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"GOING PUBLIC"

WORKING SYSTEMICALLY IN PUBLIC CONTEXTS
W. Barnett Pearce and Kimberly A. Pearce

“As an American, I have long wondered how a diverse and otherwise disagreeing group of independent-minded ‘founding fathers’ came to be able to jointly state that ‘we hold these truths to be self-evident’ – eventually agreeing with such conviction as to ‘pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor’? … I found myself pondering these questions anew as a result of participating in …[a] meeting held at the Congress Hall in Philadelphia, where the original U.S. Constitutional Convention was held, and where the U. S. Congress met for ten years… Being part of the conversation that day was a stirring experience. The Congress Hall is a room designed for conversation. The acoustics are exceptional. One hundred and fifty people can carry on a conversation as if they were seated in a living room. Designed in an era before there were skylights, the room is nonetheless full of light. Windows surround the meeting area at an elevation where they can illuminate but not distract. Participants are very aware of the larger natural world outside the building, yet still focused on the conversation at hand. The chairs are set in a semicircle so everyone can see everyone else. Clearly, the designers of that room understood that conversation and self-governance are inextricably intertwined. If we lose the ability to talk with one another, we lose our ability to govern ourselves.”

“ … the public arena in which elected officials are expected to find acceptable solutions to national problems has come more and more to resemble a demolition derby. At its worst, ours has become a society in which no one can assemble a majority except in complaint. When the body politic is so splintered, coalitions are hard to come by, and leaders are often unable to convince anyone that certain sacrifices of self-interest are necessary for the common good.”


Our colleague Keith Melville has spent much of his professional life trying to help citizens become involved in the kind of conversations that Peter Senge said are necessary for self-government. As part of his work at The Public Agenda, he has written a number of “issue books” which present a nonpartisan summary of major issues, such as “Affirmative Action,” public school policy, immigration, and America’s international role. Each book presents at least three “choices” which people might take as the starting point for a particular kind of communication called deliberation. 


Deliberation is the kind of communication in which people try to understand each other and discover what they have in common rather than shouting down those with whom they disagree. In this kind of communication, people weigh the merits of various options, speak from their own interests and listen to others speak from theirs, and work to find a way of going forward together that is sensitive to the interests of all stakeholders. 


As a form of communication, “deliberation” is familiar to all of us. We sometimes use it when we talk in our families about what car or home or brand of soap to buy. But deliberation seems very rare in public communication about the public’s business. When we decide who to elect, what the fiscal policy should be, and whether to go to war, the form of communication that occurs more often resembles a carnival with many barkers trying to persuade us to buy this trinket or pay admission to this sideshow. These forms of communication demean the public and cripple the government. 


Melville’s lament about the poor quality of public discourse resonates with our own experience. During the past year, we have had the opportunity to talk with members of local governments in four continents, and we have heard a remarkably consistent story. These officials describe themselves as increasingly isolated in office, harassed by a public both cynical and apathetic, whose “participation” in public policy-making – when it occurs –usually consists of uninformed opposition to government policies, comes too late in the process to be useful, and generally reduces efficiency and effectiveness of government. One official with whom we talked described himself as demoralized and “burned-out” in his job. He did not have sufficient resources to provide everything that the people he served wanted, but instead of understanding his limited resources, all he heard from them were complaints that they were not getting everything they needed and wanted. In addition, what he was able to do was compromised. As he put it, he had to pay for everything three times: first when he bought it, second when the people broke it and he had to repair it, and a third time when someone stole it and he had to replace it.


We have also had the opportunity to talk with citizens in the same four continents, and again we have heard a remarkably consistent story. They describe themselves as having been shut out of meaningful participation in the decisions that affect them by the actions of government officials who are lazy, incompetent, or corrupt. The whole realm of politics has become sordid, a site of pay-offs, the source of lies and misleading truths, and invitations to participate in it, they believe, are cynical exercises in public relations.

TAKING A COMMUNICATION PERSPECTIVE ON “THE PUBLIC”

How should we understand these reports? Is the problem one of the reciprocal perceptions of citizens and government officials? Or is it that citizens and government officials really are apathetic and corrupt? What is the most useful entry-point in finding a way to improve the situation? 

Because we work systemically, we look at the pattern of the relationships between citizens and officials as the site of the most interesting things. And because we take a communication perspective, we understand these relational patterns as forms of communication. One of us recently heard a member of a management team say, apparently seriously, “what we have here is something more important than just a communication problem. We have a problem with people’s attitudes!”  The communication perspective is the obverse of this sentiment; we think that people’s attitudes – and most everything else we are interested in -- are constituted in communication patterns.

The term “disconnect” has been suggested as a nonpejorative description of this unhappy relationship between public and officials,
 and the communication patterns that produce and are produced in this relationship are all-too familiar. They include heated exchanges in which people shout but do not listen; frosty silences in which both avoid the other as much as possible; and stiff conversations in which each tries to avoid saying anything important that would make them vulnerable to the other or provoke an attack. 


