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Recent debate in the social sciences and the communication discipline has consid-
ered the value of ambiguity and uncertainty in a variety of contexts. This research
considered the context of a community-level change regarding health care, and investi-
gated the impact of perceived ambiguity on beliefs about the likely success of the initia-
tive. Interviews with 48 key participants were content analyzed in terms of statements
regarding ambiguity and beliefs about implementation. Results indicated that respon-
dents overwhelmingly talked about situations of high ambiguity and overwhelmingly
viewed these situations of uncertainty as detrimental to the initiative’s success.

Ortega y Gasset once remarked that ‘life is fired at us point-blank.” We cannot
say: ‘Hold it! I am not quite ready. Wait until I have sorted things out.” Deci-
sions have to be taken that we are not ready for; aims have to be chosen that we
cannot see clearly. (Schumacher, 1995, p. 15)

It has been frequently noted that the “information age” has brought with it a soci-
ety characterized by fast-moving change. Our private lives are marked by change, as
are our experiences in the organizations we work in, and the communities that we call
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home. There are times when these changes are just part and parcel of life in the
postmodern world, but there are other times when the change at hand is purposeful.
For example, much change in organizations can be characterized as innovative planned
changes that are “brought about through the purposeful efforts of organizational mem-
bers” (Lewis, 1997, p. 456). Further, at the community level, many private foundations
such as the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and the
Annie E. Casey Foundation are working to institute planned change at the community
level, particularly in areas such as health care and education.

This research note looks at a small slice of such change processes by examining the
effects of perceived ambiguity in a community-wide change initiative. To do this, we
first look briefly at how organizational change and community change have tradition-
ally been conceptualized, especially with regard to concepts such as uncertainty, ambi-
guity, and information flow. We then look at some recent theorizing that directly ad-
dresses ways in which ambiguity and change are intertwined. Finally, we consider
research that examines the perceptions of participants in a community-wide change
initiative to assess the extent to which participants involved in actual change processes
see ambiguity as beneficial or detrimental to the implementation of change.

ORGANIZATIONAL AND COMMUNITY CHANGE PROCESSES

Everett Rogers was perhaps the first communication scholar to take a serious look
at the change process. In Rogers’ (1995) terms, organizational and community change
can be seen an innovations, in that community and organizational members, who have
direct and indirect contact with the innovation during their formal and informal activi-
ties, perceive the changes proposed as new. As a result, Rogers argues, the implemen-
tation of community and organizational change oftentimes involves a high degree of
perceived uncertainty and ambiguity. He notes that, “the more ‘radical’ an innovation

. the more uncertainty it creates and the more difficult it is to implement” (1995, p.
397)

Scholars looking more specifically at organizational and community change have
traditionally echoed the sentiment that change involves uncertainty and ambiguity,
and that successful change will involve the reduction of that uncertainty. For example,
Covin and Kilman (1990) found that “failure to share information or to inform people
adequately of what changes are necessary and why they are necessary were viewed as
having a highly negative impact [on organizational change]” (p. 239). Similarly, Miller
and Monge (1985} found that information sharing during organizational change re-
duced anxiety and stress and improved job satisfaction; in this regard, any (positive or
negative) information regarding organizational change was found to be better than no
information at all. Indeed, Lewis (2000) has argued that a great deal of resistance to
change can be attributed to factors such as ignorance of the change and inadequate
training. Thus, in the view of much traditional work on organizational change, uncer-
tainty and ambiguity serve as sources of stress and resistance among those affected by
the change and thus should be reduced to the extent possible through strategies such as
employee participation in the change process (see, e.g., Lewis, 2000, Lewis & Seibold,
1998} and strategic information sharing from top management (see, e.g., Clampitt,
DeKoch, & Cashman, 2000).
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CURRENT THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON AMBIGUITY AND CHANGE

