


Managers’ literacy and orality: How suited to the document-driven workplace?

Abstract

For more than 50 years, scholars of managerial behaviour have described the oral more than print-oriented character of managers’ everyday worlds. Managers engage in almost incessant interpersonal interaction, seeking out oral communication with others and neglecting or mistrusting print sources of information. However, recently a revolution in workplace processes and communication has been occurring with the emergence of digitized, Internet-enabled texts throughout globalized enterprise, which are strongly influencing workplace practices. Managers rely heavily on oral modalities to do their work but increasingly they are expected to read and understand complex organizational texts, then from these sources, solve problems and make decisions. Using an assessment of managers’ literacy this paper explores the implications for managers’ literate and oral performance at work, along with their ability to cope with the demands of the emerging document-driven workplace.

Introduction

For more than 50 years, scholars of managerial behaviour such as Rosemary Stewart (1960s onward) John Kotter and Henry Mintzberg (1970s onward) have drawn attention to the oral more than text-oriented character of managers’ worlds. They have pointed out that the nature and demands of managers’ work require them to engage in almost incessant interpersonal interaction, preferring oral to print sources of information and seeking spoken interaction with others to achieve their everyday tactical goals. Yet despite orality’s central place in everyday managerial workplace activities findings relevant to this topic have been spread across different bodies of literature. This has impeded efforts to explore the dimensions and implications of managers’ orality. But as Cyphert (2004: 45) has proposed, the differences inherent ‘in the literate presumptions of academic culture and the fundamental orality of the business community’ have resulted in the forms of language used in the business community being ‘relegated to the rhetorical margins of the literate academic sphere’ (44).

Reshaping the practice of orality at work, though, in recent years the increasing use of digitized texts, enabled by the Internet and company intranets, has been connecting enterprises and industries world-wide (Farrell 2006). The effects have been to align the functioning of enterprises across continents and time zones and to create a ‘document-driven work culture’ (Belfiore 2004: 22). The escalating influence of print and digital texts at work is also placing new demands on people throughout enterprises to improve their literacy capabilities (Belfiore 2004). At the same time, organizations are now facing unprecedented challenges to their viability and rising expectations of the speed at which they will respond adaptively to changing environmental conditions. If managers are strongly oral in their ways of operating at work, how well-equipped are they to cope with a rising need to employ textual literacy in sophisticated ways?

Literature review

Findings relevant to managers’ orally-based workplace practices come from unconnected fields of scholarship and have never been satisfactorily brought together in a focused body of work. Turner (2009: 370) for example, argues, ‘Although research on information behaviour has revealed the importance of information shared by talking, the field has failed to produce a full-fledged theory of orality’. Turner also noted that how a current trend in information behaviour research is people’s preference to obtain workplace information by informal means, particularly via interpersonal discussion. 

Yet management research also has pointed in a similar direction, given how writers from the 1960s onwards (Stewart) and 1970s (Kotter, Mintzberg) have found how managers typically work at an unrelenting pace, constantly engaging in informal, oral forms of communication, so that ‘Their activities are typically characterized by brevity, variety, fragmentation, and discontinuity’ (Mintzberg 2009: 19). Managers seem to seek out an episodic, fire-fighting work-style involving almost continuous oral communication (Stewart 1967, 1984; Mintzberg 2009) which is necessary to manage their fragmented, complex tasks. Mintzberg (2009: 26) observed, ‘unlike other workers, the manager does not leave the telephone, the meeting, or the e-mail to get back to work. These contacts are the work’ and ‘Gossip, hearsay, and speculation form a good part of the manager’s information diet’.

Kotter (1982: 156) described the tension between ‘management “theory”’ that stresses the formal dimensions of planning, organizing, leading and controlling (much of which is undertaken in textual modalities) and the actual behaviour of managers that he considered to be ‘less systematic, more informal, less reflective, more reactive, less well-organized, and more frivolous’ (156) than management theorists realized. His observations about the sometimes ‘frivolous’ character of managers’ work is not a criticism since he provided good reasons why managers undertake activities that even they, when interviewed, described as purposeless. Such activities included apparently idle chitchat with subordinates and others. What might look like pointless interactions and gossip, Kotter thought, was in reality what managers had to do to sustain their face-to-face influence networks. This is aimed at assuring an ongoing supply of quality, nuanced, and current flow of information. Or as Pym (2007: 82) has suggested, ‘scholars have forgotten oral traditions of rhetoric’ and she refers to ‘the existence of vibrant, significantly oral traditions within literate traditions’ (p. 92).  

