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Key Issues in Organizational
Communication

It is often said that the practice of management is in crisis. Managers are finding
it harder than ever to develop strategies which withstand the shocks of the
marketplace. Often, they reach for prescriptions for success that turn out to be
no more than passing fads.

Key Issues in Organizational Communication cuts through these conflicting
issues to show how organizational communication plays a vital role in helping
organizations confront a world in which uncertainty rules. Arguing that many
managers fail to adequately consider the communication consequences of the
decision-making process and its impact on organizational effectiveness, it shows
how insights gleaned from organizational communication offer a route through
these dilemmas.

Based on cutting-edge research undertaken by the authors, this book takes
key organizational issues and links them to the core theme of communication.
The result is a comprehensive guide to organizational communication useful for
managers, academics and students.

Featuring contributions from the UK, USA, Canada, New Zealand, Australia
and Norway, this is a uniquely international text bringing multiple perspectives
to bear on an increasingly important aspect of management practice.
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Preface

Organizations around the world are in crisis. They are increasingly expected to
deliver products and services better, faster and cheaper than their rivals – a far
from easy task. These pressures arise in a world that is more interdependent
than ever, and in which it is increasingly difficult to predict from where the
next shock to the global economy will come. How do organizations, managers
and employees cope with such a climate? How can they hope to sustain any
sense of common purpose in the face of so many overwhelming challenges? This
book has been inspired by these questions, and by the conviction that commu-
nication is central to any attempt to answer them.

Organizational communication is one of the fastest growing of academic dis-
ciplines. The importance of communications for corporate life is now widely
recognized, and research publications in this field have mushroomed in the past
few years. There is considerable evidence to show that companies with effective
communication strategies are successful, while those with poor internal commu-
nications tend to flounder. However, a gap still remains between the triangular
strands of the day-to-day practice of organizations, management theory, and
communications research. For example, most managers intuitively know that a
motivated workforce is important if they are to achieve their goals. Yet many
organizations enthusiastically embrace practices that reduce the loyalty,
commitment and motivation of their staff. From our experience of teaching,
researching and consulting, we felt that more could be done to address these
problems, and bring together the strands of management theory, communica-
tions research and management practice.

It was with this sense of purpose that we embarked upon the mission of
putting together this book. Our main concern was to critically examine the true
impact of key current themes in management for the practice of communica-
tions. As part of this we wished to examine these issues at both an operational
and a theoretical level. The first step was to identify the key issues themselves.
We did this by examining the current literature, by careful consideration of our
own first hand experience of carrying out consultancy work in numerous organi-
zations, and by listening to the concerns of the practitioners that we dealt with
on our management courses. We then invited distinguished academics to con-
sider and summarize how useful, valid or relevant the issues actually were in the



 

light of the available evidence. In particular, we gave individual contributors
the task of considering the interrelationships between each issue and perspec-
tives derived from organizational communication.

The book itself has fifteen chapters. In the first chapter we set the scene for
what follows by examining the wider context of management and the crises
faced by organizations. In particular, we provide a backdrop that shows a mural
of both organizational science and organizational communication. We also
illustrate how the issues covered in this book are essential to effective manage-
ment practice. Then, in Chapter 2 we discuss the consequences for organ-
izations of the current corporate pandemic of downsizing, and demonstrate how
the quick financial fix of firing staff has blinded managers to the true costs of
this false economy. As any construction worker will testify, it is always easier to
knock down than to build up, and we demonstrate why companies should
remember this maxim in relation to the mad syndrome of organizational down-
sizing.

One of the topics that has attracted enormous interest in recent years has
been the omnipresent phenomenon of uncertainty and the individual human
instinct to reduce it. Linked to this theme is that of change – a rapidly changing
world is a more uncertain place. There is much wisdom in the famous words of
the American politician and inventor Benjamin Franklin, written in 1789: ‘In
this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.’ However,
while we all know that the times are always a-changin’ and that the only cer-
tainty is uncertainty, there is a definite need for more guidance about how the
realities of uncertainty and change can best be handled by managers in the
chameleon-like world of the average organization. In Chapters 3 and 4 these
issues are addressed. In Chapter 3 Phillip Clampitt and M. Lee Williams present
a wider analysis of the impact and effects of uncertainty for the organizational
world, and offer suggestions about how these can be dealt with. Yet change, like
the poor, will always be with us, and so, in Chapter 4, implications for the man-
agement of change are explored by Patrick Dawson.