Recent theorizing, however, has begun to question this assumption that uncertainty
and ambiguity are detrimental to change processes (or to life, in general) and should be
reduced to the extent possible. This questioning has come from a variety of quarters.
For example, based on work in such fields as physics and cosmology, scholars advocat-
ing a “new systems theory” or “chaos theory” approach to organizations (see, e.g.,
Coveney & Highfield, 1995; Horgan, 1996; Wheatley, 1992) suggest that there is a great
deal of value in ambiguity and uncertainty, especially during times of change. Horgan
(1996), for example, argues that the best ideas emerge when a system is at “the edge of
chaos.” He explains:

The basic idea of the edge of chaos is that nothing novel can emerge from
systems with high degrees of order and stability, such as crystals; on the other
hand, completely chaotic ... systems such as turbulent fluids or heated gases,
are foo formless. Truly complex things —amoebas, bond traders, and the like—
happen at the border between rigid order and randomness (Horgan, 1996, pp.
196-197).

In the discipline of communication, the concepts of uncertainty and ambiguity have
been interrogated with particular vigor, perhaps because one of the earliest theories
created in the field of communication proposed that uncertainty reduction is a funda-
mental drive in human interaction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Uncertainty Reduction
Theory, of course, is a theory of interpersonal communication dealing specifically with
relational communication during initial interaction. However, the interest in issues of
uncertainty and ambiguity has been continued by communication scholars in a broad
array of subdisciplines, especially health communication and organizational commu-
nication (see, for example, Eisenberg, 1984). Indeed, a recent issue of Communication
Theory was devoted to the theoretical consideration of uncertainty and ambiguity in
communicative life (Communication Theory, 2001).

Two recent theoretical statements that have been particularly influential in explor-
ing the concepts of uncertainty and ambiguity are Problematic Integration Theory
(Babrow, 1992, 2001) and the related Uncertainty Management Theory (Brashers, 2001).
Though explicating the full range of these theories is beyond the scope of this research
note, several critical aspects of the theories should be noted. First, these theories com-
plicate the concepts of uncertainty and ambiguity, highlighting, for instance, the no-
tion that individuals hold beliefs about both probability (how likely is an event to occur)
and evaluation (is the event a good thing or a bad thing). Second, these theories explic-
itly reject the notion that uncertainty is a “bad” thing that individuals want to reduce.
As Bradac (2001) states with regard to Uncertainty Management Theory:

Sometimes people reject increased clarity, seeking instead ambiguity and even
confusion. However, at other times they seek clarifying information ... The
implication is that in every situation there is an optimal level of uncertainty,
sometimes high and sometimes low, and that individuals will attempt to achieve
that level and to maintain it. (p. 471)
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So what, then, is the optimal leve! of uncertainty and ambiguity in community and
organizational change efforts? As noted above, traditional research regarding change
and innovation in organizational and community contexts would suggest that a low
level of uncertainty and ambiguity is optimal, both for the community or organization
as a whole and for the individuals involved in change. However, theorists highlighting
the value of ambiguity might argue that ambiguity could lead to higher levels of inno-
vation and to thinking about change in ways that would create novel and effective
community and organizational change processes. Karl Weick (1979, 1995), for instance,
argues that equivocality (that is, a situation in which multiple interpretations are pos-
sible) allows organizational actors opportunities for “acting, playing, and experiment-
ing” (Martin, 1992, p. 157) as they make sense of their social environment. And, in the
area of large-scale change, Eveland contends that “sharing information among people
(and organizations) does not require perfect information, or precise specificity to be
effective —sometimes ambiguity and generality can be very effective” (1987, p. 307).

The research reported here, then, explores the issue of how participants in a planned
community change effort view and evaluate ambiguity. Specifically, the following re-
search question is posed:

RQ: Do participants perceive high ambiguity in the definition of a collabora-
tive community health improvement initiative’s meaning as detrimental
or beneficial to the initiative’s implementation?

THE CHANGE INITIATIVE

In 1992, the W. K. Kellogg Foundation established formal partnerships with three
communities in Michigan, and introduced an experimental collaborative health im-
provement initiative, the “Comprehensive Community Health Models Initiative,” to
improve the health of community residents through system-wide change. The initia-
tive was designed to test two major assumptions. The first assumption was that the
communities could identify health care needs and effectively manage health care re-
sources to address these needs. The second assumption was that local consumers, pur-
chasers, and providers of health care needed to be equally engaged in decision making
with respect to the allocation and use of health care resources in order to improve
health care provision.