Stewart, Mintzberg, and others have shown that managers’ worlds are more tactical than strategic. Mintzberg (1973) noted that the CEOs whom he interviewed liked to use fashionable discourse of strategy when describing their own work lives. Yet he observed that their orientation to the short-term, fire-fighting exigencies of their work actually made them little engaged with management strategy, and more pragmatic or tactical than strategic in their thinking. Linked to their tactical orientation, an important characteristic of managers’ work was their dependence on face-to-face and phone-mediated rather than print-based interactions. They relied on information from oral sources because it is more up-to-date  and more highly contextualized than what is available in more dated print or digital modes. Insights from oral sources can readily be tested for immediacy and salience, whereas it is difficult to get this kind of assurance of quality in real time from print sources.  What Cyphert (2004: 42) refers to as ‘a chaotic web of uncountable oral transactions’ and ‘the accumulation of discourse fragments’ (43) in everyday managerial life are said to be characteristics of ‘the oral values of a [business] community that resists the literate presumptions of Western philosophy’ (42).

Hence, managers become deeply habituated to oral ways of interaction and learn to neglect, then play down the importance of print information sources (Mintzberg 1973; 2009). The nature and practice of managers’ orality thus shape their everyday cognitive and behavioural processes and habits, as explained further below. 

Daft and Lengel (1986) identified media richness as salient in managers’ orientation to interpersonal communication. They considered that of all means of communication, face-to-face interactions were best at providing in-depth insights. Uniquely, face-to-face discussions could (a) provide immediate feedback, (b) offer multiple communication channels (e.g., gestures, facial expressions) from which nuanced meaning might be read, (c) give access to personal more than organizational points of view, and (d) employ natural rather than formalized language. Tannen (1985) described how oral discourse featured human involvement while text-based discourse privileged a focus on message content. In similar vein, Mutch (2000) thought that orality provided contextualized insights that managers could not acquire from formal information sources.

Avoidance of printed texts was alluded to by Jackson (2000: 17) who observed, ‘workers (and some supervisors of the old school) avoid paperwork in favour of more hands-on activities. The work that ‘counts’ for them is “getting the product out the door”’. Similarly, Styhre et al. (2006: 94) commented that ‘verbal [i.e., oral] and embodied interactions constituted the core of joint learning in the workplace’ and ‘communication based on practices of writing was in general not perceived as a solution’. This suggests that print is seen as somewhat distinct from and not helpfully aligned with the workplace’s customary occupational orality. As Dance (2008: 39) put it, ‘the manner in which we come to know affects what we come to know’.

Yet despite what seems to be persisting evidence for the importance of managers’ orality, discussion of this topic does not seem to have advanced much since the 1970s. For example, Mintzberg used many of exactly the same phrases to describe managers’ orality in both his 1973 and 2009 books. There is little sign of an integrated social-practice awareness of the dimensions or implications of orality, including the interwoven character of orality and literacy, having percolated through into organizational scholarship to date.

Taylor (1999: 22) saw ‘communication as an intersection of two dimensions – conversation and text’. Yet organizational communication studies have not benefited from a perspective on orality that would explore how (oral) interactions may in everyday workplace practice intersect little or not at all with text.

Gist and pragmatic inferences versus propositional inferences. Affording further insights into what happens in an oral world, Rubin, Hafer and Arata (2000: 121) compared performance in listening and reading. They found that ‘listening facilitates uptake of gist and the pragmatic inferences that follow from gist; reading, in contrast, facilitates attentiveness to language structures and the propositional inferences that follow’. The relevance of this for the present discussion is that managers, given the tactical work that preoccupies them, must establish the gist of messages that they receive, including up to date insights into their pragmatic implications. They have to give focused attention to interpersonal interactions, including making a series of fast, intuitive tactical decisions about which other individuals they will pay heed to, whom they will ignore, or take less into account, and what issues they will pay attention to and which they can discount. 

Rubin et al. (2000), however, point out that, by contrast, reading is more theoretical in character. This is because it tends to be oriented to propositional inferences (often connected to far-reaching strategic matters) rather than pragmatic inferences (to do with close-at-hand, pressing tactical problems). In this way, they think, habitual close reading of texts builds cognitive complexity and orients the reader to large strategic issues that can be inferred as important for the future.

