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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY





The sales & marketing relationship between merchant and consumer is a form of human conflict. Parties in commercial conflict are interconnected in a complex market system. Each competes, coerces, compromises and complies in cyclical interplay to get the best value out of their transactions. It's conflict for sure. And the increasingly-fragmented, changing  nature of today's consumer-driven, market only serves to make matters worse. 





To complicate matters further, a technology revolution -- centered around informational technologies -- has ushered in the Information Age. The Information Age has two major faces, the Knowledge Era and Network Society. Both have outcomes that have huge impacts on markets and companies. Today's new consumers, with unprecedented access to real-time information, are infinitely more educated, sophisticated and cynical than ever before. The market paradigm has shifted. Your customers have come of age, and they're demanding to be recognized. 





So, recognize them we will. But first, the successful company must relax its boundaries and embrace change. It must become less competitive and more collaborative; with more effective inter-departmental communication between sales and marketing, and more mutuality and authenticity in key market conversations. In short, to thrive, the company must be more open and appreciative, poised to act on signals -- sharing information openly between customer contact points across the enterprise, then adapting marketing communications proactively, as an organization. 





Marketers, salespeople and customer service reps must maintain a clear, corporate identity or position, while constantly sharing, learning and coordinating their messages to address changing consumer needs and market conditions. Sustaining this alignment and adaptability requires the adoption of a new framework or "ideology" of intensive collaboration, and new processes for communication. 





The result is a transformative, Customer Relationship Management model that fosters empowerment, recognition, collaboration and learning -- dramatically boosting sales growth, new product development, and newfound sense of mutual-respect and appreciation between interactants























"I don't paint things. I paint the spaces between things." -- Claude Monet








Although it is often overlooked, the marketing relationship between merchant and consumer is a form of human conflict. Parties in commercial conflict are interconnected in a complex market system. Each competes, coerces, compromises and complies in cyclical interplay, to get the best value out of their transactions. Bargaining. Back and forth. It's not just a sale. It's more like competition (Deutsch, 1973).  It's a mad scramble for affirmation and recognition. Buyer and seller, at dialectic odds, in direct dispute, competing head-to-head over how to achieve their seemingly imcompatable ends. 





It's conflict for sure. In fact, auto sales and service and home improvements take the top three slots for consumer complaints in 1999. (Consumer Federation of America, 1998). And the increasingly-fragmented, changing  nature of today's consumer-driven, market only serves to make matters worse. This change is so rapid and so massive, leading futurists feel, that by century's end, it will have swept away nearly the entire underpinnings of modern life (Wacker, 1997). The end of the 500 year age of reason is upon us, pundits proclaim, while the age of possibility is just being born.





A technology revolution -- centered around informational technologies -- has ushered in the Information Age. The Information Age has two major faces, the Knowledge Era and Network Society. (Merry, 1996)  Both aspects of the Information Age have major consequences for society in all areas of human activity, such as identity, work, culture, economy, and communication. They both have outcomes that have huge impacts on markets and organizations. And they demand a new level of adaptability from organizations to be able to communicate and achieve sustainability.  





The Knowledge Era conveys a change in the basic resource of human production. It is a move from energy and matter as the major resources of human production, to information/knowledge as the major resource. The Network Society describes the basic change in connectivity and interdependence taking place in the world. Overall, this increasing interconnection of knowledge is increasing the rate of emergence of new knowledge, in an ever accelerating spiral. 





The difficulties of adapting to a globalized, hyper-competitive economy, changing at a dizzying rate and continually demanding new knowledge, is beyond the adaptive capability of many organizations. Breakdowns, disintegration, bankruptcies, crisis and takeovers are on the increase. (Merry, 1996) Five hundred years of free market tradition has been wiped away within two decades. Today's new consumers, with unprecedented access to real-time information, are infinitely more educated and sophisticated than ever before. They're tuning out all but the most select, authentic messages. The paradigm has shifted. The zero sum game is over. It's not about transactions anymore. It's about customer relations. One-to-one personalization. Mass customization. Consumers have come of age, and they're demanding to be recognized. 





So, recognize them we will. But first, the successful company must embrace change. It must become less competitive and more cooperative; with more effective inter-member communication and more friendliness and openesss in other internal discussions. (Deutsch, 1973)  The successful company must be more aligned and collaborative. It must see beyond job titles and functions to relationships and processes, easing access to data between sales, marketing and customer service departments. 





