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“Bridging the Gap”: Difference, Dialogue,
and Community Organizing
Stephanie Norander & Gloria Galanes

The purpose of this study is to understand a citywide initiative to increase diversity
and inclusion in a predominantly white US city with a tragic racial history. This
research reveals prevailing struggles with communicating about diversity and race and
taking meaningful actions to promote social change. Using theories of difference and
dialogue, we analyze in-depth, qualitative fieldwork with three voluntary organiza-
tions: The Chamber of Commerce; The Network; and Minorities in Business. Our work
answers calls to center race and embodied differences and extends theorizing on
dialogic sensibilities. The findings reveal that difference organizes dialogue through:
(1) the ongoing construction of context; (2) the mobilizing of social change efforts; and
(3) the intermingling of economic and racial justice discourses. Ultimately, we hope this
work encourages further conversation about difference, race, and engaged scholarship.

Keywords: Difference; Race; Dialogue; Diversity; Social Change; Organizing

Many US community leaders and citizens aspire to create thriving, diverse
communities despite economic, political, and social challenges. Community members
carry out this work through various organizational forms, including city government
committees, social justice not-for-profits, and business organizations. Organizational
leaders often coordinate actions and diversity goals, potentially fostering raised
awareness and community dialogue. The purpose of this study is to understand how
difference organizes dialogue and maintains community. This move to center
difference answers calls to advance understandings of community and organizational
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life as fundamentally raced, classed, and gendered (Ashcraft & Allen, 2003; Orbe &
Allen, 2008). Dialogue scholars emphasize the necessity of difference to dialogic
processes (see Barge & Little, 2002; Heath, 2007). Yet, we find few empirical studies
of dialogue and organizing that discuss the lived and embodied realities of race.
Through in-depth fieldwork with three civic organizations in the city of Springfield,
we analyze how difference shapes the community context, mobilizes resources and
voice, and orders discursive and material meanings of diversity. As applied
communication scholars, we approached this project as a way to engage a significant
US societal challenge using communication theories as resources (see Buzzanell,
2009). As Springfield community members, we became actively involved in striving
toward a more thriving, diverse community.

In 2010, The Springfield Chamber of Commerce developed the following strategic
priority issue:

Communicate the connection between a culturally diverse community and
economic sustainability through education and engagement of businesses and
faith-based organizations to create a community culture that is less isolated
and more open to all.

The priority issue was prompted by a commissioned report (Market Street Services,
Inc., 2009) that named the lack of racial and cultural diversity an obstacle to
economic growth and the overall community well-being. The community, also
recognized by national publications for its high quality of life, was ranked on Forbes’
2010 national list of “Best Places for Businesses and Careers” (Badenhausen, 2010).
The population is 92% white, 2% black, 2% Latino/a, and 3% other (159,498 total
population, 2010). Out of this strategic priority issue, dialogic interactions have
emerged among three not-for-profit organizations: the Chamber of Commerce, the
Network (a young professionals sub-group of the Chamber), and the Minorities in
Business (MIB) networking group (a new, independent not-for-profit). We begin our
exploration of these three groups by tracing connections between difference and
dialogue studies. We then use this framework to analyze discourse collected over a
two-year period from field notes, focus groups (FGs), and in-depth interviews. The
context of Springfield provides a glimpse into the everyday struggle to find language
to discuss diversity and race and to take meaningful actions that will bring about
social change. Ultimately, we hope this work encourages further conversation about
difference, community, and engaged scholarship.

Rewriting Race into Dialogue and Organizing

Community members often embody democratic ideals when organizing for social
change. Communication researchers have researched the role of participation (Novak
& Harter, 2008), voice (Dempsey, 2007; Norander & Harter, 2012) dialogue (Heath,
2007; Zoller, 2000), and interorganizational collaboration (Lewis, Isbell, & Koschmann,
2010) in bringing about change. Much of this work emphasizes the necessity of a
“diversity of perspectives” in order to create space for authentic voice, dialogic
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organizing, and collaborative interaction. This work has been fruitful for understand-
ing the complexity of social change initiatives. Yet, without attention to the embodied,
personal experiences of diversity and difference, the concept of diversity within this
research remains largely abstract. We draw upon difference scholarship (Ashcraft,
2011; Ashcraft & Allen, 2003; and Orbe & Allen, 2008) to explore how difference
organizes dialogue and community in Springfield.

Orbe and Allen (2008) argued that applied communication scholarship falls into
three primary genres, characterized by research that: (1) presents white experience as
universal; (2) reduces race to a demographic variable; or (3) critiques social power
and articulates race as a site of struggle. They propose an alternative genre,
multifocal-relational scholarship that illustrates how “the experiences of people of
color and whites are multidimensional, similar and different, and inextricably linked”
(p. 205). We attend to this need for richer understandings of difference in two
important ways. First, we engage difference as a discursive and embodied site of
struggle by gathering multilayered narratives from majority and minority popula-
tions. Second, we extend theorizing about dialogue, organizing, and diversity by
foregrounding difference as generative of dialogue. Building on the work of Heath
(2007) and Barge and Little (2002), we use dialogue as a way of understanding
communicative action rather than as an ideal form of communication.

Dialogue and Difference

We connect several points of mutual interest between dialogue and difference
scholarship. First, as mentioned above, dialogue and difference scholars affirm the
necessity of diverse perspectives to transform social relationships. Dialogue scholars
draw upon Bakhtin (1981) and Buber (1970) to argue that difference is a
precondition for dialogue. Bakhtin (1981) elucidated the concept of heteroglossia—
a diversity of voices, languages, and perspectives—that enlarges human capacities for
being and knowing. Furthermore, dialogue scholars maintain that dialogue preserves
diverse perspectives rather than transcends them (see Buber, 1970).