A supposition to be drawn from this is that managers as listeners are both pragmatic in their approach to work and less cognitively challenged by their everyday work than are professionals in specialist occupations. Professionals’ work requires them to operate in a print-literate space more intensively. Rubin et al. (2000: 130) went on to describe how ‘oral-based prose was easier to comprehend than was literate-based prose’. Specifically, oral discourse ‘contained less dense syntax, greater frequency of personal pronouns, more verb-based rather than nominal constructions, and less lexical diversity than literate-based style’. This description has a strong resonance with Ong’s (1982) description of typical language use in orality, portraying oral discourse as grounded in the here-and-now, compared to a more distanced, theorized, print-literate context employed by professionals at work. Again it is implied that managers will be less print literate than other professionals.

Also indicated here is that the lesser cognitive workout inherent in orality may result in habitually less successful comprehension among managers. As Rubin et al. reported, ‘listening comprehension lagged behind reading comprehension’ (2000: 131), since listeners, compared to readers, ‘failed to invest mental effort in their listening’. Rubin et al. (2000: 121) observed, ‘It is easier for readers than for listeners to process information selectively and to direct their attentional processes ... listeners, in contrast, are less able to direct their own information retrieval strategies’. They also described ‘the especially severe constraints placed on short-term memory by aural information processing’ (Rubin et al., 2000: 122). 

This recalls Ong’s (1982) observations about societies that have not yet encountered print literacy, within which people must put vast amounts of energy into memorizing whatever is important to that society, given that its members lack print records. Rubin et al. (2000: 122) further note that ‘unlike speech, writing is not a fast-fading medium. Therefore, readers can control the pace of their information uptake, can engage in recursive language processing, and can exploit the medium as an adjunct to memory’. Literate practices such as managing the extent of one’s own learning from print and digital sources and returning to print sources to check precise meanings are characteristic of professionals at work and arguably will strengthen their literacy capabilities over time. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]The hardware and software: Literacy brain and literacy mind. Supporting the findings of education scholars, cognitive theorists hold that print literacy enhances a person’s cognitive and reasoning ability. They believe that the arduous work of acquiring advanced literacy enacts changes in brain structure, reconfiguring different sites in both hemispheres of the brain. The argument is that ‘writing both enables and encourages writers and readers to say and think things differently than does speech’ (Olson 1995: 277). The intense mental labour needed to succeed in literacy is said over time to create ‘the literacy brain’; ultimately literacy serves to ‘rewire the functional architecture of thought’ (Donald 2001: 302). The command of literacy is therefore said to enhance both cognitive capability in reasoning and a person’s fluency in employing abstractions. 

Likewise, educationalists refer to ‘the literacy mind’ (Booth 2006: 6) referring to a person’s everyday habituation in reading and writing. Together literacy brain and literacy mind are said to constitute the hardware and software of literacy capability. Arguing against this, social practice theorists (e.g., Cope and Kalantzis 2013; Edwards Ivanič and Mannion 2009; Gee 1986, 2000; Street 2017) hold that print literacy does little to strengthen cognitive capability. They describe multi-literacies such as the literacies of physical or creative work, or the ways in which people build expertise by embodied or tacit rather than print-based means. These, however, are said to operate under the radar as it were and are not credited by the educational establishment as comprising ‘real’ (textual) literacy. Gee, Street and others argue that the complex but informal (and usually oral-experiential) literacies demonstrate capabilities that are just as sophisticated as those of persons strong in textual literacy. Nevertheless, Gee (1986) accepts that abilities in literacy may assist in helping a person to become more verbally fluent and so better explain to others their reasoning or decisions.

