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Abstract  

The study employed a concept of communication competence to describe and analyse the communication practices of Russian professionals in naturally occurring problem solving organizational contexts.  Communication competence was viewed as a systemic process in which persons attempt to cocreate some degree of coorientation and coordination to achieve their individual and collective goals.  Three research questions were posed:  



R.Q. 1:  What coordination and coorientation speech act strategies, if at all, did 



Russian professionals use to manage everyday problem solving meetings? 


R.Q. 2:  What levels of communication competence (minimal, satisfactory, or 



optimal) did Russian professionals demonstrate by using these strategies 



(or not) in the context of their meetings?


R.Q. 3:  What communication problems did Russian professionals experience in 



those meetings that imply practical interventions?

Answers to the three research questions indicated that many of the verbal strategies used by American speakers to cocreate coorientation and coordination in their communication were used by Russians as well, with some variations in the linguistic forms.  Examples of minimal, satisfactory, and optimal communication competence in specific problem solving situations were identified and critiqued.  Communication problems that trancsend one meeting or organization were identified and some interventions suggested.

Communication Issues in Today’s Russia


This study explored communication practices of Russian professionals in their organizational settings.  Three major tasks constituted the core of the study.  The first task was observing and describing how Russian professionals constructed communication interaction in their everyday organizational environment and, in particular, what the kinds of communication strategies they used to construct those interactions.  The second task was to assess those interactions in terms of communication competence, that is, analyze how productively or effectively Russian professionals used communication strategies to achieve their individual and collective goals.  The third task was to identify the most common communication problems experienced by Russian professionals in their interactions and, where appropriate, offer effective ways of managing those problems.     


Several social factors motivated the researcher to undertake this research.  One is the evolving fundamental socio-cultural and economic transformation of Russia, in which communication and language become a primary organizing and formative force (Weick, 1993).  The profound change in the Russian economic and political system has produced a shift from a monistic view of social reality (that is, a belief in one "right" way of doing things) to cultural, economic, and political diversity. In their transition to a customer-oriented business economy, a growing number of Russian organizations have recognized the necessity to change, expand, and develop their communication repertoires.  Communication awareness and competence have become a growing professional requirement and are viewed as an important organizational development need.
 



Along with that need, there are still limited resources in education and research to address communication issues.  Traditionally, communication competence has not been a focus of formal Russian education; communication has not been a part of either school or university curriculum and no training courses were available to professionals who desired to develop their communication skills (Beebe, et al., 1998).  This can be partly explained by the lack of communication research.  Communication analysis in general as well as  speech act or interactional analysis in particular have not been a part of the Russian (Soviet) social science traditions. Therefore, despite the growing necessity for practical communication training in today's Russia, there is still an insufficient research foundation for it in academia. Few research studies and findings describe specifically Russian communication practices and patterns and, as such, can guide and support educational practitioners in their efforts to develop appropriate communication programs and materials.  In the absence of those findings, educational practitioners rely on the so called “translated literature from the West,” rather than on “local data.” (as examples of Western analysis of the Russian communication culture see Carbaugh, 1993 and Ries, 1997).  By exploring communication practices of Russian professionals in their everyday environment, the study intended at diminishing this research and instructional deficiency.

Social Constructionist Approach to Communication and Communication Competence   


The metatheoretical foundation of the study is rooted in the philosophy of social constructionism and systems theory developed in the writings of James, Dewey, Mead, late Wittgenstein, and Bateson (Wittgenstein, 1958; Lang, Little, & Cronen, 1990).  In contemporary communication literature, these traditions are most fully developed in the general theory of interpersonal communication known as Coordinated Management of Meaning (CMM) by Pearce, Cronen, and their associates (Pearce & Cronen, 1980; Cronen, Chen, & Pearce, 1988 Cronen & Lang, 1994; Cronen, 1998).  Central to social constructionism is understanding communication as a primary formative process, a basic human activity or practice through which people co-construct their social realities. Persons and society do not exist by communication but exist in and through communication.  (Lang, Little, & Cronen, 1990; Cronen & Lang, 1994).  


Viewing communication as practice puts a different emphasis on language and talk.  It implies that language and discourse are a "matter of using and doing" rather than merely a vehicle for the representation of ideas. Language is not simply talk about action, it is action.  It is a part of an emerging process in which people create themselves and their realities (Cronen & Lang, 1994). 


Further, meanings are also meanings “in use,” meanings do not reside in words. As Wittgenstein stated, in everyday life, words do not in themselves have a meaning, but a use, and furthermore, a use only in context, they are best thought of as not having already determined meanings, but as tools, or instruments characterized by their use in making meanings (1969, p. 67). The underlying idea is that there is no one fixed type of social order, people construct their social order (or orderliness) through communication rather than discover it (Wittgenstein, 1958, 1969). In this light, communication can be characterized as coordination, the process of organizing or constructing social orders (Pearce & Cronen, 1980; Cronen, Pearce & Harris, 1982). 


Following this approach, a number of authors (Cronen & Lang, 1994; Weick, 1979) point out that there are conversational rules which allow us to describe the process of coordination, but the most important thing is that those rules are not fixed (or transcendent), they emerge in actual conversational practices, in live interactions.  There are no fixed rules for "good communication," no formula, each communication process is created as a unique coordination of the parties involved.  Consistent with this approach is the conceptualization of communication competence.  


Today’s communication research literature widely recognizes the significance of competence in communication interactions and argues for the need to understand its nature (Wiemann, 1977; Spitzberg and Cupach, 1984; Martin, 1993; Spitzberg, 2000).  The complex nature of communication competence has resulted in a great multitude of theoretical and methodological approaches and models.  The existing models of communication competence include competence as effectiveness and appropriateness, goal-attaining, interpersonal problem solving, social skills, adaptability, behavioral flexibility, interpersonal impression and  perception, fundamental competence, linguistic competence, social competence, relational competence, etc. (Cupach and Spitzberg, 1983; Spitzberg and Cupach, 1984; Chen and Starosta , 1996; Spitzberg, 2000).


 Reviewing these multiple approaches and models reveals that the focus in competence theory and research has shifted over time from an individualistic,traits and component oriented approach to an interactional, context specific, integrative approach.  Earlier models tended to focus on individual communicators as the unit of analysis, assuming that:  (1) individuals possess certain behavioral traits or skills which enable them to act competently across situations and contexts; and (2) individuals hold cognitive notions about what constitutes competent behavior and use those notions to form impressions about their own and others’behavioral performances (Martin, 1993).  For example, Wiemann (1977) proposed a model of five social skills requisite for a competent communicator to create a positive impression during an initial interaction: empathy, affiliation and support, social relaxation, behavioral flexibility, and interaction management.  


Some researchers have found that cross-situational traits or skills do not provide adequate explanation and prediction of communication performance in specific communication situatuions.  They concluded that perhaps the time has come to move away from global, dispositional theories of competence toward more situationally specific conceptualizations.  While this approach would not necessarily negate the use of competence traits, it would account for the ways in which those traits operate over time in specific situations (Cupach and Spitzberg, 1983; Spitzberg, 1991; Spano and Zimmermann, 1995). 


Consistent with the above is the social constructionist approach emphasizing at least two characteristics of communication competence: (1) its interpersonal or interactional nature; and (2) its context-specific or situational nature.  A person can be viewed competent only in the context of a particular interaction or relationship (Pearce and Cronen, 1980; Cronen et al., 1982).  Competence involves a mutual interdependence with both participants having some control over the outcomes of the interaction (Goffman in Spiztburg and Cupach, 1984).  From this perspective, the ability of a person to achieve his or her own goals is not enough to be qualified as competent.  As Wiemann (1977) comments, one may be personally effective in achieving his or her goals but may be incompetent in an interpersonal sense, if such effectiveness precludes others from achieving their goals.  A competent communicator is a person who is supportive of the faces and lines of others, who can have his way in the relationship while maintaining a mutually acceptable definition of that relationship.  


The CMM’s authors emphasize that competence cannot be described as a set of traits possessed by the individual in isolation from the context of a particular system.  Nor can it be reduced to a normative definition or formula, meeting expectations about certain communicative behaviors.  "Communication competence must encompass more than individuals' ability to 'fit in' with pre-established patterns of meaning and action" (Cronenn et al., 1982, p. 66).  From this perspective, any particular skill may be functional or dysfunctional depending upon the requirements of the system.  In other words, it is not a possession or lack of a particular skill that makes a communicator competent.  It is the way the communicator is enmeshed in a particular system.  In relation to the system, individual competence can be taken as a continuum ranging from those who do not or cannot perform as expected (incompetent) to those who can and do perform as required (competent).  Pearce and Cronen suggest three levels of competence: minimal, satisfactory, and optimal competence.  


A person can be characterized as minimally competent when she or he has a restrictively limited ability to contextualize or make sense of a situation.  It happens when the logic of the system in which this person is enmeshed is more complicated than his or her own.  The minimally competent communicator cannot predict the implications of his or her act and cannot perceive the other’s perspective.  


Satisfactorily competent describes a person who is able to move effectively within the logic of the system, which implies the abilities to interpret implications of a particular act in a particular context, to align meanings and actions with others, and to take the other's perspective.


Optimally competent describes a person who is able to control his or her enmeshment (that is, the choice to participate or not to participate) within an interpersonal system (Pearce and Cronen, 1980; Cronen, Pearce, & Harris, 1982).  Thus, individuals can be assessed as more or less competent based on the comparison of their abilities with the requirements of a particular social system or context.

Method


The study was designed and implemented as descriptive and exploratory (Patton, 1990) to answer three research questions:

R.Q. 1:
What coordination and coorientation speech act strategies, if at all, did 


Russian professionals use to manage everyday problem solving meetings? 