Difference scholars also emphasize the importance of engaging diverse perspec-
tives, but in concrete ways that acknowledge the raced, gendered, and classed nature
of communicative action (Allen, 2007; Ashcraft & Allen, 2003). Race, for example, is
a salient difference in all organizing contexts, not just those assumed “raced” because
they involve nonwhites. Diversity is not a static variable of identity, but there are
material and embodied dimensions not articulated necessarily in a “diversity of
perspectives” approach (e.g. Barge & Little, 2002; Heath, 2007).

Second, difference and dialogue scholars uphold context as vital. Barge and Little
(2002), in viewing “dialog as relational practice,” argue that context is vital to
understanding interactions (p. 380). This Bakhtinian take on dialogic organizing
proposes a holistic, situated, understanding of interaction:

In communication, the meaning of a particular act or utterance can never be fixed.
It is part of an unfolding chain of utterances, where what has preceded and what
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follows a particular utterance shapes its meaning. (Barge & Little, 2002, p. 383,
citing Bakhtin, 1986)

For difference scholars, adopting the “dialog as relational practice” view creates a
viable path to conducting multifocal-relational scholarship that is attentive to the
complex nature of community context.

Finally, tensions between talk and action are central to understanding how
difference organizes dialogue. Dialogic organizing is both a process and a product of
communicative practice. As Zoller (2000) pointed out in her case study of a
community dialogue initiative, this can frustrate participants who view further talk as
a poor substitute for action or as a means to delay social action. However,
participants can mitigate a preoccupation with closure or predetermined outcomes
(i.e. diversity quotas) through meaningful engagement with the topic that emerges
from the open-ended nature of dialogue. Researchers can interrogate this process by
exploring how language serves as a common resource that both reveals and conceals
underlying meanings. For example, community members employ narrative logics to
engage in storytelling as a sense-making process that evinces tensions of talk and
action (see Barge & Little, 2002). In our study, for instance, members created the
preconditions for further dialogue in part through participating in research
interviews about diversity and inclusion.

To that end, we find room in studies of dialogue and organizing to interrogate
difference more in-depth. The focus of our study is on the cultivation of dialogic
sensibilities and the creation of community. The three participant organizations, with
their overarching diversity goals, presented a unique opportunity to foreground race
in this unfolding dialogic process. Although the community initiative was broadly
focused on diversity and inclusiveness, it was clear that race and, in particular, the
relations between the majority white and minority African-American communities
were central to the conversation. In discussing the city and chamber’s initiatives,
members narrated their historical perspectives on race relations and the unique
events that shape the present discourse. Members voiced both frustration and hope
for the potential of ongoing dialogue to lead to substantive community changes. As
such, the various efforts to figure out how to “move forward” served as a dynamic
context for us to explore how race organizes dialogue and organizing. Through long-
term engagement with the community, we explored how the majority and minority
communities struggled to develop joint efforts to create a more inclusive community.
The following research question guided our inquiry:

RQ: How does difference organize community dialog?

Research Design

This study began as a formative exploration of how to enact the Chamber’s strategic
priority of increasing diversity in Springfield. We were first intrigued when the
Chamber announced its annual priorities at a business meeting. The second author
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knew the Chamber leadership and contacted them to set up a meeting to learn more
about their efforts. Both authors met with the Chamber leadership and discussed how
we might participate. Over the next 18 months, we played an active role in facilitating
conversations about diversity within and among the three organizations. As we
became more involved with the project, our relationships with organizational
members deepened, resulting in an emergent research design. We also positioned
ourselves as resources to the organizations involved and presented research reports
and facilitated FGs as needs evolved.

In exploring how difference organizes dialogue, we have sought to use a
multifocal-relational lens throughout the research process. We were careful in the
data collection and analysis to spend time listening to majority and minority voices
and understanding how their experiences are similar and different (see Orbe & Allen,
2008). To that end, we have also sought to enact an ethic of reflexivity throughout
this project. We reflected on our identities, positions, and privileges, throughout the
process—particularly cognizant of our whiteness, female gender, and positions at a
local university. We also have enacted textual reflexivity (Macbeth, 2001) in carefully
reflecting upon the representations of black and white participants in the study.

Settings and Participants

The Springfield Chamber of Commerce is a not-for-profit founded in 1919 to
advocate for businesses in the community and promote the area’s economic health
(Springfield Chamber of Commerce, 2012). Approximately 2000 businesses and not-
for-profit organizations hold membership in the Chamber. The leadership includes a
president, executive vice president, and 32-member board of directors. In addition,
22 support staff work for the organization. The Chamber’s work is accomplished
through committees; there is a monthly networking breakfast and an annual dinner,
with individual committees meeting as needed throughout the year.

The Network for Springfield’s Young Professionals, founded in 2007, is a sub-
organization of the Chamber for individuals between the ages of 21 and 40. There are
approximately 400 members and the organization’s mission is to attract, retain, and
engage young professionals in the community through professional development and
networking activities. Each year, the Network decides which of the Chamber’s
strategic priorities it will focus upon for the coming year. During our research, the
Network had adopted the strategic priority of increasing diversity. The Network
generally hosts a variety of networking and social events throughout the year,
although there is not a regular monthly meeting time.

Three local African-American male business and civic leaders founded the MIB,
also a not-for-profit organization, in 2009. The founders were frustrated with the lack
of focus within the Chamber and the broader community on issues unique to the
minority community. As such, MIB’s mission is to develop a supportive professional
network for minority business owners and community members and to work for
economic empowerment for minorities. During our research, there were on average
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10 members participating in meetings. At the conclusion of the research, MIB held
monthly meetings with about 20 in attendance.

