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Larry Browning, G. H. Morris, and Kerk F. Kee

The Role of Communication in Positiye

Organizational Scholarship

Abstract

This chapter offers a position on organizational communication as a positive force by drawing togather
the literature on organizational communication, social interaction, and communication technology a5
they apply to organizations. We organize these ideas around two themes. First is integrative
communication, which includes the subsets of inclusiveness, respectfulness, and supportiveness. Second
Is constructive interaction, which includes the subsets of solution focus, a future orientation, and
collaborative interaction. These topics are efaborated as we offer orientations and practites that show
evidence of their use. We conclude with an example of positive communication from the medical
community and offer a glimmer of hope for the future based on current practice.

Keywords: Integration, dialogue, respectful interaction, information sharing

If part of the aim of positive organizational scholar-
ship is to learn how to cultivate positive human pro-
cesses and dynamics in organizations, then no
concept is more ripe for examination than commu-
nication. Communication is a quintessential human
good and, ar least in popular views, the more of it,
the better. Most people harbor very favorable assess-
ments of communication because it can generate
understanding. spread knowledge, overcome isola-
tion, enable coordination, and improve problem
solving. Communication technology, likewise, is
well thought of because it can enable pooling of
intelligence, conquer distances, speed activities, and
expand networks. However, communication is play-
ing with fire. It does not necessarily live up to its
marvelous potential. and it can also be dangerous,
disruptive, dull, disappointing, distracting, and
even destructive. Just a few instances of destructive
communication are enough to spoil a much larger

number of successful communication experiences.

Very commonly, 2 communication event that is
positive for some purposes is simultaneously nega-

tive for others; events that uplift some may suppress
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others (Putnam, 2009). Because of its affirmasiee
orientation, positive communication is sus@@?ﬁ
to masking error and harm (Deerz, 2009). Howisk
possible to have directness, honesty, on theos
hand, yet embrace communication acceptance
the same time? Because of these doubts, we fecias
urgent need to betrer understand what counts
positive communication and to spark more camiéf
eration of the circumstances under which post
communication mighr contribute to other posiEE:
processes and dynamics in organizations.

In this chapter, we offer a model w© Organ
images of positive communication. We begin withs
brief historical overview of images of “good e
munication” from ancient Greece to the pxﬂ!ﬁ-
Next, we derive a definition of positive comrftﬁ?m'
tion. The concepts of organizational integrfiffﬂ_“az;
constructive interaction are key to our dehmﬂ_@i{
positive communication, and we devote a secuof
the chapter to each. In each section, we M -
particular orientations and practices that consifFe.
positive communication (see Table 42.‘1 foraéb“ .
mary of concepts). After a brief conclusion e,
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- pbled2.1 Characteristics and practices of positive communication

Integrative Communication

Constructive Interaction

Characteristics Practices Characteristics Practices
(nclusiveness (coherence, » Dialogues (elaboration, » Solution-focused » Conversation (answer a
|
1 & bev i (helieve in | P Soti R 2
cohesiveness, and connections bevond believe in becoming  question, accept a proposal,

levance of diverse boundaries, social ties, etc)

and unique voices) Information sharing (being
Respectfulness (trust,
honesty, self-respect,

and being considerate

informed, forming group

memory, speaking for
interests of members,

facework) STICC formulation)

+ Supportiveness » Creating public goods
(willingness to help, (knowledge management,
encouragement, e-mail copies, pass along effect)
comforting * Generating engagement

communication, and
wlidating others’ feelings)

(social capital, social nerwork
sites, city/community websites)

better, seeing comply with a request, etc)

possibilities, being * Therapeutic interaction
optimistic) (equitable. flexible,
» Future-oriented blaming-free, etc)
(vision of the furure, = Furture search conferences

shadow of the future)  (discovering common

» Collaborative ground, building

("cogency, timeliness, cooperation, etc.)

nexting, aligning * Narrative vision (beyond
actions) belief, uncertainty
absorption, argument

centered, evidence centered)

sis chapter with an example of positive communi-

~ arion in organizations.

Ewlving Images of Good Communication

&adiscipline, the communication field has drawn
upont several images of good communication over
tevears. The field is heir to a

don in views of good communication, which can be

centuries-long evolu-

~wen by looking into the kinds of instruction offered
- Bpersons seeking to improve as communicarors.

