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“The language of change, a change of language.”

Abstract

The world is getting a VUCA place. A world that is more volatile, uncertain, complex and
ambiguous. Changing conditions can be seen at a global level, on the level of societies
and organizations but also at a micro level of people. Dealing with differences requires
awareness about our own world views, and an open mind to understand the viewpoint
of others. For interaction to be productive, participants need to recognize the different
voices that come into play. This ‘social complexity” is a underlying aspect relevant for
understanding how to cope with VUCA situations. The aim of this chapter is to describe
the conversational processes that take place during interactions between different pro-
fessionals in organizations. Applying the ‘ladder of complexity” and discourse analysis
in three cases reveal that different ‘voices’ can be distinguished in the process of orga-
nizational change. We promote incorporating sociolinguistics into the field of organi-
zational change. Section 1 introduces the ‘playground” we live in followed by different
paradigms about communicating and change management. Section 3 introduces the ‘lad-
der of complexity” aligning social complexity and dialogue. Section 4 describes 3 cases
using discourse analysis to understand the interaction in conversations. Section 5 draws
conclusions and give directions for future research.

Keywords: organizational change, dialogic organization development, open innovation,
linguistics, discourse analysis, ethnography

I NT EC H © 2017 The Author(s). Licensee InTech. This chapter is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use,

open science | open minds distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.



34 Sociolinguistics - Interdisciplinary Perspectives

1. Introduction

The nature of our work has changed, reflecting major shifts in technology as well as an
ever-shortening lifecycle of ideas, products, and businesses. The complexity of new prob-
lems on a global scale requires the work of teams with diverse expertise to solve them
(Andrews in Alessi and Jacobs [1]). In other words, the world is getting a VUCA place.
The VUCA acronym was first used by the U.S. Army War College in the 1990s. In 2012,
Taleb [2] published his book “Antifragile: Things That Gain From Disorder” in which he
describes that “some things benefit from shocks; they thrive and grow when exposed to
volatility, randomness, disorder, and stressors and love adventure, risk, and uncertainty”
[2, p. 17]. In many situations where people are living and working together we can also
see and feel the tensions that come along with this so called “VUCA world” arising from
differences in world views and perspectives, from the dichotomy in our thinking and
talking and from language in particular. We call something good or bad, true or false,
it leads to profit or loss, it is mechanic or organic, it can be planned or is emergent, etc.
We look for the best way to change things effectively, to design the best supply chain, to
develop the best communication process, and so on. These assumptions are ingrained in
our daily life, and questioning them is often looked upon with awkwardness and suspi-
cion. However, when it comes to VUCA situations, we think it is not about finding “the
truth” out there anymore, but about making tensions that come along with it productive
in our daily communication.

It goes without saying that a VUCA world, society or (inter)organizational, often interdis-
ciplinary, setting requires that everyone needs to adopt new ways of working, other com-
munication and negotiation styles. From here on, we will focus on the organizational level,
but it is understood that we also see similar grounds for developments in societies over
the world. In order to solve complex (organizational) problems multidisciplinary, multiple
players or stakeholders need to communicate intensively bridging differences related to dif-
ferent paradigms, worldviews, professional background, and typical language use (i.e., jar-
gon). Working together can no longer be done from the comfortable space of one’s own desk
with people sharing the same local context, same professional perspective (i.e., engineering,
human resource management, marketing, etc.) with inherently quite same implicit assump-
tions. On the top of this, workplaces are more flexible and globally dispersed (i.e., multina-
tionals on a global scale with business unites and virtual (project)teams, different production
plants in a country). Furthermore, our workplaces have become divers and are not always
related to the traditional office spaces (i.e., hotels, canteens, restaurants, and even city parks).
People meet physically but more and more virtually (Andrews in Ref. [1]). This “new way
of working” adds on the top of professional differences another complicating factor of los-
ing face-to-face contact. Online conferences replace the meeting rooms; email, Twitter, and
Whatsapp messages replace oral communication and everybody is connected via social media.
However, it can be questioned if people are really connected by using these kinds of media to
communicate.
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This new way of working is mostly related to organizational change (i.e., technological/social
innovation, reorganizations, implementing new systems, procedures and organizing structures,
or producing new products for customer demands). Within the field of change management
and organization theories, “communication” is seen as an important factor to realize organiza-
tional change successfully. However, “communication” is also a broadly, nonuniform defined
container concept. It is also well known that many change projects are not considered very
successful [3]. Despite it is acknowledged that “communication” plays an important role and
change is becoming increasingly complex, little attention is given to sociolinguistics within the
field of change management and organization theories. We consider this as a promising research
area that might increase our understanding about interaction dynamics between participants in
change processes and organizing. To put it more strongly, we understand organizing as “a con-
versational process in which people together construct an organizational reality out of a variety
of different positions” [4]. We therefore focus on the role of conversations [5] and on dialogues
[6] in daily work and propose that different degrees of complexity are in fact different levels of
complexity of conversations or dialogues. Conversations can be quite easy and smooth such as
in simple situations but are not simple in VUCA situations and produce more tension when the
level of complexity increases. Next, we propose the use of the “ladder of complexity” as a frame-
work for understanding the level of complexity and increasingly complex group dynamics that
works along with social interactions. With this “ladder,” we discern seven levels of dialogue
which imply different skills of participation of change subjects (e.g., service engineers) and dif-
ferent roles and skills of change agents (e.g., managers and consultants) to facilitate increasing
difficult levels of complexity in dialogue. We will illustrate the use of the “ladder of complexity”
[4] by reflecting on the typical language usage of different professionals interacting in conver-
sations that we studied in three different cases as an empirical evidence and for proofing, the
“ladder” could be helpful. Within these cases, we use multiple discourse methods to analyze the
interactional practice in organizing work during organizational change processes. We will show
that the three case situations have in common that they allow for the complexity and nuanced
reality to exist. However, we also found differences in the way participants cope with the exist-
ing complexity in their conversations. We will focus on the richness of the cases, found in the
context of organizational change and (open) innovation, and acknowledge their complexity as
an essential ingredient of a fruitful analysis. Based on our research, we conclude with some key
principles that can be helpful to increase the level of generative and productive dialogues and
put a dialogical mind set into practice. In the next section, we describe extremes in thinking
about communicating and change management, also known as paradigms.

2. Paradigms in communication and change management

Communication in general is a kind of container concept and has many different definitions.
Most people know that communication is important in organizing and in realizing effective
change. It is often heard that “communication” is the problem, it should be done better, paid
better attention to, or should done in a different way. However, communicating and language,
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in general, are often so obvious and implicitly entwined with our thinking and talking that
we do not even realize what the impact is of our use of language on our thinking, our action,
and on others. Most of the times, communication, as an overall container concept, oversim-
plifies the complexity of the interaction between people and the impact of language. Daily
conversations are for example saturated with concepts and categories from business strategy
and organization theory. We use rather general terms like “organizational culture,” “closing
the gap” between “the present” and “the future” and “the competences” needed to attain the
desired goals. This section will focus on language and communication and their role in change
management by describing two contrasting ways of thinking.

