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Purpose and Significance of this Study

1) Examine diverse stakeholders’ perceptions of what constitutes 
effective listening and inclusive dialogue from public 
communicators and city government leaders

2) Conceptualize the tenets of inclusive dialogue and effective 
listening for public communicators. 

First study to specifically examine the architecture of listening in the 
public sphere with an emphasis on race. 



Context for the Study



Relevant Literature

Listening 

• “the process of receiving, 
constructing meaning from, 
and responding to spoken 
and/or nonverbal 
messages” (ILA, 1995, p. 4,

Listening in Public Relations

• Cultivates relationships & 
builds trust (Botan, 2018; 
Botan & Taylor, 2004; Brunner, 
2008; Place, 2019b;) 

• Ethical responsibility for 
practitioners (Bowen, Hung-
Baesecke & Chen, 2016; Kim & 
Freberg, 2019)

• Organizational Listening 
(Macnamara, 2016a, 2016b, 
2018)

Listening as a Part of a City’s Democratic 
Process

• Use listening for collaborative problem-solving 
(Grunig & Kim, 2011; Lee, 2019; Place, 2019a) .  

• Digital-only listening has limitations for 
listening (Fiorenza, 2014; Lambiase & Bright, 
2016; Naguib, Lall, & Bibb, 2020)

• Avoid cataphatic listening and pursue 
apophatic listening (Dobson, 2014, p. 67; 
Garrison, 2010; Waks, 2010)



Macnamara’s Seven cannons of listening (2018)

• (1) giving recognition and respect to others

• (2) paying attention

• (3) interpreting what others say in a fair and receptive manner

• (4) understanding others’ views, 

• (5) trying to understand others’ perspectives and feelings; 

• (6) giving consideration to what others say;

• (7) offering a response after consideration has been given, even if it 
does not equate with agreement with what was said or requested. 



Macnamara’s Architecture of Listening (2015)

• Culture – attitudes and actions of senior leaders

• Politics – who is listened to and giving recognition to others; avoiding 
pretend listening or listing to a narrow group of stakeholders. 

• Structures/processes – establishing policies for who is listened to and 
how listening occurs across all channels. 

• Articulation of listening – accountability; ensures organizations 
respond to speakers in an appropriate way 



Research Method

• Qualitative research method to co-create knowledge(Lindlof & Taylor, 2019)

• Semi-structured interviews that included 10 questions related to listening, 
communication, trust, and relationship building.

• Interviews conducted via Zoom in spring and summer of 2020.

• Ranged from 20 – 70 minutes; 60 minutes on average. 

• Identified a codebook based upon grounded theory that included open codes, 
properties, and examples of participants’ words (Lindlof & Taylor, 2019).



Description of 25 Participants

• Knowledge of Jefferson’s tragic murder or other issues important to the 
Black community. 

• 14 men and 11 women (ages 18 – 72)

• 19 Black participants, 6 White 

• More than 10 identified as community activists 

• Roles: community activists, pastors, educators, small business owners, 
lawyers, retirees, nonprofit managers, elected officials, volunteers, and 
local government employees

• 18 earned at least a Bachelor’s degree. 



Findings  - Thematic Analysis Results
Theme Illustrative Quotes from Participants

Public Participation in Council 
Meetings Does Not Equal 
Listening

“The city will sit there and look at you and they’ll just let you talk until your three 
minutes are up” (7).

“…if they're going to systematically ignore you over and over and over again every time 
you come in then there's no reason to have a forum” (10).

Lack of Attention and 
Acknowledgement Means 
Listening Process is Racist

“The city adopted more restrictive guidelines for citizen presentations like you can’t 
raise your voice and don’t use certain language. Those rules demonstrated a lack of 
acceptance that different cultures engage in different styles of communication. Black 
community members often talk louder and more assertively when they are angry” (24).

Listening Seems Like Publicity, 
Not Real Dialogue

“They would serve punch and cookies and say, okay, here's what we are doing, and 
we're going to do this next. But it was never really any input from those members of the 
community about the real issues facing the city. Again, it was public relations” (9).

“I feel like it was all for show so that way they didn't have another Ferguson happening 
in Fort Worth” (1).



Findings  - Thematic Analysis Results
Theme Illustrative Quotes from Participants

A Powerful Speaker is More 
Likely to be Heard

The individuals most listened to were overwhelming tied to wealth, business, or 
political engagement expressed through voting, according to participants.

Listeners Who Are Relatable 
Can Connect with Marginalized 
Communities

“He's [Former Police Chief Ed Kraus] always told us that we can reach out to him if we 
need them, you know, he's given us as business card if we ever need anything, let me 
know. Really liked it when Kraus and the assistant police officer knelt with the 
protestors” (13). 

True Listening Needs Care and 
Empathy

“…why can't you cry with me? Why can't we hug each other and say, ‘I can't believe this 
happened. I can't believe it. We're going to make it better for your kids and mine. We're 
going to work together and we're going to make it better’” (8). 

Listening Means Willingness to 
Admit Mistakes

“We're doing this wrong. Let's talk about how to do it better. Let's take your opinions 
and try it …. If it doesn't work, we'll try something else. To be flippant about it and 
almost act like you're sick of hearing about it, what we're sick of living it” (8).  



Architecture of Listening to Black Communities for Municipal Government 
Culture Politics/People Structures/Processes Articulation of Listening

Show care, connection, and 
empathy

Working poor and people of 
color—hearing from them 
directly, not by proxy (e.g. via 
Black church/Chambers)

Intentionally reach out to 
communities, particularly those 
outside of the typical power 
structure 

Be willing to admit mistakes 
amidst dialogue and working 
toward solution with residents

Create a welcoming and inviting 
environment 

Residents from 
underrepresented 
neighborhoods and groups

Rely less on mainstream digital 
outreach through the city 
website or social media posts 

Intentionally reach out to 
diverse communities to share 
acknowledgement of racism

Use affirming postures, body 
language, attire

Young people and dissenting 
voices (activist allies)

Include City employees working 
for racial and diversity 
improvement 

Authentic response from city 
leaders following major event, 
tragedy or crisis 

Acknowledge past and current 
racism and civil rights problems

City employees and police 
officers

Incorporate rolling townhalls, 
neighborhood action meetings, 
budgeting meetings with 
planned public participation, and 
bottom-up visioning meetings 

Taking action authenticates the 
listening process

Use proactive issues 
management and problem-
solving approaches

Those most closely connected to 
the problem; most impacted by 
the issue

Develop key listening 
performance indicators to 
document progress

Reporting back on key listening 
performance indicators



Research Contributions 

• Identifies specific characteristics and processes that explain core elements of 
listening for municipal government. 

• Knowledge is informed by perceptions and experiences of Black participants. 

• Findings reinforce ethical listening (Kim & Freberg, 2019; Bowen, Hung-Baesecke & 
Chen, 2016) and the centrality of empathy to dialogic theory (Taylor & Kent, 2002) 
and relationship theory (Brunner, 2008), for which listening is paramount. 

Theory

• For public sector communicators, issues management is needed at the national 
and local level.

• Practitioners should focus less on output and messaging and more on authentic 
engagement and listening. 

• Practitioners should focus on sharing key listening performance indicators with 
the public.

• Focus less on council-driven participation formalities and more on personal 
engagement, especially with minoritized groups. 

Practice
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