- TheGreek and Roman ideals were persuasive ora-
710 be used by individuals defending their inter-
&in court and the assembly. The European ideal,

from the conversation salon, was erudite,
ﬁﬁmcdq sophisticated conversation. The Victorian

b also conversational in nature, was polite and
Wnconfrontive, More recently, the U.S. civic ideal
‘md‘fmocranc discussion of the issues of the day by
gmLI” of neighbors. Although they may be
phasized in the contemporary ecra, these
S are remarkably durable. Today’s views of
previous sensibili-

“‘&“hl

ile lncorporatmg new interaction styles.

o d!
iscern fOUI‘ dSDCCE§ Of a contemDoer 'dea

2,
od: COmmumcamon by individuals. First,

Callv
CE@CUVC. Lommumcamrs harness lan-
JSE an

it is

d nonverbal communication to meet
%;pizm athand. Second, it stresses individuals’
relate to others in face-to-face (FTF)
r::m:&f features assertiveness, attentive-
5 openness, friendliness, and empa-

T or -
gNizational rela ationships and groups

v ' Third, it
A, calling fo, quick,

i

is technologically

responsive, ethcient

use of information and communication technolo-
gies (ICTs).

appropriate and accountable.

Fourth, it is culturally and situationally
Increasingly, good
communication involves working out ways to
handle the rhetorical, relational, and technological
aspects of the positive style, for the particular cul-
rural and situational circumstance, at the same time,
and under circumstances that may not be ideal.

Defining Positive Communication

A crucial purpose served by communication in all
organizations is to enable people to arrive at sensi-
ble, workable

rary understandings of the meaning of situations

. accurate, consensual, and contempo-

and events influencing them. Organization com-
munication comprises an interpretation system, and
one key purpose of positive communication is to
improve that system. [n other words, in a general
that which

(Johnson,

sense, positive communication is

enhances organizatonal intelligence
1977). More colloquially, positive communication
improves how the organization understands the
world in which it is operating. In the two following
sections, we concentrate on two key standards of
positive communication that make it suitable to

help organizations berter understand the world.

Integrative Communication
Integration is a master term across the social sciences
including differentiation—integration (Lawrence &
Lorsch, 1967) and integrative complexity in social
psychology and public policy theory (Maruyama,
1992; Suedfeld & Leighton, 2002). To communicare
integratively is to speak as one. In a way consistent
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with the idea of workplace democracy, positive
communication integrates disparate parts, even
through hard-fought discussions, and gives them a
single voice. To have a voice is to become part of the
whole, to join the discussion (Putnam, 2001).
Recent research in communication suggests that
ICTs may have a democratizing influence over orga-
nizations. For instance, “the Web tends to reduce
the significance of offline hierarchies in accessing
information—thereby ‘democratizing’ access to
worldwide resources” (Caldas, Schroeder, Mesch, &
Dutron, 2008, p. 679). Adoption of ICTs makes
knowledge contribution and information more
accessible to a wider audience.

Similarly, in a recent study of distributed teams,
Yuan and Gav (2006) found that “homophily in
gender and in race had no significant impact on the
development of cither instrumental or expressive
ties. In instrumental networks, both homophily in
group assignment and in location had significant
impact on the development of network  ties”
(p. 1062). Thus, the use of ICTs can promorte inclu-
siveness bevond the influence of demographic vari-
ables visible in most FTF interactions. This finding
is encouraging because it suggests that organiza-
tional integration can be created based on group
assignment and geographic location when the
process is facilitated by ICTs.

Three characteristics that enable communication
to be integrative, hence positive, are inclusiveness,

respectfulness, and supportiveness.

INCLUSIVENESS

To be integrative, communication must add to the
number and kind of voices that participate in sense-
making while remaining coherent, cohesive, and
relevant. Positive communication practices bring
people together across distances, ideological divides,
language barriers, and diverse cultural and individ-
ual experiences, enabling them to merge into single
incorporated entities (Gibbs, 2009). Members each
bring something unique, including experiences,
strengths, and knowledge to the table, and they also
appreciate what others bring (Browning & Shetler,
2000).