We are struck by an ironic inconsistency in the cultures of democracies around the world. Shallow, unproductive, hostile patterns of communication are tolerated, even taken for granted, when they occur in public; they are the substance of the “conventional wisdom” of campaign managers and chiefs of staff and the normal stuff of political campaigns and talk-show entertainment, including “news” programs.
 But professionals who work with individuals, families, and business organizations know that these forms of communication are socially toxic, diminishing the capacities of individuals and groups to function, stifling their creativity, and twisting their energies into unproductive forms of ego- or turf-struggles. Considerable effort goes into the task of transforming patterns of communication like these when they occur in a family, in a classroom, in a boardroom, or between workers and management.


Recognizing that we tolerate patterns of communication in our public life that we would immediately work to improve in our personal lives has been the basis for a certain kind of activism. More than one professional change agent has looked at public communication and thought both “that’s awful” and “hey, I work to improve patterns of communication like this every day – maybe my professional expertise can be helpful.”
  


When looked at through the same lenses that we use as mediators, consultants, and therapists, we do not take the painful and pain-filled stories of government officials or the people who live in the communities governed by them at face value. Rather, we see them as less-than-eloquent descriptions of a gap between their experiences and their visions of a democratic society. Both the disgruntled electorate and the burned-out officials want a partnership in which the people participate in making the decisions that affect them and then support those decisions; they want responsibility and accountability to go together; they want not only the opportunity to speak but to be heard and understood.


For a number of reasons that seem good to us, we are committed to improving the patterns of public communication in which decisions are made that affect us all. We focus on patterns of communication because we understand communication to be the substance of social relationships. The common definition of communication – the transmission of messages from one place to another – is only one and at that not the most important function of communication. We note the etymology of the term, which means to “make common.” As we have articulated elsewhere, we see communication as the fundamental social process in which we create and reproduce the events and objects of our social worlds.
 


Communication theorist Stuart Sigman argues that communication is “consequential.” “What transpires during, within, and as part of persons’ interactive dealing with each other has consequences for those persons. Those consequences come from the communicative process, not the structure of language or the mediation of particular personality characteristics or social structures. Communication is consequential both in the sense that it is the primary social process engendering and constituting sociocultural reality, and in the sense that, as it transpires, constraints on and affordances to people’s behavior momentarily emerge.”
 In a similar manner, communication theorist Vernon Cronen argues that communication is “the primary social process.” He says that communication “is not something external to us that we are able to do as a consequence of what human beings are. Rather, it is intrinsic to our constitution as distinctive human creatures…In the tradition in which I work, individuals and society are not outside of communication, but are regarded as achievements in communicative practices.”
 If Sigman and Cronen are right, people’s attitudes are constituted in communication, and changing those patterns of communication is the most direct and powerful way of dealing with the relationships among disgruntled officials and dismayed citizens.

OUR WAY OF WORKING


If we tried to offer an accurate, complete phrase which described our way of working, it would likely be an awkward conversation-stopper; something like “a systemic, social constructionist communication-focused application of alternative dispute resolution ways of working to public discourse.” 


We see our work as a part of the “alternative dispute resolution” movement.
 Our specific contribution to that body of theory and practice lies in moving outside the usual contexts in which it is applied. Most of the work in this movement is done in a room with a closed door, with a relatively few people (although some may represent large constituencies), and often with a pledge of confidentiality about the proceedings. We note that this context creates certain limitations. For example, since the proceedings are private, the larger public does not share in the transformative effect of being involved in the process. That is, if the values of mediation are learned by the disputants, and they become better able to deal with conflict constructively, this learning is not shared by those whom they might represent or who might be affected by the decisions reached in the confidential negotiations.
 Not only is this a lost opportunity, but it creates certain very practical problems when the disputants have to secure the support of their “followers” to implement the decisions reached. More than one peace plan or negotiated settlement has been lost because those who were not included in the process of non-confrontational conflict resolution rejected the results of the process. 


Systemic ways of working in therapy and consultation have also been a major influence on us.
 Like ADR, systemic ways of working began with relatively few people involved and in private places, usually dealing with private issues. As the field has grown, however, there has been a gradual movement to deal with larger groups of people and in less private places. For example, some therapists have applied their ways of working to organizations, becoming consultants, and other therapists have begun dealing with larger systems, including all the professionals and family members “linked” by a patient. More recently, there have been some very promising efforts to extend systemic ways of working to public issues.
 We see ourselves as part of this movement. We ask two questions: “what if?” and “how can we?”


What would happen if systemic ways of working were applied to public events, public relationships, and public actions? Would the Mideast Peace Process be furthered if systemic practitioners could bring their ways of working to bear? Might we find some way to reduce the disparity between the "haves" and the "have nots" in capitalist societies and in the international relationships among nations? Could we more effectively address the tensions between economic and political globalization and the resurgence of ethnic and national identities? Would the development of a national health policy in the United States (which 70% of the electorate say they want, but which the government can't enact) be facilitated if the legislators worked systemically? Could democratic states revise their government practices and campaign techniques to feature public deliberation rather than marketing and to engender public participation rather than the passive consent of the governed? Would the level of civility and collaborative conflict resolution be increased if systemic practitioners were to work in schools and with cities? We believe that systemic ways of working are sufficiently powerful, and that these topics are sufficiently important, to spend a good bit of our lives trying to answer them.