One of the most significant changes in recent years has been the adoption of
technologies to facilitate message delivery and flow. The organizational land-
scape has been clearly marked by the Internet explosion that has affected almost
every aspect of corporate life. Information zooms along the web at speeds hith-
erto undreamed of. Technology has been linked closely to the notion of know-
ledge transfer and sharing. Accordingly, Chapters 5 and 6 examine the fields of
technology and information. In Chapter 5 the positive and negative impacts of
the virtual corporate world are assessed by our co-worker Paula O’Kane and our-
selves. Knowledge, like water, is everywhere and yet can often be hard to
harness. It is essential for corporations to divine where the rich sources of know-
ledge lie and tap this for maximum use. Thus, in Chapter 6 Theodore E. Zorn
and James Taylor examine this key issue of knowledge management.

One perennial problem in companies is the herd instinct of managers. The
childlike desire to be up to speed with the gizmos and games we see our peers
playing with never leaves us. We want to be up-to-date and in fashion. Being
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left out or left behind is not an option. And so, once a new managerial band-
wagon rolls by, everyone tries to jump on it, lest they be left behind, and
become a source of merriment for various onlookers. In Chapter 7 Monica
Rolfsen explains the psychological principles behind this phenomenon and
explicates the importance for managers of understanding the dangers of blindly
copying what we see others doing, rather than what is right for our own circum-
stances. A large part of this response is, of course, emotional. No account of
human nature can ignore the affective domain. Indeed, emotions are now
recognized as central to the human condition and a core determinant of behavi-
our. As such, in Chapter 8 Charmine Härtel, Leigh Kibby and Michelle Pizer
present an in-depth analysis of the features, functions and outcomes of emotion-
ality in organizations.

One area that is often linked to emotions is that of attitude. Similarly, the
field of motivation draws on both of these concepts. But how do these all hang
together and what shapes do they make as they blow in the organizational
breezes? Harald Valås and Olav Sletta attempt to answer such questions in
Chapter 9. They examine the contributions of both attitudes and motivation to
organizational life, and investigate how and in what ways these two areas can be
integrated into a single model. A particular context where attitudes are very
important is in intercultural communication. As the world increasingly begins
to resemble the oft-touted ‘global village’, differences in culture come into
sharper focus. In this milieu, an awareness of the nuances of cultural codes is
increasingly important. So, in Chapter 10 Oluremi Ayoko, Charmine Härtel,
Greg Fisher and Yuka Fujimoto examine how companies can best equip their
staff with communication competencies for multicultural environments.

A common problem for all firms is the decision about to what extent
employees and other stakeholders should participate in the overall corporate
thrust. These issues are focused upon in Chapters 11 and 12. The notion of the
organization as a participatory democracy is debated by Stanley Deetz and
Devon Brown in Chapter 11. They present a detailed analysis of this issue from
the often-ignored perspective of communication theory, illustrating how voice is
an important aspect of effective corporate functioning. In most walks of life we
like to think that we can make our point and that we will be listened to. Unfor-
tunately, many organizations still operate a top-down voice system, where the
communication channel is seen as equivalent to a broadcast station with no
equivalent of even a phone-in for feedback from those at the receiving end. The
dangers of such an approach are documented by us in Chapter 12, where we
examine the role of upwards communication. We review research to show the
positive benefits of encouraging open and honest feedback from staff at all
levels. Likewise we also flag the dangers. Basically, if employees are discouraged
from expressing their views on organizational performance, managerial emperors
are very likely to end up with the corporate equivalent of no clothes.