RESPECTFULNESS

Respectfulness is also a key to positive communica-
tion because disparate voices bring with them the
possibility that others will ignore or discount what
is said. According to Weick (2003), at least for high-
reliability organizations, action in potentially prob-
lemaric circumstances requires members to provide
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accurate reports on evolving Situag .
. i . 3 10ng,
because mismanaging them coyld have g

consequences. Weick’s view of respectfy];
o : =8 u

emphasizes the roles of trust, hones -

respect as preconditions for rCSDectfult).’ ;

b in

, . lingneg,

others’ accounts, reporting honeg

Being respectful necessitates wj|

Y Onese
v | . TPretationg
is happening. The essence of respectfy] j,
5 5 g @ N e
in this view. is to be able to trust each ot

3

having respect for one’s own inte

because they are presumed to be honegt,

interaction has been shown to haye beneg
comes. A focus on respectful interaction;
one group to maintain their Mmotivation, a5
in their persistent behavior and objective iob

other insn%
has increased awareness of joint decision

mance (Granta et al., 2007). In

hospirals, on firefighting teams, and ip pron{
client care on physical therapy teams (Browsigs |
2007). e
In an extension of Weick’s (2003) approa,
Morris (2008) argued that respectful interses
must also be considerate. Morris (2008) drmi‘i’ﬂ%
Goffman’s work (1967, 1971) to suggest thacp@.
who are being respectful interact to save rhmm .
and others’ faces and that “there is no time.ogf
from this facework. Thus, besides b;ing st

honest, and self-respecting, they are also consider

e om

ate, not only in strategy sessions dealing i

dynamic circumstances, but throughour their dai 5
round of interactions with fellow organim;iejﬁ o
members, leaders. and customers. - :a

Whether or not communication is respecthd 3
shows in the small rituals of interaction, suchaste § &

making of introductions or in passing greetingsAn
individual can recognize and use another pemoni
name or fail to remember it. One can chost
whether to fill in a2 newcomer to a group meeting -
about what happened so far (offering a summaryjet
not consider his or her ability to follow whats

going on. If a summary is offered, the individu!

-1 . )
can play it straight and not disparage anyones e

tibutions, or can deprecate them (e.g. “Johnws -
just telling us about his brilliant design’). Basedon ¢
the literature on facework (i.c., Brown & Levinsos

1987; Goffman, 1971), part of what is respﬁCCﬁl“% :
the act of being considerate of others goals»mf .
ir desie

-l

Ly i

interests; whar is negative is obstructing the
to be free of interference.

~ . - "
ICTs may contribute to respectful comm

nication in an unexpected Way; because m&
compuii

and honesty play out differenty in
mediated communication (CMC). Ina recentsta
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the use of communication using a concept called
the interdisciplinary research process (IDR). “At the
heart of interdisciplinary understanding is commu-
nication—the conversations, connections, and
combinations that bring new insights to virtually
every kind of scientist and engineer” (Project
Kaleidescope, 2006). Skill at communicating across
disciplines has to do with overcoming language dif-
ferences, building trust—both in the short and long
term—and the ability to press forward with rtask
and relational goals. Otherwise, a lack of communi-
cation creates a cultural divide (Rosenfeld, Richman,
& May, 2004). Since “communication and language
are the mechanisms through which social identity is
created, maintained, and modified” (Riedlinger,
Gallois, McKay, & Pittam, 2004, p. 61), integrative
communication in the scientific arena holds prom-
ise for constructing interdisciplinary identities and,
hence, cooperation.

At the interpersonal level, ICTs can promorte the
creation of social ties underlying dialogues. The
development of social ties within structures is criti-
cal for organizational integration. In a study of the
use of ICTs and social ties, Zhao (2006) found that
“social users of the Interner have more social ties
than nonusers do. Among social users, heavy e-mail
users have more social ties than do light e-mail users.
[Furthermore] . . . e-mail users communicate online
with people whom they also conract offline”
(p. 844). The use of ICTs, such as e-mails, generates
social ties that enable the communication process.
When multiple collaborations overlap among
dispersed members, the formation of a virtual orga-
nization can further promote organizational inte-
gration. Based on complexity theory and a case of
collaboration among 2,000 scientists, Bird, Jones,
and Kee (2009) argue that the use of a range of
technologies and remote instruments can create
three paradoxical characteristics that promorte the
effective functioning of a virtual organization as dis-
persed but coordinated, diverse yet coherent, and
flexible nonetheless secured. When an organization
is too big to easily allow for FTF dialogues, ICTs
expand dialogues beyond time and space.