The counties studied in the CCHM initiative ranged in population size from 138,000
to 172,000 residents. In these counties, relevant stakeholders in the health care indus-
try, education, and the community at large participated in the design and implementa-
tion of projects for increasing health care capacity and health care access. The evalua-
tion research from this project (Dearing, et al., 2002) reports that 27 projects developed
through the CCHM initiative persist in these communities. These projects include, for
example, a toll-free phone system for healthcare information and a large-scale referral
system for clinical support services that works through one of the county’s school sys-
tems. In short, this project provided an impetus for a variety of stakeholders to become
involved in thinking and action about ways to improve community health access and
capacity. In short, the Kellogg Foundation attempted to influence health care in these
communities through legitimizing the problem of community health care and provid-
ing initial resources and infrastructure for change. The demonstration of the effective-
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ness of the CCHMs in these communities (see Dearing, et al., 2002) was seen as a model
for similar change in other communities across the U.5.

In terms of the structure of the CCHM initiative, the Kellogg Foundation instituted
an “Operations Office,” that served as a primary communication channel between the
Foundation and the partnering communities. The Operations Office facilitated project
planning and community development, provided technical assistance, coordinated
consultants, supported the initiative’s evaluation process, and facilitated federal and
state governmental relations to assist the three communities in implementing policy
changes.

A “Community Governing Board” was instituted in each community to establish
inclusive, participatory decision-making. These boards were community-level deci-
sion making units composed of consumers, providers, and purchasers of community
health care; its members determined how health care services needed to be organized,
and what resources needed to be assigned to health care.

Finally, local “Program Offices” served as intermediaries between the Foundation,
the Operations Office, and the communities. Program office members operated under
the governance of the Foundation to provide community accountability, establish com-
munication channels in the community, and maintain linkages to the community through
work groups.

This particular initiative was selected for study because its implementation required
systemic, structural change of the communities’ health care systems. This plan threat-
ened long-established patterns of resource distribution, decision making, and
interorganizational practices, meaning that the initiative represented a radical innova-
tive planned organizational change, embedding high degrees of perceived uncertainty,
risk, and ambiguity.

k METHODOLOGY

The present study was one component of a larger project. Three members of the
larger research team conducted interviews with 48 key participants in three counties
{(two interviewed 18 people each and one interviewed 12 people). Interviewers worked
as part of the larger research team in drafting iterative forms of the interview protocol
and reviewing those drafts in terms of research needs and concerns regarding human
subjects protection. The interviewers then worked together to develop interview tech-
niques and open-ended prompts that would enhance the comparability of data across
interviewers. Pilot interviews were conducted to enhance the skills of interviewees
and to work out problems with the interview protocol.

The interviewees selected for inclusion in this study had been particularly active in
the implementation of the initiative. The sampling of interviewees was thus purposive,
with an eye toward talking to individuals with active and ongoing experience in the
change initiative. The interviews were semi-structured in that explicit questions were
included in the interview protocol, but open-ended responses and elaboration from
interviewees was encouraged. The interview protocol was designed to elicit an under-
standing about four general categories of information: (1) decision making, (2) leader-
ship, (3) changes over time in the initiative’s vision, local organizations, or institutions
and partnership members, and (4) sustainability of the partnership vision. All 48 inter-
views were audio-taped and then transcribed for content analysis.
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The content analysis for this research relied on well-established traditions (see Holsti,
1969; Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 1998). For the analysis reported in this research note, two
coders were trained to code recording units, specific segments of content that are charac-
terized by placement in given categories (Holsti, 1969). In this study, a recording unit
was any word that indicated high or low ambiguity about the initiative. These record-
ing units included terms such as “equivocal,” “ambivalent,” “obscure,” “doubt,” “clear,”
“lucid,” “clarify,” and “understand” as applied to the initiative and its meaning.

