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“Beyond Words”  

Assembling photo essays, drawing pictures, capturing and analysing video, engaging in dialogue sessions and “Open Space” conferences, and employing a silent facilitator have shown me that a curious management academic can readily imbue a positive tinge to design of information sharing and organization.  One might characterise such techniques as having a “positive lens” in that they involve not so much looking for problems or answers as seeking to develop relationships, building capabilities for expression and planning, and capturing unvoiced collective vision about future possibilities as well as tacitly aligning agendas to foster effective organizating.  Such activities can be seen to be going “beyond words” in that the words of a verbatim transcript of the event can be understood to play only a secondary role to the other forms of symbolic exchange that are occurring.  

Strategies that can be classified as “beyond words” can facilitate learning by employing information technologies as extensive as the web or as intimate as a conversation.  This range of communication media is increasing in its capacity to relay more than just words of description or argument.  These media can convey images, stories, and other kinds of compositions, which create impressions, stir emotions, and shift dispositions in ways that are often only crudely captured in words.  One might imagine these elements being addressed in literature on emotions in organizations and on organizational aesthetics, although, as the conference theme suggests, it is not clear just how often the orientation of such analyses tends to be positive.  

Going “beyond words” to communicate in organizations is consistent with a theoretical tradition in linguistics, which includes classics, such as Whorf, Vygotsky, and Grice.  This tradition supports the contention that meanings are not captured in words alone.  Words and other symbols, sounds, images, etcetera stimulate not only recognition but the drawing of implications.  That is, our minds are evoked to create both referential and inferential meanings based on our knowledge and experiences.  Such basic linguistic and psychological theory also specifies that communication is not only about conveying information but also about establishing and negotiating relationships.  Consistent with these linguistic theorisations is a growing array of practices employed in consultancy and management.  Two examples of such use, in which I have been involved, are described below.  

Example 1 -- The institutional feel of the city library was interrupted by brightly coloured feature walls and sunshine streaming in from high-set windows that looked out on a skyline punctuated by construction cranes erecting a nearby transportation hub.  The hub would connect rail and bus lines between Sydney proper, twenty kilometers to the east, and its more distant western suburbs, which stretch to mountains eighty kilometers away.  There were eight of us altogether, some coming and going during the day -- two university-based and one independent consultant (all men), a project officer, a multi-cultural affairs officer, a planner, and two environmental education officers (all women).  The consultancy project's mission was to create an education framework on biodiversity for members of “culturally and linguistically diverse communities” (CALD).  That is, we had to determine how to get recent and not-so-recent migrants from Iran, Afghanistan, China, Korea, and the Philippines, as well as Australian Aboriginal people, interested in the traditionally Western, Anglo, upper-middle-class concern of “the environment” as represented in the now trendy term of “biodiversity”.  

Our consultancy team had conceived of interviewing leaders in each community and having high school students interview their elders about past, present, and future experiences and views of nature.  In addition, we had the students construct a photo essay/collage on their views of the current and desired environment in their localities.  The interviews scheme was intended to strengthen communication channels between local government staff and each CALD community by demonstrating that the local government is interested in the experiences and opinions of community members.  The photo essay/collage activity was designed to tap into youthful creativity and reach beyond platitudes about the environment.  

The collages now lay on a set of tables at the end of the meeting room.  We used them to generate descriptors representing themes that we saw.  In essence, we used what was “beyond words” -- the photos, drawings, twigs, leaves, and gumnuts collected by the students to stimulate a production of words and insights about the present and desired future.  To the same end, consultants and city staff then analysed notes from the interviews of community elders.  In the process, we introduced to each other city staff who had never met, the environmental education officers and the multi-cultural affairs officer.  We hoped that the environmental education staff would learn about how to understand their diverse audiences.  The meeting was also meant to fuel ideas for educational strategies that would become part of the environmental element of a long-term plan for the city, which the city planner present was involved in drafting.  Building relationships and stimulating imagination, then, were intended outcomes for going “beyond words.”  


Example 2 -- The photo essay in the book, A Day in the Life of Africa (and similar volumes), inspired the launch at my university in 2003 of the World-Wide Day in Science project (www.science.unsw.edu.au/worldwide).  An array of professional photographers capturing twenty-four hours of events in Africa in an essay composed of compelling images and accompanying captions served as a model for university students organizing to capture a day in the life of science in cities around the world.  The students shadow a scientist or scientific professional for a day, a specific day, 15 April.  They take photographs and record impressions.  These elements are then assembled into multi-media stories to be collected on a website, with the website going live on 1 June.  Last year's international pilot and this year’s version both involved university students from Barcelona, Montevideo, Edinburgh, and Sydney.  In addition, individual scientists who are not being shadowed, from an astronomer in Antarctica to a marine biologist on the Great Barrier Reef, contributed text and photos on their own day in science on 15 April.  

The World-Wide Day in Science is meant to make visible career paths that follow from university training in science, a mission of increasing importance in the face of declining enrolments in many areas of science.  The students who shadow a scientist experience the feel of a psychology researcher's electrodes or the smell of wild mouse urine.  They also experience the sense of responsibility weighing on students in well-designed, problem-based learning activities.  They produce an authentic publication, a web-based career guide that is publicised to thousands of high school students.  The guide illustrates the daily challenges and rewards of a life in science.  The student authors gain experiences that are beyond words – a day with a scientist and the emotional strains and ultimate satisfaction of successfully navigating a tight production schedule.  

A colleague and I have now adapted this technique to make managers in a training program at a government agency create a photo essay recording “an hour of leadership” in their organization.  

Essentially, these photo essay projects involve capturing images and impressions in order to flesh out the context of work that is traditionally described in more analytical terms.  The use of images offers an opportunity to silence discussion of “discussables,” which in turn can enable accessing “undiscussables,” both negative and positive, yielding insight that is crucial to the design of organizations and information systems.  


With or without images, the process of silencing accustomed patterns of discussion, and going beyond words, has been underlined in the literature.  The power of silence to convey and to reveal is touched on by linguists, for example, by Jaworsky in The Power of Silence: Social and Pragmatic Perspectives (1992), and Tannen in an article analysing the use of silence in conflict in a dialogue from Pinter's play, Betrayal.  One is also reminded of Orr's anthropological research on photocopier repair personnel, who deviated from their formal training to employ noises to diagnose machinery problems.  Recent contributions include Cyrus Mody's piece in the spring 2005 issue of Science, Technology & Human Values, "The Sounds of Science: Listening to Laboratory Practice."  There is also the Jacobs and Coghlan article in the January 2005 issue of Human Relations, “Sound from silence: On listening in organizational learning.”


One can thus recognise opportunities to employ practices that transcend the normal analytical and diagnostic conversations of both academic analysis and workplace design of ways to organise and share information.  Members of culturally diverse communities envisioning a biodiverse future and students viewing individual and community life in their own possible futures in science (that is, designing their career paths) in the projects discussed above are just two examples.  These experiences illustrate strategies for interrupting traditional narrative structures and going “beyond words” when attempting to explore enticing futures.  

A positive slant at information and organizational design that taps into ways of observing, communicating, learning, and envisioning that are “beyond words” seems ripe for collective effort by theorists of organizations, communication, and learning.  It would be fruitful now to theorise how such approaches work and how they might work more effectively as well as to plan experiments and case studies.  

A particular challenge in this research is that we academics live and die by the word and will undoubtedly theorise and plan in words.  However, one might hope we have the creative juices and sufficient courage to experiment with forms of interaction that can evoke the essence of what we are attempting to capture.  

(A proper reference list will be provided with a later draft of this paper.)
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