The operational question, of course, is how we can apply systemic ways of working to the public. We think that a good place to start is by considering the context.

“THE PUBLIC” AS A CONTEXT FOR SYSTEMIC WORK


In the United States, the term "going public" is used in two ways.
 A private company can be owned “privately” by a person or family; sometimes such a company makes a conscious decision to "go public" by offering shares in the company for sale on the stock market. In this sense, to go public is to make everyone a potential stakeholder. A second use of the term refers to something like a place in the information society. For example, if someone knows a secret and decides to "go public," they will call a press conference or leak the information to a journalist so that anyone who reads a newspaper or watches televised news potentially shares the information. Both politicians and real estate agents understand “the public” and know that undesired things will happen if their plans for personal gain become public.


So how can we work systemically in the public? When systemic therapists began to work with business organizations, they drew a series of distinctions between a family and a business.
 This is a useful strategy, and we will use it to describe “the public” as a context in contrast with a stereotypical mediation setting.


The public often functions more like a "heap" than a system. Mediation usually occurs between people who are strongly related, if only by their reciprocal identification of each other as “disputants,” and who join the mediator in a face-to-face oral conversation. On the other hand, “the public” is comprised of many more people who frequently have very weak social ties. In fact, our experience is that many people in the public are unaware of such links as do occur and treat each other as if they were not part of overlapping social, political, economic, and ecological systems. 


In addition, there is often a weak or ambiguous relationship between systemic practitioners and the systems in which they are working. In many public settings, there is no "contract" which establishes the kind of relationship that a mediator or consultant would want to have with their client. More likely, there are various constituencies, with various ties to each other, each of which understands the “contract” or “commission” with the intervention agent differently. Public practitioners are all too often faced with highly skilled people whose purpose is best achieved by subverting "good" communication (for example, when they are trying to cover-up a guilty secret).


In public communication, the conventional rules for face-to-face communication are usually not followed. These rules may be described as "one person speaks at a time," "make your statement at least appear responsive to what was just said," "take turns listening and speaking," etc. In the public arena, much communication is not remotely "conversational;" much of it occurs in media which separate the source from the recipient, and even when people are together, there are usually so many that they remain relatively anonymous to each other.
 


In public communication, there are many conversations going on simultaneously. These conversations often overlap, and what is intended as a part of one conversation will be "overheard" and made a part of another, in which the meaning of what was said changes. 


Public conversations are fragmented. One of the consequences of the new communication technologies is that there are far more voices raised than anyone can hear. Frequently all or most of the participants in these conversations do not know all or most of what was said. Each person responds to a different subset of previous messages. 


Many public conversations are limited by privilege or power. Some of the most important conversations are done behind closed doors, or among smaller groups of "insiders." “Access” to decision-makers is one of the most prized possessions in public life.


Important parts of public communication are done impersonally. Face-to-face orality was the first and is still the most important medium of communication. As other media developed, they have had far-reaching effects. One way of thinking about the media is to imagine them as the supporting infrastructure for patterns of social activities. As long as the most important social functions are done in face-to-face communication, personal relations remain crucial. However, to the extent that public participation consists of reading the newspaper (alone in one’s home), watching television (with members of one’s family but not visible to the world leaders whose images appear on the screen), or in an internet chat room (using an alias), personal relationships with the newsmakers are largely irrelevant.
 


Ong argues that the use of different media gives rise to different forms of consciousness. If this is the case, then “the public” has multiple forms of consciousness. Some members of the public are illiterate (not only in the sense that they cannot read but that reading has not been the formative influence on their cognitive and social development), some are literate, and some are (for want of a better term) post-literate. Among other implications, this means that there is inter-cultural communication even among the most homogeneous segments of the public.


Even more than private conversations, public communication is structured by economics and power. The content of television and radio, for example, is more a function of ratings than of aesthetics, and political campaigns are structured by strategists' notions about how to win the election rather than by clear-eyed assessments of the needs of the state. 


One way of thinking about mass communication uses the metaphor of the audience as “consumers” and the content of the programming as the “product” of the industry. In this view, “producers” write, film, and distribute books, television shows or radio broadcasts in competition with each other to meet the needs and preferences of the “consumers” who are entitled to chose what they like. In this view, sponsors and advertisers support this process by paying for the production of the content. A very different way of thinking about mass communication uses the metaphor of the audience as the “product” and the content of the programming as the “wages” they are paid to work for the industry. In this view, those who write, film and distribute books, television shows or radio broadcasts are creating a commodity – an audience – which they sell to advertisers and sponsors. The value of this product is based on its size and demographics, and the content of the programming is the means by which audiences of various types are produced.  


If mass communication is an industry that produces audiences to be sold to sponsors and advertisers, then it serves purposes dictated by economics and power which may or may not be identical with the needs for good public communication.