The successful company must listen, learn and adapt. It must open its gates, blur its boundaries to see clearly what is happening in its external environment. (Kelly, 1999) Leaders and managers must share a careful sensitivity and responsiveness to the signals of pressures outside the firm and how those pressures are changing market conditions.  In short, to thrive, the company must be poised to act on signals -- sharing information openly between customer contact points across the enterprise -- then adapting and coordinating communications proactively, as an organization. 


 


Functionally, the adaptive company must learn from complexity, understand it, manage it effectively. (Wood, 1999)  It must be ready to deliver highly-tailored, individualized products services and communications to each of its customers (Peppers and Rogers, 1997). It must, when necessary, alter its product range, where and how it does its manufacturing and its organizational form to keep pace with the change (DeGues, 1997)). For example, an anticipated increase in oil prices might prompt an airline into a fundamantel revision of its costs, its price structure, its flight schedule, or even the composition of its fleet.





In sales, marketing communication and customer relationship management -- which is the subject of this paper -- companies must maintain a clear corporate identity or position, while constantly sharing, learning and adapting their messages to address changing consumer needs and requirements (Flores, 1987). This applies primarily to marketers, salespeople and customer service reps, all those with "customer-facing" positions in the firm. Sustaining this alignment and adaptability requires the adoption of a new framework or "ideology" of intensive collaboration, and new processes for communication (Kelly, 1997). 





Ultimately, this relational approach of advocacy and inquiry, of empowerment and recognition, can have the combined positive effects of growth and transformation on the interactants. (Folger, 1994) It could change the organization anew and change its relation to the whole.(Bohm, 1977) The result is a new communication model that fosters collaboration and learning, dramatically boosting sales growth and new product development.





A SYSTEMS DYNAMICS FRAMEWORK





With change comes complexity. We all love to complete a puzzle, to solve a good mystery. People revel in discovering the interconnectedness in things, seeing, in little snippets of insight, how things relate together in the physical world . 





So fascinated, German psychologist William Stern coined the term systems theory in 1919. For Stern, the world was connected by domains of interaction, one imbedded in the other, mini-worlds nested within larger worlds, larger and larger subunits, all fused in a flexible, flowing system. Stern pointed out that , in nature, a person is connected with elements of the outside world. Food, bacteria and sound vibrations constantly enter the human system. But humans have ideas too, and our ideas enter higher-order domains such as groups, then companies, markets and society. From a systems perspective, man is connected in a languaging exchange between domains, through the constant interaction of communicative behavior. (Maturana, 1977)





In todays increasingly fragmented, rapidly-changing market, systems thinking is the antedote to our sense of growing helplessness. That's because systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes (Senge, 1990). It is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots. 





Systems thinking is the best solution for seeing the "structures" that underlie complex situations, and for discerning high from low leverage change.  Its essense lies in interrelationships rather than linear cause-effect chains; and processes of change rather than snapshots. (Senge, 1990)





In this new Einsteinian framework (Cobb, 1994), we can begin to rethink our views of cooperation vs. competition. Now collaboration between merchant and consumer really begins to make sense . Today's complex challenges of change, competition, relationships and communication can't be solved by narrow-minded specialists thinking and working in rigid, Newtonian isolation, but in a broader coming-together with customers, a pooling of resources, through a process of dialogue. (Hargrove, 1998)  In fact, the breakthrough of the 21st century business will come from an expanding concept of what it means to be a collaborative person in the marketplace. (Hargrove, 1998)





DIALOGUE: Advocacy & Inquiry





It is one thing to value collaboration, and even to have collaborative people, but how do you create groups or even organizations where collaboration happens efficiently, by design, rather by accident?





The ideal  process, the one which is most complimentary to the systems dynamic, is dialogue. To have a dialogic conversation is systemic. It is to look for a "whole" between the pieces. It is to value listening more than speaking, to value understanding more than explaining, and to value respect more than persuasion. (Pearce, Littlejohn, 1997). Dialogue is a style of discourse that  moves groups from the dependency, competition and exclusion often found in hierarchical cultures to increased collaboration, partnership and inclusion.





 Physicist/philosopher David Bohm traces the roots of Dialogue to the Greek "dia" and "logos" which means "through meaning." 





One might think of Dialogue as a stream of meaning flowing among and through a group of people, out of which may emerge some new understanding, something creative. Dialogue moves beyond any one individual's understanding, to make explicit the implicit and build collective meaning and community. (Bohm, 1977)





It is often useful to contrast dialogue with discussion or debate. In dialogue we are interested in 


creating a fuller picture of reality rather than breaking it down into fragments or parts, 


as happens in discussion. Discussion aims to persuade. Dialogue aimes to understand. (Pearce, Littlejohn, 1997)). There is no emphasis on winning, but rather on learning, collaboration and the synthesis of points of view.  