Information Sharing/Being Informed

Having information to share and being informed by
others go hand in hand as key practices for organi-
zational integration. Communication tends to level
information across groups because the asymmetrical
knowledge becomes distributed when the knowing
person communicates to the unknowing through
the act of sharing. The result of sharing is o increase

COMMUNICATION
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the amount of information held by , i
) oy

people, which creates an opportuniry f
memory and a broadly felt sense of 2
y : =t Comp

Such shared knowledge that is recalled

« 35 - Ineans

group ‘re-members” by harkening back s

everyone knows when it is pooled into o
s~ y i a g

ture (Corbert, Faia-Correia, Patrigry, & By o

1999). Interaction among groups . X
STOUPS serves g jype

m, Whid;

- . ) o “Gmﬂbs o
more information than individualg” (

members about organizational wisdg
knowledge known by its members.
7 G :
2003, p. 617). Since some membcrs\xkl;t;:' v
than others, communication g}
informartion to be shared.

One version ofmembership ina network jshe
well enough informed to speak for the intac :
members. For example, an association’ ‘omi
directors may be affirmed and '

ows - for dh

trusted because e
bers believe that the board protects the imﬁrﬁsm‘g'f

members. Harter and Krone’s (2001) study of e -

Nebraska Cooperative Council reported that mey
bers used the metaphor of voice to depict how e -

view the council as protecting the larger cooperatises

interests. Voice serves as a kind of representaionfy .
stakeholders. Key to the voice metaphor is acmg ¢
(Harter & Krone, 2001). Part of the communicarigg:. §

process is to become informed, so that informage
seeking is a kind of adaptation based on gaimﬁgg“ ,

seat at the table. This allows a person to be invohed = |+
in a learning process and subsequently to contibue
to problem solving and decision making s
informed participant. One version of being informed
and knowing what is going on is exemplified by
African American women executives, who emphase
the importance of being open to information and
paying attention to active liscening (Parker, 2001}

An orientation for integrating diverse ¥itss;
under potentially catastrophic conditions is Weids |
(2003) sequence of statements for respectful inig:
action about dynamic, potentially consequentd
events. In this STICC formulation, the leaders

up the interaction by saying:

1. Situation: Here's the situation we face.

2. 7ask: Here's what I think we should do.

3. Intent. Here's why we should do that.

4. Concerns: Here's what we should keelpoﬁf
eves on because if that changes, we're in a new

situation. i
Calibrarion: Now talk to me.
Under conditions of trust, honesty: and &%

respect, members are willing to offer their P o

o 1 1 r[eCx
tives when called upon to do so, t© disagree-= ;

e
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- reorating the individual intc
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toiormation and communication technologies

ogroup.
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» support the practice of 1111brm;uion sharing/

,xcmih' the processes of r.)rg:{—

eng i ul)rmcd. es

raon. :"ldllllgl n and

«eoretical orientation n‘r' !C"." { he‘/ argue

.ccurate, appropriate, and sufficient informa-

nvia [CTs can promote successtul organizational
cialization of newcomers. They suggest that group

{ oroanizational norms abour the use or ICTs

na

an important i'()ie 1N a NEwWcCor CI“S socialization

\d oreanizational integration proces After mem-

ors have been socialized into an organization, ICT:

S.

'&L’i‘li[L‘xl’C \LOOY(‘HDHUOH and C()IJ.'JDOI'R[IO[L ill a

mail was found to be associated with fewer coor-

mation problems in collaborarions. Furthermore,
mmunication research on the use of ICTs for

\:nmur:mino results.

boration h.’lS shown

sorvamoorthy and Shrum (2007, p. 733) found

nat ‘!\[CI'HE[ use, as IHCS.\U[‘CQ DY rime spent on

nail, is positively associated with collaboration.”

wdies like this one lead us to believe thar the use of

s can promote ormni'/a(ioﬂal 5ntegm(ion.