Booth (2006: 9) argued for a ‘continuum of literacy’ enabling literacy to be understood in the form of a range from lesser to greater capability. In Booth’s view, there is a present-day ‘retreat from complex and deeply structured modes of printed texts’ resulting in ‘invisible illiterates’ (2006: 9). In this definition, an illiterate is not a person who lacks any capability in reading or writing, but instead is someone who either cannot or will not engage with complex printed work. 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Ong (1971, 1982) stressed that literacy and orality should not be understood as binaries. Instead, each interweaves with the other in complex ways. Yet people who live mainly in orality, such as those whose work accustoms them to spoken discourse rather than to consulting print materials when faced with uncertainty, are likely to be unsure about and less familiar with the strengths of print sources (Mutch 2000). In contrast, a person whose professional life requires them to work mainly in literate modes will be deeply imbued with literacy’s epistemology and methods and accordingly may have lesser orientation to, understanding of, and therefore trust in oral sources of information. Writing is thus said to facilitate ‘distinctive modes of thinking such as formal rationality’ (Olson and Oatley 2014: 4). McLuhan (1972: viii) proposed that ‘civilization is a precarious balance between written and oral structures of social organization’ and the same observation might be made about any social system including managerial work.
Booth further believed that in an increasingly intricately textured world, ‘as we recognize the complexities of society’s issues, we see the need for ‘reading’ at the deepest level, for recognizing the shades of grey between black-and-white extremes’ (Booth 2006: 15). Booth asks, in the absence of deep reading, ‘Are those who read only minimal text ... susceptible to control by corporations, unethical political leaders or charlatans?’ (2006: 15). This question is as germane for managers as any other occupational group.
Managers’ generalist training. Training and development for managers differs from what is considered necessary for professionals at work. In MBA programmes, for example, classes may be entitled ‘Accounting for Non-accountants’, ‘Marketing for Non-marketers’ and the like. These introductory classes are typically taught at a level that permits the student to understand textbook explanations of knowledge, acquire a grasp of specialist concepts and terminology, and thus be able to interact in a sufficient way with specialists in various fields in accounting, finance, marketing, etc. 
In this way, MBA graduates are not expected to be operating at the level of professional accountants, marketers, and other business specialists. As noted by Simon (1997) and others, the less exacting approach to decision-making and everyday work that managers experience in the exigencies of their everyday work contrasts with the expert problem-solving expected of a specialist. Professional specialists are developed over time to undertake detailed, often longitudinal, analysis of complex problems. Their success is measured by their ability to resolve challenges in ways that are valid within the context of a particular professional body of knowledge. Then managers use their generalist rather than specialist strengths to see if the specialists’ recommendations can be applied within a given context, and to use their interpersonal abilities to explore with other people how a proposed decision might operate in a pragmatic sense.
[bookmark: notable_publications]Managers’ work thus contrasts with that of other professionals. Olson (1995: 277) held writing to be ‘an instrument of increasing cultural specialization’ but it also serves as a facilitator of professional specialization. Whereas the nature of managers’ work reinforces them in oral work practices, professionals must spend time on understanding and creating complex digital or print texts. For example, an engineer might spend months developing plans for a new road, a web designer will be absorbed for hundreds of hours in testing an online application, or a lawyer could spend weeks in assembling evidence to support a particular legal argument. Even though in all these cases such professionals will be interacting with others, the main focus of their work is on intense and partially solitary intellectual activities in pursuit of an expert, in-depth outcome. 

From literate activity over the course of a working lifetime during which everyday text-based practices foster ‘language that is abstract and conceptual’ (Havelock 1986: 411), we might expect sophisticated literacy functioning among professionals.  Then since it seems from the work of Mintzberg and others that managers generally have less everyday engagement with substantial print sources of information than other professionals, managers’ capability with written texts may be predicted to be relatively lower. Adult literacy research has demonstrated that adults who undertake a lesser extent of reading and writing will deteriorate in their literacy capability over time (Reder and Bynner 2009). Hence, it is possible to infer that managers may have literacy scores lower than other professionals’, given the stronger influence of orality and lesser orientation to literacy in their work. If managers have lesser literacy than other professional people do, what are the implications for their ability to cope with rising literacy expectations in the workplace?

Secondary orality and multi-modal communication. Ong (1982: 133-134) also referred to secondary orality:

with telephone, radio, television and various kinds of sound tape, electronic technology has brought us into the age of ‘secondary orality’. This new orality has striking resemblances to the old in its participatory mystique, its fostering of a communal sense, its concentration on the present moment, and even its use of formulas. But it is essentially a more deliberate and self-conscious orality, based permanently on the use of writing and print.
 
Stewart, Kotter, Mintzberg and their contemporaries commenced their study of managers well before the invention of the internet, the Web, or social media as we employ them today. While use of modern electronic technology such as emails, SMS messaging and the like might seem more like literacy than orality, Ong saw electronic communication technology essentially as orality using literacy for its own purposes. For example, the chatter of email interchange or real-time posting of comments to a blog are more like orality’s communal assumptions than the individualistic and introverted world of high literacy.

Congruent with Ong’s definition of secondary orality, Kress (2000: 182) thought that one effect of present-day multimodal forms of communication has been ‘to dislodge written language from the centrality which it has held, or which has been ascribed to it, in public communication’. Scholars in the literacy social practice tradition have expressed the view that ‘new literacies are more ‘participatory’, ‘collaborative’, and ‘distributed’ in nature than conventional literacies’ (Knobel and Lankshear 2000: 20). Such descriptions, although not using the expression ‘secondary orality’, are nonetheless close in their ways of seeing and their terminology to the manner in which Ong and other writers describe new forms of orality that also employ textual forms of communication.

