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Enhancing Working Across Differences with the

Can you recall an instance when some-
thing happened in a group with which
you were working and you didn’t know
what to say, or you knew what you ought
to say, but didn’t? Perhaps some of the
following aso occurred: everyone was
silent for awhile; someone changed the
subject; you felt anxious, angry, or sad;
you sensed tension in the group; you
wished you had done something differ-
ently; or, in retrospect, you were upset
for unclarified reasons.!

Moments of silence frequently occur in
group conversations and interactions.
These silences can have many possible
meanings depending on the context. A
silence might indicate that the group is
enjoying amoment of reflection, or that
itiswaiting for the appropriate personto
respond to aquestion, or thet it has said
all that can be said about atheme and is
ready to take up another topic. Wefocus
onaparticular kind of moment of silence
that webeievewarrantsspecid atention
becauseit marksthe presence of atheme,
or collective memory, that the group
wishes to push aside. This repressed
theme blocks the reflection the group
needsto undertakein order to deepentheir
experience with each other and enhance
their ability towork withtheir differences.

For example, imagine a group of con-
sultantsandyzing an organi zationd inter-
vention on issues of diversity. One per-
son asks if any gay people are “out” in
theorganization. Another member of the
group then asks if straight people were
also“out.” A moment of silencefollows
as members encounter the heterosexist
assumptionsunderlying thegroup’sdis-

Problematic Moment Approach

course. The moment presents an oppor-
tunity for membersto confront the soci-
etd discriminationthey areenacting. The
silence may also mark a moment when
membersrecover memories’ of spe-

cficexamplesof dis-

andyzed. However, webdieveproblem-
atic moments occur when the existing
conversationa patterninagroup breaks
down. Such moments present thegroup
with the opportunity to reflect on their
specific ways of
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have experiencedin : andtocongder dter-
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sultin them becom-
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about saying any- | On.
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to each other asthe
conversation con-
tinues. Wecall these
kinds of incidents
problematic moments. Problematic mo-
mentsare unlike other momentsbecause
they mark abrief point intimewhen the
conditions of possibility for thegroup to
have new, more productive, and deeper
conversationscan beredized.

Conversationa patternsin organizations
are maintained by power dynamics that
are often covert, but which shape our
identities and interactions at work. For
example, patterns of conversation that
assumetraditiona nuclear family arrange-
mentsleavelittlegpacefor thosewith other
family arrangements to participate fully
in discussions about family benefitsand
policies.® Because these power dynam-
icsarelocated in hidden discourses* that
shape how peoplethink and talk, acom-
mon assumption is that they cannot be

It is a point when the group mo-
mentarily does not know how to go

The moment indicates a theme or
repressed memory that members
arecollectively avoiding.

L

established patterns
of conversationsin
groups so that
memberscan iden-
tify and addressthe
unacknowledged
differences that
condraintheattain-
ment of their organizationa goals. At-
tending tothesebreskdownsinagroup's
talk and conversation can helpindividu-
as understand the larger societal dis-
courses they themselves enact, thereby
uncovering how their own ways of
thinking and talking congtrain their aspi-
rations and goals as managers, work-
ers, CEOs, and board members.

RecognizingthePr oblematic M oment

Problematic moments are experienced
asmomentsof “sllence’—nobody talks-
—or “din"*—everyonetaksat once—
in a group. They are moments when
thingsappear tobegoingwrongorinan
unexpected direction. It seemslike the
group hasreached akind of impasseand
does not know, just for afew seconds,
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how to go on. Usually these moments
have an emotiona impact which nearly
all members of the group experience.
Group members may aso experience a
“dretching” of time, wheretimeappears
to stand still—likewhat happensto usin
moments of embarrassment or danger.
Inclock time, themoment of silencemay
beextremely brief.

When a problematic moment occurs,
people are called upon to be creative, to
takeup thetopicsorissuesbeing avoided,
and to prepare the way for new conver-
sational patterns and connectionsin the
group where power differences can be
addressed in a productive way. When
people review these moments, they can
understand more clearly what topics of
conversation arebeing avoided. However,
inmany casesthe occasion to engagein
a new conversation is not taken up by
the group. Thus, the need for the Prob-
lematic Moment Approach (PMA), which
providesthe opportunity toreflect onthe
issues being avoided so they are more
likely to beaddressedinthefuture.