2.1. The representational and conversational paradigms

Within language literature, two positions can be discerned regarding the role of language in
relation to the outside world; the representational school and the conversational school. We take
these two schools as examples because they show different views about how language and the
world around us are connected. The representational school assumes that in our language usage
of all words, concepts, or phenomena refers to a fixed and well-known meaning or content [7, p.
46]. On the other hand, we have the conversational school that explicitly does not assume a fixed
relation between the “sign” and the “signified.” In this paradigm, the social character of lan-
guage is acknowledged and that meaning and sense-making or sense-giving comes from the rel-
evance assigned by the participants, suitable for the moment in time and contextual situation [8].

Both views can be put into models that obviously simplify the communication and inter-
action dynamics. First, the well-known sender-receiver model developed by Shannon and
Waever [9] in the 1950s. This model fits quite well with the representational school and is
still used when explained how communication works. The other model is based on Jakobson
in Sebeok [10] to address different aspects that play a role during interaction processes,
such as setting, topic, contact/relation, code, and the objective of the conversation. Ulijn and
Strother [11] have elaborated this model and Pieterse [7] added psychological aspects, such
as filters, mental models, and views on concepts like time and space. Based on these aspects,
Pieterse [7] introduces a conversational communication model (Figure 1) which might dis-
play the complexity of communication during interaction processes. Figure 1 shows that com-
munication is a complicated process when all aspects are taken into account. However, we do
not focus on the invisible individual psychological aspects. We can assume that psychological
motives and thought processes play a role during interactions, but the only visible reality of
communication, we have as subject of analyzing is the interaction between participants, the
conversational turns expressed, and the typical language used.

In line with the conversational school, we consider communication as an interactional process
where words only become (un-)useful in conversations where people construct meaningful
pictures of reality together. What Wittgenstein [12] has called a language game, useful for
themselves but not for others. As Shaw [5] points out it is this conversational life of organiza-
tions in which people constantly sustain and change the possibilities for going on together.
Language use is not something that happens before action, it is already action itself. In addi-
tion, what seems like “just talking” will eventually change organizational life.
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Figure 1. The conversational communication model (adapted from Ref. [7]).

Nevertheless, we think that both the representational and conversational schools have their
own use. We do not choose one school of thought or paradigm as better or more applicable
above the other. What we think is important to acknowledge that both perspectives exist
(amongst others), and we need to find ways to cope during our daily interactions with pos-
sible tensions that arise between the representational and conversational school.

2.2. The planned and emergent change paradigms

Because we are describing interaction processes related to organizational change processes,
it is good to describe two ways of thinking within the field of change management. First, the
planned change approach and second the emergent change. The planned change approach
is often seen as a standardized process with a focus on an organizational problem, top-down
driven by top management in order to realize a solution and solve the problem (Weick in Beer
and Nohria [3]). Bennis et al. [13] mention that planned change is a set of assumptions on how
change is created, implemented, evaluated, and maintained. Planned change is “something
that can be stopped or started at will” [14, p. 65].

However, starting this chapter with the notion that we are living in a VUCA world, “there
is an increasing attention for the idea that organizational change is rather an emergent and
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open-ended process than a set of interventions that can be thought of and planned upfront
without unforeseen actions” [7, p. 37]. Weick and Quinn [15] consider change as a continuous
process of modifications in daily work processes in systems, structures, and social practices
that are formed and re-formed by people. Therefore, emergent change just happens one can
say. No, we do not think so. Of course, there are visions, strategies, and impulses from out-
side and inside the organization. We see that things are continuously changing at a higher
pace and with more impact on society, organizations, and people. Sometimes these changes
are planned, but most of the time unforeseen “side effects” arise, which were not planned
or could not be foreseen. In that sense, we think emergent change is something we have to
cope with. Within emergent change, there is a need for continuous sensitivity of all organi-
zational members to local contexts. In these situations, participants cooperate in real-time
experimentation, are learning together, make sense of what they see and hear, explore and
exploit available (tacit) knowledge, and get feedback from results, which leads to new actions
(Weick in Beer and Nohria [3]). It seems to us that a VUCA world somehow reflects parallels
with emergent change.

Nevertheless, also in a VUCA world, both the planned and emergent change paradigms are
useful “lenses,” depending on the situation. While building a plane, we rather like the engi-
neers to take a planned change approach, although emergent change can happen too within
certain limits. At the same time, an engineer working for the aircraft manufacturer might find
it difficult to keep this line of reasoning and the emergent change approach could be more
helpful. In addition, here, we do not find one approach better or more applicable than the
other. One of the central notions in this chapter is that within a unique, complex, dynamic
emergent change process with multiple participants and perspectives on communication and
change approaches and with a diverse group of people, it is necessary to make the possible
tensions productive through a generative dialogue.

Participants involved in emergent change processes have the task of linking together the
object of change, the context of the change, and the different mental models of those involved
[4]. Managing emergent change requires a joint effort of all participants to collaborate and
co-create. Compared to planned change, the emergent change approach is one of the ongo-
ing evolutions. This ongoing interaction between participants about the goals and object of
change, the (changing) context of the change and understanding their own mental models
requires a dialogue instead of discussions and consensus. The aim of the dialogue is at gen-
erating multiple views and rich approaches that are valuable for the situation at that moment
and the overall change process.

Various sources of knowledge play a role in this: explicit, implicit, embrained, encoded,
embedded, embodied, tacit, generalized, and actual knowledge [16], Lam in Boonstra [17], and
[18]. Limited mental or emotional frames, however, can hinder the co-creative and generative
process seriously. To obtain rich pictures, people in a dialogue need to questions each other’s
a-priori notions and “reach out in the not-yet-known” (Chia in Tsoukas and Kundsen [19]).
Doing this requires to suspend our views, to listen in an open manner, and letting new infor-
mation in to revise or (re-)adjust our beliefs and opinions. For the (dialogical) self, the decon-
struction of speech is not different from the deconstruction of the self. Moreover, often this is
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not a small thing. This is, where resistance and ethics come in exactly at the bifurcation points,
where a dialogue can turn into a degenerative or into more generative ones [20]. So, complex-
ity is not only related to freedom and innovation, but also with fear for the unknown and
destructions of the narrative self. The dialogue ladder can be used to understand this highly
subtle process a little better. The next section describes in more detail what it means to have a
generative and productive dialogue in which participants together work hard to be produc-
tive despite tensions and conflict.

3. The generative dialogue and productive tension

In our perspective, organizational change is in fact a discursive process. This is a so-called
social constructionist perspective [21], in which all information is already interpreted and
the language used strongly influences our perceptions. For instance, if management is talk-
ing about increasing the customer satisfaction score or the QA Officer wants to decrease the
failure rate of products, these can be seen as objective representations (the representational
school) or intersubjective constructions of a temporary social reality [22], which reflects the
conversational school.

The practical consequence of these intersubjective constructions is based on differences.
Differences between point of views, perspectives, professional discourses, and opinions are
therefore a (main) source for sense making. Sense making and sense giving are always
co-created in interaction and in relationships between subjects. We construct our problem
definitions, our views on “the” context and even our own role and identity as related to these
subjects. Conversations in organizational life about differences do not only contain cognitive
information, but also emotional and bodily experiences and deeply ingrained scripts or men-
tal models [22]. Dealing with complexity of VUCA situations makes this highly relational or
social side of complexity even more visible. Therefore, the purpose of a generative dialogue
is not to reduce complexity to simplicity but to gain deeper insight by dealing with interest-
ing and compelling differences. The notion of the complexity is therefore not (only) about
a match between the amount of variety in the dialogue, and the complexity of a task in the
world outside. For this, we would suggest an independent reality “out there.” The complex-
ity is the relation. It is the experience of differences as relation in the in-between.