Method and Analysis

We engaged in participant observation throughout the duration of the project, but
other data collection choices can be characterized by four chronological phases: (1)
in-depth interviews with Chamber and Network leaders; (2) focus group interviews
with the Network; (3) in-depth interviews with MIB members; and (4) focus group
interviews with the Chamber. We detail our methodological choices and the
procedures involved in data collection and analysis below.

Participant observation. Over a period of 18 months, we attended monthly meetings
of MIB as well as panels and events on diversity sponsored by the Chamber and the
Network. We logged approximately 75 hours engaged in participant observation.
Field notes were taken by hand during meetings and typed up shortly afterward. In
addition, we were invited to speak at various points to each group about our ongoing
research, which served as continuous comment on our emerging themes. After one
year in the field, we presented a formal report to the Chamber on our research in
preparation for its board of director’s annual retreat. We also presented our findings
to an annual membership meeting of the MIB; both of these presentations provided
additional validity checks in the form of feedback from members which we then
incorporated into our ongoing analysis.

We presented ourselves as both researchers and community members in support of
increasing diversity and inclusion in Springfield. Often, we participated in conversa-
tions with group members, asking questions and offering suggestions when appropri-
ate. Our approach allowed for a significant amount of “informed reciprocity between
researchers and group members” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 147). For example, at
meetings, we would ask for feedback on categories that were beginning to form in our
analysis and gather ideas about issues relevant to interviews. This served as an informal
method of member checking (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). We negotiated a relational ethic
wherein we were researchers, resources to the organizations, and community members
who advocated for a more inclusive environment.

In-depth interviews. We conducted eight total formal interviews with MIB members
(N = 5), Chamber of Commerce staff (N = 2), and the Network (N = 1). Interviews
ranged in length from 45 minutes to 2 hours. We developed a semi-structured
interview guide and revised it with each interview as we gained deeper insight into
community member perspectives and the ongoing diversity efforts. We focused the
majority of our interview efforts on African-American members of MIB for two main
reasons: (1) there were very few minorities in the Chamber or the Network, making it
unlikely to have minority voices participate in the FGs (see below); and (2) in-depth
interviews were better suited for building rapport with minority participants. Also,
because our work developed out of multiple meetings with the Chamber and the
Network and we conducted FGs with both organizations, we did not pursue further
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individual interviews with those groups. Most of the interviews took place at the
place of business of the interviewee, with the exception of one coffee shop interview
and one on-campus interview as per the interviewee’s choice.

Focus groups. At two different phases in the research, we were asked to conduct FGs
at events sponsored by the Network and the Chamber, respectively. Soon after the
onset of our research, we were asked by the Network to conduct focus groups at a
breakfast meeting to explore attitudes and ideas members held about the diversity
strategic priority. Since they had adopted the Chamber’s diversity priority, they
wanted the focus group discussions to serve as part of their action plan. In other
words, these discussions were part of their strategy to participate in the conversation
on diversity. We developed a semi-structured interview guide that allowed for
probing questions to emerge in conversation. We also saw this as an opportunity to
provide graduate students with applied research experience and to raise awareness
about diversity and inclusion in the community. Graduate students in the master’s
level organizational communication course (taught by the first author) facilitated FGs
under direction of the authors. We planned for an expected attendance of 40 and
altogether 28 participants showed for the breakfast program on diversity. As
participants arrived, they were assigned to groups ranging from three to five
participants in eight total FGs (N = 8). According to focus group guidelines (Kreuger
& Casey, 2008), group sizes were small. However, as Tracy (2013) notes, meaningful
conversation can occur in groups as small as three.

One year later, we were asked by the Chamber to conduct FGs also at a breakfast
meeting. The Chamber was preparing for its annual strategic planning retreat and it
wanted feedback from its members on the diversity priority and specifically on future
steps. Again, we trained graduate students to facilitate the focus group discussions.
Twenty-five Chamber members participated in the discussions. Upon arrival, they
were assigned to groups of three to five for a total of six (N = 6) FGs. Each FG lasted
from 40 to 60 minutes. The conversations were audio-recorded and facilitators also
took notes during the discussion. The FGs were transcribed verbatim, yielding a total
of 150 single-spaced pages of data.

Focus group participation reflected the demographic makeup of each organization.
In the Chamber and Network FGs sessions, there were fewer than five minority
participants. In contrast, all individual interviews of MIB members were with
minorities. There was no overlap between MIB individual interviews and either
Chamber or Network FGs, nor was there overlap between Network and Chamber
FGs, by design. Thus, the data derived from all three organizations were relatively
independent. Groups did intermingle during meetings and events that we observed.

Data Analysis

The analysis of data occurred throughout the project. From the outset of the project,
the authors met regularly to discuss emerging issues and to create reports and
presentations for the participant organizations (see above). We conducted more
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formal thematic analysis once all transcripts and field notes were collected. We began
by reading the data in its entirety and discussing salient themes and questions. We
then worked to further “open” the data by interrogating the diversity of experiences
and suggestions represented in the discourse (Richards, 2009). Our coding process
began by first marking passages of interest. We noted common narratives and
language resource used by participants as well as alternative perspectives on making
sense of diversity. For example, we read interview transcripts from MIB members
describing Springfield, and noticed similar descriptions of place in the focus group
transcripts, and created a “place” category that included data from both interviews
and FGs.