Many forms of public communication are characterized by name calling, finger pointing, and diatribe. Talk show formats, action-adventure movies, and political campaigns establish models of what is "normal," and these models militate against more productive forms of communication. The technologies of the media used in public communication contribute to the deterioration of discourse. As producers of the educational videos on which we have worked have reminded us repeatedly, good communication makes for bad television. That is, deliberation is less photogenic than diatribe, and nonconfrontational forms of dispute resolution fit the characteristics of print journalism and television less well than violent argument and fighting. After moderating a productive public discussion of an issue that had been tearing a community apart, one of us overheard a reporter calling in to her editor. “There’s no story here,” she said, “just lots of people talking.”


Communication media inevitably bias the content of the messages they transmit, and then hide the bias. For example, a film or television camera frames a picture in such a way as to exclude and thus preclude comment on the camera itself, the camera operator, the director, producer, stagehands, the image produced, etc. As such, what some see as the most important aspects of the communication system -- the newspaper itself, or the television show -- are occluded by the ostensible "message". 


If this is a partial list of the characteristics of public communication, what are the implications for practitioners who would work systemically in it? 

ROBUST FAMILY RESEMBLANCES IN SYSTEMIC WORK


We found it useful to borrow two concepts: Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion of “family resemblances” among language-games and forms of life, and Richard McKeon’s idea of the various “robustness” of concepts. 


Wittgenstein suggested that we see social life as clusters of language-games that comprise forms of life. The rules in different language-games are not the same, and to do the “same” thing in different language-games is to mean different things. For example, the shrug of one’s shoulders when accused of a crime is not the same “act” as the shrug of one’s shoulders when asked a factual question about the weather. And yet the two acts are not totally discontinuous; we recognize what Wittgenstein called a family resemblance between them.


One way of posing the question addressed in this paper is to ask, “what are the family resemblances among forms of practice developed in therapy and consultation and those we might use working with the public such that we would recognize them as systemic?” But if this were the only question we posed, we would have become systemic ideologists, more concerned about orthodoxy than anything else, and that is the least systemic thing we could do!




Another approach is to appropriate McKeon’s notion of “robustness” in thinking about systemic ways of working. He meant that there are some philosophical concepts so frail that they lose their meaning if taken out of the single language-game in which they are at home. Other concepts, more robust, retain their meanings even when moved in and out of many language-games. One could even generate a quantitative description of the “robustness” of concepts based on their ability to retain their meaning when moved among different contexts. 


What if we started with the notion that some ways of working are likely to be more robust than others? That is, some forms of systemic practice may be so “frail” that they can be used only in the specific contexts for which they were devised, while others are sufficiently “robust” that they can be used effectively in many different contexts. What systemic principles are sufficiently robust for use in public contexts?

SOME ROBUST PRINCIPLES FOR SYSTEMIC PRACTITIONERS


Using Wittgenstein’s concept of family resemblances and McKeon’s notion of robustness, we developed some ideas about how systemic practitioners might work in public. First, we reviewed our understanding of the specific techniques used by systemic practitioners in therapy and consultation. Second, we compared the characteristics of those contexts with those of the public, asking how “the same thing” might be done in public as systemic practitioners do in therapy and consultation. This produced a list of what we believe to be relatively robust systemic principles -- those that can be applied to work in public. 


View the system as a complex tapestry of interconnected conversations. Conversations, as a specific form of communication, are distinguished by a "turning with," or reciprocated dance in which people exchange the moral positions of speaking and listening. Even if these roles, or the exchange of roles, seem conspicuous by their absence, the performance of one calls forth the other. A systemic practitioner can help to make the system more "systemic" by making connections among groups who do not see themselves as linked, and by making explicit the nature of these connections. Part of the work of the systemic practitioner may be performing introductions, holding meetings, and helping participants in meetings to hear and speak to each other; another part may be co-constructing with clients new stories that include richer descriptions of the system.


View each conversation as a complex system of rules or grammar. Assume that what people say and do are not full expressions of the structure of the system; rather, they are snippets, anecdotes, and allusions to the “whole story.” Assume that if you knew the whole, even the most absurd pieces would make sense. One way of working systemically is to be curious about the rest of the rules or grammar of the conversation, calling it into being by exploring what is not shown. Work from the assumption that there are always more, deeper, stronger systemic connections than are described in the stories of the participants of the system. When the system is stuck or people feel blocked, enriching their stories about the system in which they are working is often a sufficient way of enabling them to find a way of moving ahead.


View each conversation as comprising the social worlds of the participants. They live in this world, and its structure of rights, duties, obligations, responsibilities, etc., provide them with their orientation toward themselves and others. From a third person perspective, it is easy to criticize person’s actions. However, from a first person perspective, these actions may be felt as obligatory expressions of character or morality. To forget the difference between (the systemic practitioner’s) third person perspective and (the participant’s) first person perspective leads to actions which elicit defensiveness and thus contributes to the homeostasis of the system. Take seriously the socially constructed moral role that each person, including ourselves, has in the system. These roles are reciprocally defined in the multiple relationships that we all have with everyone else in the system.


View a system as a multiverse containing many social worlds. These social worlds are structured by different, often incommensurate, constellations of rights, duties, and responsibilities. To understand the system is to understand these differences, not "solve" the problem produced by those differences. Systemic practitioners may invite the members of a system to describe themselves in language which does not use two-valued oppositions (true-false; right-wrong; mine-yours, etc.) but which appreciates diversity.