Complexity (in Latin “plexus”) means braided or entwined. The generative potential of a
dialogue is directly linked to the capacity of the participants to be open toward differences
between the participants. When participants in a generative dialogue are able to “tolerate”
these differences, even if they disagree, to appreciate differences in-between and together
start inquiring what is at stake for everyone, the group as a group becomes more alive and
connected. This force in-between is what Hannah Arendt [23] refers to as dunamis. It implies
a power or aliveness that comes from within. This connectedness opens the possibility for
allowing even more complexity into the in-between of the dialogue. This kind of interaction
only works when the participants can soften their solidifications (i.e., mental models, ego,
defensive routines). It requires all participants to be open toward relevant differences and also
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to investigate their own opinions and assumptions. This kind of dialoguing, however, will
take time and often requires hard work from every participant. As a pay-off, the conversa-
tion will make a shift from a more “distance talk” about “objects” outside our self (i.e., “the”
system, that “department,” “those managers”) toward a vibrant conversation in-between
people in the here-and-now (i.e., my role in this conversation, my framing, my feelings, my
behavior). Contributing to a generative dialogue is not about bluntly saying what comes into
one’s mind. Relating as a person, as a subject to another subject (instead to a distant object) is
a matter of thinking aloud what you think would be good to do in a certain situation. This can
be called the ethical aspect of everyday dialogue: it is attuned to the good. Not, for instance,
devaluating the poor quality of a practice from a disconnected outsider’s perspective but per-
sonally contributing to change the field in a direction that is meaningful and valuable for this
practice. “Be the change,” as Gandhi has put it. This manifest itself as a continuous process
of co-creation and co-evolution: making space in dialogue, engaging positively, and being
touched and transformed by the emerging quality

Bushe and Marshak [24] give an overview of what they call diagnostic organization devel-
opment versus dialogical organization development (OD). Table 1 (adapted from Ref. [24])
shows the differences as two extremes on a continuum, but of course, there are positions
in-between. We assume that to become productive in a dialogue, participants should be able
to switch from a diagnostic OD approach toward a dialogical OD approach.

Respect, open regard, and safe boundaries are important in dialoguing. Paying attention to,
not turning away, not interrupting, discouraging long monologues, having the right to speak
regardless of rank or gender, not resorting to the “act of blame” can keep a conversation going
on [22]. These more social factors require a different psychological mind-set of the participants
while dialoguing. Mostly meetings follow a strict agenda and timetable, work with notes, and
have a chairman. Participation in these meetings is based on expertise, role, or function in the
organization. We also know that not everything can be said in the meeting, but often more out-
side the formal meeting. It is questionable, if people really listen or have they already prepared
an answer to your story without even trying to rephrase what you said. This common way of
meeting is part of a socializing process and formed our way of doing things around here. In a
changing organization, the dynamics and complexity, as described above, are quite different.
These emergent, new, and unknown situations require to act differently. However, instead of
adjusting our standard way of working, mostly we stick to habits and behavior that we are
familiar with. It worked then, so it will work now. Dialoguing seems easy, but it requires hard
work and a completely different socio-psychological mind-set (i.e., openness, safety, listing,
time). Van den Nieuwenhof [22] found three (increasing) levels of negation: the negation of
different perspectives (other frames of thought, other experiences), negation of the person (as
not interesting, not valuable), and devaluation of the relation (I do not want anything to do
with him). Affirmation, as the opposite of negation, is to recognize the worthy essence within
the other. To affirm is to grant worth to or honor the validity of the other’s subjectivity. This
is not to say that we have to agree with the others, as that would be a duplication of stances
and a loss of difference. To affirm is to grant worth to the subjectivity of the other and to the
difference at the same time. Making space for the difference is making space for the other and
for the relation; letting complexity come into the relation.
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Diagnostic OD Dialogical OD
Influenced by Classical science, positivism, and modernist Interpretive approaches, social
philosophy constructionism, critical, and postmodern
philosophy
Dominant Organizations are like living systems Organizations are meaning making systems
organizational
construct
Ontology and * Reality is an objective fact ® Reality is socially constructed
epistemology ® There is single reality e There are multiple realities
® Truth is transcendent and discoverable e Truth is immanent and emerges from the
* Reality can be discovered using rational situation
and analytic processes ® Reality is negotiated and may involve
power and political processes
Constructs of * Usually Teleological e Often dialogical or dialectical
change e Collecting and applying data using objec- ¢ Creating containers and processes to
tive problem solving methods leads to produce generative ideas leads to change
change ® Change can be encouraged but is mainly
¢ Change can be created by planned, and self-organizing
managed

e Change my be continuous and/or cyclical
e Change is episodic, linear, and goal
oriented

Focus of change Emphasis on changing behavior and what Emphasis on changing mindsets and what

people do people think

Table 1. Contrasting diagnostic and dialogical organization development [6].

Change processes in organizations are often not very clear and literature regarding change
management indicates roughly one third of the change projects to be successful and two
thirds a failure [3, 25]. The organization and change context, the organizational culture, and
differences between professional cultures make change projects a fuzzy and uncertain jour-
ney [7]. In order for participants to make sense in these messy change processes, we suggest
the dialogue ladder as a “sensitizing device” [26] that can be useful to locate and utilize the
differences in use of language and interpretations. As a result of differences, deconstruction
of ossified meanings is made possible, and new meanings can arise. But, deconstruction can
also be emotionally de-stabling, and fear can be a result. These differences can lead to tensions
between people, but it is in these deeper layers of conflict that participants can become pro-
ductive if they are able to switch from a diagnostic OD approach toward a dialogical OD
approach. This does not mean changing the how and what, but changing the way of framing
and thinking of participants. The productive tension between different language games in
a dialogue may generate richer, more applicable, more context specific, and more valuable
approaches [22].

Next, we will briefly describe seven levels of dialogue (Figure 2) which all differ on three
aspects; first, on the type of relation, second on the concept of time and causality, and third
on ethics.
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Type 7:dialogue with the empty field

— Type 6:complex dynamic dialogue

Type 5simple dynamic dialoque

Type 3/4: between paradigms (and knowledge domains)
Type 2: between knowledqge domains

Type 1: within knowledge domains

Figure 2. The dialogue ladder.