We then created analytical memos on our emerging interpretations (Richards,
2009), returning to our initial research questions motivations for the study. We
developed “second-level” codes (Tracy, 2013) designed to interpret and synthesize
our initial coding. With an eye toward multivocality, we carefully reviewed each
second-level code to ensure we were creating interpretations based on multiple
perspectives in the data. We then cross-referenced categories, collapsing some and
holding others for a potential second manuscript.

Our aim is to present a viable, communicative understanding of how Springfield
community members are working on a diversity initiative. In the spirit of multifocal-
relational scholarship, we engaged diverse members of the community at the various
stages of research from project development to presenting our findings (Orbe &
Allen, 2008). We hope to spark further conversation about difference and organizing
among scholars and community activists.

“Bridging the Gap” through Community Dialogue and Organizing

What we’re trying to do is to say, ‘Okay, there is a different way. How can we
bridge this gap so that we all can at least begin to see that we have the same
problems, the same issues, the same aspirations … so at the end of the day,
everybody can at least take advantage and share in the wealth of the group?
(Anthony, black MIB member, interview)

The description of a gap in relationships that needs to be bridged embodies how the
Chamber of Commerce, the Network, and the MIB attempt to mobilize resources to
create a more inclusive community. The “gap” in Springfield is both material and
symbolic. A physical divide exists between socioeconomically disadvantaged North
Springfield and the more affluent South Springfield. The majority of the population is
white, making the visibility of the minority community, and lack of minority
presence, noticeable. There is a generational gap among community members as well
as a gap in old Springfield and modern Springfield. In each sense, bridging the gap
implies positive movement toward a more inclusive community, but at the same time
acknowledges longstanding obstacles.

Orbe and Allen (2008) argued that “race continues to matter in the United States”
(p. 201). Discussions on diversity are fraught with tensions surrounding “invisible”
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norms (Grimes, 2002); race-based expectations about interactions (Ashcraft & Allen,
2003) and resistance to engaging oppression–privilege in concrete terms (Kirby,
2011). In the USA, voluntary organizations commonly intervene in these challenges
through engaging community members in dialogue and diversity goals. In Spring-
field, the Network, the Chamber of Commerce, and MIB work to address the lack of
diversity and take actions to create a more inclusive community. In this section, we
use a multifocal-relational lens to explore these “gaps” and understand how
difference organizes dialogue. Our findings reveal that: (1) difference creates
community; (2) difference mobilizes organizing and dialogue; and (3) difference
orders meaning.

Difference Creates Community

Understanding community context is vital to exploring dialogue and organizing
efforts. Human actors create communities through situated social interactions that
unfold over time. As such, community is not a neutral place, rather, it is a site of
ongoing political contestation (see Dempsey, 2010). In Springfield, difference is
integral to the history and constant (re)creation of community. Participant
community members often drew upon key historical events and narratives to situate
the current diversity initiative. This theme illustrates how difference creates
community through a chain of utterances that give rise to associated, albeit with
discomfort, living (see Novak & Harter, 2008).

One tragic turning point in Springfield’s history took place in April 1906. In the
early 1900s, Springfield had approximately 25,000 residents, including approximately
2300 black citizens, many of whom belonged to a thriving middle-class community.
On that fateful date in 1906, a young white woman and a male friend claimed they
were attacked and robbed by two black men in masks. Police arrested two black men
who happened to have been together that night. The men were released when their
white employer said they had been at work during the attack, but were rearrested
after the alleged victim complained. A mob broke into the jail, beat and bound the
men, and hanged them from a metal structure in the public square. Later, the mob
returned, found another black man, “tried” him and hanged him as well. There was a
hung jury in the trial of the first—and only—man tried for the lynchings; charges
against the rest of the men were dropped. Following these events, a significant
number of black residents left the city, many never to return (The New York Times,
1906). This critical moment serves as a heuristic for making sense of present race
relations and diversity.

Many participants referred to the lynching of 1906 when discussing ways to create
a more diverse community. A common approach to addressing the narrative was to
acknowledge it with reluctance and in muted tones. For example, Mike, a black MIB
member, mentioned in an interview “we’re not dredging up all that … the lynchings
and all of that (voice gets noticeably quiet, a long pause follows).” Sal, also a black
MIB member, stated, “A lot of black businesses left, I don’t want to get on that soap
box. We all know why they did” (Field notes). Others referred to the lynching in
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vague terms such as “the Springfield reputation” (FG—Network, white male) or the
“not great racial history” (FG—Network, white female). When discussing challenges
to recruiting minorities to work in Springfield one participant explained, “people
know our history here, I mean the way we treated people in the past” (FG—Network,
white male). The same participant went on to say, “we hung people on the square,
not that unusual for that time … to me it’s part of the identity here, part of what
Springfield is.” This community identity lives on in conversations about diversity and
in framing current obstacles to change.

The 1906 lynchings contribute to an external reputation of Springfield as
unwelcoming. In addition, the low number of African-Americans living in the
community makes recruiting additional minorities a challenge to employers and
universities. Participants shared stories of trying to recruit minorities who seemed
keen on the position only to be told “I don’t think this is going to work” (Marla,
black female MIB member, interview) once they had visited places such as the mall
or all-white neighborhoods in the community. The general consensus is that the “lily-
whiteness” (Kacie, white female Chamber member, interview) and reputation as “one
of America’s whitest cities” (FG—Network, white female) combined with knowledge
of Springfield’s past makes the city a hard sell for incoming minorities. “It’s almost
like we [Springfield] have, if not a reputation, a something—we’ve got to overcome,
even just doing a normal level of welcoming and connection with somebody, it still
has to go beyond that” (Bart, white male Chamber member, interview). Thus, the
racial foundations of the community permeate present-day efforts to enact diversity
goals.

