an argument starts up 

• Remind the group that all perspectives need to be honored, everyone has a piece of the 

puzzle and everyone has the wisdom. 

• Then ask if there are different viewpoints 

• Any interruptions are to be dealt with carefully 

9. If people react to other’s answers 

• Respond tactfully – asking how that would answer the question. 

10. Closing  

• Sum up the group’s conclusions 

• If any notes are taken – summarize them and let them know that they would be made 

available. 

Some things to keep in mind 

1. The Leader has nothing to teach 

• The person asking the questions is required to stand in the “not knowing” state and has 

to develop a real curiosity of what the group might know. 

2. The wisdom of the group 

• A good conversation leader trusts the wisdom of the group.   



  Brief Summary of The Art of Focused Conversation 
 

 

Srinath Ramakrishnan                                                                                                                                                                                  Page 5                                                                                         
 

• The objective of a conversation is to draw out many facets of the conversation and 

discussion. 

3. Abstract questions, Abstract answers 

• Abstract answers can be partially or wholly offset by asking specific questions.   

• Specific questions have a better chance of getting specific answers. 

4. The Right group 

• The facilitator has to believe in the group, even when this may be difficult. 

• If the facilitator does not believe in the group, this comes out in subtle ways – responses 

would be tentatively accepted, abstract responses would not be questioned  or accept 

all answers blindly. 

5. Validity of the data 

• When a participant contributes to the conversation, we normally assume that the 

statement is valid.   

• While each piece of the participant data can be assumed to be valid, no piece is the 

whole picture. 

6. Group ownership of the issue and content 

• When the Facilitator asks the questions, the group owns the issue being discussed. 

• They own their responses and have an interest in how their insights are used. 

7. Facilitator’s Responsibility 

• The key to effective dialogue is a give and take between questions and answers. 

• It is important to interpret responses as they are made and create new questions on the 

spot that keep the group digging deeper for meaning. 

 

Steps for preparing a conversation from scratch 

1. Focus the conversation 

• Focusing the conversation is about picking a target.   

• Without focus, the group will talk in generalities, and will not know what is 

happening.   

2. Write down the intent of the conversation 

• Many potentially fruitful conversations go nowhere – they wander aimlessly or 

go in circles. 

• A good conversation needs both a good facilitator and a focused intent. 

• It is important to look at the Rational Objective (goal of the conversation) and 

the Experiential aim (inner impact the leader wants the conversation to have) 

3. Ensure a concrete beginning point for your objective questions 

• Start with an open ended question – relating to some concrete shared 

experience.   

4. Brainstorm questions to realize the rational objective and experiential aim 

• Write down all possible questions one could ask on the topic 

• Let the creativity flow – let the questions come 



  Brief Summary of The Art of Focused Conversation 
 

 

Srinath Ramakrishnan                                                                                                                                                                                  Page 6                                                                                         
 

5. Select the questions you need 

• From the list of questions collected, select the best of them taking into account 

the impact it would create 

6. Jiggle the order of questions 

• Rearrange the order of questions till each one flows easily into the next 

7. Rehearse the conversation in your head 

• It is good to rehearse the questions – how the questions strike you and how you 

would answer it 

8. Prepare your opening comments carefully 

• Opening comments may be used for invitation, focus, consensus, context or to 

forestall any objections. 

9. Prepare the closing carefully 

• Write down the words you will use to bring the conversation to a close. 

• Don’t forget to affirm the group’s insights. 

10. Reflect on the conversation, the group, yourself 

• Ask yourself what kind of style will enable them to deal with the issue – reflect 

on how the conversation went and if there is any scope for improvement. 
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