A =
dditionally, a unique practice of ICTs for informa-

~!NI’1HU is fn(: f'[lS.)"-tlZ()?”Z(f ('U”([ ‘wV[HCh N similar

> practice WI radm(mal \VOICI—*)Y mouch com-

1on. Norman and Russell (2006) a rgue thart

is¢ of e-mails generated a pass-along effect in
¢inread of information because <prend1ng infor-

1o via e-mail is easy and low cost. Technology

S filt ()Ppo[(un}{fjf 0o communicate to a gY'CEH
As an example, we call it “viral” when large
mbers of people e-mail interesting information
ach other or pass along a YouTube videos to

n
ds.

Information and communication rechnol-
Sers prefer to send positive messages (Tierney,
Because of the ease of communication and

¢k of cost to send someone an electronic mes-

eonle wr 1 T 1
Ple who have access ro ICTs simply send

whether websites that offer good bargains,

Tlonds ¢
S that are rich in :‘LHUOXIGEXHKS o others
Use thev | s 1 1 £ ( Q-
“n ey think it mignht DeE useful ch"{gCI‘ X

2010, p. 6).

lh[l(‘ ”06{3

:"E‘nmm i . A
S of information sharin g/being informed
Proqy 7

u
ce shared knowledge in the form of public

wdv by Walsh and Maloney (2007), the use of

goods, which are “goods, such as parks

libraries, neichborhood brush removal for fire

“leanups, or other or

prevention

lective 1'v'r)ais" (Fulk, }"izmsvrm. Kalman, vaw &

Ryan.,1996). One of the values of positive commu-
nication is when it is directed roward a public good
and information is xncmuﬂznul / incorporated into

LLUL{U(!I'} against

the body of knowledge.
a deadly disease, the ‘:\'nuwi dge can be available
without regard to power and position in a hierarchy.
[n this way, positive communication is associated
with a democratic process. “Traditional conceptions

of deliberation emphasize quality, fairness, analysis,

ind a focus on the public good” (Gastil, Black,

Deess, & Leighter, 2008, p. 139). Deliberation is

communication process that emphasizes weighing

views and understanding each other’s perspectives.
People deliberate when they “carefully examine a
problem and range of solutions through an open,
inclusive discussion that respects diverse points
of \'iew’ (Gastil, Black, Deess, & Leighter, 2008,
p. 141).

When the practice of creating public goods is
enabled by [CTs, we call the information repository
knowledge management (KM). Knowledge manage-
ment can be understood as “how distributed group
members and their organizational colleagues locate,
store and retrieve data, information and knowledge
that they need for their individual and collective

work” (Hollingshead, Fulk, & Monge, 2002, p. 335).

\/hC'I l[]I’Ude. \Vl[ﬂ tec 111](){0””35, \)“TJ.IHI}’_QI[IOHS use

KM systems to electronically create, transter and

apply knowledge to achieve their goals (Alavi &
Leidner, 2001). The use of KM systems can lead to
organizational viability (Palazzolo, Serb, She, Su, &

Contractor, 2006) because knowledge is “informa-

tion with assigned meaning that is stored and can
be used in daily interactions to solve dilemmas or
problems . . . [and] enables the individual to act”
(Child & Shumate, 2007, p. 31)

Since the introduction of e-mails in the work-

place in the 1990s (Rogers, 2003), the practice of

e-mail copies is p revalent. Skovholt and Jan (2006)
found thar the practice of e-mail copies in a distrib-
uted work group serves to promote kn owlc'm?

sharing, build a common informartion pool, and
form alliance networks. Furthermore, in a study of
500 large companies, Lai (2001) found that organi-
zations that implement an intranet system for
employees to collaborate tend to have highcr orga-

nizational and employee performance in general.

Knowledge management s

ge 1 ystems have been studied

as organizational platforms that would facilitace the
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development of a “group mind” to promote perfor-
mance of organizational work teams (Yuan, Fulk, &
Monge, 2007).

In order for successful implementation of KM
systems, there needs to be a knowledge-oriented
culture, stable organizational infrastructure, a high
level of mortivation, and support from senior man-
agement (Davenport, De Long, & Beers, 1999). In
a study by Gold and colleagues (2010), they argue
that “a knowledge infrastructure consisting of tech-
nology, structure, and culture along with a knowl-
edge process architecture of acquisition, conversion,
application, and protection are essential organiza-
tional capabilities or ‘preconditions” for effective
knowledge management” (p. 185). Last, in a study
of organizational merger, Empson (2001) argues
that an acquiring company can obtain useful infor-
mation abour the acquired company’s policy and
expertise through possessing their compurterized
KM darabases, which can lead to more effective
organizational integration despite an awkward
rransition. All these studies demonstrate how KM
systems and the use of intranet systems promote
organizational integration.