Treat language as having consequences.  Language creates and destroys as well as reveals and conceals. The world is underdetermined by the "facts" of which it is constituted. Our stories pick out some aspects of what exists and omits others; they create some things that do not otherwise exist (e.g., love, gratitude, kindness, joy) and destroys things that do exist. Our ability to act into the world is greatly affected by our language. For example, "deficit language" focuses on problems, and on that which is lacking and reasons why things can't be better than they are.  This type of language creates narrowly focused energy. On the other hand, "appreciative language" focuses on passions that create, energize, and fill with joy.  This kind of language opens up space for a very different way of being and acting.


Work from the assumption that there will always be differences between "stories lived" and "stories told." Stories told may be fantastic, using all the resources of language to create realities; stories lived are grounded in the physical capabilities of the participants and the ability of the participants to coordinate the enactment of their stories.


Recognize your own role as both observing and observed systems.  We are always "in" the systems that we observe, and our own actions create the context in which we will subsequently live.  Just as the actions of the people in the systems we work with call forth responses in others, so the actions of systemic practitioners call forth responses.  This response-evoking character of our actions is the dynamic process by which systemic practitioners are effective. As a result, systemic practitioners spend much time analyzing and describing their own behavior as it responds to and elicits responses from their clients.


Recognize that some forms of communication are more powerful ways of opening up possibilities and preferred ways of being human. The most enabling forms of communication may be called "cosmopolitan communication," "systemic eloquence," "dialogue," or "love." Among other things, these forms of communication consist of:

· a willingness to embrace and an ability to use a language sufficiently rich to enable perspicuous contrasts of incommensurate moral orders and social realities;

· a commitment to find ways of coordinating with others with whom we do not, and perhaps should not, agree;

· a certain largeness of mind which permits ourselves to see ourselves as a case among cases, one among many, and as part of a larger system; and, 

· a certain belief that stories lived and told which take into account "more" of the data points of the system are better than those which are monocular, smaller, linear, etc.

APPLYING THESE PRINCIPLES TO PUBLIC PRACTICE

The most common forms of public discourse are simplistic and shallow. Our talk aims to influence and persuade, not to invite dialogue. We blame and demean those who disagree with us; we do not seek to discover why it is that equally intelligent and well meaning people can come to categorically opposing sides on an issue ... So I'm not referring here to the lack of discourse. There's plenty of it. I am talking about the lack of quality discourse, the kind that seeks to discover why concerned citizens think and believe as they do. This is the kind of communication in which good questions and listening attitudes are more important than persuasive statements and the invocation of power ... it's the kind of communication in which we are more concerned about discovering the values and ideals that underlie our differences than to shout down opponents in some kind of metaphorical war. It's the kind of communication in which we even try to find common ground, when on the surface none seems to exist.


We wrote this chapter as if taking systemic forms of practice into the public were a mechanical task involving the application of an algorithm – something like “take these characteristics of the public and systematically apply them to these robust principles of systemic work.” In real life, of course, the process is much less neat. In the process of working, we have a set of tools, a goal, and a sensibility about what works and what does not. As we continue to work, however, we do think systematically about what we have done and plan to do, to see if our way of acting into the contexts in which we are working is what we want to do. 


We have found it important to keep the goal in mind. Like other ADR practitioners, we have found it important to distinguish between our interest in shaping the “process” of public communication and our nonpartisan stance toward the “content” of that communication. Our goal is to facilitate the development of public communication that has some of the characteristics cited by Stephen Littlejohn in the quotation that opened this section. The following are some of the specific ways of working that we have developed.


We try to act into the situation with sufficient self-awareness so as to be sensitive to the reflexive effects of our actions. Systemic working requires a peculiar “mindfulness” that moves between first and third person perspectives. The first part of this awareness consists of seeing ourselves as part of the system, and our actions as inevitably affecting the system just as the system affects us. Whatever we do, whether to isolate ourselves within the "ivory tower" of academic journals or to take to the streets in a demonstration, is an action that simultaneously is shaped by the contexts in which it occurs and shapes those contexts. The next level of self-awareness is to see that the consequences of our actions may be quite different than the content of those actions. For example, a well-intentioned but straightforward attempt to oppose a brutal tyrant by publicly denouncing him may give that tyrant an opportunity to display his brutality by destroying the speaker and thus consolidate his reign of terror. Often opposition must be more subtle. To work systemically, then, means being sensitive to whether what we do is likely to reproduce or transform the contexts into which we act.
 


We work to prevent anyone from being our enemy. Every system is comprised of patterns of connections. However, in social systems, there are important qualitative differences in the functioning of systems. One factor that differentiates systems that work well and those that do not is the nature of the connections among the persons and groups that comprise the system. Unfortunately, one of the most common forms of human systemic connection is that of animosity. 


The “normal” patterns of public relationships are based on separations and oppositions. Different names are used in various places to identify who is “in” and who is “out” of the groups. In Chicago, there are “players” and “mopes.” “Players” are people you have to take seriously because they do things that impact on your plans or well-being; “mopes” are the vast majority of people who, in the local parlance, “just stand around.” Among “players,” “our guys” are constantly trying to do better than “their guys.” In other contexts, social relationships seem to be the outworking of the rule “me against my brother; my brother and I against our cousins; my family and I against the world.”