The levels on the ladder refer to increasing differences in the dialogue. We mention three dif-
ferences that discern these levels. First, at the lower levels of the dialogical ladder, a speaker
frames other people (e.g., the management team), structures (e.g., the sales department),
groups (e.g., those service engineers), agreements, and causes as “objects.” Hosking in
Boonstra [17] calls this a subject-object relation. Organizations are seen and treated as clock-
works or as simple organisms like plants with no rationality and will. The second difference
is the use of concepts of time and causality. Types 1 and 2 dialogue mostly use concepts like
“efficient” and “rationalistic causality” [27]. They refer to natural laws or the rational logic of
models and analysis. In addition, there is a strong focus on negative feedback as a dampening
force. The higher levels of dialoguing also take positive feedback into account, and consider
dynamics as emerging from the system itself. Practically, this implies that within type 1 and
2 dialogues, a lot of correcting and control (negative feedback) can be heard in the conver-
sations. In many organizations, “managing change” can be seen as an ongoing process of
correcting and readjusting plans, schedules, agendas, priorities, budgets, resources, attitudes
of people, etc. Going from Ist toward Soll is to go from one stable situation to a next stable
situation and in-between there is lot of changes that need to be managed. Replacing an old
culture with a new one, an old management style for something new, old-fashioned concepts
for fashionable ones, etc. In the third place, dialogues can differ in their level of morality.
Generative dialogue can be concerned about the right things to do, whatever works, but also
about valuable or good things to do [20]. Many conversations between employees and manag-
ers or in-between these groups show little recognition and trust. Despite these, organizations
still function rather efficient and effective, but this does not mean these organizations doing
any good. Organizations should also act ethically and take social responsibility and environ-
mental aspects into account. The higher levels on the dialogical ladder leave the traditional
theories behind and arrive at completely new OD practices. Table 2 gives an overview of the
dialogue in seven types.

Each level of these dialogues mentioned in Table 2 has its own complexity and dynamics.
The progressive levels of difficulty might increase the generative an innovative potential, but
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Practical
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practical
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Decision-maker
(content)
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Differ in values and
worldviews
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Rational and/or
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appeal

Complexity reduction
Tendency to flee
Possibility of
becoming a “team”

Planned change
expert

Between knowledge
domains and between
paradigms

Difference in values
and worldviews lose
significance

Number of variables
is or becomes too
large to manage;
co-creation

Formative and/
or transformative
causality

Dialogue is
exclusively personal
and shifts to the here-
and-now: emergence
and fractal approach

Entering the
discomfort zone,
(strong) resistance
or flow

Process expert, fellow
traveler

Chaotic

All not — knowing

No clear variables,
and no clear
“interaction;”
co-evolution

Transformative
causality

Exclusively here-and-
now: fractal approach

Entering the
discomfort zone,
(strong) resistance,
feeling bliss

Change consultant
as therapist or
philosopher

Table 2. Overview of the dialogue types [4].
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also requires more skilled participants. For instance, being open and straight forward requires
“the skill” to not be afraid or fear repercussions from management. Tensions can become
productive when we accept them in the first place and primarily do not try to solve the con-
flicts but rather bring them on the table and openly speak about it together. In organizational
change, opinions should collide to make progress and to find eventually the best solutions at
that moment in time. We refer here the theories from the complexity sciences [28]. We contrib-
ute to this bifurcation point of safety and fear when participants in a dialogue need to speak
about conflicting perspectives. This aspect is of course well known in normal life but often
under addressed in the complexity sciences, and we think it better explains why some tension
in a dialogue is generative and why others are not.

The different types of dialogue are described by Nieuwenhof van den [22]. Central in this
“ladder of dialogue” is the combination of knowledge domains and paradigms. We introduce
these concepts briefly here. A knowledge domain can be seen as a profession (i.e., engineering,
finance, marketing, psychology). In most organizations, employees are still grouped accord-
ing their professional (or functional) domain. They know a lot about purchasing, marketing,
sales, finance, or production. A paradigm can be seen as a dominant worldview. Next, we
will elaborate on key elements mentioned in Table 2. Because this chapter is about chang-
ing language interaction is a key aspect in the ladder of complexity, we focus on (1) actors,
(2) the group process, and (3) the role of the change consultant.

3.1. Actors in the different type of dialogues

The actors in a type 1 dialogue are talking with peers who are familiar with the field. For
example,! a group of service engineers or team leaders with a technical background talk-
ing about a technical problem that needs to be solved. The participants understand each
other well (i.e., within one domain), and there is hardly no need for clarification. In type 2
dialogues, the actors differ in expertise, but still remain within the same paradigm. In our
example, an employee from the financial department joins the conversation. The technical
problem, addressed by the service engineers, still has to be solved but there are some finan-
cial restrictions also which have to be taken into account. The diversity of arguments, based
on differences in expertise, will highlight different aspects of the problem. The whole groups
want to solve the problem, because they all acknowledge that customer satisfaction is impor-
tant. However, the technicians might want a technical perfect solution, while the financial
employee wants a solution with reasonable cost. This type of dialogue is experienced as cor-
rect, although less practical, and will take more time to come to a satisfied closure.

Taking the same example further toward a types 3 and 4 dialogue makes the group deal-
ing more complex due to the introduction of another worldview or paradigm. The technical
problem in our example can only be solved with the help of the supplier and the customer.
Actually, to solve the problem, some co-production is needed. The service engineers can solve
the problem when the supplier can give them some special equipment and deliver spare

*This example is based on the Home Utilities case as described in Section 4 (see also Table 4).
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materials on a short notice. The supplier is able to do this, but this will cost a certain amount
of money. The financial employee does not accept these extra costs, because he sees the costs
as outrageous of delivery of bad stuff in the first place. The service engineers argued that the
costs to be made are not reasonable for this type of solution. The customer is also involved
and proposes yet another solution that will give him less trouble at home while the service
engineers solve the problem. Overall tension arises between the participants, and it seems
that a quick solution of the problem is far away. People feel they have to compare apples and
oranges (incommensurability). Participants, who are not used to deal with increasingly com-
plex demands, often become reactive, take less responsibility for their results, and feel that
they can interfere in the affairs of others. The whole conversation will become more emotional
and requires empathic listening skills, and the ability to learn from other participants as well.

In type 5 dialogue, causality and time come into place. Given our example, the service engi-
neers might ask the financial employee to give an estimate for the cost they can make. Instead
of giving a budget, the financial employee first wants to know the detailed cost for solving the
technical problem and after that, he can give a formal go. The service engineers can develop
several scenarios to solve the problem (i.e., a technically perfect way, a very cheap way, and
something in-between) but need to have information from the supplier about the specific cost
for extra equipment and spare parts. Finally, the customers are not involved in this dilemma,
and in the end, he has to give his customers satisfaction score on a scale of 1-5. The manager of
the technical department, who is involved at this moment in the conversation, will get a quick
bonus when the customer satisfaction score is 4 or higher. The effect of all (proposed) solu-
tions and (desired) outcomes is somehow efficiently and rationally calculated and explained
by the participants. This is based on the kind of an assumed interaction between the vari-
ables (i.e., price, customer satisfaction score, technical problem solved, acceptable cost) and
the number of variables. In this example, these variables and their relations seem constant and
reasonably clear to all participants, which is often not the case.

The sixth type of dialogue deals with very complex dynamics in the process of solving the
“technical” problem. In our example, we add information from the Asset Department who is
responsible for the technical infrastructure of electric and gas utilities in the homes of citizens.
The Asset Department recognized that the problem was recurring every once and a while.
In most of the situations, the solution of the service engineers seemed insufficient. The spare
parts of the supplier were not adequate for a permanent solution, and a root cause analysis
for this type of problem was not yet made. It was already clear that the problem could have
different causes that might had to do with the outside temperature, the rainfall in a certain
period, and the way citizens used their infrastructure at home. The Asset Department was
trying to recognize patterns in this chaos, looking at a process unfolding itself. They saw that
both the variables and their relationships were subject to change and unexpected transforma-
tions emerged (e.g., the problem occurred every once and a while). As the variability of the
variables and their interaction increases, nonlinearity increases which makes the process and
outcome unpredictable and unique.