The document-driven workplace. The last body of literature on which this paper relies is that to do with the Internet-enabled, digitized, document-driven work culture (Belfiore 2004; Follinsbee 2004) which is increasingly requiring better literacy of workers. It is argued that all jobs are starting to demand higher literacy levels, forming a new ‘document-driven work culture’ (Belfiore 2004: 22), the Internet-enabled, digitized, ISO-compliant workspace (Follinsbee 2004), or ‘the new knowledge-based work order’ (Karlsson 2009: 53). Such developments combine to facilitate rising levels of sophistication at work internationally in ‘fast capitalism’ (Gee 2000).

Jackson (2004: 3) commented:

New electronic technologies and new management methods have brought an avalanche of new ‘texts’ into workplace life ... computerized manuals and records of Standard Operating Procedures; software programs providing a script for employees interacting with the public; and intensified use of visuals like charts, table, graphs, symbols and photos.

This surge of digital and hard-copy print requirements into the workplace has reshaped everyday operating assumptions and procedures and is foregrounding the question of how well people at work (including managers) can cope with ‘the culture of documentation that demands data, analysis, written verifications, and seemingly limitless explosion of paperwork’ (Belfiore 2004: 50). Belfiore also thought that ‘in all aspects of work life, employees see print taking a more predominant role; they are now working in and working for the culture of documentation’ (2004: 23).

As Farrell (2006: 58) indicated, ‘Increasingly, embodied, embedded, encultured knowledge needs to be turned into texts (words, diagrams, symbols etc.) in order to move it around the network’ or ‘Increasingly, legitimate knowledge is seen as being located in, and generated by, the text’ (Farrell 2006:134). In pre-computing and pre-globalized times, work processes such as everyday standard operating procedures in the workplace could feature more autonomy than at present, with local forms of knowing predominating and being less print-oriented. However, interconnectedness of sites and functions within enterprise and industry, driven by the Internet and globalized business, has been forcing knowledge into textual format and concomitant ‘emerging ways of governing work through written discourse’ (Karlsson 2009: 53). This suggests problems of cognitive exclusion for personnel with lesser literacy ability. 

Meanwhile ‘the transformation of the global economy is reframing virtually all work as ‘knowledge work’ in the sense that the active production and application of knowledge keeps all businesses operating in IT-enabled global networks of production’ (Farrell 2006: 13). Therefore, if managers are, as it seems, shaped by the nature of their work to be stronger in their oral dimension, is it correct that their literacy is likely to be weaker than that of other professionals? If so, what might be the implications of this? 

Research Aims

As the literature review has suggested, an array of perspectives exists on managers’ literacy and orality, but little is known about how to assess managers’ literacy and how it might compare with other professionals’ literacy. This study aims (a) to identify some baseline data on managers’ literacy as an initial step, (b) to ascertain key issues pertaining to managers’ literacy ability and consequential workplace performance implied from the data, and (c) to sketch out the basis for a future research agenda. 

Methodology

We first investigated what was available from an international literacy assessment run by the OECD known as PIAAC, Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies. PIAAC has been described as ‘Internationally … the most comprehensive survey of adult skills ever undertaken’ across its 33 participating countries (Education Counts 2017: par 2). PIAAC is the third OECD survey of adult skills, which have been held at roughly ten-year intervals. The first was the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), held in the mid-1990s and the second was the Adult Literacy and Life Skills (ALL) Survey, undertaken during the mid-2000s period. These undertook in-depth interviews with representative samples of working age persons (aged 16-65) in each participating country in order to assess respondents’ literacy and numeracy skills and their ability to solve problems in technology-rich environments (PIAAC 2015). 

In all three OECD literacy surveys, respondents were interviewed one-to-one in their own homes, undertaking tasks to demonstrate their ability to carry out information-matching, draw inferences based on what they had read, filter out distracting information, and carry out multiple-step calculations and estimations. Respondents also undertook complex reasoning and problem solving, employed mathematical symbols, and used abstract forms of analytical reasoning. To date there appears to have been little scholarly assessment (Earle 2015) of any of these three surveys (IALS, ALL, PIAAC) in respect of managers’ or professional workers’ literacy or the implications that may arise from their capabilities in literacy. 