R.Q. 2:  What levels of communication competence (minimal, satisfactory, or 


optimal) did Russian professionals demonstrate by using these strategies 


(or not) in the context of their meetings?


RQ. 3:  What communication problems did Russian professionals experience in 


those meetings that imply practical interventions?


In collecting and analyzing the data, the study used a mixed methodology including quantitative and qualitative approaches, data source triangulation (observations, audio tape recording, and interviewing), and multiple methods (statistical content analysis and critical analysis). The combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques served as a methodological triangulation and helped to establish reliability of the findings (Patton, 1990; Krippendorff, 1980).


The study was organized around three cases drawn from two Siberian organizations: a large industrial company (a metallurgical complex) and an educational institution (an institute for professional development). Data were gathered from three problem-solving meetings held in those organizations to discuss specific organizational issues.


Data gathering involved direct observation and note taking, audio taping, and qualitative interviewing. The author directly observed each of the three meetings: the first two meetings in the manufacturing company as a complete observer, and the third meeting in the educational institute as a participant observer (Patton, 1990).  Fieldnotes were taken and each meeting was audio tape recorded in its entirety.  


Interview data were gathered through individual and group interviews held after the meetings.  All interviews were unstructured (Patton, 1990), which allowed the researcher to employ questions specifically tailored to the context of each meeting.  It also allowed the participants to answer the questions in their own words, in the most natural and unobtrusive way


Audio tape data were transcribed, translated from Russian into English, and analyzed using a content analytic coding scheme.  The coding scheme included two major criteria , coorientation and coordination operationalized through standardized communication strategies reported in the communication literature. The unit of analysis was a speech act defined as an utterance produced by a speaker to achieve a certain goal (for details, see Communication Competence Coding Form, Appendix A). 



Coorientation was defined as some degree of mutual understanding cocreated by participants in communication (Pearce and Cronen, 1980). Standard coorientation strategies identified in the literature included: acknowledging, paraphrasing, mirroring, summarizing, and clarifying.  


Coordination was defined as participants’ adjustment of actions or the degree to which participants adapt their actions in achieving their individual and group goals (Pearce and Cronen, 1980; Stokes and Hewitt, 1976). Standard coordination strategies included: aligning actions (Stokes & Hewitt, 1976) such as disclaimers, accounts, apologies, defining the situation, and qualifiers, along with meta-aligning and meta-accounting.   


To characterize some lack of coorientation and coordination in physical terms, the concept of asynchronous talk was used in content analysis.  Standard characteristics of asynchronous talk identified in the literature included interruptions, talkovers, and interjections (Wiemann, 1977; Tannen, 1996).


The coded data were statistically analyzed by using cross-tabulation procedures and chi-square tests of significance (SPSS for Windows, 1993). To assess the reliability of the content analytic scheme, an inter-coder reliability test was conducted as described by Krippendorff (1980).  The obtained agreement coefficient was .78.  Partial statistical results of the content analysis (three groups in three basic types of talk) are presented in Appendix B.   


Fieldnote, interview, and segments of audio taped data were then subjected to a qualitative critical analysis to assess participants’ communication competence.  The data were organized into three cases centered around particular problem solving conversations occurring at the meeting. In each case, the participants were assessed in terms of communication competence, that is, how productively they were able to manage their problem solving conversations by cocreating some degree of coorientation and coordination and achieving their individual and group goals.  The CMM’s conceptual framework of three levels of competence (minimal, satisfactory, and optimal) was employed  in assessing participants’ commmunication competence.  Each conversation was also treated as a part of a bigger system including ethnic cultural and  organizational contexts. 


In all three cases, the subjects were employees of the participating organizations, representing different ranks of ordinary staff members and management.  Case 1 involved seven engineers from the Department of Automated Control Systems (ACS) at the Metallurgical Complex.  The engineers had a working meeting trying to negotiate the functions and responsibilities on a particular task.  The meeting was facilitated by their chief manager, ACS Assistant Director. The group was predominantly male (only one female).


Case 2 involved two people (both male): the Assistant Director of the ACS Department and an ACS engineer from the Coke Production Unit. The case analysed their work meeting discussion which focused on a number of upcoming tasks and problems for the week. The meeting was also held at the Metallurgical Complex.


Case 3 included a group of eight people, all professional educators at the Institute of Professional Development, though of different ranks, statuses, and genders.  It was centered  around  the meeting held at the Institute of Professional Development between the Institute administration and the staff members of a newly formed division, the Center of Expertise (CE), which was essentally created to offer perfomance evaluations in the area schools. The meeting was initially planned to dicuss the CE agenda (Working Plan) for the next year, but in the process of discussion it turned into a conceptual debate about the nature of expertise and what the primary activities of this center should be in the context of the educational needs of the region. The meeting was focused on clarifying the differences on those issues and getting some sort of agreement between the two parties. The Center of Expertise was represented by five staff members, including its Director. The Institute Administration was represented by the Rector and the Vice-rector for Research.  One more person was a participating observer, an on-going member of the organization who worked at that time as an analyst with the CE members and was invited to the meeting by the Rector.  The group consisted of two men and six women.  Among the latter, two had executive managerial positions at the Institute: the CE Director and the Vice-rector. 


A specific critical analysis of the participants’ communication competence is illustrated by Case 1: Communication Competence of Three Leaders (Appendix C).


The findings from each case were then used to address the third research question and to draw conclusions about what constituted communication problems for Russian professionals in their organizational  interactions and what were some effective ways of managing those problems.  

Following are the study results. 

Discussion of Results
The study produced findings that have multiple theoretical and practical implications. However, for the purpose of this article, we choose to discuss primarily those findings that have the most direct intercultural communication implications.

Types of Communication Strategies in Russian Conversations


The study showed that Russian professionals overall employed a wide variety of coorientation and coordination practices in their conversations (see Appendix B).  Of twelve coorientation and coordination strategies operationalized in the Coding Scheme, eleven (excluding meta-aligning) were observed in the three cases.  Also, all three groups showed the same preferences among the most frequently and the least frequently used communication strategies.  Thus, the prevailing form of asynchronous talk in all three cases was talkover. The most frequently used coorientation strategies were clarifying and acknowledging, and the most frequently occurring coordination strategy was defining the situation.  Among the least occurring communication strategies in all three cases were interjections (in asynchronous talk); assisting, simultaneous giving and requesting clarification in one statement, and summarizing (in coorientation talk); and disclaimers and meta-account (in coordination talk).  


Further, all three groups engaged in coorientation talk much more than in coordination talk.  Along with a number of possible explanations, this difference may have been influenced by the problem solving context in which the discussions took place. The groups engaged mostly in giving and requesting clarification because those tactics related primarily to analyzing and solving a problem.  One would not anticipate finding a high proportion of relational strategies (defining the relationship or defining the self) in that context, and the content analysis results confirmed that.


Cross-group comparisons showed that each group used communication strategies in different proportions.  Thus, in Group 1, interruptions were used in a lower proportion than in Groups 2 and 3.  Also, in Group 1, interruptions were observed predominantly in the speech of one member, the Programmers’ Leader, who had played a domineering role in the discussion.  In Groups 2 and 3, interruptions were used quite actively by the participants of all ranks, even those who were subordinates.  This suggests that a vertical or hierarchical organizational structure in case 1 was stronger than in cases 2 and 3.     

Further, the groups differed in the variety of communication strategies they used.  Of seven coordination tactics, five were used in Group 2, and six in Group 3.  In contrast, only three tactics were used in Group 1.  In addition, the participants of Groups 2 and 3 employed tactics which rarely occurred in Group 1 conversation, including defining the relationship, defining the self, and one meta-account (in case 3).  

These similarities and differences among the three groups suggest a number of conclusions.  First, the types, combinations, and variations of communication strategies used in each group reflected its organizational structure or context.  In case 1, the conversation took place in an engineering environemnt which, in addition, had a strong tradition in hierarchical subordination and militaristic type of management. Direct “factual” messages, impatience toward long speeches, and subordination in taking turns were quite common in that context.  In contrast, the more personalized contexts of the two other cases fostered messages that were more relational in context and more complex in structure.

Second, the similarities between Groups 2 and 3 allowed us to conclude that the meetings in cases 2 and 3 were more collegial in their relationship and more flexible or collaborative in their structure than the meeting in case 1.  Even though the organizational settings in cases 2 and 3 were considerably different (one was engineering and the other educational), while the organizational settings in cases 1 and 2 were the same (both engineering), the interactional systems created in cases 2 and 3 had more in common than the interactional systems in cases 1 and 2.  This suggests that an organizational structure or context is not the only factor influencing the quality of an interaction.  Among other factors may be the participants’ personal characteristics and  individual cultures, which, while enmeshmed, create a unique conversational context.       

Both of these conclusions are consistent with the chi-square results, which revealed that all three groups were significantly different in producing each type of talk (asynchronous talk, coorientation, and coordination).  This suggests that each group had its own patterns of performing talk and that those patterns may be tied to a number of factors.   

Certain patterns were also found at an individual participants’ level of analysis.  It was revealed that in all three conversations, there was an association between the types communication tactics and the organizational ranks of participants. First, the leaders produced overall more messages than other members.  Second, the leaders produced the highest proportions of interruptions, in contrast to talkovers which were used more freely by all participants.  Third, the leaders demonstrated the highest diversity of coorientation and coordination tactics in their talk.  They created the highest proportion of both the most frequent (clarifying and defining the situation) as well as the least frequent types of talk (disclaimers and a meta-account).  Among a number of possible interpretations, these findings account for a superior-subordinate nature of the relationships.  Those who had more administrative power at the meeting also had more freedom to express themselves in the course of discussion, and they exhibited a greater repertoire of coorientation and coordination strategies.  

