Integrative Communication: Combining Advocacy with Inquiry

Communication matters. Communication is one way that we access reliable information so that
we can make good decisions. Yet, communication often fails or breaks down among groups and thus
undermines group effectiveness. Why is that? One reason is that people often lack the tools or
techniques for communicating effectively. Fortunately, we can develop specific strategies for improving
our ability to communicate. One skill we can develop is what Chris Argyris (2010) refers to as integrative
communication. Integrative communication combines advocacy and inquiry. When we advocate, we
communicate what we actually think, know, want or feel. When we inquire, we seek to learn what
others think, know, want, or feel. The absence of either advocacy or inquiry results in passivity. The
presence of only inquiry results in accommodation. If we only advocate, we are assertive. Combining
both advocacy and inquiry is integrative and most likely results in improved relationships, better
decision-making, and improved group learning and problem solving.
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David Peter Stroh (2015) in his book on systems change has this to say about integrative
communication: “Most people are more accustomed to advocating than inquiring, so it often
helps to begin with inquiry—the art of asking others how they see the world and then listening
to them deeply. As my colleague Bryan Smith told me many years ago, people need to know
that you care before they care what you know” (p. 87).
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