Our research indicatesthat the Problem-
atic Moment Approach is particularly
powerful when agroup is committed to
enhancing working acrossitsdifferences.
The approach can help the group move
to adifferent levd of understanding and
acting on those differences, be they so-
cid, functiond, or culturd .®

Conversational patterns

Weregard problematic momentsas* op-
portunity points’ for changing the con-
versationa and interactive patternsin a
group or group’s discourse. However,
moreoften than not it isdifficult to have
the courageto takethekind of leadership
needed to shift the conversation. Thefed-
ingsthat arise in a problematic moment
are avoided and the conversation contin-
uesasthough nothing happened. Conse-
quently, the group misses the opportu-
nity to reflect on and change its way of
talking by bringing in what remains un-
said. Inour previousexample, the prob-
lematic moment revedl ed that not paying

attentionto how heterosexual people ex-
presstheir sexual orientationineveryday
organizationd interactionsisavery subtle
expression of heterosexist dominance. It
is as though the group has a collective
agreement not to question the power dy-
namicsthat enablecertainkindsof people,
such aswhite heterosexual s, to enact the
micro-inequities that privilege certain
groupsand diminish others.

TheProblematic Moment Approach

In order to redlize the potentia of what
occursinaproblematic moment, wehave
designed amethodol ogy—the Problem-
aic Moment Approach—for document-
ing, identifying, and analyzing them.

Step 1: Contracting. Theconsultant con-
tracts with a group to help them assess
some of the covert power dynamics
acrossdifferencesthat may beinhibiting
the group’s performance. The consult-
ant identifiesorgani zationd problemsthat
may be solved by applyingthe PMA and
helps set goals for desired changes.
Changegod scited by organizationswe ve
worked with include; becoming a more
effective multicultural board, reducing
discriminationintheinterview processfor
new hires, and planning more engaging
and participative conferencediscussions.
The client and the consultant agreeon a
particular context to videotapethe group
at work. Thisshould beawork situation
that generates the typical group and or-
ganizationa conversationsthat need ex-
amination andimprovement.

Step 2: Documenting Problematic Mo-
ments. Next the consultant explains to
the group that work interactions will be
Videotaped to captureimportant moments
in the group’s work life and, with their
permission, thegroupisvideotapedina
working on. Theconsultant notesthe
timeswhen, in her opinion, problematic
momentshave occurred. During abreak,
the consultant asksmembersof thegroup
toidentify if and whenthey experienced
aspecia momentinthesession. Inalarge
group, ateam isoften assigned responsi-
bility for tracking the moments. To cor-

roborate the data, phone interviews are
sometimes conducted afterwards to ask
peopletoidentify significant momentsin
the working session. From these inter-
views, it isusualy easy for the consult-
ant to pinpoint the problematic moments.

Step 3: Preparing the Data. After prob-
lematic momentshave been captured on
video, the consultant reviews the taped
sessiontolocatewhereinthevideo prob-
lematic moments occurred and selects
key momentsto show back to the group.
A short videotape is then produced of
these problematic moments. Sufficient
material must beincluded beforeand af-
ter each moment to help the viewersre-
member the context; however, it is best
to keep each segment short (we recom-
mend no more than two minutes). Tran-
scripts are made of these, and the con-
sultant designs a process to guide the
group indiscussing and reflectign onthe
meaning of the problematic moments. For
example, what do these particular mo-
ments reved about the hidden assump-
tions and dominant and repressed dis-
coursesthat show up inthegroup’scon-
versations?

Step 4: Reviewing the Problematic Mo-
ments& Action Planning. Thelast step
inthe Problematic Moment Approachis
to convenetheorigina group or asubset
of that groupinaretreat settingtoreflect
on and learn from discussing the prob-
lematic moments documented in the
video. Working moment by moment, the
group looks at the videotape, reads the
transcript, and rememberswhat washap-
pening. Samplequestionstofacilitatethis
discussionare: What do you see happen-
ing here? Why was that moment prob-
lematic for you? What topic or issueis
being avoided or repressed?What arethe
consequences of this avoidance for the
group’s work and its espoused values?
What normsand assumptionsmakeit dif-
ficult for the group to talk about this?

It is vital to end the retreat session by
identifying concrete stepsthe group will
take to make changes that reflect learn-
ings derived from their analysis of the
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problematic moments. Some changes
may be subtle, but nonethel ess signifi-
cant. For example, if inthefutureatopic
that used to be silenced or avoided, such
asacknowledging the needs of gaysand
leshiansintheorganization, isnow taken
up inwork discussions, the problematic
moment approach has helped this
multiculturd organization moveforward
intheir goa to“walk their talk” of inclu-
son.