The context unit is the largest body of content that can be searched to characterize
or interpret the classifications of a recording unit (Holsti, 1969). In this study, the con-
text unit was the interviewee’s answer in which a recording unit occurred. The coders
used the context unit to classify the recording unit in terms of the expression of high or
low ambiguity about the initiative and its meaning (independent variable). The coders
then classified whether the potential adopter perceived the recording unit as beneficial
or detrimental to the initiative’s implementation {dependent variable).

Transcript Coding

All words that indicated ambiguity were located in the transcripts by using the
word-search function of Microsoft Word. The words used in the search were developed
through a thesaurus search of synonyms and antonyms. After the word search, one
member of the research team who was well-informed about initiative determined
whether the indicated words should be accepted as valid recording units. In total, 263
recording units were identified. Two trained and independent coders then determined
the level of ambiguity for each recording unit through a review of the entire interview.
Each coding decision was guided by the conceptual definition of ambiguity (“uncer-
tainty about how to define the initiative’s meaning and/or confusion about which of
several different definitions to use”) and the information provided by the context unit.
For example, the recording units “clear” and “knew” in the excerpt, “It was clear from
the start what had to happen. I'm sure most of us knew,” indicated low ambiguity. The
recording units “confusing” and “understanding” suggested high ambiguity in a sen-
tence like, “The confusing thing was that we all had different understandings of the
initiative.” If several recording units in one interview answer could be coded in the
same way, these recording units were combined as one recording unit. After determin-
ing the level of ambiguity in the recording units, the coders decided if the potential
adopter perceived high/low ambiguity as beneficial or detrimental to the implementa-
tion of the initiative in his or her community, based on information provided by the
context unit.

Analysis _

To test for intercoder reliability, five randomly selected interviews were dupli-
cated and given to both coders. Three interviews were repeated after the coders had
coded their transcript to test for intracoder reliability. Coder reliability was assessed
by calculating Hosti’s Ratio of Coding Agreements (Holsti, 1969) and Cohen’s Kappa
(Cohen, 1960). The research question was investigated through the calculation of
Pearson’s chi-square test (to test for association) and Pearson’s phi-square coefficient
(to test for strength of effect through a consideration of proportion of variance accounted
for). '



Ambiguity and Social Change - 7

' RESULTS

Reliability Test Results

Tests of intracoder reliability indicated perfect consistency within coders. In terms
of intercoder reliability, 64 recording units, from five transcripts, were coded by both
coders. The ratio of coding agreement between the coders was .97 for the independent
variable (high or low ambiguity), while Cohen’s Kappa was .86 (p < .01). With regard
to the dependent variable (effects of ambiguity on initiative success), the ratio of cod-
ing agreement was .95 and Cohen’s Kappa was .70 (p < .01). These statistics were deemed
satisfactory.

Content Analysis Results

The results of the content analysis were cross-tabulated (see Table 1). Low ambi gu-
ity in the definition of the initiative’s meaning was perceived as detrimental to the
implementation of the initiative in five percent of the total cases, while low ambiguity
was perceived as beneficial in eight percent of the total cases. High ambiguity, on the
other hand, was perceived as detrimental in 84 percent of the total cases and as benefi-
cial in two percent of the total cases.

TABLE 1
Ambiguity by Implementation Cross-Tabulation
Detrimental " Beneficial Total
Effects Effects

Low Ambiguity Count 14 22 36
Percentage 5% 8% 14%

High Ambiguity Count 222 5 227
Percentage 84% 2% 86%

Total Count 236 27 263
Percentage 90% 10% 100%

The outcomes provide evidence that high ambiguity was perceived to have a nega-
tive effect on implementation. This evidence was supported by a significant Pearson’s
Chi-Square ()*= 117.05, 1 df, p < .01). Further more, a significant, negative Pearson’s

Phi Coefficient (® = -.67, p < .01) was found. The calculation of Pearson’s Phi-Square
suggested that a relatively large proportion (45%) of the variability in the dependent
variable was accounted for by the independent variable. A comparison of the number
of recording units per cell shows, in addition, that the definition of the initiative’s mean-
ing was most frequently perceived to be highly ambiguous.