Participants in this example are often not working closely together but are working dispersed
over the (functional) organization. When more participants are involved in the conversation,
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they must review their own, taken for granted, assumption about the “best solution” for the
problem. In the group process, they all enter in a discomfort zone, but at the same time, the
generative potential gets larger and larger. “Managing” such changes consist of working with
relevant differences, providing the right boundaries (containment) and gaining insight into
patterns in the unfolding process [29]. This so-called “formative causality” forms itself as it
evolves [27]. This shifts the view fundamentally from planned action to careful and unpreju-
diced observation, from goal-oriented interventions to subject-subject relations, and an eye
for spontaneous and emergent changes.

Finally, in the seventh type of dialogue, we enter the “empty field.” This is the unknown, the
“unconscious” says [30]. Change is seen as arising from a morphogenetic field [31], which
we call the “empty field” because it lies outside the cognitive, practical, and emotional range
of the participants. What people sometimes tacitly know is different from what they find
hard to image or speak about. In conversations, people point at it as “that” or “it,” as a “felt
sense” [32], or as the “thought-unknown” [33]. In our example of the home utilities organiza-
tion, a search starts for new products, other technical solutions, better materials, other ways
to protect the electric and gas utilities against weather conditions, or even considering com-
pletely new ways of distributing energy. However, no one has any idea of what the solution
might be or what steps have to be taken. The participants in our conversation cannot provide
any answer to these questions because they are referring to old (known) concepts, have little
experience, or are not sensitive enough to imagine “the new.” Yet when there is a feeling that
the group can figure it out, at that moment a dialogue can investigate the “that.” Following a
transformative logic [27], participants can refer to earlier experiences and use storytelling as
a method to make connection with each other, to learn to feel at ease in not knowing and to
search for workable elements in this specific situation together (Cooperrider and Srivastva in
Woodman and Pasmore [34]).

3.2. The group process in different type of dialogues

What becomes clear in the example described above is that the group process starts with
a simple meeting between service engineers discussing the possible solutions to solve the
problem. The group dynamics are not complicated because the participants are talking and
thinking from the same (technical) domain. In the second type of dialogue, for example,
financials come into play adding another knowledge domain. Nevertheless, the problem is
doable. Dealing with some uncertainty is simplified by reducing the complexity. This reduc-
tion denies the required complexity of our example leading to less suitable solutions, which
is often taken for granted.

In types 3 and 4 dialogues, the participants experience a tougher situation where speakers
appear to “come from different worlds,” having trouble to understand each other, feeling
more confused or even frustrated. They really need to bridge the gap between differences in
knowledge domains and of possible paradigms. The uncertainty increases, and participants
start to have difficulties with each other’s viewpoints and with group relationships. Resistance
might rise and openings to rather new viewpoints are hard to find. The group process is more
dynamic, and it is hard to make progress at least that is what the participants often think.
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The type 5 dialogue is complicated. Complexity and nonlinearity are often ignored in order
to maintain clarity and to repress feelings of uncertainty. Simple models are used to reduce
uncertainty. Participants speak in a distant voice about the change, instead of giving their
personal impressions in the “here-and-now.” This type of dialogue seems to be a kind of
turning point. On the one hand, it is easier to go back to situations that are comfortable and
known. On the other hand, using the uncertainty and diversity, participants can substantially
contribute to each other’s expertise and to the group as a whole. At the end, this will give a
better solution for the problems to be solved.

In a type 6 dialogue, the participants experience the conversation as a part of a journey.
Together, they are travelling and wondering about the situation of the problems on their
way. This requires a group process in which participants are open, respectful, and willing to
investigate each other (and their own) opinions and assumptions. These kind of conversations
need time and are often less serious and more playful. Nevertheless, this type of dialogue
requires hardworking of all participants and must not be seen as a funny, time-consuming
experiment leading to nothing.

Finally, the seventh type of dialogue in which participants often need to tolerate a roller-
coaster of uncertainty and remain in a discomfort zone for some time. The benefit of this type
of dialogue is that a totally new horizon will arise that could not be foreseen by anyone at
the start. Dialogues of this type require open-ended questions such as how do we co-create a
challenging way of delivering home utilities for houses, how can we learn and improve our
performances collectively, how can we organize “energy distribution” in our country? These
“wide” and open questions invite participants to think “new” and forget about old ideas.

3.3. The role of the consultant in the different type of dialogues

Within the types 1 and 2 dialogues, the change consultant is mostly seen as an expert and
decision-maker. Within our example, it might be the most experienced service engineer or
the team leader with a technical background. In addition, the external technician is believed
to come up with the best technical solution. In types 3 and 4 dialogues, the change consultant
is less experienced in the typical (technical) content and act as a mediator between different
positions. In this perspective, the group dynamics is the main focus of the consultant. In our
type 5 dialogue, the consultant will act as an expert in a planned change approach knowing
that there are of course different ways to reach the goal but one way is to be preferred over the
other. Therefore, in our example, the change consultant will provide a best possible plan in
which the different stakeholders have their say and the solution is acceptable by all of them.
The change is realized by executing interventions according a planned timetable. The sixth
type dialogue requires a process expert and a skilful fellow traveler who is able to express
openly realistic doubts, fears, and uncertainties about the change process. Fear is not to be
avoided but to be explored, trying to grasp its meaning. The change consultant does not really
know how to realize the change objective but is able to facilitate the complex group dynam-
ics and has the skills to guide the participants through the unknown trajectory of their trip.
Finally in the seventh type of dialogue, the change consultant is a facilitator taking a more
“therapeutical” or “philosophical” role. During the change process, the facilitator addresses
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(existential) fears and sometimes, primitive defense mechanisms of the participants. The
emphasis lies then almost entirely on the analysis of the here-and-now [22]. This kind of dia-
logue requires a very skilled facilitator and participants who are open to self-investigation,
self-criticism, and have guts to show their inner feelings.

4, Practical cases

This section describes three cases in which we studied intensively the language use during
interaction processes between participants in organizational change projects. The focus of this
study (based on Ref. [7]) is in particular the language use of managers, engineers, and consul-
tants and their specific professional discourse differences. The cases provide insights in how
interactions and language use can be successful or how it can hamper productive collabora-
tion in situations of organizational change. We use the three cases in a retrospective way and
try to connect the findings with the different dialogical types as described earlier. The ladder
of complexity was not a part in the original study by Pieterse [7].