ThePMA inAction

BEC, asmdl organizationwhosemission
isto advocate for avariety of socid is-
suesthat troubleavery diverse commu-
nity withahigh population of immigrants
inamagjor UScity, providesan illustra-
tion of the Problematic Moment Ap-
proach in action. A multicultural board
representative of the key congtituency
groups in the community oversees the
affairsof BEC with askeleton staff of an
executive director, part-time staff, and
community volunteers.

The consultants were called in to assst
the BEC boardin becoming more sensi-
tive and effective a managing the cul-
tural, language, and class differences
among itsmembers. Themonthly board
meetingswere conducted in Englishand
simultaneoudy trand ated into three other
languages—Portuguese, Spanish, and
Khmer. The group was having trouble
working as an effective board, yet rec-
ognized theimportance of learning from
and finding better waysof working with
their very rich socio-cultura differences.
After securing agreement for the PMA
process, aregular two-hour board meet-
ing was videotaped. In writing and in
conversation, the consultantsthen asked
board memberstoidentify “ significant”
moments they had experienced in the
meeting. There was general agreement
that four significant moments had oc-
curred. Theconsultantsreviewed thetape
and confirmed that these were problem-
aic moments—momentsthat could help
the group understand issues raised that
seemed too difficult for the group to

handle. Anedited videothat captured these
four problematic momentswas produced
and was shown to theboard in aone-day
retreat. Analysis and discussion of each
moment hel ped the board assessstrengths
and challenges regarding how they ad-
dressed these issues.

A problematic moment occurred when
the executive director reported on key
activitiesof the past month. Oneof those
activities had been to provide assistance
and orientationtoimmigrantsinthecom-
munity about a new law that changed
immigration and residency requirements.
A brief discussion followed the report,
which clarified the need and scope of the
servicesoffered. Variousboard members
voiced their concern as to whether this
activity was aligned with the mission of
theorganization and whether it exhausted
the scarce resources of the organization.

A Cambodian board member raised his
hand and asked to spesk. Through anin-
terpreter, hetold the story of hishardship
and agony in coming to the USA after
being persecuted in the killing fields of
Cambodia. Inavery moving description,
theboard member said how important the
immigration laws that are about to be
changed had been in saving him and his
family, how important the support here-
ceived from BEC had been for his sur-
viva intheUS, and how important it was
for BEC to continue to offer that assis-
tance and support to other immigrantsin
the community at thistime. A few sec-
ondsof slencefollowed hisspeaking—a
problematic moment. Board members
later reported that during this time they
gotintouchwiththemission of theorga
nizationand their own commitmenttohelp
empower and support social change in
the community. Afterwards, they felt
more eager to advocatefor theimmigra-
tion assistance program despite the con-
Siderabledrainit would meanfor BEC's
resources. In that moment, despite their
many differences, the board was ableto
find common ground for action and for
reaffirming the organization's commit-
ment to diversity and socid justice.

BEC made the following changesto the
way it runsboard meetingsasaresult of
the analysis of the above problematic
moment, plus the three others that oc-
curred during the meeting:

Board structure. New responsbilitiesand
roles were re-distributed to give more
participationto al board members.

Boardworking nornms. A multilingua glos-
sary of terms frequently used by the
board was produced. Interpreters now
sit behind, not next to, peoplereceiving
interpretation so that the non-English
speaking members, rather than their in-
terpreters, interact directly with the En-
glish speaking board members.

Board skills and procedures. The board
worked on improving their skillsto run
meetings. The board now meets more
frequently and coversfewer agendaitems
at each medting. This change makes it
easier for non-English speaking members
to prepare for and follow the board dis-
cussion.

Mentoring. Experienced board members
began mentoring new board memberson
key issues affecting the community. In
these conversationsthemission and stra-
tegic challenges faced by the organiza-
tion are the central topics of discussion.

Theandysisand discussion helped board
members to understand the relationship
of these themes to the differences and
diversity they wanted to manage more
effectively. These changesto established
patterns of conversationsamong BEC's
board enabled them to attend more suc-
cessfully to the challenges of having a
multicultural and multilingual group and
equalized power betweenthe Englishand
non-English speaking members.