Overall, these empirical findings demonstrate that coorientation and coordination communication strategies practiced in the West and described in western communication literature are practiced in Russian organizational culture as well.

The Demonstrated Levels of Communication Competence


Based on the critical analysis, Russian professionals demonstrated all three levels of communication competence in their interactions: minimal competence, satisfactory competence , and optimal competence (see Appendix C). 

Minimal competence was associated with a limited ability of participants to comprehend or contextualize the on-going situation, to foresee the consequences of one’s own and others’ acts, to perceive the other’s point of view, to align actions in the flow of the conversation, and to see or to create behavioral alternatives.  This level of competence was exhibited in the behavior of the Production Engineers' Leader in case 1, who generally can be characterized as lacking a constructive approach.  While negotiating the problem with the other party, the Production Engineers’ Leader offered no constructive solutions.  Most of his communication strategies reiterated the negative - his complaints about a demanding user and his inability to handle the task independently.  This emphasis on the negative versus the constructive, along with a limited communication repertoire in negotiating his interests with another party, put this leader into a dependent, reactive position and, in the final analysis, prevented him from achieving his goals.      


Satisfactory communication competence was associated with a participants’ ability to act effectively within the logic of an existing system.  It was exemplified in the behavior of the Programmers’ Leader in case 1, who demonstrated high aptitude, creativity, and a constructive approach in managing a production problem.  At the same time, he demonstrated a lack of empathy and support for his communication partners in the process of discussion.  This contradiction between his highly constructive communication abilities in relation to a production problem and his lack of concern for people was viewed as traditional and acceptable in a bigger organizational system.  Therefore, this leader’s communicative behavior was viewed as effective within the logic of the existing system and deemed satisfactorily competent.  


Optimal competence, along with comprising all characteristics of satisfactory competence, also includes a persons’ ability to choose to participate in an interaction perceived as ineffective or to transform that interaction into an effective one. This level of competence was demonstrated in the behavior of the Assistant Director in case 1, where he was able to create communication alternatives that turned the conversation from a continuous negative debate into a productive discussion.  At another point, he demonstrated his command in managing a conversation by disengaging from further discussion which, in his view, proved to be futile and did not advance him or the group toward the desired goal.  The characteristics of three levels of competence were used as general guidelines, with the understanding that each of these concepts requires further exploration and more specific rigorous study.

Interruptions and Talkovers in Various Conversational Contexts

A number of findings indicate that similar speech acts may vary in their functions and effects in different communication contexts. The acts that promote a conversation in one situation may hinder it in another.  What is viewed negatively in one conversation, may not be a matter of concern in another conversation.  Interruptions and talkovers provided one of the most salient examples of that. Though interruptions and talkovers occurred quite frequently in all three groups, they functioned differently and were viewed differently by the participants in each group.  For example, in case 1, frequent interruptions, talkovers, and simultaneous dialogues created both coordination and coorientation problems.  They prevented the participants from gaining a better understanding of each other’s point of view, distracted them from the major theme of discussion, and disrupted the conversation flow.  That type of asynchrony had a negative psychological effect on the participants, based on the comments of the Assistant Director and the researcher’s personal observations.  

In contrast, in case 3 (which was a meeting of educators), interruptions and talkovers were performed differently and, as a result, had a different effect. There, interruptions and talkovers often occurred along with clarifying techniques, when a listener would interrupt a speaker to ask for better explanations.  In that conversational context, they worked not as a suppressive tactic aimed to cut the speakers off or to silence them.  Rather they were used for a collaborative purpose to show that an “interrupter” was virtually “with” the speaker, was attuned to what was being said, and was trying to create a better mutual understanding. 


Another example of interruptions and talkovers occurred in case 3 when one speaker  would “jump in“ and take over the line of the talk from another speaker in order to elaborate or finish it. Consider, for example, the following episode in which the Rector wanted to illustrate to an analyst (an outsider) how often the process of evaluation or expertise was ill-performed in educational settings.  With that purpose, he  started telling a story about a recent case of school evaluation and licensing.  The theme was so familiar and engaging for the rest of the participants, that they immediately joined him in the narration.  The process turned into a collective story telling:

Rector:  So, some time ago they decided to do evaluation and licensing of all 

educational institutions in the city.  The evaluation was a mere pro forma: several evaluation groups were formed, and those evaluators went from one school to another to inspect certain things like the paper work - if it was all in order, or… if there were bulbs in the lamps… (laughing)

Member 1 (continues with irony):  ...Or if there was dust on the window-sills...

Rector:    Then they checked the number of student in the inspected schools, the number of teachers, and if it was O.K. according to the list  - that was it , and - “march on with the song...”  

CE Director (takes over with enthusiasm):  Moreover, our current staff  member, Member 4, was among the participants of evaluation,
Member 4  (interjects by clarifying):  As an “evaluatee”

CE Director:  ...and their situation was like this:  the Chair of the evaluation group asked 
him: “Would you write a draft of an evaluation conclusion for us, 

Member 4 (takes over) :  ...and we will edit it later?” 

CE Director (mirrors, smiling):  Yes, “and we will edit it later.”  Just like that!
Rector (laughing):  And all they did about a later editing was changing the sequence of 

paragraphs in the text.  


CE Director (mirroring and laughing too):  Changing the sequence of paragraphs!


One can see that in this story telling, the participants tended to interrupt and take turn from each other quite frequently.  Yet, none of the participants seemed to experience it as an intrusion or a violation of their right to speak.  The excitement with which they took turns from each other and continued each other’s lines showed that it was a performance of sharing and collaboration, an enactment of spontaneous unison, rather than a fight for power and control.


This example illustrates how frequent interruptions and talkovers may perform a different than negative function in the conversation.  Rather than being disruptive and destructive, they may express a collective enthusiasm and collaboration of the participants when they are united by a common theme and act in agreement.


This finding resonates with some ideas on simultaneous talk and interruptions in the modern communication literature.  For example, Tannen (1996) emphasizes a specific cultural approach to understand the meaning of interruptions and overlaps.  Interruptions are culturally variable, and they may function and be perceived differently in different cultures.  Thus, in western communication traditions, interruptions are commonly viewed as negative, as a violation of a speaker’s turn at talk or as a device to exercise power and control in conversation.  In Eastern European communication traditions, characterized as “highly involving” (as opposed to American as being “highly considerate”), interruptions and overlaps may be practiced with a supportive purpose and may not necessarily be viewed as negative.  A speaker may interfere with the line of the previous speaker in order to demonstrate how much he or she understands what is being said.  Such an interference would be evidence not of domination and power, but of support, active participation, and solidarity.  Tannen calls this kind of interference “cooperative overlapping” (1996, p. 62).  This interpretation explains why interruptions and talkovers produced different effects between case 1 (as being disruptive, obstructive, and negative) and case 3 (as being supporting and collaborative).  

To sum up, the findings revealed that in different conversational contexts of the three cases interruption and talkovers performed different functions.  In the context of mutual disagreement (like in case 1), they functioned as disruptive and negative and were perceived as such by some participants.  In the context of some sort of agreement (like in case 3) interruptions and talkovers functioned as a manifestation of active participation, collaboration, and solidarity.  In that case, they were not perceived by the participants as disruptive and negative.  At a more general level, this collaborative function of interruptions can be viewed as representing a collective and highly involving nature of Russian culture and of Russian communication traditions.

High Context Culture in Communication of Russian Professionals


The study provided also multiple findings demonstrating how the Russian professionals’communication was influenced by the general ethnic culture.


Generally, Russia can be characterized as a high context culture which, in contrast to low context culture, functions communicatively at a higher level of abstraction and ambiguity (Hall, 1977).  In Russia, high context communicators tend to express themselves in weighty and lengthy grammatical structures.  Their messages can be “loaded” with several levels of meanings, expressed implicitly and inclusively.  This kind of implicitness would require certain decoding skills by a listener, who would be expected to sense and understand what is implied or to “read between the lines.”

The study provides multiple illustrations of high context communication among  the Russian participants. A number of those illustrations relate to aligning actions.  In communication literature, aligning actions are known as verbal devices used either to maintain a smooth flow of the conversation or to restore it when it is being disrupted (Stokes and Hewitt, 1976; for more details, see Appendix A).  


The findings revealed that Russian participants tended to use aligning actions in forms that were often highly inclusive and combined several functions simultaneously.  One of those forms can be described as introducing one’s own subsequent act in the form of a question, for example: May I ask a question?  May I clarify?  May I try to explain?  At one level, it looked like a speaker was asking for permission, and in some interactional sequences the speaker did continue only after getting an acknowledgment or encouragement.  In other sequences, however, the speaker proceeded to perform the actual speech act right after introducing it and without waiting for an actual permission.  In our view,  in the context of a conversation, this kind of an aligning strategy served several functions simultaneously.  One was to introduce a possible subsequent act while performing the present act.  Other functions could be more of a relational nature, such as to show a speaker’s respect toward the other participants and thereby to prevent imposing on them.  It also could be viewed as a direct asking for permission and encouragement, particularly when it related to a speaker who had a lower rank or was a professional novice with some lack of confidence.  It is interesting to note that, according to content analysis, this kind of an aligning action was used by the participants of different ranks, subordinates as well as superiors.  This strengthens the assumption that this kind of a speech act served to demonstrate respect for the colleagues and to maintain a relational aspect of interaction.   