This social structure results when people act in ways that we have described as “ethnocentric communication.” This form of communication developed in and, arguably, works acceptably well in what is technically known as “traditional societies.”
 However, the material conditions of contemporary society make us far too interdependent to continue in these patterns of communication. To work systemically in public, we believe, consists of acting in ways that create stories and institutional practices consistent with these conditions.


Since we as systemic practitioners are both acting “on” the system and are “in” the system in which we act, we share responsibility for what is co-constructed in that system. Part of the “mindfulness” that working systemically brings allows/requires us to consider how we respond when, for example, people filled with hate try to disrupt public deliberations or perform atrociously. In the grammar of ethnocentric communication, acts like this evoke in us a very “natural” response of hating those who hate us and a desire to destroy or at least exclude and disempower those who perform atrocities. The task confronting systemic practitioners is to change this grammar to one of cosmopolitan communication, in which we act strategically in ways that include others whether they would have chosen it or not, and that do not allow the relationship of “enemy.”  


Preventing others – even those who would want to – from being our enemies is the most significant of the ways of working systemically in public.  It may be seen as an assertive re-construction of the context in which public communication occurs, or, alternatively, as a deep change in the grammar of what Wittgenstein called our “form of life.” It is not easy; it frustrates those who are limited to or have deliberately chosen ethnocentric forms of communication; and it is – we believe – the minimal requirement for living together well in contemporary society.


We try to find the most powerful leverage points. Systemic practitioners know that the least successful way of understanding a system is to use linear, causal hypotheses. In the same way, the least successful way of working effectively in a system is to act in a linear, causal way. When pushed, systems push back, and much energy can be expended just in opposing the momentum of the system -- without producing any movement or changing the direction of the system's movement.


The concept of leverage points is taken from classical mechanics. With a well-placed fulcrum and a long enough bar, a small amount of energy can produce an enormous effect. The concept of leverage is also useful in thinking about systems. One aspect of systems theory focuses on homeostatic processes, or the eigenvalues that mark the way a system maintains its integrity by keeping its functions within bounds. The other aspect of systems theory, often called "chaos theory" or "fractals," focuses on the ways that systems sometimes change, often suddenly, and frequently by the application of very small amounts of force. The task of a systemic practitioner is, thus, to find the leverage points in which the application of a very small force can produce a disproportionate amount of change. 


Accepting for the moment the consequences of oversimplification, there are two general ways of finding such leverage points: entering and extending. These ways of finding leverage points may be traced to many different sources; for us, it is the martial art of aikido. An aikidoist is taught to see an attacker as a sphere of energy, the center of which is at the attacker's hara, or a few inches beneath the navel. Many of the techniques used by an aikidoist involve entering the sphere and taking over the center. When occupying the attacker's center, the aikidoist can protect him or herself from attack with very little effort. Many other techniques used by an aikidoist involve extending the energy of the attacker in the same direction as the attacker intended but further than he or she was prepared to go, thus throwing them off-balance. Usually coupled with a redirection of that energy (such as twisting the wrist of the arm thrown forward as a strike), the aikidoist can move the attacker to a safe place (by throwing them to the mat, throwing them across the room, or pinning them to the mat) with very little energy.


With some trepidation, we suggest that systemic practitioners in public will do well to think like an aikidoist, looking for ways of acting that either enter or extend the energy of the system that they wish to influence.


We try to make public communication more systemic by increasing the systemic connections within it. Social systems are really complex systems of systems. The people, groups and institutions that comprise a community are related through connections of chemistry (they breath the same air and share a water supply), geography (an earthquake will affect them all), and climate (hurricanes, tornadoes and draughts), as well as communication. The extent to which communication connections are sufficiently rich directly affects the quality of life and decision-making in the community. For example, if people are connected by a shared water supply but communicate in ways which treat the quality of water as a problem for only one segment of the community, the decisions made about water use and quality are not likely to be good ones for the community.


Many thoughtful commentators have noted the forces that impel toward fragmentation in contemporary society. The new media of communication, for example, have made it possible for us to converse (by telephone, fax, and email) daily with like-minded friends on five continents, but, because we are spending so much time using these media, we are likely not to know our next-door neighbors. The new communication media have eliminated one set of barriers to communication: time; mountains; oceans; distance; etc. But they have created other sets of barriers, including the economic ability to afford a computer and the expertise to use it; choices whether to "consume" pornography, NRA propaganda, sports coverage, news, MTV, or Hollywood entertainment. Because each of us can fill our time with any one of these, the differences between those who chose one rather than the other creates a barrier to communication more difficult to overcome than, e.g., physical distance. As a result, systemic practitioners do well to act in ways which create community, or, said differently, make public communication more systemic. 