4.1. Methodology

The methodology is used for all three cases and is based on a framework for the discourse
analysis. The use of a semi-structured interview protocol provided data about the contextual
(i.e., change and organizational context) aspects of the cases. Components of the discourse
framework were a lexical and a syntactic analysis. The data consist of 96,016 written words
(i.e., formal project documents) and 101,207 (oral) discourse words (i.e., formal and informal
meetings). In total, 112 people were interviewed during 68 semi-structured interviews. Most
interviews recorded provided over 25 hours of text. The speech act [35] analysis is performed
on 122 utterances (4429 words) and attributed for 13 different syntactic measurement points.
Table 3 shows the syntactic analysis framework and specifies five speech acts supposed to
be relevant for organizational change, two items for negotiation strategy and two items for
communication support [11]. Finally, four conversation phases [36] were taken into account.
(For more details see Ref. [7]).

The cases studied were all in the middle of an organizational change project involving man-
agement, (internal and external) consultants, and service engineers. In these projects, the ser-
vice engineers were the object of change. The researcher performed a participative action
research method for about 2 years in every organization. The ongoing change projects in the
three cases were not the primary focal point, but it gave a setting in which interaction pro-
cesses between the different professional discourses could be studied. By being in the organi-
zation as a participant doing also the research, we were able to grasp the social interaction, the
typical discourse of professional groups, and the sense-making processes that took place both
in a formal and mostly afterwards in informal gatherings. This approach gave insights that
would never be able to find using a more quantitative research method. We conjecture that
there is a possible researcher bias because it is impossible to observe a change process without
being involved or influencing. Table 4 gives the characteristics of the three case organizations
using the typology of Mintzberg [37].
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Speech acts [35] Negotiation strategy and Conversation phase [36]
Communication support [11]
Assertives Noncooperative Initiative phase

Claims supported by evidence, true
and false statements

Directives

Request, to get someone to do
something (e.g., invitations,
instructions, orders, and commands)

Commissives

Promises or natural responses to a
request committing to a future action

Expressions

An affective state (e.g., worries,
apologies, personal problems)

Declarations

Create a new set of opening
conditions.

This behavior shows
noncooperativeness, and
disagreement by using utterances
that criticize, denies, disapprove,
object, reject, show indignation and/
or irritation

Cooperative

This behavior shows cooperativeness,
agreement by using utterances

that admit, confirm, inspire, give
confidence, emphasize cooperation,
and/or show goodwill

General

These supporting kinds of speech
acts use utterances that ask for
understanding, confirmation,
information to explain, request,
stipulate and/or suggest

Meta communication

This supporting kind of speech acts
use utterances that conclude, close,
engage, offer, promise, propose,
remind, repeat, resume, and/or specify

This phase relies on assertions,
directives, commissives, and
declarations

Understanding phase

This phase is generally characterized
by assertions and expressives. Claims
are made, evidence and testimony
given, hypotheses examined,

beliefs and feelings explored, and
contentions maintained

Performance phase

An interplay of directives (requests)
and commissives (promises) spoken
to produce a specific result

Closure phase

This phase is characterized

by assertions, expressives and
declarations to bring about an end to
the interaction process.

Table 3. Syntactic discourse analysis framework [7].

The findings of our study are described as follows; first, a perception about the organiza-
tional change results per case and second, the results of the professional discourse analysis.
The change result of case 1 was out of the planned time, budget, and resources. It took the
organization more effort as planned in the beginning, and the change was not successfully
implemented. In case 2, the change project was within time and budget but implemented
with limited functionality of the maintenance system. It was considered a partly successful
change project. In case 3, the change approach was not strictly planned but more emergent.
No time and budget restrictions were given upfront. We saw a gradual shift in conversations
and accordingly in behavior of the service engineers.

When we look back at the cases now and consider the dialogical ladder, we can say that in case
1, the managers, consultants, and service engineers formed a diverse group of professionals
having quite different values and worldviews. The knowledge domains seen as professional
background were also diverse (e.g., ICT, HRM, change management, technicians). These dif-
ferences of the actors forced them into a relational complexity with lot of tensions that made
it hard to co-create. The situation in case 1 can be situated on level 3/4 of the dialogical ladder
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Case 1 Case 2 Case 3
Sector Home Utilities Aircraft maintenance Housing association
Organization typology Machine bureaucracy Adhocracy Professional organization
Focus of change process Implementation of an Implementation of a MRO  Change in behavior of

Number of employees
Employees involved in the
change program

Organizational structure

Period of study

innovative ICT tool (Tablet
PC) for service engineers

4100
650
Decentralized (regional and

departmental)

June 2008 until June 2009

system (TRAX) for aircraft
maintenance employees

400 (Staff)
1250 (cabin crew)

220

Centralized (dispersed in
departments)

Aug 2008 until March 2009

service engineers and
area coordinators from a
technical working attitude
toward a customer-
centered attitude

420
40
Centralized (dispersed in

districts)

Oct 2008 until July 2010

Table 4. Characteristics of the case organizations using the typology of Mintzberg [7].

with this difference. The actors were not able to have a dialogue in which the tensions were
made productive. Many project meetings, kick-off meetings, and informal gatherings ended
in a discussion were facts, and opinions were mixed up. The service engineers wanted to solve
problems in a simple and practical manner, while managers often asked for understanding
but less practical guidance. It seems that in case 1, the actors were not able to make the ten-
sions productive and cope with the social complexity. Instead, communication hampered,
actions were delayed, and participants were less involved. All of this leading to an unsuccess-
ful change result as mentioned above.

Case 2 was partly successful, although not all functionalities of the maintenance system were
operational at the deadline of the project. The change program was a well-planned and man-
aged project. A big difference compared to case 1 was that most of the project members were
service engineers themselves. Some actors worked on the purchasing department or did
inventory work. However, the project managers, most project members, and the key users all
had quite the same professional background and related (technical) discourse. This case can
be seen as a type 1/2 dialogue in which all members shared mainly one knowledge domain,
had similar expertise and used practical wording in the conversations. The (external) learning
consultants on this project were experts in their field and understood the professional dis-
course of the service engineers. The only difficult thing for the service engineers was giving
training sessions on the new maintenance system for their colleagues. This role was out of
their comfort zone and required special attention from the project management and learning
consultants.

Case 3 was more successful, although the same professional groups had to interact in their
organizational change process. This case can be positioned as a type 6 dialogue on the ladder
of complexity. Different to case 1 was the change approach, which was not strictly planned,
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but a more emergent change process. The management had not defined any phasing or
planned activities upfront. The management provided a high-level vision, which had to be
made specific by a diverse group of service engineers. The whole change process was set up
as an open learning program and gave participants the opportunity to listen, to ask questions,
to have informal gatherings in-between the training sessions, and to learn or even to readjust
their individual thinking about how their work should be done. The sessions were not like
traditional trainings, but were set up for information exchange, getting to know each other,
and having open conversations in which personal reflections and emotions about the change
process could be exchanged. During these sessions, trust and psychological safety increased
within the group, which made it possible to deepen the conversations. This different change
approach, together with the open mind of the participants, made it possible to create a situa-
tion where initial tensions could be made productive.

Table 5 gives an overview of the syntactic part of the discourse analysis in which 13 items of
our discourse analysis framework were labeled and counted based on a selected set of utter-
ances done per professional group and per case.

Table 5 focus on the service engineers (figures in bold) because in the original study, we
wanted to explore this professional group during change projects and how their professional
discourse interacts with the professional discourse of managers and consultants.