Another kind of an aligning action (identified in content analysis as a disclaimers, a rarely occurring tactic in Russian conversations) provides examples of inclusiveness where the utterance communicates more than is actually being said: You may disagree with what I am saying, but I am speaking from my own experience and  Think of me as a cad, but you will do both orders.  Both utterances are highly inclusive, they imply more than is actually expressed in a verbal form.  However, a reduced verbal form is used with an implication that the listeners will “unwrap” the larger meaning of the saying.  For example, a full form for the first statement might be interpreted like this: I know that you might disagree with what I am saying and not accept it, but I still recommend that you consider this information because it has been proven true - I am speaking from my own experience.  In turn, the full meaning of the other statement may be unfold into the following form: I know that you might think of me as authoritarian, imperative, and callous since I use my power over you, but I do insist that you take both orders.  As one can see, both statements are implicit and inclusive, inviting a listener to interpret what is meant but not openly said. 


Another interesting feature of Russian aligning actions is that, in addition to being inclusive, implicit or loaded with various meanings, they may be performed sometimes as a metacommunicative act.  The following example from case 3 provides an example.  While describing different types of expertise (evaluation), one of the participants of that meeting said:  Well, colleagues, I won’t act against my conscience if I say that in the conditions of our Russian reality inspection is the most pervasive type of expertise.  In the content analysis, it was categorized as defining the present act.  To be more precise, it can be characterized as a metacommunicative defining of the present act.  Not only does the speaker define what she is doing (saying), but she also defines herself in relation to what she is saying.  She believes her generalization is true and accurate.  To her, it is an honest intellectual act.  

This kind of metacommunication with some appeal to moral standards is common in Russian conversations.  There are other verbal clichés of the same “moral” type and metacommunicative functions: I won’t sin against the truth if I say..., It won’t be an exaggeration to say..., They won’t let me to get away with a lie if I say ...  They are often used as a pro forma, but historically and culturally they represent certain collectivistic or communal as well as moral and religious values.  Thus, the abstract and highly inclusive form of utterances as well as a combination of functions in one speech act and a metacommunicative nature of some acts serve as an illustration of how a high context nature of Russian culture presents itself in an actual conversation. 

Communication Problems in the Three Cases 

Along with assessing communication behaviors of individual participants, the critical analysis allowed for some cross-case generalizations.  It revealed that the most common communication problems or deficiencies experienced by the Russian professionals in their organizational discussions were:

1.
A  lack of empathy and mutual understanding (or coorientation) which included:  

· not hearing or missing some of the presented information because of frequent interruptions and talkovers preventing the speakers from expressing their point of view in full

· presenting a topic non-clearly, with poor articulation and without a preview or an introductory context for listeners 

· “misinterpreting” the  speakers’ meanings (when one party complained that their meanings were neither heard nor understood,  instead different meanings were imposed on their words)

· fighting to establish one’s own “truth” versus creating an agreement (when either party stayed with its own interpretations, unable to comprehend or to accept interpretations of the other party and  to get some sort of agreement)
· a lack of awareness or understanding as to why disagreement happened (each of the parties believed that they had expressed themselves clearly enough and wondered why the opposite party could not get it).
2.
A lack of behavioral flexibility or maneuvering on the part of some participants which revealed itself when:

· participants had a limited communication tactics repertoire, would use repetitively the same behavioral patterns (such as complaining or asserting their own “truth”) that proved to be ineffective under the circumstances, and would show no attempts to try alternative tactics

· participants demonstrated (in other parts of the conversation) that they had a wide repertoire of tactics, yet, at a certain problematic point they would not be able to choose the “the right tactic” from a number of tactics available, that is, to chose the one that would be most effective to bring them to a desired outcome.  

3.
Coordination problems which were manifested as:

· frequent interruptions, talkovers, and multiple simultaneous dialogues which created chaos in the course of discussion

· participants’ dissatisfaction about unfulfilled goals of the meeting (what has been planned or expected from the meeting has not been achieved, in their view) 

· deficiencies in organizing the meeting (including the selection of issues and participants for the discussion, preparation of necessary documentation, announcing a formal leader or chairperson to conduct the meeting, and defining or negotiating goals at the opening of the meeting)

· poor facilitative coordination during the discussion when the group talk might break into multiple simultaneous dialogues, the participant would concentrate on their local themes and miss some major information   

· uncoordinated actions (or misalignments) in the conversational process (when, for example, each of the participants would pursue different topics so that one participant would request specific information on the task  and, instead of answering, the other participant would introduce some other topics that were, in his view, more important and, thus, would leave the first party dissatisfied) 

· inability to “unlock” the conversation when it came to a problematic point at which both parties got stuck in one theme and could not move on to other issues

Strategies Used in the Effective Managing of Problems

Among diverse communication strategies used by Russian professionals in managing their communication problems, the following ones were identified as most effective:  

1.
Opening or creating new space happened when one party introduced some kind of a conversational constraint and the other party would say something that would introduce a new option or a new perspective on the issue and thus facilitate the proceeding of the conversation.  One of the ways to create an opening was by reframing or metacontexting which meant placing an issue into a new and broader context.  An example from case 1 illustrated this type of a strategy when a negative and confining approach of the Production Engineers’ Leader We don’t know what the user wants was reframed into a positive line by the Assistant Director.  Sometimes opening or creating a new space may work as a prevention, rather than a repair.  It may prevent the talk from becoming problematic, like in the example from case 1 when the Assistant Director reopened the possibilities for negotiation with the programmers after previous unsuccessful strategies had been exhausted by the Production Engineers’ Leader.  
   

2.
Recognizing disagreements or agreeing to disagree applies to those situations when two parties might have an argument about different points of view, until one of them suggests that they recognize and accept each other’s differences rather than prove themselves right.  Utilizing this strategy might not necessarily resolve a disagreement, but it might alleviate it and set a temporary agreement (to accept the differences), which in the course of a growing tension might be as much important (as it happened to be in case 3). 
3.
Timely withdrawal relates to those situations when two parties may be engaged in a debate and then one of the parties suddenly decides to withdraw or stop arguing.  This tactic was used, for example, by the Assistant Director in case 1, when he engaged in a lengthy debate with two other leaders about scheduling the time for training and then decided to drop it.  In spite of its seeming disadvantages (the debated issue stays unresolved, and the party who decided not to continue the argument, might be perceived as a “loser”), this tactic has a constructive, “unlocking” effect that might be mutually beneficial, especially at the point when the debate becomes too involved.  Though it does not resolve a debatable issue, it helps to stop the escalation of tension (which usually accompanies any problematic interaction) and saves time for the discussion of other issues which at this point of the talk may be more manageable.
4.
Combining coorientation and coordination strategies in one utterance or supporting them with each other was used, for example, by the Assistant Director in case 1 when he opened his speech with defining the episode and then elaborated on it through clarifying. The combining of coorientation and coordination tactics was effective in organizational and relational aspects of conversational management.  As a way of organizing, it gave a new course to the conversation which at that point turned into problematic, and at the same time it provided an explanation which allowed the rest of the participants to accept that new course easier.     

5.
Chunking down can  be described as asking specific questions about the issue that is either abstract in its nature or is presented ambiguously. That strategy was particularly useful in conversational management as a problem analysis technique and as a focusing technique.  For example, it was intensively employed by the Programmers’ Leader in case 1 when he tried to understand better the problem of the production engineers with the user.

6.
Regaining the floor after being interrupted was used by the Assistant Director in case 1 to counteract abrupt and frequent interruptions of the Programmers’ Leader.  After being interrupted right in the mid speech, the Assistant Director would allow the interrupter to finish his speech and then would continue his own interrupted message.  It allowed him, on the one hand, to stay polite and to save face of his interrupting partner and, on the other hand, to show his persistence and to keep his line of reasoning.  In the conversational setting with some elements of power domineering this strategy proved to be effective.


The author believes that the above results have practical instructional implications. They may be used in developing case studies and illustrative materials for educational communication programs and courses.  One of the most feasible and appropriate uses of those materials would be in instructional communication courses and curricula for those in higher education and professional development training, including students of Pedagogical Universities, practicing teachers, organizational managers, and international educators.

Conclusion


This study exemplified and strengthened a major social constructionist idea that communication as well as communication competence are to be understood within the context of a particular  conversational interaction.  As a contextual and situational construct, competence cannot be reduced to a number of fixed characteristics, a universal formula or “remedy”applicable to all communication problems across all social contexts. The researcher  believes that the analysis of three organizational cases helped to better understand in what ways communication competence is a contextual and relational phenomenon and how it may vary situationally within the same interaction. The analysis also demonstrated how different communication choices in different conversational contexts yield different consequences in that they produce different social dynamics and different outcomes.  To use Russian organizations for this purpose was particularly important, considering that Russia is currently going through the process of extensive reorganization and communication is a leading force through which new social structures are being shaped.  The researcher believes that by demonstrating the formative power of communication at a very specific interactional level, the study has fulfilled its conceptual as well as social purposes.  
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APPENDIX A:

Communication Competence Coding Form

Two criteria for assessing communication competence are: 

(1)
coorientation or mutual understanding which may be defined as two or more persons giving similar enough meanings to messages so that any differences do not make a difference in terms of some degree of mutual understanding; and 

(2)
coordination which may be defined as the ability of two or more persons to align 
their messages so that each is able to attain his or her goals (individual and 
collective) in interaction.

A coding unit is a speech act, that is, an utterances that performs a distinct function.

A.  Characteristics of uncoordinated conversations:

1.
Asynchronous talk, which occurs as unbalanced turn taking when one person takes too



long of a turn at talk or interferes with the other's talk by interruptions and talkovers.  


1.1
Interruptions: when one person begins speaking before the other has 
    

completed his or her turn at talk.


1.2

Talkovers: when two or more persons begin to speak simultaneously.


1.3

Interjections: when one person makes a pause at his or her turn at talk and 



the other person using it to throw in a remark. 

B.  Coorientation Strategies: basic communicative abilities that may be used to establish or reestablish some degree of mutual understanding.


1.
Acknowledging: messages that directly attend to a previous message without 
commenting upon its interpretation.  Used to express attention to a speaker’s talk.