Dialogue slows down the speed at which most groups converse by employing deeper levels of listening and reflection. Another important aspect of dialogue is its open-endedness (Ellinore, 1998). This means letting go of the need for specific results. This does not mean there are no results from dialogue; in fact there are many. Like improved collaboration, decision making, problem solving and change management to name a few. However, in releasing the need for certain predetermined outcomes, important issues can be allowed to surface which often go undiscovered in agenda-based meetings. The result is often a deeper level of understanding and new insight.





How can teams focus dialogic behavior for deeper explorations of difficult sales conversations, marketing communications development, customer service disputes and other requirements? In 1994, William N.Isaacs of  The Dialogue Project at the MIT Center for Organizational Learning suggested the following guidelines for dialogue:





Suspension of judgement when listening and speaking. When we listen and suspend judgment we open the door to expanded understanding. When we speak without judgment we open the door for others to listen to us. 





Respect for differences. Our respect is grounded in the belief that everyone has an essential contribution to make and is to be honored for the perspective which only they can bring. 





Role and status suspension. Again, in dialogue, all participants and their contributions are absolutely essential to developing an integrated a whole view. No one perspective is more important than any other. 





Focus on learning. Our intention is to learn from each other, to expand our view and understanding, versus evaluating and determining who has the "best" view.





When we are focused on learning we tend to ask more questions, try new things. We are willing to disclose our thinking so that we can see both what is working for us and what we might want to change. We want to hear from all parties so that we can gain the advantage of differing perspectives. 





Balancing inquiry and advocacy. In dialogue we inquire to discover and understand others perspectives and ideas and we advocate to offer our own for consideration. The intention is to bring forth and make visible assumptions, relationships and gain new insight and understanding.





We often tend to advocate to convince others of our positions. Therefore a good place to start with this guideline is to practice bringing more inquiry into the conversation. 





In fact, the most generative and transcendent communication we can have with a customer or prospect occurs when we combine skills in advocacy and inquiry.  When we advocate and inquire with colleagues, customers or partners, we collaborate to create a shared work context  (Hargrove, 1998). 





Most sales, marketing and service executives tend to be passionate advocates of their own views, but they often fail to question their own reasoning or to ask questions of other's views. (Hargrove, 1998). In fact, what it means to be a competent manager is to be able to solve problems -- to figure out what needs to be done, and enlist whatever support is needed to get it done. We become successful for our ability to debate forcefully and to influence others. Inquiry skills, meanwhile, go unrecognized, undeveloped and unrewarded. 





Balancing advocacy and inquiry is a powerful approach that requires a degree of courage. It starts with making statements, then explaining your reasoning, as well as inviting questions. Balancing advocacy and inquiry involves asking people questions about how they developed their views with the intent of building shared  understanding. (Hargrove, 1998)





By learning how to ask questions that lead to new levels of understanding we accelerate our 


collective learning. We create a relationship. Such questions often begin with "I wonder...", "what if....", "what does xxx mean to you?" As we ask these questions and listen, we gain greater awareness into our own and others' thinking processes and the issues that separate and unite us. (Ellinore, 1998)





These guidelines for advocacy and inquiry were developed at MIT's Sloan School of Management, Center for Organizational Learning (Senge, 1990):





When advocating your view --


-- Make your own reasoning explicit (ie. say how you arrived at your view and the "data" upon which it is based.


-- Encourage others to explore your view (do you see gaps in my reasoning?)


-- Encourage others to provide different views





When inquiring into others --


-- When making assumptions, state your assumptions clearly, and acknowledge that they are assumptions


-- State the "data" upon which your assumptions are based


-- Don't bother asking questions if you're not really interested in the other's resonse. (ie. if you're only trying to be polite)





When you arrive at an impasse--


-- Ask what data or logic might change their views


-- Ask if there is any way you might together design an experiment that might provide new information   





The more a company can engage in this transcendent eloquence -- whether it be through sales, marketing or customer service --  the more open, appreciative and collaborative merchants can be with consumers and the more they can learn from each other.                





TRANSFORMATION





    Just as the melody is not made up of  notes nor the verse of words nor the statute of lines, but  they must    


    be tugged and dragged until their unity has been scattered into these many pieces, so with the man to 


    whom I say Thou. I can take out him the colour of his hair, or of his speech, or of his goodness. I must 


    continually do this. But each time I do it he ceases to be Thou.  -- Martin Buber





"Seeing things whole" amounts to a subtle shift in awareness and consciousness. (Jaworski, 1994) .  Acting on what we learn, the new collaborative relationship becomes an engine for the possibility of growth and transformation. (Folger, 1994). 