We positioned case 1 as a type 3/4 dialogue on the ladder of complexity. Case 2 can be seen
as a type 2 dialogue, and case 3 can be characterized as a type 6 dialogue. As mentioned
before, this is within retrospective. The original study by Pieterse [7] did not used the ladder
of complexity.

Case 3 shows two service engineers who participated in the informal conversation. Because
we focus on group level, instead of the individual level, we cumulated their utterances in
order to compare with cases 1 and 2. It is clear that in the oral communication “expressives”
(an affective state such as worries, apologies, personal problems) are being used. However,
in cases 1 and 2, these kind of utterances have rather low frequencies compared to case 3.
Obviously in case 3, there is more openness between the actors and it seems accepted to bring
emotions to the workplace during interactions. This relates to a type 6 kind of dialogue in
the ladder of complexity. In these types of dialogues, the actors differ in value and world-
view. The dialogue is also making a more personal appeal and a need for expressing personal
emotions.

Another aspect that should be mentioned is the phasing of the conversations. Case 1 is com-
pletely missing utterances that could be labeled as the “closure phase” (this phase is charac-
terized by assertions, expressives, and declarations to bring about an end to the interaction
process). This fits within a type 3/4 or 5 dialogue in the ladder of complexity. In those dia-
logues, the group process becomes tough, sticky, and there is a tendency to flee. Fleeing can be
seen as letting things unspoken and actors go their own way without bringing the conversation
to a good end. In case 3, all actors feel responsible to end the conversation in a productive man-
ner. Both the speech acts and the conversation phasing might indicate how actors cope with
the productive tension in their conversation, hence realizing adequate change result at the end.
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Cases Case 1 Case 2 Case 3

Home Aircraft Housing

utilities maintenance association
Speech acts Manager Service Consultant Manager Service Consultant Manager Service Service Totals

engineer engineer engineer1 engineer2

Assertives 9 10 1 14 9 1 4 9 3 60
Directives 2 4 8 2 1 5 2 2 1 27
Commissives 1 1 1 - 1 1 - - - 5
Expressives 1 5 - 6 1 - 6 12 4 35
Declarations - - - - - 2 - - - 2
Negotiation
strategy
Non-cooperative 1 6 - 3 2 1 3 6 0 22
Cooperative 5 4 2 8 4 1 5 3 1 33
Communicative
support
General 5 7 7 9 4 3 4 2 1 42
Meta 3 2 1 6 4 4 4 13 3 40
communication
Conversation
phases
Initiative 1 1 2 5 3 3 2 6 - 23
Understanding 8 16 6 9 9 1 10 12 5 76
Performance 6 3 4 3 1 2 1 1 - 21
Closure - - - - 1 3 3 4 - 11

Table 5. Overview of syntactic discourse analysis results across the cases [7].
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The role of the consultants also differed in the three cases. In case 1, the change manage-
ment was performed by internal consultants very familiar with a planned change approach.
However, the mediating role was less addressed and during project meetings sometimes mis-
understanding, confusion about objectives and a mixture of facts and opinions did hamper
the conversation. Case 2 used two external learning consultants who mostly facilitated the
change process. In fact, they worked as a mediator or process experts, while the case situa-
tion required a type 2 dialogue. The expert and decision maker role (both on content) were
foreseen by the project manager of the case organization. In case 3, an internal and external
consultant facilitated the learning and training sessions by taking a process expert role.

4.2. Results

As said before, the linking of the ladder of complexity to the findings of the three different
cases is done in retrospective and can be seen as a reflection afterward. What are the overall
results? First, we can conclude that the organizational context (i.e., structure, systems, proce-
dures, and regulations) affects the way actors behave. In a mechanistic organization, it seems
that there is less attention for social complexity, while in an organic organization this is seen
as “fact” of daily (organizational) live. Second, the change approach is considered very impor-
tant. The planned change approach mostly does not take social aspects in consideration. The
plan is the main source and focuses on the majority assuming that every actor is at the same
organizational time and pace. Third, we conclude that differences in professional cultures
might hamper interaction processes due to the ability to cope with uncertainty, tensions, and
fear. In general, we can conclude that the change result over the three cases is positive when
the (organizational) context is person oriented and egalitarian. Furthermore, it seems that
actors are more able to cope with social complexity in situations, where both uncertainty
avoidance and the power distance between actors are low [7].

Of course, the individual and the psychological aspects of every person are not taken into
account in this study, but we assume that real change requires the ability to reflect and learn
about one’s own belief and thinking preferences. Language plays a major role in including
and excluding frames of reference, including and excluding certain type of information,
selecting solutions and modes of actions, and so on. In a group interaction process, it is in
most of the situations the responsibility of the manager or the consultant to facilitate the inter-
action dynamics. Management in these terms can be seen as a discursive practice in which
“it is not clear how polyphony as such could contribute to change or how this could be man-
aged” [38, p. 24]. Nevertheless, taking both the original study by Pieterse [7] and the ladder of
complexity might lead to new and interesting research for the future. This will be discussed
in the next section.

5. Discussion, conclusions, and future research

In this chapter, we introduced the dialogical ladder as a “sensitizing device” that might be
helpful for managers, consultants, and all other participants that often work together in
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organizational change processes. Often in these uncertain change situations, participants take
positions based on their experiences, professional background, worldviews and “what has
worked in the past” when problems had to be solved. We have discussed different paradigms
regarding language (i.e., the representational and conversational schools) and change man-
agement (planned and emergent change). This was not done to take a stand and to claim one
school better or more right than the other. The discourse analysis framework (Table 3) brings
together some important aspects of communication. The speech acts, the negotiation and
communication strategies, and the conversation phases are in fact developed and researched
separately. But in real interactions, these three aspects come together and might be help-
ful for understanding what is happening in social interactions between actors with different
professional backgrounds in an organizational setting such as change projects. Table 5 shows
simple frequencies of utterances labeled according the discourse analysis framework, but it
does not give insight in the level of complexity of the conversations and the interaction pro-
cesses. Therefore, we added the ladder of complexity in order to provide a richer picture of
the three cases. By adding this second framework, in retrospective, we were able to combine
the labeled frequencies with some aspects from the ladder of complexity. Although this is a
theoretical exercise, we consider our propositions as quite useful and realistic.

In essence, we think it is important to see the differences in dialogues, both by using the
discourse analysis framework and the ladder of complexity in a combined manner. Actors
(i.e., managers and consultants) have to cope with these differences by making existing ten-
sions between actors productive. The generative dialogue seems a good “format” but requires
social and language skills of all participants and is often not very simple to realize in daily
practice. This brings us to the point that not everybody in the organization is able to partici-
pate actively in this kind of dialogue. We think that a personal openness, vulnerability, and
learning style are a key for successful results. This is not linked to a position in the organiza-
tion or to a certain kind of function but linked to positions in the “language of change.” To
“see” that people reason from different starting points, and not to fear other expertise, world-
views or views on time and causality, can make dialogue much more richer and participant
much more free. To realize that difference is nothing to be afraid of but can lead to more
effective and mature relations.