Examples:
“Yes, I hear what you are saying.”




“Yeah, that’s right.”




“Yeah, I see what you mean.”




“Uh-huh.”




“No.” 


2.
Mirroring: messages that repeat verbatum part or all of a previous message by another. Used to either accentuate or clarify that part.


Example:
“Where you in the train yesterday?”


yesterday on the train yesterday?”


3.
Paraphrasing: messages that state the interpreted meaning of a previous message by another. Used to clarify or summarize the thoughts, meanings, and feelings of a speaker.

Example:
“I don’t want to go to the coffee house today.  I might see Bill.  We had a terrible argument yesterday. 

"So, you are saying that you are afraid of running into Bill today and having that argument continue.”  




"You mean that..."




“By saying that, did you meant…?”




“Let me see if I understand you…”




“In other words, you are saying…”


4.
Summarizing: messages that restate several key points from previous messages.


5.
Requesting/Giving Clarifications: messages that request or give elaboration on the interpretation of a previous substantive message.  Used to ask for or provide additional information on the issue.

Example:
“We need to begin by identifying those chemicals that can transform soft materials into harder materials.”




“What do you mean by transform?’

“By transform I mean a chemical process which uses oxidizing agents and heat…”


6.
Assisting: messages that directly attend to a previous message by helping to complete a phrase or statement.


Example:
“I hate reminding people of their own responsibilities.  It’s just 




so...”




“...Humiliating, embarrassing?”




“Yes, exactly!” 

C.
Coordination Strategies: basic communicative abilities which may be used to 
establish or 
reestablish coordination with others:  

1.
Aligning Actions:  verbal efforts to restore or assure meaningful interaction in the 
 face of ambiguous or problematic situations of one kind or another


1.1 
Disclaimers:  verbal devices used to ward off in advance doubts and 

    
negative typifications or judgements from others as a result of intended 
   

conduct.  Disclaimers contain two parts: (a)  an identity claim by the 


speaker ("I am" or "I am not") that serves to prevent his or her negative 


typification, and (b) a substantive claim which consists of words or acts 



that have implications for the emerging definition of the situation.



1.11
Hedging: used when a speaker is minimally committed to his 



or her next message or when a speaker is uncertain as to how the 



other will react.  



    
Example:
"I am not sure how I feel about this, but...."






"I am not sure what to think, but...."






"Who knows for sure what it means, but...."



1.12
Credentialing: used when a speaker knows that his or her next 




step will be discrediting or received negatively, but is 




committed to the act. 



    
Example:
"I am not prejudiced, some of my best 






friends are ---- , but...."






"Don't get me wrong, I like you, but...."

      



1.13
Sin license: used when a speaker knows the outcome of his 




or her next act will be discrediting because it violates a social 



expectation, but the speaker views the act as necessary.


 

Example:
"I know it goes against the rules, but...."



1.14
Cognitive disclaimers: acts which anticipate doubts from 




others that the speaker may have failed to recognize the 




situation adequately.






Example.:
"I know this sounds crazy, but I thought...." 



1.15
Appeal for suspension of judgement: used in social situations 



where persons have common goals, and in attaining those goals one 


may have to perform an act which might be viewed as offensive 



until the full meaning is known.




Example.:
"I don't want you to get angry with me, but..." 



1.2.
Requesting/Giving Accounts: an utterance that attempts to bridge the gap 


between unanticipated behavior and others' social expectations.  May be 


used to repair social situations (realign talk) or to recontextualize the 


interpretation of unanticipated behavior.




1.21
Excuses:  accounts which admit an act was inappropriate, but deny 



responsibility.




Example:
"Yes, I did say that about you, but you mother made 




me say it." 



1.22.
Justifications:  used when one accepts responsibility for the act, yet 


denies any pejorative qualities to the act.




Example.:
"I did say that, but no one was hurt by it."  



1.23.
Concessions: used when one admits responsibility for the act and 


    
offers restitution or compensation.




Example:
"Yes, I did say that, but I will make it up to you by 





taking you to dinner."



1.24.
Refusals: accounts in which one denies the unanticipated act has 



any negative qualities.




Example:
"I said that and you will be a better person for it."


1.3
Offering Apologies: an admission of discourtesy with an expression 



of regret.


1.4
Defining the Situation: utterances that explicitly attempt to define 


the on-
going interaction in terms of:

1.41
Goals: messages that refer to desired individual or collective outcome in the conversation. 




Example:
“The purpose of today’s meeting is...”



1.42
Present speech act: messages that refer to the immediate verbal 



action and its meaning.




Example:
“I am trying to convince you with all my heart...”



1.43
Antecedent act: messages that refer to a preceding verbal act and its 


meaning.




Example:
“Were you lying to me when you were saying ...?” 



1.44
Subsequent act: messages that refer to a forthcoming action and 



its meaning. 




Example:
“Let me introduce our guest speaker to you.”



1.45
Episode: messages that refer to the on-going sequence of actions. 



Example:
“I know we have two big issues to discuss - let’s try 





to do it within an hour.”




1.46
Relationship: messages that attempt to define relationships of the 



interactants.




Example:
“Why don’t you tell me what really happened?






“I don’t trust you.” 



1.47
Self:  





Role: messages that refer to the explicit definition of one’s 




role in the situation (public self or typification)



     
Example:
“I am new to this office  and I am not quite 






familiar with all rules and policies.” 





Personal: messages that refer to one’s definition of self via 




personal and social attributes (personal typification)






Example:
“Whatever you say, I still believe I did the 






best I could and I am proud of myself” 



1.48
Cultural archetypal patterns: cultural typifications that may be 



invoked to define the present situation.



Example:
“You women always exaggerate.  Will you please 





stop panicking!”


1.5
Qualifying: messages that attempt to limit the impact of an antecedent or 


subsequent act often during the same turn at talk.



Example:
“It was kind of a strange meeting.”





“I sort of need to tell you something important.”





“Maybe what I have to say won’t matter too much, but...”





“I far as I understand,...”

2.
Meta-aligning Actions: verbal efforts which acknowledge or comment upon 
 


   
typified patterns of action and offer "reasoned" alternative courses of action for the  
    
achievement of a desired goal.  Like disclaimers, meta-aligning actions can be used  

as deviating devices from social expectations while attempting to prevent negative 
  
    
or confused reactions from others. 


Example:
"I know it is typical around here for conversation to begin with 




small talk, but wouldn't it be interesting if we each reveal something



important about ourselves as a better way to get to know one 



another?"


3.
Meta-accounting Actions: verbal efforts which aim at giving account on account 


(i.e., repair a social situation) by referring to rules which are the product of 


experience, cultural inheritance, and one’s degree of enmeshment in the culture. 


3.1
Natural necessity:  “I always say or do this because it is the natural order 

of things” or “ It simply is the way things are.”

3.2
Expert consensus:  “I say or do this because most experts agree that it is 

the most efficient way to have things done.”


3.3
Self:  “This pattern is true for me, it defines who I am.”


3.4
Negotiation:  “I usually say or do this because we have found it most useful 

to do things this way” or “I usually say or do this because we have agreed 


that it works well for us, for now.”

APPENDIX B:

Statistical Results of the Content Analysis

The following tables present the statistical results of content analysis (cross-tabulation and chi-square test) on three groups in the three cases (Group 1-Kombinat 1; Group 2- Kombinat 2, Group 3-Center of Expertise) by basic types of talk (asynchronous talk, coorientation, and coordination).

TABLE 1

GROUPS BY BASIC TYPES OF TALK

                       $TALK

                Count  |

               Row pct |                             Row

               Col pct |                            Total

               Tab pct | ASYNCH |COORIENT|COORDIN |

GROUP          ------------------------------------------

                    1  |   162  |   423  |    85  |  670

  Komb1                |  24.2  |  63.1  |  12.7  | 35.3

                       |  48.4  |  34.4  |  25.4  | 

                       |  13.2  |  34.4  |   6.9  |

                       ---------------------------

                    2  |    45  |   243  |    60  |  348

  Komb2                |  12.9  |  69.8  |  17.2  | 18.3  

                       |  13.4  |  19.8  |  18.0  | 

                       |   3.7  |  19.8  |   4.9  |

                       ---------------------------

                    3  |   128  |   564  |   189  |  881

  Center               |  14.5  |  64.0  |  21.5  | 46.4

                       |  38.2  |  45.9  |  56.6  |

                       |  10.4  |  45.9  |  15.4  |

                       ---------------------------

               Column      335     1230      334     1899

                Total      17.6    64.8      17.6    100.0

Percents and totals based on respondents

1,230 valid cases;  0 missing cases

TABLE 2

GROUPS  BY  ASYNCHRONOUS TALK

                    ASYNCH                 

            Count  |

           Exp Val |

           Row Pct |Interrup Talkover Interjec

           Col Pct |                             Row

           Tot Pct |     1  |     2  |     3  | Total

GROUP      ____________________________________

             1     |    22  |   132  |     8  |   162

  Komb1            |  39.2  | 113.6  |   9.2  | 48.4%

                   | 13.6%  | 81.5%  |  4.9%  |

                   | 27.2%  | 56.2%  | 42.1%  |

                   |  6.6%  | 39.4%  |  2.4%  |

                   ____________________________

             2     |    15  |    26  |     4  |    45

  Komb2            |  10.9  |  31.6  |   2.6  | 13.4%

                   | 33.3%  | 57.8%  |  8.9%  |

                   | 18.5%  | 11.1%  | 21.1%  |

                   |  4.5%  |  7.8%  |  1.2%  |

                   ____________________________

             3     |    44  |    77  |     7  |   128

  Center           |  30.9  |  89.8  |   7.3  | 38.2%

                   | 34.4%  | 60.2%  |  5.5%  |

                   | 54.3%  | 32.8%  | 36.8%  |

                   | 13.1%  | 23.0%  |  2.1%  |

                   ____________________________

            Column      81      235       19      335

             Total   24.2%    70.1%     5.7%   100.0%

 Chi-Square                    Value           DF          Significance

--------------------        ---------         ----         ------------

Pearson                       21.34315          4            .00027 *

Likelihood Ratio              21.85922          4            .00021 *

Mantel-Haenszel test for      11.29779          1            .00078 *

      linear association

Minimum Expected Frequency -    2.552

Cells with Expected Frequency < 5 -     1 OF     9 ( 11.1%)