Organizational culture can either encourage or discourage employee voice,
and so in Chapter 13 Ashly Pinnington presents an analysis of this area.
Culture, like fast-food restaurants, seems to be ubiquitous. It is a term that is
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both widely used and often abused. It can mean all things to all people. Ashly
Pinnington delineates the defining features of this concept. He also highlights
the pitfalls of a unitary approach to organizational culture, showing how it can
lead to institutional intolerance of diversity. Instead he argues convincingly for
culture as a plurivocal phenomenon. This resonates with Matthew Seeger’s
stance in Chapter 14, on the ethical side of organizational life. Given that the
new millennium witnessed a plethora of scandals in which dubious ethical prac-
tices led to financial ruin for a range of companies, this topic has received a
great deal of recent attention. Matthew Seeger offers a theoretical template
with accompanying practical road map to enable organizations to follow the
right moral path. Finally, we conclude the book by addressing the issue of
assessing communicative performance. Without benchmarking and target-
setting it is very difficult, if not impossible, to measure change. We therefore
recommend the communication audit approach as a way of measuring and mon-
itoring the key issues presented throughout the book.

Taken as a whole, this book presents the reader with a depth analysis of the
current state of key issues in the field. One of its key features is that contributors
have been drawn from a wide variety of countries, including the UK, the US,
Canada, Australia, New Zealand and Norway. In this way, we hope that the
text is more free of ethnocentric biases and monocultural assumptions than can
often be found in this kind of endeavour. Given its reach, the book also con-
tains perspectives on organizational communication from a range of disciplines,
including communication, psychology, organization studies, management and
education. While we make no claims that the resulting book is a complete and
comprehensive analysis of the entire domain (no book ever could be), the
material covered herein represents a rich, technicolor picture of organizational
communication. As such, it will be of direct relevance to practising managers,
to students of management and communication, and to academics and
researchers.

Dennis Tourish and Owen Hargie
September 2003
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1 The crisis of management and the
role of organizational
communication

Dennis Tourish and Owen Hargie

Introduction

What does the future hold for the theory and practice of management? What
role, if any, is there for organizational communication in these deliberations?
Exactly which aspects of communication contribute centrally to the core of
corporate practice? This book addresses itself to these and other key issues. In
this chapter our objective is to contextualize the book by examining a number
of areas central to this overall ambition.

• We look at the business context in which most organizations now work. Many if
not all are under enormous external pressure. The agenda faced by man-
agers is crowded to breaking point. These pressures sometimes see organi-
zations fragment rather than cohere. A primary focus on the bottom line
has often elbowed other considerations, including communication, to the
sidelines. In the process, the theory and practice of management has
entered into crisis. Many aspects of this crisis are explored in this book, and
we showcase some of the main themes in the present chapter.

• We explore whether organizational communication makes any difference to how
organizations function and how their internal relationships are managed. Recent
years have seen a voluminous research literature into the human dimen-
sions of organizational functioning. Communication has contributed to
this, directly and indirectly. Our discussion of these issues does not presume
that all members of organizations share a common set of interests and a
readily agreed set of priorities or goals – what some researchers would
describe as a ‘unitarist’ or ‘functionalist’ bias. Rather, it is to emphasize that
while many management theorists have been developing inclusive agendas
of involvement, participation and empowerment, most management prac-
tice has been marching to the beat of a different drum, and in the opposite
direction.

• We discuss precisely what we mean by the terms ‘communication’ in general, and
organizational communication in particular. Our intention is to alert readers
at the outset to the themes that they will find in the chapters to follow.
Contributors to this volume repeatedly discuss the communications



 

implications of issues that have been deemed vital to the theory and prac-
tice of management. It is essential that readers appreciate the full range of
issues implied by any discussion of communication, the better to grasp their
full implications.

• We summarize some key debates in the field concerning the parameters of organi-
zation science and organizational communication. Thus, we acknowledge that
there is no one agreed agenda guiding communication research, or a single
theoretical paradigm that is employed when communication processes are
analysed. For example, some researchers adopt a critical management
perspective, in which a principal concern is to explore relationships of
power and domination. Others pursue a more positivistic agenda, charac-
terized by a search for causal explanations of observable phenomenon.
Readers will find a variety of approaches in the text, and are alerted here to
some of the main issues involved.