Growth and transformation begins with empowerment. (Folger, 1994). First, we accomplished this through the creation of a safe place to communicate internally, an integrated field of interaction, a collaborative container in which conversation between sales and marketing managers is devoted to dialogue and learning instead of debate and persuasion. There's no judgement. By communicating in this way, parties are able to create solutions in common from something that takes place in their mutual discussions and actions (Bohm, 1997)





From empowerment, we move to recognition (Folger, 1994). We've given interactants the opportunity to speak without judgement of right or wrong. Now we want to demonstrate that we've listened appreciatively, empathically, in a spirit of true sociality, and have all heard what our customers have to say. In this way, it is possible to consciously let go of our own viewpoint in an attempt to see things from the other's perspective. (Folger, 1994)





If we can all suspend carrying out our impulses, suspend our assumptions, and look at them all, then we are all -- inter-departmental colleagues, customers, prospects and partners -- in the same state of consciousness. (Bohm, 1977) 





People tend to think of a common consciousness as a "shared bliss" or something. That's not what we're talking about here. First, we have to share the consciousness that we actually have. If consumers and merchants can share their frustrations and share their different contradictory assumptions and share their mutual concerns -- and if everybody is concerned together, and looking at it together -- than you have a common consciousness. (Bohm, 1977).





This empowerment and recognition between merchant and consumer -- generated by a new relational perspective and the transcendent nature of dialogic discourse -- will dramatically increase clarity, understanding and agreement in the early stages of a sales cycle, making sales and marketing efforts more effective and efficient. Ultimately,  it may even spawn a new generation of  mutually-created, consumer-appreciative products like cigarettes that can't be smoked by  minors, or a pill that reminds senior citizens when it has to be taken. 





This relational approach provides a model for a strong sales and marketing organization, with a powerful message, but also a caring company that has the capacity for empathizing with and expressing authentic concern for others. (Folger, 1994). It creates the possibility of dynamic marketing discourse -- intensive advocacy and inquiry -- that supports both increased sales and deeper human connections.





David Ben-Gal Kramer is a Principal Director at The Fieldstone Hill  Group, a Collaborative Sales & Marketing Consultancy based outside of Princeton, NJ. David can be reached at  dakramer@fieldstonehill.com. Internet:dakramer@fieldstonehill.com 





BIBLIOGRAPHY


Bohm, David, "On Dialogue." Journal of Krishnamurti Foundation Trust of England, 1997. Cobb, Sara, "Einsteinian Practice and Newtonian Discourse, An Ethical Crisis in Mediation."


                     Mediation Journal, 1994.


DeGeus, Arie, "The Living Company." Harvard Business School Press, 1997.


Deutsch, Morton, "The Resolution of Conflict." Yale University Press, 1973.


Eighth Annual Survey of Consumer Federation of America, 1998.


Ellinore, Linda and Gerard, Glenna, "Dialogue: Rediscovering the Transforming Power of  


                      Conversation." John Wiley & Sons, 1998.


Flores, Fernando and Winograd, Terry, "Understanding Computers and Cognition: A New  


                      Foundation for Design." 1987. 


Folger, Joseph P. and Baruch Bush, Robert A., "The Promise of Mediation." Jossey-Bass,           


                       1994.


Hargrove, Robert, "Mastering the Art of Creative Collaboration." McGraw-Hill, 1998. 


Isaacs, William N., "Annual Report of The Dialogue Project at MIT Center for Organizational


                       Learning, 1994.


Jaworski, Joseph, "Synchronicity: The Inner Path of Leadership." Berrett-Koehler, 1996


Kelly, Susanne and Allison, Mary Ann, "The Complexity Advantage." McGraw-Hill, 1999.


Maturana, Humberto, "Original Paper Delivered at Biological Computer Laboratory, Chicago,   


                        Illinois, 1977.


Merry, Uri Dr., "The Information Age and Organizations." Emergence -- Journal of New 


                       England Complex Systems Institute, 1996.


Pearce, W. Barnett and  Littlejohn, Stephen W., " Moral Conflict, When Social Worlds 


                       Collide." Sage Publications, 1997


Peppers, Don and Rogers, Martha, "Enterprise One to One." Doubleday, 1997


Senge, Peter, "The Fifth Discipline." Currency Doubleday, 1990. 


Wood, Robin, "The Future of Strategy: The Role of the New Sciences." Conference of the


                       New England Complex Systems Institute,  1999.


Wacker, Watts, "The 500 Year Delta." HarperCollins, 1997.                     


 


