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In the working environment, relations among people can be far more com-
plex than in other spheres of human life. The focus of this column is to
show how the ideas and methods of Individual Psychology are useful in the
workplace as well as to compare Adlerian methods with other approaches.
Individual dynamics as well as organizational and group dynamics issues
are discussed in detail. Potential contributors are encouraged to submit
manuscripts, including case studies, illustrating the application of Individ-
ual Psychology to business and organizational settings. Send manuscripts
to Linda . Page, Adler Internationa! Learning, 830 Yonge Street, Sth Floor,
Toronto, Ontaric M4W 3P4, Canada, ljpage@adier.ca.

What Adlerians Consider Iimportant for
Communication and Decision-Making in the
Workplace: Mutual Respect and Democratic

Leadership Style

Eva Dreikurs Ferguson

Communication is an issue in countless wark settings, including medi-
cal practice (how the medical team members communicate with each other
and with patients, e.g., Kington & Short, 2010; Wynia & Osborn, 2010),
interaction between managers and employees (e.g., Ladegaard, 201%;
Mesmer-Magnus & DeChurch, 2003), and the way businesses refate with
customers {e.g., Chikudate, 2010). Many non-Adlerian writers concerned
with communication in the workplace address topics long considered es-
sential by Adlerian theorists; but without that Adlerian baclground, these
writers tend to treat them as independent topics rather than as belonging
to an integrally coherent set of concepts. For example, one can speak of
transformational and charismatic leadership {Levine, Muenchen, & Brooks,
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2010) but not consider the group dynamics that relate to these styles. From
an Adlerian perspective, the workplace has many characteristics of group
dynamics, and communication needs to be understood within the context
of both the [eader’s style and the group culture that emerges.

Leadership Styles, Culture, Communication, and Mutual Respect

Some non-Adlerian writings have been concemed with leadership
styles, but they do not relate such styles to the larger group culture and
group dynamics. For example, Ladegaard (2011, p. 4) refers to-an “indirect,
people-oriented, democratic management style” as fitting a more female
style of management, which overall is preferred by employees, compared
to a “direct, task-oriented and authoritarian approach” that is suggested as
being more akin to a male management style. From the Adlerian perspec-
tive, these leadership styles represent different ways for people to interact
at many levels beyond gender alone. They affect communication because
these styles alter the whole pattern of group dynamics (Fergusan, Hagaman,
Grice, & Peng, 2006).

The type of leadership found in organizations strongly affects the group
culture. Each organization develops a culture of its own, with members
of the organization sharing a set of beliefs, values, and practices. Some-
times this culture can be characterized by its “mood” (Lee, 2010) in terms
of degree of cooperation or opposition the organization experiences both
internally and externally with respect to other organizations. Organizational
culture conceras many aspects of how or whether viewpoints are expressed.
Some researchers have investigated organizational “voice” (Wolfe Morrison
etal., 2011), or the degree to which the group believes people should make
their ideas and viewpoints known.

The important Adlerian principle of “mutual respect” (Adler, 1932, 1939;
Dreikurs, 2008) applies to organizations as well as to one-on-ane relation-
ships. Implementing mutual respect can heighten sharing within the group
and willingriess of members to listen to diverse and aiternative perspectives.
In a culture of trust and mutual respect, diversity is accepted and negative
sanctions are not triggered by deviant points of view. A culture of trust based
on mutual respect will increase the communication between members of
the organization and will heighten organizational “voice” {Wolfe Morrison,
Wheeler-Smith, & Kamdar, 2010). Diversity of views provides opportunities
for new learning as wel as for reaffirming the fundamental beliefs that the
organization values. The need for fresh perspectives that lead to innovation
is well known in contemporary organizations, but it is also true that new
viewpoints can lead to confirmation of existing values considered basic to
the well-being of the organization.
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Leadership and the Democratic Process

Much has been written about styles of leadership since the pivotal
research of Lewin, Lippitt, and White (1939). Adler (1932, 1939) and Drei-
lurs {1969, 2008; Dreikurs, Grunwald, & Pepper, 1959} pointed out that
the democratic process involves fundamental ways for people to relate with
each other. That is, in addition to the importance of a democratic style of
leadership, all human interactions in a group can function democratically.
Thus, not only the leader can follow a democratic style, but all members
of the group can choose to adopt democratic ways of relating with one an-
other. Clearly, a democratic leader will facilitate the adoption of positive
human relationships in an organization.