Clearly, therefore, this book is not intended as an introductory text on organ-
izational communication or management. While we outline some basic prin-
ciples of communication in this chapter, the main thrust of the book is to
explore the brutal dilemmas that now confront organizations daily, and illumi-
nate many of the debates engulfing the field from the often neglected perspect-
ive of communication studies.

The business context of organizational communication

Humans are easily tempted to interpret the world as more volatile, fast changing,
tempestuous, uncertain and unpredictable than it actually is, and to assert that
each of these conditions prevails more than during any other period of history.
This seems to be an endemic part of the human condition. As the Bavarian
comic Karl Valentin once put it, ‘In the past even the future was better’. We
make no such claims. However, this book has been prompted by the realization
that society faces many challenges, none more so than in the field of work. Our
economy is certainly more globalized than ever before, and therefore prone to
sudden shocks inspired by unanticipated events beyond the control of even the
most far-seeing manager. To take the most obvious example, the terrorist attacks
in New York on 11 September 2001 sent political, social and economic shock-
waves around the globe, and helped usher in a period of instability characterized
by war with Iraq, sudden stock market fluctuations and a heightened mood of
fear that is clearly not conducive to the orderly functioning of business.

The fate of individual companies illustrates the strains most are now exposed
to. In 1989 Mitsubishi was a key global player. It even acquired a 51 per cent
stake in New York’s Rockefeller Center. This corporate giant, seemingly so
infallible, proceeded to lose $330m. in 1999 (Hitt, 2000). Even more famously,
IBM was ranked as the number 1 corporation in the US by Fortune magazine in
the early 1980s. It featured as one of the ‘excellent’ companies profiled in the
best-selling management book of all time – In Search of Excellence (Peters and
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Waterman, 1982). By 1995 it had tumbled to a position of 281 in the Fortune
500 – a shadow of its former pre-eminent self. As we write this chapter, sections
of the business press have begin to float another previously unthinkable pos-
sibility – that the Ford Motor Company may be heading for disaster, and even
bankruptcy (Wachman, 2003).

But it is more than just the fate of a few individual companies in the US and
Japan that is at stake. The technology index peaked in March 2000, but in the
following three years £778bn. was wiped from the value of British company
shares (Connon, 2003). A period of what had been dubbed ‘irrational exuber-
ance’ (Shiller, 2001) shuddered to a halt. Micklewhaite and Wooldridge (2000:
120), two stalwart defenders of globalization, conceded that there existed ‘a uni-
versal feeling that every manager now faces a world in which the old certainties
have been replaced by a string of unpleasant surprises and in which strategy has
devolved from long-term planning to simple panicking.’

These developments, not to mention other famous and notorious debacles
such as the Enron scandal, have created what can only be described as a crisis of
legitimacy for the profession of management. More evidence has accumulated
that many of the most prized organizational interventions spawned by the man-
agement theory and guru industry have a limited to non-existent effect on
performance. Jackson (2001), in surveying much of the evidence, cited the
following dismal data:

• Of 500 companies studied, only one-third felt that programmes such as
Total Quality Management had a significant impact on their profitability.

• Only 20 out of 100 British firms thought that their adoption of organ-
izational improvement plans improved their financial performance.

• An analysis of managers in 100 companies looking at 21 different pro-
grammes found 75 per cent of managers unhappy with the results.

• A review of 787 companies around the world found that 70 per cent of
managers thought the management tools they were exhorted to use gener-
ally promised more than they delivered.