Another way that the 1906 lynchings influence the community and current
dialogue about diversity is through the interactions among the white and African-
American populations. As Bart, a white male Chamber member explained, “you look
back to the history of the lynchings and all that, the rapid decline of the African
American population … the people who were left behind really had this, ‘lay low,
stay under the radar … don’t make waves kind of culture out of self-preservation’”
(interview). Mike, the black male MIB member mentioned above, illustrated in his
interview the “lay low” culture by comparing it to “a dog who’s been beat”:

and after a while … he’s [the dog] looking at the clock, and he’s like “oh it’s 5:15,
and … Tom’ll be in here in a couple of minutes to kick me a couple of times. I
better get near the door so I can make this easier for both of us.”… That’s his
expectation, he doesn’t aspire to much more than that kind of a life, because that’s
what he has known. He may have had similar experiences … when he was out at
the dog house and they’re like, “yeah, you know he kicks me too, he kicks all of us,
the best thing is to be right there, get kicked a couple of times, and then lay down,
and then he goes on about his business.’

This lingering “lay low” mentality impacts the majority community as well. Bart, a
white male Chamber employee, described in an interview challenges with discussing
diversity and inclusion in the business community:
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it just seems like, ‘Out of sight, out of mind. We don’t have a problem. I wouldn’t
have a problem if an African American comes in to apply for a job. They’ll get a
fair chance at it.’ But, there’s no proactive effort … I think maybe that’s the biggest
obstacle.

Majority–minority relations, then, emerge from a context wherein some have
experienced learned voicelessness and others have developed blindness to minority
struggles.

An essential part of emergent dialogic organizing is trust building and establishing
a mutual acknowledgment of interdependence (Heath, 2007; Zoller, 2000). Important
to note in this process is that community members articulated a weariness and at
times distrust of this “place.” For example, when discussing why this was a difficult
issue to get off the ground in Springfield, focus group members often described
problems with the city rather than with people. Participants mentioned that this is a
city that “actually repels diversity” (FG—Network, white female) and asked, “What is
it with this place?” Marla, an African-American interviewee, described what it is like
to live in Springfield as a minority:

People want to be comfortable in their surroundings, whether that be in the
workplace, or social setting. You know, sometimes you just aren’t. My dad used to
say, it’s a little bit like you’ve got on shoes that are too tight, it’s just always kind of
nagging at you. It makes you aware, something is not quite right, got a little
discomfort. And you can function with it, but you’re always aware … it’s always
there, kind of nagging at you.

In this way, members perceived the social and physical space of Springfield as
harboring discomfort rather than expressing discomfort with difference. The
comments about the deficiencies of Springfield resonated across majority and
minority participants. These were people interested, though, in creating a future
community more inclusive than the one they recalled in their accounts. A common
entry point into this conversation was to name the problems with the place along
with acknowledgment of the 1906 lynching. The potential for trust building emerged
in part through acknowledging the problems with the community’s unwelcoming
history and present.

In sum, the exploration of the Springfield context highlights members’ lived
differences of the community. In response to the research question, one way that
difference organizes dialogue is because it is foundational to the community social
fabric. The lynching narrative serves as an important resource for understanding the
current conversations about diversity. Members evoke this narrative as an entry point
to dialogue about creating a more diverse community. This context, in turn, gives rise
to the current conditions for dialogue. Although many discussed the negative aspects
of this “place,” it is important to understand that the present-day dialogue emerges
from this context. Accounting for the past, in all its ugliness, creates a sense of a shared
“place.” At the same time, in casting the present diversity initiative as a continuation of
a shared past, members also begin to express a sense of mutual interdependence.
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Difference Mobilizes Organizing and Dialogue

In the previous section, we illustrated how difference creates community. In this
theme, we show how despite and due to frustrations with this “place,” community
members are organizing for change and tentatively exploring collaborative organizing
opportunities. Heath (2007) suggested that community collaboration ought to be
grounded in dialogic perspectives in part because of the creative possibilities of
dialogue. A key component to tapping the creative potential of dialogue is voice.
Deetz (1995) argued that authentic voice, distinct from weighing in on issues, creates
possibilities for new understandings. Difference, and in particular, struggles for voice,
mobilizes the organizing efforts, and moves toward collaborating in Springfield.

In communities with a high majority population and low minority population (e.g.
Springfield’s population ratio of 92% majority, 8% minority), the struggle for
authentic voice presents distinct challenges:

it’s just that lack of awareness … acknowledgment of the institutional history of
racism, and how that leaves remnants within organizations years and years later
that still persist. And because there’s such a low minority population, there …
aren’t many people to have pushed that issue [increasing diversity] through the
years. (Bart, white male Chamber employee, interview)

The MIB organization was borne out of this struggle as black business leaders found
themselves frustrated with their Chamber membership. As Anthony, cofounder of
MIB, shared, “I go to the [Chamber] meetings, and I’ll sit in one corner, and it’s like
I’m not there. After a while, you just basically get frustrated and just not go”
(interview). As a result, Anthony and two other black males started the MIB during a
conversation over coffee. Anthony summed up the goals of the organization as, “what
can we do in order to make majority businesses recognize our presence, number one,
and … number two … form a coalition between the major business groups so that
we can at least be able to expand our business by doing that” (interview). A key
component of organizing for MIB, then, is to create visibility of the minority
population in Springfield and to provide a space within the organization for minority
members to be seen and heard.