DISCUSSION

Recent theoretical work has questioned the value of an overall allegiance to clarity
and certainty in communjcation. Theories such as Problematic Integration Theory and
Uncertainty Management Theory have questioned the widely held belief that “uncer-
tainty is bad” (e.g., Babrow, 2001, p. 562). Instead, these theorists, and others in areas
such as chaos theory and complexity theory, suggest that we need to complicate our
thinking about uncertainty and examine the wide array of ways we cope with multiple
meanings, incomplete meanings, contradictions, and other dilemmas of certainty in
communicative life.
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This research note looked at one specific instance in which uncertainty and ambi-
guity often flourish—the development and institution of community change. The re-
sults of this analysis revealed several findings. First, respondents in interviews about a
large-scale community health change effort were much more likely to talk about in-
stances of high ambiguity than low ambiguity (86 percent versus 14 percent of coding
units). Respondents reported that they experienced a great deal of uncertainty and
confusion, for instance, in defining the meaning of abstract concepts such as “consumer,”
“payer,” or “provider” of health care. When asked about the development of initia-
tives in line with the Kellogg Foundation’s stated objective of enhancing communica-
tion health care access and delivery, project participants indicated a lack of specificity
regarding project goals. For example, one respondent noted, “I think they have to be
more articulate in their goal ... and be able to back it up all the way down the line.”

Furthermore, the respondents in these interviews clearly believed that this ambi-
guity was detrimental to the change effort. Of the 227 units coded as “high ambiguity”
only five of the units indicated a beneficial effect of that ambiguity. In contrast, units
coded as having low ambiguity were more equally divided between the detrimental
(14 units) and beneficial (22 units) categories. In other words, for these respondents,
clarity was sometimes seen in a negative light (perhaps when the clear vision was in
contrast to the individual’s vision), but ambiguity was almost always seen in-a negative
way.

This study, then, sheds some light on the question of situational characteristics that
might lead individuals to prefer more or less uncertainty. Past investigations have dealt
primarily with uncertainty on an intrapersonal or interpersonal level, particularly with
issues of health and well-being (e.g., Brashers, Neidig, Haas, Dobbs, Cardillo, & Russell,
2000; Ford, Babrow, & Stohl, 1996; Hines, Babrow, Badzek, & Moss, 1997). Findings in
these studies indicated that there are many times, in dealing with issues of life, death,
and health, that individuals might prefer uncertainty and ambiguity in order to allow
for multiple interpretations. Further, research in some organizational settings suggest
that ambiguity may assist in creating “unified diversity” through multiple interpreta-
tions {Eisenberg, 1984) and may enhance innovative role development during organi-
zational change efforts (Miller, Joseph, & Apker, 2000).

However, the findings from the current study suggest that there may still be times
when clarity is, by far, the preferred state of affairs. For individuals participating in a
large-scale community change effort, there was clearly the belief that ambiguity and
uncertainty detracted from effectiveness. Perhaps this is because individuals in this change
effort were working within a “transmission model” of interaction {Craig, 1999) where
the premium was placed on getting messages through rather than on the creation of
identity and meaning. This is not to suggest, of course, that ambiguity in efforts like
this might not, indeed, lead to valued outcomes such as innovation and creativity.
However, from the perspective of those “in the trenches,” there was an overwhelming
belief that change effectiveness was curtailed by ambiguous interaction.

Several limitations of this research bear mentioning. This was, of course, a single
change effort regarding a very specific issue (health care) in targeted communities.
Thus, future research should continue to consider alternative settings in investigating
the role of ambiguity in change. Further, this research looked solely at the self-reports
of participants rather than at actual interaction in meetings or at actual outcomes. Fi-
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nally, because this research was looking at transcripts of interviews designed to assess
general perceptions of the change process, the analysis was limited to naturally occur-
ring mentions of ambiguity. Thus, there was a preponderance of mentions of high
ambiguity and of negative impacts of ambiguity on effectiveness. Even with these limi-
tations, however, this research provides a look at how participants in a “real world”
community project with important consequences view ambiguity in the change pro-
cess.
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