In addition, much attention has been focused on the behaviours of senior exec-
utives. There can be no more apposite illustration than Jack Welch, formerly
CEO of General Electric (GE), and lauded in some circles (though not by us) as
the best corporate leader of the twentieth century. Welch started his retirement
in a novel fashion by commencing an extramarital affair with an editor of the
Harvard Business Review, who had been sent to interview him. His subsequent
divorce brought to light a number of intriguing facts such as that he had
amassed a personal fortune of over $900m., while firing tens of thousands of
workers, that his retirement package included a $9m. a year pension, plus use of
GE’s Boeing 737 and a Central Park apartment, free wine, food, laundry, toi-
letries, limo services, security, country club memberships, and Wimbledon, Red
Sox and Yankee tickets (Helmore and Morgan, 2002). In many senses this epit-
omized the excesses of the era.
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The problems that have arisen from unbridled greed at the top have been
widely acknowledged, and not just among ‘the usual suspects’ in the anti-
globalization movement. Noted management guru Charles Handy commented
gloomily: ‘The danger is that the flaws in the capitalist system may be its
undoing, leaving us with something much worse … My hope is that we can do
something about the flaws in capitalism … although I am not optimistic’
(Handy, 2001: 119).

The language used has on occasion been vitriolic. Leading management
thinker Henry Mintzberg offered the following opinion: ‘We live in a crazy
world. It’s totally scandalous. In the US business has literally bought its way
into government … We’ve gone completely out of balance … At the moment
everything is totally imbalanced towards business: it completely dominates the
social and government sectors too’ (Caulkin, 2003: 10).

The data is compelling. Eighty-six per cent of the stock market gains of the
1990s went to only 10 per cent of the population, cementing the power of busi-
ness and making the US the most unequal society in the world apart from
Nigeria (Handy, 2001). Social cohesion has been seriously wounded. One of the
most interesting books dealing with this (the evocatively entitled Bowling
Alone), argued forcefully that Americans had seen a drastic collapse of honesty
and trust, because of the rise of crude individualism and the consequent erosion
of vital social networks (Putnam, 2001).

Perhaps inevitably, the theoretical basis of management has also been called
into question. Traditionally, management was viewed as a process involving
planning, organizing, commanding, controlling and co-ordinating (Fayol,
1949). These and other certainties (for example unity of direction, unity of
command and a clear chain of authority) may well have been appropriate in
a stable environment, but seem less applicable in the context of virtual, 
e-commerce and service oriented companies, all competing in a globalized
economy (Harvey and Buckley, 2002). More recent management thinkers have
advocated a culture of empowerment (or liberation), on the basis that the new
knowledge economy requires the active, willing and creative contribution of a
workforce to an organization’s bottom line (see Collins, 2000, for an account
and critique). The stimulus for such ideas has been provided by changes in the
economy.

More than half of the total GDP in rich economics is now derived from what
is defined as knowledge-based work, while knowledge workers account for eight
out of ten new jobs (Dess and Picken, 2000). These authors conclude that ‘to
compete in the information age, firms must increasingly rely on the knowledge,
skills, experience, and judgment of all their people. The entire organization, col-
lectively, must create and assimilate new knowledge, encourage innovation, and
learn to compete in new ways in an ever-changing competitive environment’
(Dess and Picken, 2000: 18).

Ideas of empowerment naturally follow – people’s willing involvement in job
tasks, necessary for the innovation required by knowledge-oriented firms, pre-
sumes some measure of autonomy and discretion over what they do. Moreover,
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when at work, people generally prize the ability to realize their full potential
as individuals (Mitroff and Denton, 1999), to do work that has some social
meaning or social value (Ashmos and Duchon, 2000), and to enjoy the feeling
of being part of a larger community (Mirvis, 1997). They also aspire to live and
work in an integrated fashion (Pfeffer, 2001). None of these needs is likely to be
met in an authoritarian environment.

The problem, however, is clear. It is one thing to stress the need for empow-
erment. Whether it can thrive in an environment that Mintzberg describes as
‘crazy’, in which most business leaders still instinctively respond to problems
with a strong need to command and control, in which corporations are widely
regarded as having too much power, and in which senior executives are
ridiculed for their pay and benefits is another matter.