In the recent PIAAC survey, as in the earlier ones, the survey tasks resulted in respondents being assigned to one of five levels:

Level 1 with scores of 0–225 requires the ability to read simple documents, accomplish literal information matching with no distractions, and perform simple one-step calculations.
Level 2 scores (226–275) indicate the capacity to search a document and filter out some simple distracting information, achieve low-level inferences, and execute one- or two-step calculations and estimations.
Level 3 scores (276–325) involve more complex information filtering, sometimes requiring inference, and manipulating mathematical symbols, perhaps in several stages. 
Level 4 scores (326–375) demonstrate integration of information from a long passage, use of more complex inferences; completion of multiple-step calculations requiring some reasoning.
Level 5 scores (376–500) show capability to make high-level inferences or syntheses, use specialized knowledge, filter out multiple distractors, and to use abstract mathematical ideas with justification (PIAAC 2015). 

Very low literacy is described as comprising level one. Low literacy refers to levels one and two. These two levels are often called learning to read and show an ability less than that needed for everyday life and work in modern, complex economies (Reder and Bynner 2009). Level three is described as the minimum needed to cope successfully with work in a contemporary society, while high to very high literacy is designated by levels four or five (PIAAC 2015). Together levels three to five are described as showing a graduated capability in reading to learn (Reder and Bynner 2009). There is good evidence that a person’s skills in reading, analysis, and decision-making have beneficial impacts upon their lives in respect of their economic welfare, trust in others, health and civic participation, while a society’s skills composition shapes its economic and social outcomes (OECD 2013).

In the PIAAC survey undertaken in New Zealand (total N = 6177), each respondent’s survey self-report on his or her work responsibilities was coded to one of the following eight categories from the Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZCO 2016): 

	Occupation
	Activities

	Managers 
N = 684
	Plan, organize, direct, control, coordinate and review the operations of government, commercial, agricultural, industrial, non-profit and other organisations, and departments. Will normally have at least a bachelor’s degree and five years or more of relevant experience.

	Professionals 
N = 1061
	Perform analytical, conceptual and creative tasks through the application of theoretical knowledge and experience in the fields of the arts, media, business, design, engineering, the physical and life sciences, transport, education, health, information and communication technology, the law, social sciences and social welfare. Will normally have at least a bachelor’s degree and five years or more of relevant experience.

	Technicians and Trades Workers 
N = 584
	Perform a variety of skilled tasks, applying broad or in-depth technical, trade or industry specific knowledge, often in support of scientific, engineering, building and manufacturing activities. Are likely to have an associate degree, advanced diploma or diploma, or some years of relevant experience.

	Community and Personal Service Workers
N = 498
	Assist health professionals in the provision of patient care, provide information and support on a range of social welfare matters, and provide other services in the areas of aged care and childcare, education support, hospitality, defence, policing and emergency services, security, travel and tourism, fitness, sports and personal services. May have various associate degrees, diplomas, certificates or some years of relevant experience.

	Clerical and Administrative Workers
N = 583
	Provide support to managers, professionals and organisations by organising, storing, manipulating and retrieving information. Are likely to have an associate degree, diploma or certificate, or some years of relevant experience.

	Sales Workers
N = 381
	Sell goods, services and property, and provide sales support in areas such as operating cash registers and displaying and demonstrating goods. Are likely to have various categories of diploma, certificate, or some years of relevant experience. 

	Machinery Operators and Drivers
N = 226
	Operate machines, plant, vehicles and other equipment to perform a range of agricultural, manufacturing and construction functions, move materials, and transport passengers and freight. May have completed various certificates, on the job training, or relevant workplace experience. 

	Labourers
N = 489
	Perform a variety of routine and repetitive physical tasks using hand and power tools, and machines either as an individual or as part of a team assisting more skilled workers such as trades workers, and machinery operators and drivers. May have various certificates or relevant workplace experience.


(Not currently working N = 1671.) 					Source: ANZCO, 2016.

Table 1: Occupations and activities

Results
Insert Figure 1 about here

The PIAAC New Zealand data demonstrate that of these eight occupational categories professionals possess the highest literacy abilities (80% at level 3 or better), followed by managers and clerical and administrative workers at about the same level of capability (each showing 67% at level 3 or better).

The data suggest an array of questions around literacy and orality. Though about two-thirds of managers achieve at what is described as the minimum level or better for successful coping in a modern, complex society (PIAAC 2015), what are the implications for a country where a third of its managers are apparently below this level and thus still ‘learning to read’? (Reder and Bynner 2009). What inferences might we draw from only just over a fifth of managers apparently scoring at levels of high to very high literacy? Do rising demands for people at work to be able to process complex data suggest that a much larger cohort of managers should be advancing their literacy capabilities?