TABLE 3

GROUPS  BY  COORIENTATION 

                 COORT                                   

         Count  |

        Exp Val |

        Row Pct |Ackn Req Ackn Giv Mirr     Para     Summ     Clar Req Clar Giv Clar bot Assis

        Col Pct |                                                                                   Row

        Tot Pct |     1  |     2  |     3  |     4  |     5  |     6  |     7  |     8  |     9  | Total

GROUP   __________________________________________________________________________________________

          1     |    13  |   104  |    12  |     9  |     2  |    47  |   231  |     5  |     0  |   423

  Komb1         |  14.4  | 111.4  |  19.3  |   7.6  |   4.5  |  52.3  | 208.7  |   2.8  |   2.1  | 34.4%

                |  3.1%  | 24.6%  |  2.8%  |  2.1%  |   .5%  | 11.1%  | 54.6%  |  1.2%  |   .0%  |

                | 31.0%  | 32.1%  | 21.4%  | 40.9%  | 15.4%  | 30.9%  | 38.1%  | 62.5%  |   .0%  |

                |  1.1%  |  8.5%  |  1.0%  |   .7%  |   .2%  |  3.8%  | 18.8%  |   .4%  |   .0%  |

                __________________________________________________________________________________

          2     |     8  |    62  |    14  |     6  |     9  |    38  |   104  |     0  |     2  |   243

  Komb2         |   8.3  |  64.0  |  11.1  |   4.3  |   2.6  |  30.0  | 119.9  |   1.6  |   1.2  | 19.8%

                |  3.3%  | 25.5%  |  5.8%  |  2.5%  |  3.7%  | 15.6%  | 42.8%  |   .0%  |   .8%  |

                | 19.0%  | 19.1%  | 25.0%  | 27.3%  | 69.2%  | 25.0%  | 17.1%  |   .0%  | 33.3%  |

                |   .7%  |  5.0%  |  1.1%  |   .5%  |   .7%  |  3.1%  |  8.5%  |   .0%  |   .2%  |

                __________________________________________________________________________________

          3     |    21  |   158  |    30  |     7  |     2  |    67  |   272  |     3  |     4  |   564

  Center        |  19.3  | 148.6  |  25.7  |  10.1  |   6.0  |  69.7  | 278.3  |   3.7  |   2.8  | 45.9%

                |  3.7%  | 28.0%  |  5.3%  |  1.2%  |   .4%  | 11.9%  | 48.2%  |   .5%  |   .7%  |

                | 50.0%  | 48.8%  | 53.6%  | 31.8%  | 15.4%  | 44.1%  | 44.8%  | 37.5%  | 66.7%  |

                |  1.7%  | 12.8%  |  2.4%  |   .6%  |   .2%  |  5.4%  | 22.1%  |   .2%  |   .3%  |

           ______________________________________________________________________________________|

         Column      42      324       56       22       13      152      607        8        6     1230

          Total    3.4%    26.3%     4.6%     1.8%     1.1%    12.4%    49.3%      .7%      .5%   100.0%

Chi-Square                        Value           DF             Significance

--------------------           ---------        ----            ------------

Pearson                         41.77406         16                .00043 *

Likelihood Ratio                40.01599         16                .00077 *

Mantel-Haenszel test for         3.36178          1                .06673 

      linear association

Minimum Expected Frequency -    1.185

Cells with Expected Frequency < 5 -     9 OF    27 ( 33.3%)

Number of Missing Observations:  0

TABLE 4

GROUPS BY COORDINATION

COORD                                    

         Count  |

        Exp Val |

        Row Pct |Discl    Acc      Apol     Def Sit  Qual     Metacc

        Col Pct |                                                        Row

        Tot Pct |     1  |     2  |     3  |     4  |     5  |     6  | Total  

GROUP   _______________________________________________________________

          1     |     0  |    11  |     0  |    58  |    16  |     0  |    85    

  Komb1         |    .5  |   4.1  |   1.8  |  65.9  |  12.5  |    .3  | 25.4%  

                |   .0%  | 12.9%  |   .0%  | 68.2%  | 18.8%  |   .0%  |

                |   .0%  | 68.8%  |   .0%  | 22.4%  | 32.7%  |   .0%  |

                |   .0%  |  3.3%  |   .0%  | 17.4%  |  4.8%  |   .0%  |

                _______________________________________________________

          2     |     1  |     4  |     2  |    49  |     4  |     0  |    60     

  Komb2         |    .4  |   2.9  |   1.3  |  46.5  |   8.8  |    .2  | 18.0% 

                |  1.7%  |  6.7%  |  3.3%  | 81.7%  |  6.7%  |   .0%  |

                | 50.0%  | 25.0%  | 28.6%  | 18.9%  |  8.2%  |   .0%  |

                |   .3%  |  1.2%  |   .6%  | 14.7%  |  1.2%  |   .0%  |

                _______________________________________________________

          3     |     1  |     1  |     5  |   152  |    29  |     1  |   189    

  Center        |   1.1  |   9.1  |   4.0  | 146.6  |  27.7  |    .6  | 56.6%  

                |   .5%  |   .5%  |  2.6%  | 80.4%  | 15.3%  |   .5%  |

                | 50.0%  |  6.3%  | 71.4%  | 58.7%  | 59.2%  |100.0%  |

                |   .3%  |   .3%  |  1.5%  | 45.5%  |  8.7%  |   .3%  |

                ______________________________________________________|

         Column       2       16        7      259       49        1      334 

          Total     .6%     4.8%     2.1%    77.5%    14.7%      .3%   100.0% 

Chi-Square                    Value            DF            Significance

--------------------          -----------        ----           ------------

Pearson                         29.28089          10               .00112 *

Likelihood Ratio                32.81308          10               .00029 *

Mantel-Haenszel test for         6.13484           1               .01325 *

      linear association

Minimum Expected Frequency -     .180

Cells with Expected Frequency < 5 -    11 OF    18 ( 61.1%)

Number of Missing Observations:  896

TABLE 5

GROUPS BY DEFINING SITUATION

SIT                                      

     Count  |

    Exp Val |

    Row Pct |Goals    Antec    Pres     Subs     Epis      Relat    Self

    Col Pct |                                                                 Row

    Tot Pct |     1 |      2 |      3  |     4  |     5  |    6   |    7  | Total

 GROUP  _________________________________________________________________________

         1  |     2  |    15  |    11  |     8  |    21  |    0   |    0  |    57

  Komb1     |    .7  |  11.3  |  23.4  |   9.7  |  10.4  |   .7   |   .9  | 22.1%

            |  3.5%  | 26.3%  | 19.3%  | 14.0%  | 36.8%  |   .0%  |   .0% |

            | 66.7%  | 29.4%  | 10.4%  | 18.2%  | 44.7%  |   .0%  |   .0% |

            |   .8%  |  5.8%  |  4.3%  |  3.1%  |  8.1%  |   .0%  |   .0% |

            _______________________________________________________________

         2  |     0  |     4  |    27  |     5  |     9  |     2  |     2 |    49

  Komb2     |    .6  |   9.7  |  20.1  |   8.4  |   8.9  |    .6  |    .8 | 19.0%

            |   .0%  |  8.2%  | 55.1%  | 10.2%  | 18.4%  |  4.1%  |  4.1% |

            |   .0%  |  7.8%  | 25.5%  | 11.4%  | 19.1%  | 66.7%  | 50.0% |

            |   .0%  |  1.6%  | 10.5%  |  1.9%  |  3.5%  |   .8%  |   .8% |

            _______________________________________________________________

         3  |     1  |    32  |    68  |    31  |    17  |     1  |     2 |   152

  Center    |   1.8  |  30.0  |  62.4  |  25.9  |  27.7  |  1.8   |   2.4 | 58.9%

            |   .7%  | 21.1%  | 44.7%  | 20.4%  | 11.2%  |   .7%  |  1.3% |

            | 33.3%  | 62.7%  | 64.2%  | 70.5%  | 36.2%  | 33.3%  | 50.0% |

            |   .4%  | 12.4%  | 26.4%  | 12.0%  |  6.6%  |   .4%  |   .8% |

            _______________________________________________________________

    Column        3       51      106       44       47        3        4     258

    Total      1.2%    19.8%    41.1%    17.1%     18.2     1.2%     1.6%  100.0%

 Chi-Square                      Value            DF            Significance

--------------------          -----------        ----           ------------

Pearson                         42.90211          12                .00002 *

Likelihood Ratio                42.70280          12                .00003 *

Mantel-Haenszel test for         3.38857           1                .06565 

      linear association

Minimum Expected Frequency -     .570

Cells with Expected Frequency < 5 -     9 OF    21 ( 42.9%)

Number of Missing Observations:  972

APPENDIX C:

Case 1:  Communication Competence of Three Leaders

Introduction

The case describes a problem solving meeting at a Siberian industrial organization and analyzes how the participants’ (three leaders’) communication choices framed the course and the outcome of the meeting. The author, a consultant and participant observer at the meeting,  later interviewed the participants. The specific focus is on the analysis of each leaders’ communication competence:  What communication strategies did the three leaders use that helped or prevented them from achieving the desired outcomes? In the case of problematic situations, what alternative tactics could have been used to “unlock “ the conversation and facilitate the problem solving process? The paper provides some insights into the actual texture and spirit of organizational interactions among Russian professionals in the situation of radically changing social and economic realities. 