ENGAGEMENT

Much of the work on positive communication rec-
ognizes that the behavior that builds a repuration is
the amount of sustained involvement of those in a
nerwork. Engagement that enables social capital can
be seen in different settings. including structures
held rogether by a groups’ ability to communicate
together effectively, and relationship building
among nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in
a civil society effort. Rich communication channels
allow groups to become central to information flow.
Traditionally, engagement is enhanced when com-
munication occurs in the presence of another, such
that the feel of the person behind the discourse is
visible, sensory, and directly experienced by those
involved in the exchange. Such a position is struc-
turational (Giddens, 1984) in that the communica-
tion itself signifies the centrality of and regard for
individuals.

New social media platforms featuring increased
interactivity and social presence seem to be just as
effective as FTF interactions in generating social
capital. Valenzuela, Park, and Kee (2009) found
that higher-intensity Facebook users are also more
likely to participate actively in civic engagement.
High-intensity Facebook users also report a higher
level of social trust and a greater degree of life satis-
faction in general. In a subsequent analysis, Park,
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Kee, and Valenzuela (2009) found that R
groups represent a social space in whi ,
N . . 1¢]

interactions often translate into offline

) . act
These studies suggest that social medjg (. -

social capital that positively contribyges ::()Pf%.
tional integration. They argue in both Studrig% 8
social capital exists in the use of socig] 0 % tha 3
such as Facebook. Ork iy <
When we extend the scope of engage % )
larger communiry. such as a city andb ety i 3
,: P o ’ ) mﬁtropolhm' s %
area, ICTs continue to show relevance. [ asb
official websites of the core cities in the SOM}Q "3
U.S. merropolitan areas by population, Jeffres agg % m
Lin (2006) argue, “The Internet offer Cities oy § :;
opportun‘iries to communicate with thejr Constity. - = ;‘
ents at a time when metropolitan areas strugglewigh &
their community identity and cohesion . . [The a]
vast majorities of all sample sites contained highfre b
quencies of information links to reflect aﬂ? ii
communication functions” (p. 975). We haveides. - &
tified four orientations and practices thar Constinge © ?
integrative communication. By engaging in dialogug f ]
with other members, sharing information, byild; 4
public goods, and becoming engaged, individys
involve themselves substantively and symbolicaﬂyiu ]
the sense-making activities of the organization and L
move closer together in the sense of a moge commay ©
understanding and a greater sense of belongingm {1
the organizational community. o
&
Constructive Interaction v P
Integrative communication is positive, but itdoe &
not necessarily lead to improved ways of making i s
sense of the world of the organization. We usethe i
term comstructive interaction to designate interper. ;K
sonal and intergroup activities that involve pari it
pants “making things better.” Although the focusof £ p
constructive interaction can be broadly conceived,at
the heart of constructive interaction is an orients : i
tion that participants show as they speak or wiitt i
listen to or read others contributions, and respond a
to them. This constructive orientation can be di¢ ke
cerned when participants make their contributions K
solution focused, future oriented, and collaboratie L
o
Solution Focus ; <
This orientation is an insistence on talking about {
things being better, along with a persistent refusal © P
remain mired in talk about problems. Wheress !
communication that leads to disillusionmentisi& 5 &
ative, its positive counterpart is illusionment:- P*
means building and holding on to the idez

e

) . 1 IR be
those things thatr are not working well can
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also noted that the preferred next action usually fol-
lows without delay and that departures from what
would be preferred include elements that mark
them as unusual. In other words, there is structural
evidence that to answer a question, accept a pro-
posal, or comply with a request—each of which
displays a constructive orientation to the interac-
tion—is the preferred type of conversational contri-
bution (Pomerantz, 1984). This orientation is also
shown in how participants design their contribu-
tions specifically for those for whom they are
intended (Nofsinger, 1991).