Discussion

Even though Stewart, Kotter, Mintzberg, and others have consistently described the oral character of managerial work, to date little systematic investigation has occurred into managers’ literacy and orality in current workplaces.  A paradox of the newly emerging, document-driven worksite is that while managers are strongly influenced by oral workplace practices, the Internet-enabled, digitized, ISO-compliant workspace increasingly requires that personnel must build then employ their literacy skills. Mintzberg (2009: 26) indicated one manager’s comment as typical: ‘I try to write as few letters as possible. I happen to be immeasurably better with the spoken word than with the written word’. Yet managers may have more freedom to resist the encroaching demands of literacy than their workers.

Follinsbee (2004: 93) puzzled over this as she talked with managers, one of whom said, ‘I’m not a good one for writing and e-mails and stuff like that’ and ‘he tells me about a manager who would much rather go to a person and discuss something with them than write something, and that he tends to be the same way’. This dialogue, though, is in a company in which she thought that since ‘the requirements of ISO 9001 make documentation critical, the company has been transitioning from an oral culture to a written one’ (Follinsbee 2004: 69). She saw inconsistencies: ‘I am curious about the contradiction here. It seems to be OK for staff people and managers to prefer an oral way of working, but it is not OK for workers’ (Follinsbee 2004: 93) and ‘I sense there are still deeper contradictions around managers’ expectations’ (Follinsbee 2004: 86). 

Yet Follinsbee’s description of this company’s transition from an oral to a written culture may well be erroneous. More subtly, we might imagine a layered culture, where managers mainly live in orality and, almost certainly, the workers do too, but especially the latter must act as if the reality of their work lives is within literacy. We surmise that people may perform their work lives in orality not because of any deficiency in their capabilities but instead because the exigencies of their work demand it, as Mintzberg, Daft and Lengel and others have illustrated. That is, via orality they get the richest, most up-to-date and most nuanced information available, tactically superior to print.

While orality studies (Ong 1982) have attempted to investigate what happens in the separation of orality and text, it is especially now in the era of the ‘new knowledge-based work order’ (Karlsson 2009: 53) that it is becoming necessary to understand how workplace orality may be engaging with literacy requirements. Managers’ occupational orality may mean that they are less able or less willing to engage with text-oriented forms of knowledge, to the detriment of both knowledge and performance in their workplace.

Some tensions inherent in an interwoven context of workplace orality and literacy were identified in the ethnographic research done in the jobsite from which Follinsbee (2004) reports. When managers were under the stress of pressure to perform, their habitual oral, interpersonal habits and inclinations would take precedence over the newly invasive, formalized rules of compliance with documentation. For example, ‘supervisors will get on the bandwagon about paperwork until someone needs something right away. Then supervisors ... want to cut 500 meters (of fabric) without a finishing order – that is, without the proper paperwork required under ISO’ (Follinsbee 2004: 87). 

In this way, the enterprise could claim that it required compliance with print documentation, but its own oral-experiential culture seemed complicit in the actual lack of managerial interest in documentation and avoidance of it where possible. 

Yet ignoring the demands of the culture of documentation might also occur when managers are not under much stress. Neglecting paperwork might almost resemble normal practice in a busy work environment, given the ‘subtle and not-so-subtle messages (from managers) that getting the product done and out the door is more important than paperwork’ (Follinsbee 2004: 75). 

As already noted, Jackson (2000) thought that some ‘old school’ supervisors avoided paperwork in reaction to production imperatives. Yet following Mintzberg (1973, 2009) it may not be just old school personnel who react this way. Instead, supervisors and managers of any length of tenure, for good sociocultural reasons, may collude in the fiction that compliance with the demands of documentation is as important as actually producing the tangible goods and saleable services on which their jobs more overtly depend.

The literature review also cited Styhre et al. (2006) who thought that oral-experiential interactions were at the heart of learning in the workplace, while written documents were just a tedious addition to the real work. This supports the notion of a stratum of print compliance deposited in unwelcome fashion on top of customary occupational orality.