Case Description 

The meeting took place at a Siberian Metallurgical Complex and involved two groups of engineers. The groups represented the same field of engineering - Automated Control Systems (ACS) - but had different specializations. One group, the ACS programmers from the Programming Center, was engaged in the design and development of the most general computer programs. The other group, the ACS production unit engineers, normally dealt with the problems of site-specific ACS functioning. Their meeting was organized and facilitated by the Assistant Director of the ACS Department, who was a supervisor of both the programmers and the production unit engineers. 


The initial problem that brought all the parties into that meeting was expressed by the production unit engineers. They did not know how to respond to a new task given to them by their production unit authorities: to create a computerized information system for registering various kinds of bartering taking place at their site. (Bartering  was a growing practice at the plant because people were not paid their salaries on a regular basis).  Since the production unit engineers complained about their lack of expertise in this area, the Assistant Director arranged a meeting with the “experts,” the programmers from the Programming Center. 

The expectation of the Assistant Director was that both parties would engage in a detailed analysis of the situation and come up with a number of possible solutions to manage the task in the most effective way. The expectations of the production unit engineers were that the programmers would become “project managers” and would supervise them at this task by giving them detailed instructions and step by step guidance.  

The meeting took place on a hot summer afternoon (over +35 C) in the office of the Programmers’ Leader. Although there were six participants at the meeting, three leaders framed the discussion: the Programmers’ Leader, the Production Engineers’ Leader, and the Assistant Director. Therefore, the following analysis focused primarily on their communicative actions. 


The focus of the conversation was the problem: What to do with the task given to the production unit engineers? From the very beginning it became obvious that the parties differed in their assessment of the situation. For the Production Engineers’ Leader, the meeting was extremely important, it presented an opportunity to discuss the question with which he had been struggling recently: Who will develop the product required by the user, if the division he represented was incapable of doing it independently? As he emphasized, he and other production engineers felt a lot of pressure about this task because the nature of the task was new to them and was going far beyond their area of expertise. However, the client (user) had high expectations about this project, as did the production unit manager. The manager supported the demands of the client non-critically and, like the client, did not want to know about the difficulties of the task. Rather, he expected to get the final product.

In contrast, for the Programmers’ Leader, the meeting was a waste of time: Why should they have a long discussion on the issue that could be resolved in a few minutes? He did not even try to hide his impatience by throwing out the following emphatic statements:  So what are we doing here? I still don’t understand why we are all sitting here!  Instead of having this meeting, they should have organized a meeting for those specialists who would be directly responsible for the task implementation. It became clear very quickly that the programmers were not willing to serve as the “project managers” and to take on full leadership responsibility. Instead, they offered to conduct a basic training session for the production unit engineers who could then proceed with the task on their own, consulting with the programmers on critical occasions. This strategy did not fully satisfy the production unit engineers, but being unable to negotiate further, they had to acquiesce. The discussion (as well as the follow-up interviews) revealed that a number of issues raised at that meeting were still left unresolved and that none of the parties was satisfied with how the meeting was managed. The following analysis focuses on some aspects of that conversational management. 

 Assessment of Communication Competence of the Three Leaders

As observations and analysis revealed, the communicative choices of the three leaders 

produced different effects on their negotiation and problem solving. This was demonstrated 

employing the  concept of communication competence and its three levels - minimal,

satisfactory, and optimal developed by Pearce and Cronen (1980).  

The communication behavior of the Production Engineers’ Leader was most limiting and reflected minimal communication competence. According to Pearce and Cronen (1980, p. 199), minimally competent persons cannot strategically produce mutually coherent, mutually controlled, and positively valenced episodes with others. They can neither comprehend nor manage the logic of the interpersonal system in which they get enmeshed and therefore show a lack of control. They are also characterized by a limited ability to project the possible consequences of an act through a number of turns, and by unwillingness or inability to take into account the rule structure of the other person. In many ways, this describes the behavior of the Production Engineers’ Leader. The Production Engineers’ Leader reflected a lack of control in that his communication behavior precluded him from achieving his goals. Generally, he used emotional complaints and listed task limitations, accentuating the negative versus the constructive in approaching the problem: We are not able…, We don’t know how…, We thought you would help us.  He offered no solutions. Furthermore, he tended to overdramatize and overgeneralize the situation: Nobody knows how…, Nobody can tell us...  

Whenever the Production Engineers’ Leader described his relationship with the “notorious” user, he loaded his comments with complaints and negative accounts.  Here are his most typical laments: 

“She (the user) keeps doing things in her own way,” “She’s changing her list of needs about the task every week and makes it bigger and bigger,” “The boss at the Production Unit is completely under her influence: he accepts whatever she‘s doing, he thinks she is the final authority on the subject and looks up to her as if she were an ‘almighty Russian Czar,” “We thought you (the programmers) would be able to put some blinkers on her, but it does not seem to be in your interest, and in fact, why should it be? “
Indirectly, he tried to reiterate his point that the programmers should deal directly with the 

client, but he never clearly argued why the programmers’ solution to offer  training help to his 

group was not satisfying. Instead, the theme about the demanding user “popped out” in the 

conversation again and again (with some variations of complaints on behalf of the production 

engineers), but no breakthrough occurred. His complaints often stalled the discussion and required the efforts of other participants to move it along.  Overall, this leader’s position about the problem at hand could be characterized as powerless and reactive, expecting a solution from a higher authority. 

Interestingly, at the post meeting interview, the Production Engineers’ Leader also showed no awareness of how his own behavioral choices at the meeting had brought him to the unwanted results. His behavior during the interview was very similar to the one at the meeting. He became very emotional (even passionate) and  expressed complaints and criticisms about the user as well as dissatisfaction with the position and solutions of the programmers. Yet, he made no critical comments or suggestions about what he himself could have done differently in order to achieve better results.


The limitations of this leader’s behavior become particularly evident when compared to the behavior of two other leaders, the Assistant Director and the Programmers’ Leader. In contrast to the Production Engineers’ Leader, who tended to emphasize the negative, the two other leaders tried to enhance the positive and to create solutions. Here is one example of how the Assistant Director helped to “unlock” a conversational constraint created by the Production Engineers Leader in his dialogue with the Programmer’s Leader:

Programmers’ Leader:  So, if you have people who know specifically what your user


wants, send them to us and we’ll start working with them. 


(Summarizes the previous points, presents a solution and creates a space for the 


conversation to go further.)   

Production Engineers’ Leader (very emotionally):  We don’t know what the user wants!

(Expresses disagreement, loads the conversation emotionally, indirectly rejects the


 solution offered, creates misalignment.)

Programmers’ Leader: Well, if you don’t know that, there is no way we can help you. 
(Reciprocates the negative, indirectly withdraws the offer to help.)

Assistant Director (relating to the Production Engineer’s response):  No, you can’t 

answer like this. The things the user wants to get from you are all listed and you have that list. The point is that you need the experts’ opinion on it: they might look at that list critically and assess what is really important in it, what is primary, what is secondary, and what makes no sense at all. 

(Clarifies the problem by introducing additional information and specifying the focus, suggests a new avenue to the goal, and reframes the situation.)  

Production Engineers’ Leader (in a passion):  There (at the Production Unit site) it is she 

(the user) who will do all the assessment and choose what is important. Unfortunately. 

(Keeps complaining, does not facilitate further the conversation development.) 

Assistant Director:  Well, from this standpoint, I completely support the earlier thesis: we have to educate the user. You have to help your user to get some kind of systemic understanding. 

(Creates a better alignment by linking to and supporting a solution expressed earlier, reinforcing a constructive approach.) 

Programmers’ Leader:  After all, you can even bring her here and we can show her all 


the basics that are already in use. She may find that sufficient for her needs or she may ask for some slight modifications. And your engineer (who will come with her) may do it right on the spot, with the help of our people. And that may be all that’s needed. 

(Reciprocates and reinforces the constructive approach by elaborating the details.)


In this problematic sequence, the Assistant Director and the Programmers’ Leader demonstrated a constructive approach to managing a problem. In contrast to the Production Engineers’ Leader who kept emphasizing the negative (what they could not do), the two other leaders kept creating and emphasizing constructive alternatives. In their efforts to “unlock” the discussion, both leaders demonstrated flexibility, creativity, and the ability to adapt the skills at hand to a current social situation, which achieved better results. In doing so, they demonstrated what Pearce and Cronen define as satisfactory levels of competence. 


Satisfactorily competent communicators can cocreate and comaintain mutually coherent, mutually controlled, and positively valenced episodes with others by employing communication “norms” of the extant social system (Pearce and Cronen, 1980, p. 200). In other words, satisfactorily competent communicators are able to operate successfully, and with a certain degree of originality, within the logic of the existing system, but they do not exceed the rules of that system. The behavior of the Programmers’ Leader provides an interesting illustration of it. Along with the extreme creativity about the task, he also demonstrated a manner that had a highly negative impact on the relational climate of the meeting.  He listened impatiently, often interrupted other speakers in the middle of their utterances, expressed his own views in a categorical way, and created discomfort and tension among the participants. In the post meeting interview, the third leader, the Assistant Director, characterized that behavior as “pushy and authoritarian, undermining the natural course of the discussion,” and having a negative psychological effect on everyone else. 