We try to make public communication more systemic by improving the "stories told" about it. For example, the emancipatory pedagogy of Paulo Frieri enables groups of people who may be said to have been victimized by the system to become aware of the processes which create them as victims, and, thus capable of telling new and better stories about the system of which they are a part and of their place in it, empowers them to act as responsible moral agents.
 Various forms of participatory or action research accomplish similar objectives by enabling groups of people to co-construct, with systemic practitioners, stories which better describe the systemic structure of the public of which they are a part.


In contemporary society, building community often requires creating places for communication that have not existed previously. One model for this work is the National Issues Forums, particularly when connected to the Public Journalism Project. This is an activity designed to create places (both "in the media" and actual physical places where people come together) for meaningful deliberations about the public's business.


Another way of making the public more systemic consists of creating models of public dialogue. As Littlejohn noted, the predominant models for public communication are adversarial, defensive, and morally attenuated. These models create contexts in which people act in ways that build boundaries between themselves and others (e.g., what Barber 
calls "jihad" -- the retribalization of identity politics with its inevitable xenophobia);  which occlude the systemic connections of all of us who share the limited resources of this planet (e.g., air, water, land); and which occlude the possibilities of the social construction of the renewable resources that we could all share (e.g., joy, love, respect, trust).


Models of "better" communication can be created by projects that call together people who would not otherwise have met to talk about things they otherwise would not have talked about. They may be created by telling stories, singing songs, and writing papers that demonstrate and/or describe "better" ways of relating with each other. That is, systemic practitioners can function as the "mythmakers" for the public. They may be created by interventions in unproductive patterns. Systemic practitioners may help those locked in intractable conflict to develop new, better ways of relating to each other. Finally, they may help to "normalize" better patterns of communication. The notion of "norm" here does not mean what normally happens in a statistical sense but in an evaluative one. It refers to what people expect to happen; the standards they use to determine if what happens is unusual or good. Currently, relatively poor forms of communication are "normal," but every once in a while some public figure will exceed the norms for ignoble behavior. For example, in the 1992 Republican National Convention, Pat Buchanan broke the norms for viciousness in his nationally televised speech, and very probably contributed to the defeat of the party's presidential nominee, George Bush. How might systemic practitioners raise the standards of the "norms" for public communication?


We try to create a "reserve" of trust and respect. We believe that the key factor which impels people to communicate in strategic, defensive, or adversarial ways is that they do not feel adequately respected and they do not adequately trust other people. One of the leverage points for transforming public communication is to create trust and respect where they did not occur before. One way of doing this is to create situations in which people can hear and be heard fully.


We try to be playful and creative. Saul Alinski once "persuaded" the city of Chicago to change a policy by threatening to bring hundreds of his supporters to O'Hare airport to occupy all the bathrooms just at the time of peak arrivals. Anticipating the frustration of the tourists and convention-goers on whom the economy of the city depends, the city changed its policy in an unrelated matter. There is a sense of playfulness and an intuition about where the leverage points lie in this action; systemic practitioners should keep their sense of humor and playfulness

THE CUPERTINO COMMUNITY PROJECT


In our roles as Senior Consultants with the Public Dialogue Consortium, we have tried to apply systemic principles to a multi-year project designed to create places for better public communication in a city. What follows is not intended as a full description of the project; but serves to illustrate how we have tried to apply systemic principles in this work.


The City of Cupertino is an affluent, relatively small (population about 45,000) city within a densely populated area known as “Silicon Valley.” The city is home of Apple Computer and De Anza College (identified as one of the nation’s leading community colleges), is known for the excellence of its public school systems, and has a progressive city government. The city is nearly fully developed, and growth and development issues have been prominently featured in recent political campaigns.  Within the lifetime of some senior residents, the city has changed from being filled with orchards and an agricultural economy to the site of high technology and education.  The demographic composition of the community has changed. The most striking change is that the percentage of residents of Asian origin has increased within the last 15 years from about 5% to more than 30%; in the schools, over 50% of the students are of Asian origin. 


We began working in Cupertino because that’s where we were already working, not because the city fit a profile or because it had special needs. Our assumption was that we would find room for improvement in the quality of public communication in any city.


We began by creating new systemic connections or, more precisely, developing a set of connections that featured cooperation about the issue of public communication. We approached the city government (the City Manager, Mayor, and Council), higher education (the President of De Anza College and the Department of Communication Studied at nearby San Jose State University), and the corporate sector (the Chamber of Commerce). All of these groups agreed to participate in the project. 


We did not develop a linear plan for the project. In fact, we often gave answers that were less than satisfying to our partners in the project when they asked what would happen in the future. Instead, we took as our “leverage point” the improvement of public communication by creating a “conversation” that had specific characteristics. We were very conscious of the fact that this decision differed from many others who are doing public policy facilitation. The more common choice of “leverage point” is an issue that commends itself to the community because it is divisive, expensive, or traumatic. We wanted to have a systemic effect (as the medical profession would define the term; pertaining to the whole system) rather than just get resolution of a particular issue. 


Among other things, we found that this leverage point made our task of explaining the project more difficult. Many people understood “better communication” to mean only that they would be able to transmit their ideas to “others” more effectively. However, this leverage point also created the opportunity for us to be surprised by the topics which most concerned members of the community and enabled us to sidestep at least some of the existing patterns of animosity.