As in any transition from orality to literacy, whatever in globalized enterprise is newly recorded in documented form becomes the new default standard, in various ways eventually subordinating local, oral forms of knowledge. The ‘growing pressure of regulatory controls on the production of writing’ (Brandt 2005: 166) will tend to reduce enterprises’ local autonomy and in time may submerge or marginalize local diverse understandings and ways of undertaking work. We might infer that along with a consequent undermining of locally relevant work practices there will also result a blandness and reduction of ecological diversity in the organizational landscape.

As already discussed, an orientation to orality rather than print literacy is shaped by the work done within a given occupation, in this case the demands of everyday management practice. As pointed out by Ong (1982) in his account of secondary orality, communicating via new technology shows strong oral characteristics. However, Ong (1971) also used the term ‘literate orality’ as a virtual synonym for his secondary orality; this (or Ong’s (2003) ‘oralism’) may better suggest what is happening in the modern Internet-enabled workplace. Even if operating at only a medium level of literacy (e.g., PIAAC level three) managers will be able to employ new communications technology such as text messaging or email, and thus continue to work adequately within what is mainly an oral dimension of workplace behaviour. 

Yet as indicated by the work of Rubin et al. (2000) and as argued by Booth (2006), without the ability to engage in deep reading, to employ abstractions effectively, and to carefully interrogate what they read, managers will tend to remain primarily at the oral layer of their culture. As such, they may flounder or become vulnerable to manipulation by others if expected to undertake decision-making that relies on complex documentary evidence available only within the stratum of relatively advanced literacy. 

To the extent that higher levels of literacy are being demanded at work, probably requiring more cognitive complexity of managers (Donald 2001), can managers retain the occupational orality that they need to access richly-textured interpersonal media (Daft and Lengel 1986), but at the same time increase the literacy that is necessary for processing information at a deeper and more demanding level? (Rubin et. al. 2000). Do they need to advance further up the literacy scale as measured by assessments like PIAAC?	

Limitations and future research. One of the limitations in the current research is the absence of studies that have attempted to integrate assessments of managers’ literacy and orality (Turner 2009). Confounding research initiatives is the lack of consensus among researchers about how to draw meaningful inferences from literacy scores, along with a limited understanding of how best to research managers’ oral capabilities. Future studies need to explore the literacy competencies increasingly demanded of managers and particularly to assess whether the level of managers’ literacy may impede them from successfully engaging with the complex texts typical of globalized 21st century enterprise.

A further limitation is that the present results apply only to New Zealand managers and it is not yet clear how broadly representative this group might be. However, some potentially relevant international comparative data is available from PIAAC for adults assumed as of working age (16-65). For example, in ‘average literacy skills … New Zealand ranks fourth highest in the OECD behind Japan, Finland and the Netherlands’ (Skills at work: 6). In respect of problem-solving ability, 

New Zealand adults’ average score of 287 for problem solving in technology rich environments is fifth highest in the OECD, behind Japan, Finland, Australia and Sweden. In New Zealand, 45% of adults have moderate to high problem solving skills. Along with Sweden, this is higher than any other country in the OECD (Skills at work: 7). 

From these brief comparisons and until proper relative studies are undertaken, it may be possible to infer that the results for New Zealand managers and professionals may be not greatly different to such results from other similarly developed economies. Further research needs to discover other countries’ outcomes for managers, and to undertake some comparative cross-national research. To the best of the writer’s knowledge, literacy results for managers in the other 32 OECD countries that participated in PIAAC have not yet been released. 

Work should also be done on the implications around reading institutional texts. Does the modern enterprise now require its managers to orient themselves more to propositional inferences (Rubin et al. 2000), which are typically linked to abstractly conceptual issues than to pragmatic inferences connected to more at-hand, tactical issues? Should managers add to their repertoire the literacy practices of much close reading of intellectually challenging materials in order to build their cognitive complexity and permit them to engage with larger or strategic issues beyond immediate pragmatic ones? Then can studies be devised to identify more clearly what may be the cognitive and epistemic differences between those who are strong in literacy practices, and those whose lives greatly feature oral workplace settings? What kind of influence might any such differences have on particular business practices?
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Also to be further explored is our question about whether the new document-driven workplace is imposing just an accretion of print demands on top of managers’ occupational orality, requiring their compliance (e.g., with ISO standards) but not creating any fundamental change in actual occupational oral practice. Or will the new Internet-based textual demands of fast capitalism (especially in the form of rising global competition) demand a fundamental advancement in managers’ work capabilities and styles, calling for a rising sophistication in both dimensions of orality and literacy?
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[image: ]Figure 1: Literacy levels and occupation (PIAAC New Zealand data)
Source: Skills at Work: Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC 2016: 17).
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