A number of studies show that task orientation alone is not enough for effective leadership. An effective leader and manager should exhibit both types of behaviors: concern with achieving the goals as well as concern for people (Barge, 1994). According to Wiemann (1977), a competent communicator necessarily implies “other-orientedness,” the ability to create rapport, and show empathy and support of the lines of others. If a person achieves his goals by the “I had my way” criterion, it cannot be considered competent, because in the long term such behavior is detrimental for the relationship. Yet, from the systemic point of view, such a blanket relational approach to assessing communication competence is not sufficient. In order to assess the communicative behavior of the Programmers’ Leader, one has to look at it in the context of the bigger system or the larger organization. In this case, the organization has been run for many years according to a military model, and this leader’s behavior reproduced some of its major norms and standards. To understand that better, some historical explanation may be useful.

Traditionally, the Metallurgical Complex has been called a “Steel Power,” and some participants referred to that concept in their interviews. For most people who live and work there, that metaphor is very meaningful: it represents the culture, history, and spirit of that gigantic industrial organization. From its very origin in the fifties, the Complex was run by the ideology “to make plan” or “to give steel at any cost,” a phraseology rooted in the war industry tradition where fulfilling the task and sacrificing were a part of everyday work. In that ideology, the interests and feelings of individual people were considered secondary to the “interests of production,” therefore, empathy and concern about people’s personal feelings were not a part of the leadership or management tradition. 


At the meeting, the Programmers’ Leader reproduced this task-oriented, “non-empathetic” type of leadership: to find solutions to the problem at hand seemed to him more important than to care whether or not the people around him felt comfortable. In this sense, he followed the tradition of the existing system and reproduced its norms. Therefore, from the point of view of relationship orientation, his behavior could be characterized as normal satisfactory competence; he acted within and along the logic of an existing system without challenging its rules (Pearce and Cronen, 1980, p. 200).


However, the qualifying questions arising along with this conclusion are: Did the Programmers’ Leader have to do what he did? Was reproducing the standards and traditions of the system the only choice under the circumstances? Or was it the best choice? Dissatisfied comments of the other participants about his behavior showed that it was not the best choice, to say the least. Direct observations and analysis of the situation also suggested that the Programmers’ Leader could easily have used other tactics (for example, apologizing for interruptions), and that would have helped him to alleviate the discomfort, anxiety, and alienation felt by the other participants. From this perspective, the Programmers’ Leader’s communication competence cannot be characterized as anything more than satisfactory. 


The question remains, was neglecting the relational climate of interaction the only and preferred practice in that organizational system? The analysis of the third leader’s behavior, who used different approaches to achieve desired results, shows that it was not. The third leader, the Assistant Director, reflected optimal communication competence. Optimally competent communicators can control their degree of involvement within a larger social system and thereby, transform their social realities. They can perceive the boundaries of an extant system and strategically can seek to alter or maintain those boundaries or withdraw from participating in the system if such boundaries are impermeable (Pearce and Cronen, 1980, p. 207). 


Like the Programmers’ Leader, the Assistant Director was also active in creating alternatives and solutions, though, unlike the Programmers’ Leader, he applied his skills to managing the discussion process as well as the task problem. From the very beginning, he showed concern not only with the outcomes but also with the process of discussion. He was the only one who resisted the disruptive tactics of the other group members, including the Programmers’ Leader. Several times when he was interrupted, he would give the “interrupter” a chance to express himself and then would come back to his own line of reasoning and finish it. On the one hand, it showed his respect for the turn of the other, and even if that other had appropriated his turn through the interruption, the Assistant Director chose not to interrupt him in return. On the other hand, he did not allow himself to be “silenced down.” Rather, he showed persistence by pursuing his own goals or agenda.  Such “maneuvering” in pursuing his goals characterizes him as a behaviorally flexible communicator. The Assistant Director also did most of the facilitation and “repair work” in conversational management: when the discussion got stuck at one place, he used different “opening” strategies to move it along.  Here is an example of such “opening.” 


In this episode  the Production Engineers’ Leader tried to persuade the programmers to supervise his task, and the programmers showed solid resistance.  In his efforts to break their resistance, he actually made things worse.  By his own speech act, he reinforced that resistance:

Production Engineers’ Leader:  So, we hoped that you would take this issue under your control and somewhat reduce the “appetites” of the user.  It does not seem to be the case.  Well, I understand: Why would you want to do that without having any good reason?

(Defines the episode, clarifies the programmers’ reasons not to get involved, acknowledges that there is no good reason, and virtually accepts their refusal.)


These comments of the Production Engineers’ Leader nearly guaranteed a negative outcome (refusal of the programmers to do what the production engineers expected) and left little room for further negotiation.  Fortunately at that point, the Assistant Director stepped into the discussion and created new possibilities for negotiation:

Assistant Director:  So, if we define the initial scope of the task, some sort of a “core work”, we would like to rely on your (Programmers’ Leader) participation, some kind of involvement.  But judging by the talk we are having now, it must be hard to say something for sure...(makes a pause here)

(Clarifies the conditions under which they would like to have the programmers’ involvement, defines the current episode in such a way that gives the programmers the freedom of choice, creates a space for new actions.)  

As one can see, the Assistant Director was neither blunt nor did he overgeneralize as had the Production Engineers’ Leader.  In contrast, his statement was more open, leaving some room for maneuvering, yet, it suggested a role for the programmers.  The Programmers’ Leader reciprocated with ambiguity:

Programmers’ Leader:  Well, I don’t know, I would be unwilling to say a categorical “no” at this point.  We have to know more specifically what it is that has to be done on the task.  Maybe it has already been done a while ago.

(Defines his present act and clarifies the task which shows that he is more willing to collaborate than to resist.) 

This uncertainty in the response of the Programmers’ Leader created a turning point in the conversation.  From that point, the Assistant Director, whose turn was next, could go at least in three directions: (a) restate and reinforce the uncertainty of the programmers’ expressed position, (b) reinforce the negative part, by emphasizing, for example, the unwillingness of the programmers to commit themselves to the task at that point (which would be similar to the previous act of the Production Engineers’ Leader, and, probably, would increase tension), or (c) respond constructively, by emphasizing new opportunities.  Unlike the Production Engineers’ Leader, the Assistant Director chose the third option: 

Assistant Director:  In other words, you suggest that the further decisions about  this task be made after the meeting of the experts who will qualify it. 

Here he used paraphrasing in which he reframed the uncertainty of the Programmers’ Leader’s previous answer into a positive expectation. The Programmers’ Leader accepted it, and from this point the conversation proceeded in a constructive mode. 

This episode presents a vivid contrast between two ways of managing the same problematic issue.  The issue was to overcome the resistance of the programmers to getting involved in the production engineers’ task.  In their efforts to manage this issue, both leaders used the same communication tactic of defining the episode, but the results were strikingly different.  The Production Engineers’ Leader nearly closed the possibility for further negotiation with the programmers, while the Assistant Director reopened it.  His less categorical way of defining the situation and positive reframing of the programmers’ position through paraphrasing had a constructive effect in that it created a space for the discussion to go.

Overall, the Assistant Director presented a number of abilities that characterized him as an optimally competent communicator.  He was not only able to manage the evolving situation according to the selected goals, he was also able to contextualize further consequences of that situation, create alternatives actions, take the others’ perspective, align his meanings and actions with others, and adapt to the requirements of situation and other people.  In comparison to the Programmers’ Leader, the Assistant Director was more concerned with the relationship aspect of interaction and was more interpersonally astute.  As a facilitator, he tried to make bridges between the parties and to create a better mutual understanding by reframing the negative statements of some participants into positive and constructive ones.  All these choices characterized him at that meeting as an optimally competent communicator. 

Summary


The analysis of individual communication competence revealed that the three leaders demonstrated different levels of communication competence, which had different effects on the course of interaction and prevented or promoted the process of negotiation and problem solving. The Production Engineers’ Leader was assessed as minimally competent since he manifested a limited ability to manage the conversation in accordance with the desired goals and with the actions of the others. Specifically, his limitations can be listed as follows: 

· He tended to use the same communication tactics though they proved to be non-effective for the moment. This indicated that, on the one hand, he did not have a wide range of communication tactics to choose from. On the other hand, he was limited in contextualizing the situation and “feeling” his communication partners. He did not foresee what would be the consequences of his and others’ actions and where the conversation was going.

· He was limited in his ability to align his actions with the others’, which often created problematic situations in the flow of the conversation.

· When finding himself in a problematic situation, he was not able to create behavioral alternatives, that is, to perform speech acts that would “unlock” the conversation. 

The Programmers’ Leader demonstrated high aptitude, creativity, and a constructive approach in managing a production problem. At the same time, he demonstrated a lack of empathy and support for his communication partners in the process of discussion. This contradiction between his highly constructive communication abilities in relation to a production problem and his lack of concern for people was viewed as traditional and acceptable in a bigger organizational system. Therefore, this leader’s communicative behavior was viewed as effective within the logic of the existing system and deemed satisfactorily competent. 

The third leader, the Assistant Director, demonstrated overall a higher communicative awareness, empathetic ability, and behavioral flexibility than the two other leaders. He was constructive and facilitative not only in analyzing a production problem, but in managing the conversational process as well. Specifically, he was able to:

· choose communication strategies which helped to get the conversation “unstuck” and move it along when the other parties created problematic situations in their discussion

· show empathy and support, a concern for the interests of his communication partners as well as understanding of their points of view

· choose and control the degree to which he wanted to participate in a debating conversation.

On the basis of these characteristics, he was viewed as an optimally competent communicator in that conversational interaction.

Thus, the three levels of competence (minimal, satisfactory, optimal) demonstrated by the three leaders reflected their different abilities to cocreate and manage the conversational process that would bring them to the desired outcomes. 




    � The field of human communication attracts a growing attention of educational practitioners: workshops on effective communication are highly popular among various audiences.    





1
1