Frequently, these paradoxes have been disregarded by management theorists.
It is often assumed that management is ‘the rational administration of unitary
organizations. Organizations are assumed to be social technologies, or “tools”,
systematically designed in order to attain specific goals’ (Thomas, 2003: 29).
Moreover, where it is addressed at all, power is most often discussed simply as ‘a
matter of strategic resource control or illegitimate moves in the legitimate
organization game’ (Clegg, 2003: 537), rather than as the exercise of control
over one person or group by others. It is thus implied that organizations are
geared to the achievement of ends that are both socially useful and generally
shared – assumptions that in truth are ever more widely contested. Within this
framework, a variety of management gurus produce recipes for organizational
success, with all the panache of a magician who performs miracles – aided by
smoke, mirrors, and his audience’s willing suspension of disbelief. Senior man-
agers are urged to pursue the latest miracle cure through a process that is nine-
tenths diktat to one-tenth persuasion. In reality, such has been the ferocity of
life in the workplace over recent years that most employees greet such efforts
with ‘a healthy mixture of confusion, scepticism and even cynicism’ (Miles,
2001: 317). It is not insignificant that one of the most widely read writers on
organizations is Scott Adams, whose Dilbert cartoons depict a workforce con-
stantly bombarded by brainless management initiatives devoid of any real sense.
Nevertheless, many practising managers eagerly embrace each new develop-
ment, however untested its assumptions might be (Harvey and Buckley, 2002).

Thus, we regularly see the appearance of management prescriptions fatally
hobbled by their own internal contradictions. It is quite common to find gurus
(and others) advocating such approaches as participation, and yet creating pro-
grammes ‘whose successful implementation depends upon the use of hierarchy,
unilateral control, and employee limited freedom’ (Argyris, 2001: x). For
example, Beer and Eisenstat (2000) identified a number of barriers to organ-
izations effectively implementing their chosen strategies – what they dubbed ‘the
silent killers’. Among the killers listed is a top-down or laissez-faire senior man-
agement style, which stops those at the top receiving enough corrective input to
the decision making process. Their recommended solution, however, ‘starts with
the top team of the business unit or corporation defining its strategy’, (Beer and
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Eisenstat, 2000: 30), and then proceeding to sell it down the line. A unitarist
focus is simply assumed, and a top-down strategy recommended – as part of the
attempt to move organizations beyond top-down strategies.

It is our belief, and a driving force behind this book, that such paradoxes
could be addressed more effectively if communication theory – concerned as it
is with how meaning is formed and then shared between people – was more
often incorporated into the analysis. However, it seemed to us that a great deal
of the general writing on management has neglected to fully incorporate a study
of the communication processes involved. Where communication is acknow-
ledged at all it is frequently addressed in passing, and more often with the
assumption that it is a phenomenon that is self-explanatory and hence one that
requires no deeper level of analysis. Likewise, in many organizations, communi-
cation is recognized as being important but little or nothing is done about it.
The attitude seems to be that the formal recognition and endorsement of the
need for better communication will somehow, by a process of osmosis, bring it
to pass. This emu-like approach to strategic communication is of course doomed
to failure. A major objective of this text is to showcase the importance of devot-
ing time and resources to communication. It is also our intention to address this
issue by building some much-needed bridges between two often disparate fields
of study – management and organizational communication.

Communication and organizational effectiveness

Communication is central to any study of what managers do, and to the effec-
tiveness or otherwise of organizations. Managers devote much of their time to
interactions with staff. Manager-watching studies have revealed that they spend
over 60 per cent of their working time in scheduled and unscheduled meetings
with others, about 25 per cent doing desk-based work, some 7 per cent on the
telephone, and 3 per cent ‘walking the job’ (Schermerhorn, 1996).

These activities are embedded in dense networks of relationships between
managers and employees. Most such communication is face-to-face, and most of
it is task-related rather than personal in content. Managers spend much of their
day communicating with many people, in brief interactions which are neverthe-
less of enormous significance in determining the communication and cultural
climate of their organizations (Tourish and Hargie, 2000a). Effective manage-
ment depends on open communication, and requires an interpersonal style
characterized by warmth, candour, supportiveness and a commitment to dia-
logue rather than monologue. Indeed, it has also been shown that ‘communica-
tion, especially oral skills, is a key component of success in the business world
… executives who hire college graduates believe that the importance of oral
communication skills for career success is going to increase’ (O’Hair et al., 2002:
3). No wonder that Mintzberg (1989: 18), having surveyed a wide range of evid-
ence, drew the following conclusion: ‘The manager does not leave meetings or
hang up the telephone in order to get back to work. In large part, communica-
tion is his or her work.’
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Research findings have long suggested that the effective management of
communication processes brings large-scale organizational benefits. In a review
of the research, Clampitt and Downs (1993) concluded that the benefits
obtained from quality internal communications include:

• improved productivity
• reduced absenteeism
• higher quality (of services and products)
• increased levels of innovation
• fewer strikes, and
• reduced costs.