Therapeutic Interaction
Popular images of constructive interaction have
usually been derived from other types of interaction
than conversation, most especially therapy talk. For
instance, client-centered therapy (Rogers, 1951)
became the basis for instruction in how to listen
actively. Strategic psychotherapy (Warzlawick,
Beavin, & Jackson, 1967; Watzlawick, Weakland,
& Fisch, 1974) is the origin of the contemporary
idea of “thinking outside of the box.” More recent
forms of therapy are fertile ground for contem-
porary Views of constructive interaction. Such
approaches, which typically draw on a social con-
structionist  standpoint (McNamee & Gergen,
1992), include collaborative therapy (Anderson &
Goolishian, 1992), possibility therapy (Friedman,
1993), narrative therapy (Aronsson & Cederborg,
1994), constructive therapy (Hoyt, 1994) and solu-
tion-focused therapy (de Shazer & Berg, 1992:
O’Connell, 1998). These approaches feature equi-
table and flexible dialogue between therapist and
clients, in which they collaborate to understand
what is going on and identify new possibilities.
Discourse analysis of these kinds of therapy has
investicated how therapists and clients collaborate
to arrive at understandings of their problems
(Buttny, 2004), break through impasses (Couture
& Strong, 2004). and define new possibilities for
solutions (Couture, 2007). In solution-focused brief
therapy (de Shazer & Berg, 1992; O’Connell, 1998)
for example, the aim is to get couples to consider
how things would be different if they weren't having
the problem that brought them intw therapy.
Therapists inquire about “What would you be
doing? What would you be saying to each other?
How would other people notice? How would it
affect them?” Such questions are about what people
want and the possibilities they can discover (Zander
& Zander, 2000). Couples are invited to imagine a
world that is not so full of problems. When this
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world is revealed, the therapig a8

Cof
to mD\re
therapvn

‘ : €Ms and j

(Buttny, 2004), therapists strive 1o be e}
Cem}
g

positive” (de Shazer, 1985). To dq 50, th 3
) e‘r e{ o

; ; blcmg; oS

have clients estimate on a scale hoy, il tey
i r uch &
they feel now than before and

construct actions that can be taken
desired direction. Since people i
to revert to a discussion of prob]

to talk about the exceptions to their prq

n r then ask clegges
explain what they did to feel berer “H u

R OW jrak

world better because of somethine you didy Sy
O ) 0 K

a very concrete example of focusing o . Thigy
< ihe

and building on strengths (Frederickson 200
:

o

Future Search Conferences
Constructive interaction can al

SO occur ip M
larger scale consultation. Building on years of wa

at the Tavistock Institute, Weisbord (1992)

o i

: : and by
interaction  formgg the
brought together several dozen, and often hugdral,

colleagues  developed

of participants into future-oriented dialogue abo
[ g el o=
their common interests and futures, In future seqre

P e S

conferences, consultants guide participangs from
different parts of a large organization or differen
organizations in a Community, over a period ofme

£ <

or more days, in an effort to discover and buildes
common ground. For example, 22010 future seardy

conference on youth violence in Santa Mariz,

e b VA

FABERIBFRAARIELLARIIRRRDY

California, brought together approximately 90-1o¢

participants, including business owners, govers-
ment officials, law enforcement personnel, proba: ~ ¢
tion officers, school officials, nonprofits, faith-bassd
organizations, selected parents, and youth. Weishord
and his coauthors (1992) unveiled numerousdesigni, i

for future search conferences they had facilitaed, |
and they sought to account for their unusual suceess

in uncovering common ground that enabled pa-
ticipants to work cooperatively toward solutions

The common sequence of topics discussed in future
search conferences included, (1) describing thehis
tories thar led up to the present, (2) achieving cos-

sensus about the key aspects of the present situatios.
(3) shared ideas about mutually desired futurcs,a!@
(4) commitments about actions to be taken. Despﬂr
the large numbers of participants, the complexif}'d'
the situations they faced, and the disparit,\’_i“ pae
ticipants perspectives, future search contcrenlwf
usually resulted in more cooperative relationships
and definitive action plans.