To conclude, we give some guiding principles; first, having respect and create open and safe
boundaries in which participants feel free to express themselves. This affirmation is to recog-
nize the worthy essence of the other and respect others subjectivity. Second, taking time and
create space in the dialogue. Participants have to letting the other “free,” let him talk, take a
pause, and rephrase thoughts. It means slowing down the conversation and exploring your
own assumptions and those of others. In a very practical way, this means that meetings take
time, agendas are not useful, a standard “role play” (i.e., the managers is the chairman, the
expert is asked for his opinion, etc.) does not work in this dialogue. The third guiding prin-
ciple is about the relational aspect. “The generative capacity of the dialogue is directly linked
to the capacity of opening up to differences as differences in a relation” [22]. Finally, we see
that dialoguing is much more than an abstract “language game,” in which tacit knowledge,
intuitions, and bodily experiences play their role. Emotions, stress, or a free flow of energy,
excitement, and vital conversations can emerge during the dialoguing process. This requires
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from participants to examine differences and go with the flow. This requires close attention
to bifurcation points in the dialogue, where anxiety might take it over. Patience is needed not
to overestimate the capacity of participants to contain their fears, and also to not to run away
from a little discomfort too soon. This is not easy in organizations where we are mostly used
to cover emotions with simple logic and simplistic rationality.

By writing this chapter, we also aim to gain interest in future research and deepen our
understanding about dialogues, social interactions, and the sociolinguistic insights that
can be useful. These elements are especially important in organizational change processes
in a VUCA world. Therefore, we would encourage sociolinguistic research combined with
change management and organizational theories in a practical setting using a multiple case
study methodology. In addition, linguistics studies using ethnographic and narrative (quali-
tative) methodologies in an organizational setting can gain new insights. The scientific fields
of organization and change management mention that communication is a key for successful
change, but studies using linguistics are rare in this field. On the other hand, the scientific
field of sociolinguistics is not very familiar with change management and organization theo-
ries as far as we know. These studies and the results can be very relevant for both practice
and science itself.

Author details

Jos H. Pieterse™ and Rombout van den Nieuwenhof?

*Address all correspondence to: j.pieterse@fontys.nl

1 Fontys University of Applied Sciences, Eindhoven, The Netherlands
2 ZENO Organization Development, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

References

[1] Glen Alessi and Geert Jacobs, editors. The Ins and Outs of Business and Professional
Discourse Research. Reflections on Interacting with the Workplace. London: Palgrave
MacMillan, UK; 2016. http://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781137507679

[2] Taleb NN. Antifragile. Things That Gain from Disorder. New York: Random House; 2012

[3] Beer M, Nohria N. Cracking the code of change. Harvard Business Review. May-June
2000:133-141

[4] Nieuwenhof van den R. Over horizontale experimenten en verticale moed. Tijdschrift
Voor Begeleidingskunde. 2015;4(2):34-37

[5] Shaw P. Changing Conversations in Organizations. A Complexity Approach to Change.
London: Routledge; 2007. p. 189

55



56  Sociolinguistics - Interdisciplinary Perspectives

[6]

[10]

[11]

[12]
[13]

[14]
[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]

[20]

[21]
[22]

[23]
[24]

Bushe RG, Marshak R]J, editors. Dialogical Organization Development. The Theory and
Practice of Transformational Change. 1st ed. Oakland CA: Berret-Koehler Publishers;
2015. p. 436

Pieterse JH. Service Engineers in Change: Count your Words. A Case Study into
Professional Discourse and Culture within Three Dutch Organizations [dissertation].
Eindhoven: Fontys University of Applied Sciences; 2014. p. 280

Hall S. Representation. Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. London:
SAGE Publications; 1997

Shannon CE, Weaver W. The Mathematical Theory of Communication. Urbana: The
University of Illinois Press; 1964

Thomas A Sebeok, editor. Style in Language. New York: Wiley; 2012 https://www.ama-
zon.com/Style-Language-Thomas-Albert-Sebeok/dp/1258426072

Ulijn]M, Strother ]B. Communicating in Business and Technology. From Psycholinguistics
Theory to International Practice. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang GmbH; 1995

Wittgenstein L. Philosophical Investigations. New York: Macmillan; 1953

Bennis WG, Benne KD, Chin R, Corey KE. The Planning of Change. 3rd ed. New York:
Holt, Rinehart & Winston; 1979

McMillan E. Complexity, Organizations and Change. London: Routledge; 2004

Weick KE, Quinn RE. Organisational Change and Development. Annual Review
Psychology. 1999;50:361-386

Nonaka I, Taceuchi H. The Knowledge Creating Company. How Japanese Companies
Create the Dynamics of Innovation. New York: Oxford University Press; 1995

Boonstra ], editor. Dynamics in Organizational Change and Learning. Chichester: John
Wiley & Sons; 2004. p. 512

Wenger E. Communities of Practice. Learning, Meaning, and Identity. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press; 1998

Tsoukas H, Kundsen C, editors. The Oxford Handbook of Organization Theory. Oxford:
Oxford University Press; 2003

Nieuwenhof van den R. Verbindend veranderen. Management Development. 2016;
(Summer):30-35

Gergen K]J. Social Construction in Context. London: SAGE Publications; 2001

Nieuwenhof van den R. De Taal Van Verandering. 2nd ed. Amsterdam: ZENO Organisa-
tieontwikkeling BV; 2013. p. 462

Arendt H. De Menselijke Conditie. Amsterdam: Boom; 2009

Bushe GR, Marshak JM. Revisioning organization development. Diagnostic and dialogic
premises and patterns of practice. Journal of Applied Behavioral Science. 2009;45(3):
348-368



[25]

[26]
[27]

[28]

[29]

[30]
[31]

[32]
[33]
[34]

[35]

[36]

[37]

[38]

Adapting to Complexities in Dialogue
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.69683

Cummings TG, Worley C G. Organization Development and Change. Mason USA:
South Western; 2009

Giddens A. The Consequence of Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Publisher; 1990

Stacey RD, Griffin D, Shaw P. Complexity and Management. Fad or Radical Challenge
to System Thinking? New York: Routledge; 2000

Stacey RD. Complexity and Organizational Reality. Uncertainty and the Need to Rethink
Management after the Collapse of Investment Capitalism. New York: Routledge; 2010

Olson EE, Eoyang GH. Facilitating Organizational Change. Lessons from Complexity
Science. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass Inc; 2001

Lacan J. Ecrits. Paris: Seuil; 1966

Polanyi M. www.polanyisociety.org [Internet]. 1965. Available from: http://www.mwsc.
du/orgs/polanyi/index.html [Accessed: March 30, 2017]

Gendlin ET. Focusing-Oriented Psychotherapy. New York: Guilford; 1996
Bollas CH. The Shadow of the Object. New York: Columbia University Press; 1987

Woodman RL, Pasmore WA, editors. Research in Organizational Change and
Development. Standford, CT: JAI Press; 1987

Searle JR. Intentionality. An Essay in the Philosophy of Mind. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press; 1983

Ford JD, Ford LW. The role of conversations in producing intentional change in organ-
isations. Academy of Management Journal. 1995;20(3):541-570

Mintzberg H. Power In and Around Organizations. Englewoord Cliffs, NJ, USA:
Prentince-Hall; 1983

Kornberger M, Clegg SR, Carter C. Rethinking the polyphonic organization. Managing
as discursive practice. Scandinavian Journal of Management. 2006;22:3-30

57



ntechOpen

ntechOpen