At the time of our research, MIB was working to establish legitimacy through
developing official membership forms, a website, and inviting speakers to their
meetings. During our fieldwork, we participated in meetings where speakers included
the editor of the major local newspaper, a small business loan officer from a local
bank, and the city procurement officer. These speakers would also participate in
question and answer sessions and most discussions focused on how to gain and
retain authentic voice within the community—through presence with media contacts,
job ad listservs, and contractor lists.

Chamber and Network representatives also attended the MIB meetings. At first,
this seemed a watchful presence as we had heard some Chamber members in early
meetings raise concerns that MIB was “re-creating the wheel” (Field notes) and also
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express frustration that some MIB members refused to register their businesses for
membership in the Chamber. Bart, a white male Chamber employee, shared:

We’ve been trying like heck to get Joel into the Chamber. He’d benefit a lot from it
… I think we’ll eventually get him in …. I mean, he’s a small business, he’s plugged
in, he’s the leader of that group [MIB], but yet he’s not a member of the Chamber.
And I think we could do a heck of a lot to promote his business…. Despite all that,
we haven’t been able to get him in.

Although the Chamber was committed to the diversity initiative, it was difficult for
members to understand the needs for autonomy and independence among the MIB
members.

As time progressed, though, and MIB continued to grow in numbers and develop
as an organization, we witnessed a more dialogic stance emerges among the groups.
One noticeable dialogic moment took place at the first annual MIB Heritage Awards
Ceremony. The award for advocacy went to the then Chamber president, for his
work on the diversity strategic priority. In his speech, the Chamber president
announced that Joel and his business had become Chamber members. This moment
of reciprocity was met with hearty and enthusiastic applause by the attendees, most
of whom were African-American. Both men spoke of their enthusiasm for the
diversity initiative forward and for working together in their speeches. It seemed that
a threshold level of trust had been established between the two organizations.
Difference, as experienced through needs for voice and visibility, gave rise to the MIB
organization.

From the perspective of the MIB founders, creating an organization separate from
the Chamber allowed for the configuration of a collective minority identity different
from the one constructed in relation to the majority community from within the
Chamber. The work of the Chamber is organized in relation to those aligned with it
(see Ashcraft, 2011) and efforts to increase diversity will reflect embodied class and
race biases that hinder dialogic relations. In this case, the mobilization of the MIB
opened an alternative communicative opportunity wherein difference, and a diversity
of perspectives, could be preserved in the relationship without becoming an abstract
notion of “raceless diversity” (Halualani, Fassett, Morrison, & Dodge, 2006).

Difference Orders Meanings

Finally, community members work to bridge the gaps between symbolic and material
understandings of the needs for diversity and inclusion. Making sense of how and
why different community groups should collaborate in their efforts to create a
thriving, diverse community presents unique communicative challenges given the
political sensitivity of discussing diversity and the intermingling of economic and
moral rationalities. Scholars have paid much attention to the limitations of the
business case for diversity (see Grimes, 2002; Kirby & Harter, 2002; Perriton, 2009;
see also Mease, 2012). Unique to this case, though, is how difference is
interconnected with the material realities of community organizing and mobilization
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(Orbe, 2005). In an exploratory collaboration, much effort surrounds defining the
problem. In so doing, participants map a space of mutual interdependence and in
turn raise awareness about their interdependence. Participants in our study
commonly used three frames for discussing the problem: economic empowerment,
racial justice, and talk/action.

Although the original motivation for the Chamber’s strategic priority and the
formation of MIB arose from business and profit-oriented logics, we heard little
direct mention of the business case for diversity among participants. Instead, we
heard much about the connections between economic, social, and community well-
being. As Joel (black male, MIB, Field notes) puts it, “At the end of the day, we [black
and white communities] have the same desires—a good education, a nice house, a cut
lawn, and to go to sleep in peace.” A white female from the Network shared a similar
sentiment: “some things that bring people together—common goals, good schools, a
strong economy. People want their businesses to thrive and be supportive of each
other ….” Some participants highlighted mutual economic frustrations: “Salaries here
are also a barrier. So, we all ought to be frustrated cause we got to live here together”
(Sal, black male, MIB, Field notes). These examples illustrate the perception that
needs for economic empowerment, rather than merely needs for profit, are common
to all community members.

In a conversation with Bart, a white male Chamber employee, he spoke of the need
for the Chamber to balance the economic and social imperatives of pursuing a
diversity priority:

the people who … have been at the forefront of this issue and this priority believe
it’s the right thing to do and are doing it for sincere reasons, but they also believe
that if it’s going to fly as a Chamber priority, it’s got to be business connected, and
that if we, if it was some great social cause the Chamber was championing, we
would have a heck of a lot more push back, and it wouldn’t last, because it
wouldn’t be seen as a core thing.

Bart’s remarks hone in on the idea that the business case must be used strategically in
order for members to accept the message, similar to the “access” argument made by
diversity consultants (see Mease, 2012). We heard this echoed by Joel at the MIB’s
First Annual Heritage Awards. Upon presenting the award for advocacy to the
Chamber president, he stated that this was “a man who is working for diversity not
just for business reasons, but because it’s the right thing to do.” Implicit in these
statements is that the business case for diversity provides cover (and material
resources) for racial justice initiatives.

Just as business and racial justice logics intermingled within the Chamber, we
heard members of the MIB discuss the need for material, economic consequences to
result from any collaborative efforts. As Mike, a black MIB member mentioned, “We
need our businesses to be patronized—we need procurement and contracts. There is
a lot of money out there in the economy. For small businesses, it’s not millions, but
thousands that make a difference” (Field notes). Joel, another black MIB member,
stated “We need to be part of the business fabric of Springfield. This requires access
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to resources available, capacity building, connecting …. Our businesses are dying on
the vine” (Field notes). And Ken, also a black MIB member, when discussing
collaborating with the Chamber, voiced, “We don’t want to ‘participate’ unless there
are real actions—connections made, contracts awarded …” (Field notes). These
comments illustrate the tension between symbolic “diversity initiatives” versus
initiatives that lead to concrete changes in opportunities for minority organizations.