When we began, we thought that we would be dealing with public concern about growth and development. Deliberately taking a “not-knowing” perspective, we hosted ten focus groups that represented all elements of the community, and in each focus group, we used a facilitation style that created an atmosphere of trust and respect. We found that growth and development was one of five issues that concerned the community, but that they felt that public communication about four of the issues was sufficient. The issue that was named as the most important by all focus groups was also described as one in which there was inadequate public communication. The issue involved the rapidly changing ethnic composition of the community and certain consequences of that change.


We were very aware that the project could call forth problems that had not existed, or make existing situations worse. We set for ourselves the criterion that we should, at the very least, “do no harm” as we tried to do good. We noted that there was a great deal of energy around the issue of ethnic relations but that for the most part it had not turned into polarized hostility. In an attempt to avoid harm and create a positive context, we described the issue as “cultural richness.” This term uses appreciative language and directs attention to the contributions made to the city by its multicultural heritage rather than framing the topic as a problem.


The “cultural richness” issue was difficult for the residents because they did not know how to express their concerns without appearing to be racist or initiating deeply polarizing pattern of communication that, to their credit, they wanted to avoid. We saw our task as helping the residents discover ways of talking about the issue more productively. We entered the system through our agreements with the major civic institutions and took over the “center” of concern about the quality of public communication. We extended the energy we found in the community by identifying the resident’s concerns, noting what was blocking them from moving forward, and by providing new ways for them to do what most of them already wanted to do but did not know how.


One of our “interventions” was a project in which over 100 high school students interviewed adults who were not members of their own families about the topic of “cultural richness.” We trained the students to use appreciative language in their questions and developed a semi-structured interview protocol for them to use. As a result, hundreds of conversations occurred throughout the city about the topic using appreciative language; it was our intention that the participants in those conversations – and those who heard about them – would learn how to talk about the issue more productively. To publicize these conversations, the students made posters summarizing what they had learned in the interviews, and these posters were displayed for a week in the public library and at a Town Hall Meeting. In addition, six of the students spoke at the Town Hall Meeting about their experience of doing the interviews.


Another of our interventions was to host ten discussion groups. Citizens were invited to discuss and develop specific action plans for making sure that the City took full advantage of its cultural richness and maintained its safety. One of the obstacles we encountered was widespread cynicism about the utility of these groups; citizens reported that they had done work like this before but nothing came of it. Because this was a systemic project, we were able to make a credible promise that this experience would be different: the Mayor and City Council had already promised to attend a Town Hall Meeting and to listen, not speak, to the presentations of the ideas that they developed. Consistent with the principle of being playful, we told the citizens that we had made the government officials swear on a stack of voter registration forms to be silent and to listen. 


The Town Hall meeting was public, televised, and reported in local newspapers. At the meeting, elegant summaries of their work of the discussion groups were projected on the walls and formally presented. In addition, three participants from the groups described their experience, and, at the end of the meeting, members of the Public Dialogue Consortium officially presented the Mayor and City Council with a 40-page summary of the focus groups and discussion groups.


We found that our major challenges were to create places so that the public and the government could continue turn-taking in a conversational structure of public communication, and to facilitate that conversation so that it has some of the characteristics we associate with “dialogue” rather than other forms of communication. One of the steps we took included working with the City Council on its “response” to the focus groups and discussion groups. We helped them respond in a way that opened up the conversation rather than closing it down, as it would, for example, if the Council had acted as experts and dismissed some of the citizens’suggestions or had not shown that they had heard what the citizens had said. The Council decided that one of their responses would be to sponsor a two-day “Team-Building and Leadership Training” program. Over 100 (of the 300 invited) community leaders participated, resulting in a public discussion with the Council of the official “goals” for the coming year.


One of our most serious challenges came from well-intentioned members of the community who had a great deal of energy to address the topics of community safety and cultural richness, but who preferred a confrontational style. Some of these citizens took actions that provoked polarization, and they criticized our work as “whitewashing” and “failing to get at the real issues.” We worked hard to prevent them from becoming our enemies and to encourage them to act in such a way that they did not make enemies of other people. Given the extent to which confrontational styles of conflict are modeled, valorized, and prefigured in our society, we find our attempt to inculcate nonconfrontational styles a continuing challenge. We have to work at two levels: demonstrating and facilitating “alternative” forms of communication and legitimating those forms against the criticisms that they are weak and insubstantive.

CONCLUSION


One of the ways we work is to engage in continual reflection about how we are working and exploring alternatives. Our commitment to working systemically derives less from our intellectual acceptance of the principles of systemic practice than it does our experience in these moments of reflection and exploration. We consistently find that when we reflect on how we might have done something differently, we would have been “more systemic” rather than less. 


We offered a brief description of our work in Cupertino as an example of how we are attempting to successfully work systemically in public. The people we initially invited to be a part of the project -- the City Council, members of the public, important local institutions such as the schools -- have now taken ownership it. The common thread among many activities is that they are sometimes loosely connected to an inclusive, discursive process of finding a way of moving ahead together as a community. We think this is a good summary statement of what working systemically in public can look like.
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