Challenging and Changing the
Conversation

A problematic moment isa momentary
chdlengeto an established conversationa
pattern that may or may not lead to new
conversationsand interactionsin awork-
ing group. When a silence or adin oc-
cursin agroup, the typical response of
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the facilitator or leader isto treat those
momentsasdisruptiveto thedynamic of
the group and to intervene to keep the
group“ontask.” Inthisway thefacilite-
tor/leader unconscioudy actsin the ser-
vice of established power dynamicsand,
therefore, preventstheemergence of new
conversationsand waysof thinking about
asituation or organizational problem. In
contrast, the PMA dlowsagroup to re-
view subtle challenges to its own dis-
courseasthey occur inwork interactions.
Thegroup canthen eva uatewhether those
patternsare shaping their own organiza-
tional identitiesand relationshipsin pro-
ductiveor hindering ways.

The PMA helps people make their own
meanings of what is happening in the
group. It isdemocratic, in that it triesto
involve al members of the group in the
meaning-making processof everyday or-
ganizationd life. It also hasthe potential
to get to deeper levels of meaning; for
example, to explore things that some or
al members of the group are repressing
or donot want totak about. Finaly, PMA
allowsfor differencesto beaddressedin
the context of specific work situations.

Itisaso our experiencethat participants
intuitively understand the purpose and
process of the PMA. You do not haveto
giveadetailed explanation of thegpproach
to have a group understand what they
will gain from engaging in the process.
Thedatafor analysisinthevideo clipsof
problematic moments is usualy not a
matter of dispute in the sense of “who
said what to whom when.” The reflec-
tive use of videotape encourages people
tore-evauatether opinionsasthey may
explaintheir ownactionsdifferently when
they see themsalves without fedling de-
fensive. The datais manageable; for ex-
ample the group works with just a few

minutesof videotape. And, perhapsmost
importantly, the distancing effect of
watching yourself on a monitor has the
effect of focusing analysisat thelevel of
the group rather than on individual be-
havior.

There are also challenges in using this
approach. For example, the group hasto
be willing to face the fact that they may
not betalking in waysthat support their
espoused vauesand goals. They may fear
that group cohesionwill bedisrupted and
group membersmay not bewilling to be

Videotaped.

Significance for working across
differencesin organizations

We have described an approach that can
be used to change established patterns of
group conversationsso that memberscan
more successfully attend to the unac-
knowledged differencesthat constrainthe
atainment of their organizational goals.
When people review problematic mo-
ments, they can understand moreclearly
what topics of conversation are being
avoided and collectively examinethe po-
tential challengeto the discourse of val-
ues, bdliefs, and assumptionsbeing con-
structed by the group. Inquiring into the
cregtive possihilities of participating in
evolving eventsasthey happen prepares
theway for new conversational patterns
and connections in a group to support
working more successfully with the dif-
ferencesthat both constrain and givethe
organizationitslifeand energy.”

JamesA. CummingisDirector of Chaos
Management, Ltd. Evangelina Holvino
isDirector and Senior Research Faculty
at the Center for Gender in Organizations
and President of ChaosManagement, Ltd.

Notes

1 Fromasurvey developed by Stephanie Jo Kent
for aquantitative research study onthe affective
experienceof individual sexperiencing problem-
atic moments (2003).

2\Weareawareof the controversia natureof this
term and its use by therapists to help victims
recover buried or “repressed memories’ of child-
hood trauma. In this paper we draw on Michael
Billig's notion of the “dialogic unconscious,”
where he reformulates Freud's concept of re-
pression using theories of language. See Billig,
M. 1999. Freudian Repression: Conversation
Creating the Unconscious. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

3 Scully, M. and W.E.D. Creed. 1999. Restruc-
tured families: Issues of equality and need.The
Annalsof the American Academy of Poltical and
Social Science. 562: 51-54.

4 We rely on Norman Fairclough’s use of the
word “discourse.” He brought together language
analysisand social theory by combining the so-
cia-theoretical approach of discourse with the
text-and-interaction approach of linguistically
oriented discourseanalysis. SeeFairclough, N.
1992. Discourseand Social Change. Cambridge,
UK: Polity Press.

® Harlow, E., Hearn, J. and Parking, W. 1996.
Gendered noise: Organizations and the silence
anddin of domination. InC. Itzinand J. Newman
(Eds.), Gender, culture and organizational
change, 91-107. London: Routledge.
&Merrill-Sands, D., Holvino, E., and Cumming,
J. 2002. CGO Working Paper, No. 11, Working
with Diversity: A Focus on Global Organiza-
tions. Boston: Center for Gender in Organiza-
tions, Simmons School of Management.

"For E.E. Olsonand G.H. Eoyang akey change
task isto surface significant differencesand then
integrate them into new sol utions. See Olson, E.
and Eoyang, G. 2001. Facilitating Organization
Change: Lessonsfrom Complexity Science. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass/Pfeiffer.
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