John, one of the founding MIB members, brought up frustrations with Springfield
Public Schools and working with them to draft a policy on hiring minority
contractors. They were told after numerous meetings that a program had been
drafted and would soon be sent to the board to be ratified. After being stalled several
times when they asked about the status of the program, they were told to “go talk
to Mike.”

Well, we went to Mike and Mike said, ‘Well, I’m still trying to draft it.’ Which
means that they have not actually drafted something. After our last meeting …
which … got heated, then they sent out an email of the draft, that basically, I think
it was something that was put together within an hour, or maybe thirty minutes ….
The simple paragraph that he had was … something he just put together to pacify
us., just to let us know that at least think they were doing something …. And that’s
been going on for two years.

Irritation and anger at such placating acts were expressed often in interviews with
MIB members. By contrast, white participants often expressed frustration and
exasperation about not knowing what action steps to take.

When discussing ideas for how to work toward a more inclusive community Terry,
a white female, shared:

I feel like just picking people to be on our board just because they’re racially diverse
seems pretty trivial and it seems insulting to the people who we ask ….I really
don’t know how we fix it. I just know that it happens. But at least we’re trying, I
guess. (FG—Network)

Lana, another white female participant, shared similar frustration about where to go
next: “What is the next step? I guess it’s a good place to start with acceptance, but
then I don’t know how you get people to [believe], ‘Well I promise we’re not ignorant
anymore! We’ve been trying to be accepting ….’” (FG—Network). These sentiments
highlight feelings that “this problem is too big” as well as fears of appearing racist
that were salient among white participants.

Finally, frustrations with talk versus action intermingled with the difficulty of
talking about race. Consider Anthony’s, a black MIB member, comments in a
discussion of the Chamber’s diversity initiative, “We’ve seen it all. The more things
change, the more they stay the same. As a citizen who pays taxes, I have to ask: What
is the purpose, the end goal? Is it to make white people feel good?” (Field notes). And
then, Don’s (white Network member) nervous joke that, “Here we are, a bunch of
white people sitting around talking about diversity, and I’m sure to anybody else on
the outside, this seems like, ‘Could this be a bigger possible joke?’” (FG—Network).
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Just as we heard from black participants that they do not want to collaborate with the
Chamber or Network just to make them feel good—we heard fears and feelings of
paralysis from white participants that any action they might take would be perceived
as such.

Our research illustrates how difference, and in particular race, permeates situated
meanings of diversity and inclusion among Springfield community members.
Personal experience of identifying with the business community and being concerned
about diversity, equality, and racial justice leads to a diversity discourse that is more
nuanced than making the business case for diversity—it is about empowerment,
access to resources, and creating open, dialogic relationships. However, difference
also animates the tension between talk and action in particular ways. This tension
was often expressed among the white community as wanting to be pro-diversity but
not knowing how to do so on the micro level of everyday interactions at work and in
the community. So while many want to create the community discussed, there is a
very real struggle in figuring out how to do so. Among the minority community, this
tension was expressed as frustration with the majority population, and the
community itself, in not moving forward on issues more quickly. The participants
from all three groups with whom we worked were not pivoting away from race,
instead they were openly acknowledging the difficulties in engaging it. Herein lies an
important aspect of dialogic relations in that power is necessarily involved and
inequalities are not erased, but coming to understandings of how difference orders
everyday experiences of living and working in the same community is part of both
the process and the outcome of participating in this discourse (see Heath, 2007).

Discussion

This study demonstrates how difference organizes community dialogue and shapes
diversity discourse. Our findings highlight the importance of multifocal-relational
perspectives on sociohistorical context, mobilizing social change, and differing logics
in use. We presented viable interpretations of the communicative processes involved
in an emergent collaboration based on our synthesis of theories of dialogue,
community organizing, and difference. Our research resonates with calls from
difference scholars to complicate and disrupt traditional approaches that obscure the
racial foundations of community relationships and organizing (Ashcraft, 2011;
Ashcraft & Allen, 2003; Orbe & Allen, 2008).

The findings of this study present clear implications for theorizing and future
research. As emphasized in the theoretical framework, this research is innovative in
that it brings together two bodies of communication scholarship: dialogue and
organizing and difference and organizing. The means by which this is accomplished
is through the use of Orbe and Allen’s (2008) multifocal-relational scholarship model
of doing applied communication research. In so doing, we were able to start with the
concrete practices of three different organizations and the lived realities of addressing
the social issue of creating a more diverse and inclusive community. We applied our
knowledge of the communicative processes of dialogue, organizing, and difference to
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contribute to the overall diversity goals. Likewise, the unique features of this
exploratory collaboration and community both furthered and challenged our
understandings of communication concepts and how research is translated into
practice. This reciprocal relationship between theory and practice embodies ideals of
applied communication research (see Frey, 2009).