Narrative Vision :
. . -
One positive communication practce, %

1 1 1 1 - . B S (Ui&&'.;
applies to leadership. is foreseeing a vision that g

CR T




ducgmoﬂ t0 2 company by the goal and projection
oithf future it provides. It is common for a leader
Lno‘V more of a real and dire story than her or his
abordinates know. This may be true for both hier-

; ﬁhical subordination and for informarion subordi-
qion. Both operate from the privileged premise:

£ sy don't have the information thar I have. You
Jon't carry the burden I carry.” One of the meanings
ofhierarchy is that the person at the top has greater

| eess 0 SCAICity, W hether money or information.
gﬂng in the know justifies action. In organization

eory, this is called uncertainty absorption. As a

mk leaders are obligated to have a view of a posi-

e future—a vision that is more controlled by her
* yhim. Paradoxically, the compelling vision makes
. aplicit, rational, data-driven arguments promoting
* abelief in the organization that is beyond whar is

 mtionally supported. The leader takes on the risk of

- being wrong, but her belief sees the organization

gerthe uncertain chasm. This is akin to the prom-

iea coach might see and build upon in a young
{ ghlee of modest accomplishments. Of course,
geing 2 direction and its invigorating possibilities
_émno one else sees is not automaucaﬂy produc-
¢ . The positive version of this kind of vision is
Robert Noyce, inventor of the microchip, who led

lneel 1o promote the chip as an innovative solution
#d ter led the Sematech consortium at a time
#en the Aerican chip manuf’lcturinu industry

®sin shambles. The negative example is Kenneth
Ly the CEO of Enron, who looked and sounded
?iftapers(m with vision even while the company
#ound him was disintegrating. The behavior of the
v Momen looked the same, in that they promoted a

m‘ﬁthat was beyond contemporary belief, yet the
MBWCYP different.

nclusion

Mmmary, this chaprer has focused on two streams

55&
ought thar enhance positive communication.

we el
€ nﬁDOI’&{Ed on EhC IntCC’!’&UVC POV\/CY Of

u“‘camm The more information is shared,
glwef the use of overlapping groups for deci-

ing, the less marginalized and fragmented
mkm"“mc\ thus the members—of an orga-
mare likely to be. Second, we Loncepruahzed
tmcme Interaction, which accounts for both
,th:tlons that arise as a part of communication
2 Way

e emortions and facts lead to solutions

mn‘;ﬁ; future circumstances. Constructive
Mation ansdlnto account the ability to exchange
g give it additional meaning that
€ to it. With these ideas, we reaffirm

communication as a source model—what the

speaker says is paramount, but it also includes the
responsiveness of the listener, so thar the pair of
utterances is the basic unit for understanding inter-
pcrsonal communication in organizations.

One advanrtage of the positive communication
position is that communication operates at speciﬁc
and theoretical sphere< simultaneously (Hartelius &
Browning, 2008). It is possible to talk about rhe-
torical and communication theory from the time of
Plato and address the likelihood of communicarion
being used for honorable or pitiful purposes and
refer to a specific set of practices from which to
make such an ethical assessment.

Example of Positive Communication

Let us end this essay on positive organizational com-
munication with the same hope and sense of tradi-
tion with which we began, by offering an example
drawn from one of the most important sites for
positive communication performance—the medical
community (Browning & Morris, in press). The
story offered here, which we have excerpred fro
the New Yorker, is an analysis offered by anande
(2009), 2010 National
Magazine Award category for Public Interest. In his

for which he won the

New Yorker piece, he analyzes the delivery of medi-
cal care in the city of McAllen, Texas, which is in the
Rio Grande Valley. In that area, the medical costs
are nearly double the national average, yet medical
care remains no berter and in fact even poorer that
most of the United States. Gawande’s conclusion—
affirmed by interviews in the Valley—is that, in the
Valley, there is a culture of overtesting and of piling
up costs by treating medicine as a profit center.
Given the incentives for such a culture, Gawande
wonders why more medical communities do not
follow the same practice.

To counter the McAllen example, Gawande
showcases two settings where medical care is driven
by a different value, one enhanced by positive com-
munication practices. First is the Mayo Clinic,
the costs of McAllen per

. They do so by

emphasizing communication that seeks inputs from

which operates at half
patient, with drastically better results

everyone in the medical system when making deci-
sions abour patients. As one doctor from Mayo says,
“When doctors put their heads together in a room,
when they share expertise, you get more thinking
and less testing” (Gawande, 2009, from webpage).
Gawande’s second example of positive communica-
tion is the hospital system in Grand Junction,
Colorado, where docrors decided on a program that
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