Confusion has occurred in discussions of family life between what is a
democratic compared to a laissez-faire style of parenting (Ferguson, 2004,
2011; Ferguson et al., 2006). My ongoing research indicates that parents
tend to describe their leadership style as democratic primarily because they
strive to avoid being autocratic. They assume being democratic means sim-
ply avoiding strictness and not requiring obedience. Many organizational
leaders also define their style as democratic, based on their not being auto-
cratic. The autocratic style is “order without freedom.” Unfortunately, in
striving not to be autocratic, leaders too often seek only the “freedom” part
as they reject the autocratic style. They mistakenly also reject the "order”
aspect. This results in their adopting a laissez-faire style, of “freedom with-
out order,” in which the leader is permissive or neglectful. This is not a
democratic style.

To be a democratic leader is more than “not being autocratic.” Demo-
cratic leadership involves a clear style of its own, described by Lewin et al.
(1939) and by Dreikurs (1969; Dreikurs et al., 1999) as being “freedom with
order.” Many leaders in organizations, as in family life, who wish to avoid
autocratic leadership and to be democratic, erroneously adopt an approach
that creates the laissez-faire “freedom without order” rather than the demo-
cratic style of “freedom with order.”

Adlerian books exist that describe democratic parenting (Dreikurs &
Soltz, 2006; Lew & Bettner, 2000). Fewer publications exist to show how
administrators of organizations can be democratic leaders. However, be-
cause the principles for leading work organizations are not very different
from those for leading classrooms, books describing how to be a demacratic
leader {teacher) in the classroom (e.g., Dreikurs, Cassel, & Ferguson, 2004;
Dreikurs et al., 1999) are also applicable for workplace administrators.

A classroom is a place of work. The chitd has tasks and responsibilities
in school, and in school assignments the child learns and displays work eth-
ics. School prepares for the adult work arena. Adlerian methods have been
proven effective in classrcoms, and similarly, the dernocratic leadership
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style described for the classroom is effective in the workplace. There are
common themes for being a democratic leader, whether in school, at home,
or at work:

¢ Shared decision making. Rules are agreed on by all the members
who are affected by the rules. in very large organizations, separate
groups may need io take votes independently, as in unions accept-
ing contractual agreements made by their representatives, but in
smaller organizations there may be face-to-face discussions with all
concerned, leading to agreements on rules.

Problem solving with mutual respect. The organizational culture
may encourage democratic processes as the basis for finding so-
lutions. Steps for democratic problem solving within an Adlerian
framework have been described by Rudolf Dreikurs and colleagues
(Dreikurs et al., 1999), and organizations following these steps have
reduced workplace problems. With democratic leadership, the work
organizations foster individual responsibility and accountability as
well as group cohesion. High value is given both to the individual
and to the group. Diversity is appreciated and so is group welfare.

e Common sense rather than private logic. For shared decision
making and problem solving with mutual respect to be enacted,
members of the group need to communicate effectively. Sharing of
information requires judgment of what is important and when and
how to share it. The more that all members of the organization ad-
here to common sense rather than private logic (Adler, 1939), the
more likely the communications will be effective. Common sense is
based on the realities of situations, and various viewpoints are often
needed for a [eader to grasp the full realities of the work situation.
Sharing responsibilities. This principle is an important key to ef-
fective leadership. The leader cannot be the only one carrying the
burdens of the organization. In this way, the democratic process at
work is simifar to that at home. Morale is increased and productivity
is increased as freedom with order is institutionalized.

[

=]

New emphasis in psychological writings has focused on the concept
of “sacial resilience,” which “emphasizes strengths that encourage patterns
of positive adaptation rather than sources of vulnerability” (Cacioppo, Reis,
& Zautra, 2011, p. 46). In line with Adler’s emphasis that humans have an
innate tendency for the “need to belong” (Ferguson, 2010}, to be connected
with and to cantribute to the welfare of the group, modern writers point out,
“social resilience depends on the development of greater awareness of our
connections with others and multiple capacities for social action that lead
to the attainment of both personal hopes and social purposes” (Cacioppo
et al.,, 2011, p. 50). The democratic leader with Adlerian fraining in human
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relationships is the ane who will help to increase social resilience in the ar-
ganization and will increase effective communication hetween all members
of the organization.

-

Conclusien

Many organizations still vacillate between autocratic and laissez-faire
styles, as if these were the only options. By changing to a democratic style,
however, and following guidelines set forth in line with Adlerian principles,
organizations can improve all aspects of communication, not to mention
productivity. Leaders can learn to be democratic (Ferguson, 1996, 1999,
2003) and to be effective in sharing and problem solving. Organizations can
help individuals to grow and learn as part of the process of the organization
itself undergoing improvements. Through demacratic processes the organi-
zation can increase its social resilience. This is especially likely to happen
when both the individual and the group are valued and respected.
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