Our research question was motivated by a desire to center difference in exploring
an emergent community collaboration. This move, as called for by other commun-
ication scholars (Ashcraft & Allen, 2003; Orbe & Allen, 2008), led us to question why
diversity remains a relatively abstract concept in dialogue research. In part, scholars
have argued for not reducing diversity to discrete variables of social identity. As such,
diversity has been located in the relationship between the subject and the issue,
resulting in a “diversity of perspectives” approach. We find value in this approach
and believe that a diversity of perspectives is an important facet of dialogue. Yet, if we
are to take seriously calls to interrogate the ways in which organizing practices are
raced, classed, and gendered, we need a more robust understanding of diversity. As
Ashcraft and Allen (2003) remind us, to talk about diversity in abstract terms edits
out the material, embodied experiences of organizational life. Picking up on the work
of Barge and Little (2002) and Heath (2007), we further research that views dialogue
as a paradigm rather than as an ideal form of communication. We show how a
dialogic perspective is made even more “real” rather than “ideal” by specifically
addressing the importance of embodied differences. Further, we asked how difference
actually organizes the dialogue—rather than the role that difference might play in the
service of dialogue.

Another important theoretical contribution of this work is the focus on the
exploratory phase of community collaboration. Both Heath (2007) and Zoller (2000)
argued for researchers to develop a more thorough understanding of the precondi-
tions for both dialogue and collaboration to emerge. In this way, our theoretical
commitment to the key tenet of dialogic organizing as open-ended mirrored the on-
the-ground practices of the Chamber of Commerce, the Network, and the MIB. The
three organizations were open to listening to each other’s ideas and suggestions, but
each worked to figure out how to maintain their autonomy while collaborating on
the broader goal of inclusiveness. Throughout the research project, we did not know
what would emerge from these ongoing conversations. We did, however, witness the
power of a shared understanding of context and openness to transformation to
sustaining dialogic relationships among the organizations.

Practical Implications

One of the critiques of translating applied research has been the assumption that
research precedes the ability to make practical suggestions to the community at hand
(Frey & Sunwolf, 2009). This project developed out of our personal interests in the
future of the community in which we live. We directly intervened in the discourses
about diversity through our participation in meetings and suggesting the facilitation
of FGs to further the community conversation. We positioned ourselves as active
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community members who happened to also be researchers. This approach allowed
for several productively challenging moments where we were questioned about our
own support of diversity and the interests our research ultimately served. As such, we
acknowledge that we learned much more about our community, the struggles of the
minority and majority populations, and our personal needs for growth and
development in enacting a pro-diversity citizenship than we expect to be able to
“give back” to the community. With that said, we make recommendations below
based on our commitment as engaged scholars to be “in the world rather than about
the world” (Deetz, 2008, p. 290).

As engaged researchers, we offered specific suggestions to the leaders and members
of the Chamber of Commerce, the Network, and MIB. First, we encouraged them to
develop specific tangible goals in order to work toward creating a collaboration.
During our project, we heard from many people who were pro-diversity and wanted
to work on this initiative, but were not sure what steps to take. The Chamber and
MIB had worked together to bring the Anti-Racism Institute to Springfield and to
offer trainings to small groups at a time. For those who participated in the trainings,
it was a transformative experience. Beyond offering these trainings, though, we
encouraged the groups to develop a coordinated plan of action for the three
organizations. To date, many entities, including the three organizations with which
we worked, the city, the local universities, and some organizations from the local
faith community have committed to diversity and inclusion. Two remaining
challenges, though, are (1) how to move beyond the “choir” of community members
who publicly advocate for diversity to influence others; and (2) developing clear goals
and plans of action that support diversity and inclusion. The Chamber, the MIB, and
the Network remain connected to each other by inviting each other to events and
raising awareness about opportunities to change the economic and social fabric of the
community within each of their organizations. Whether a more formal interorgani-
zational collaboration emerges remains to be seen (see Lewis, 2006).

Second, we emphasized to the Chamber, in particular, the importance of
continuing this strategic priority. As new leaders came into office, we submitted an
overview of our research with the suggestion to continue to build momentum around
these issues. As an influential organization in the community, the Chamber has the
potential to keep diversity and inclusiveness in the public discourse—especially with
the majority population. For the MIB, by contrast, creating a community where
diversity thrives in economic and social spheres is central to their mission. We urged
all three groups to continue dialogue about diversity and suggested a series of town
hall meetings, akin to the public dialogue consortium (Pearce & Pearce, 2001).
Interestingly, this suggestion met strong resistance, in particular from a leader of
MIB, who called on us and the community to move beyond talk and get to “real”
action. This moment was telling and provocative in two ways. First, the majority of
our participants who expressed frustration at not knowing how to talk about or
advocate for diversity were white community members. Public dialogue indeed might
benefit the majority community more so than the minority community. “However,”:
Second, we tried to remain true to our training as communication researchers in that
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our suggested interventions were communicatively oriented. This does not mean we
privileged talk over action, but rather we see talk as action. How we as researchers
express the value of this to real communities, though, can be improved.

Finally, we acknowledge our productive struggles as researchers and community
members. Throughout this project, we were challenged often in communicatively
negotiating our own raced, classed, and gendered identities. For example, a
prominent community member refused us an interview because we could not
adequately articulate if or how this research might benefit the minority community.
These moments of discomfort, of being called to account for our legitimacy as
researchers and majority community members, were powerful learning opportunit-
ies. Race and diversity are complex issues and at every stage of the research from
gaining interview access to writing up this article, we were challenged by how to best
account for the utility of our research and the lived experiences of diversity in the
community (see Nicotera, Clinkscales, Dorsey, & Niles, 2009 for critiques of
communication research on race). As such, we offer this account as one nuanced
account of a community struggling to engage these issues in their complexity. As
Conquergood (1995; as also cited in Ellingson, 2009) stated, there is no “immaculate
perception” and we were humbled in deepening our knowledge about our own white
privilege and how to advocate authentically for social change. In closing, we join
Allen (2007) and others in encouraging communication scholars to engage in the
challenging task of theorizing communication and race in ways that provoke
transformative understandings of race, diversity, and dialogue.
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