Within the fields of human resources management (HRM) and organizational
behaviour there has also been a huge growth of study into what are generally
defined as high performing work organizations (HPWOs) – those that tend to
outperform their rivals over a long period of time. Extensive summaries of this
evidence can be found in Pfeffer (1994, 1998); Collins and Porras (2000);
O’Reilly and Pfeffer (2000); J. Collins (2001) and Reichfield (2001). Much of
this relates directly to communication processes, and is concerned with the
impact of such practices on employee commitment.

A report summarizing the results of a human capital audit into the British
Aerospace industry is typical of the data (Thompson, 2002). This explored the
impact of high performance work organizations, generally characterized by good
communication, semi-autonomous teams, employee participation, high levels of
training and performance based rewards. The audit found that:

• ‘Companies high in the HPWO index in 1999 recorded sales per employee
in 2002 of £162k, compared to £62k for those low on the index – a dif-
ference of 161 per cent. In value-added per employee the corresponding
figures were £68k and £42k – a difference of 62 per cent’ (p.5).

• ‘Use of profit sharing and of share ownership schemes in 1997 correlated
with higher sales per employee and higher value-added per employee
respectively in 2002. Greater provision of information to employees –
through, for example, briefing groups – were associated with higher levels of
profit per employee, and employee turnover was lower where firms gave
employees more responsibility for the quality of their work’ (p.5).

• ‘Greater investment in management development was associated with high
levels of value-added per employee. Companies investing heavily in man-
agement development recorded value-added per employee of £68k com-
pared to £42k in companies that invested less – a difference of 62 per cent’
(p.6).

Another example of the importance of communication was a survey in which
2,600 UK employees clearly expressed the view that what was most demotivat-
ing of all was lack of communication from managers, citing issues such as a
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complete absence of interaction, a general lack of feedback, or meetings taking
place behind closed doors (Reed Employment Services, 2002).

In relation to employee satisfaction, the Gallup Poll organization produced a
scale (Q12) comprising twelve questions, which are rated by staff on a one to
five scale. These encompass issues such as the extent to which respondents feel
they know what is expected of them at work, whether they are recognized for
good performance, if their supervisor cares about them, and to what degree they
believe that their opinions seem to matter. Thus, much of this Q12 scale relates
to communication by managers. From its database of surveys of more than one
million employees in the USA, Gallup found a significant link between scores
on this scale and business performance (Caulkin, 1998). Organizations where
staff scored highly outperformed their rivals on a range of measures of produc-
tivity, such as employee retention, profitability, and customer satisfaction. In
like vein, companies in the UK which featured on the list of best 100 com-
panies to work for have been shown to consistently outperform the FTSE
normal share index (Sunday Times, 2003). This pattern is also reflected in data
from the US. Companies on the list of Fortune best companies to work for
found that their share values rose 37 per cent annualized over a three-year
period up to 2000, compared with 25 per cent overall (Levering and Moskowitz,
2000).

The data on the importance of commitment, especially in the modern know-
ledge economy, is overwhelming. A longitudinal study of entrepreneurial com-
panies in Silicon Valley discovered that those founded under a ‘commitment’
model had twelve times the likelihood of advancing to a successful initial public
offering (Burton and O’Reilly, 2000). Interestingly, and in an industry where
rapid ascent can just as easily be the prologue to a dramatic fall, no firm founded
with a commitment approach to managing people failed during a five-year
period (Hannan et al., 2000). The story is repeated in the UK. A nationwide
survey of 7,500 UK workers found that where employees were highly committed
to their employers they delivered 112 per cent three-year returns to sharehold-
ers. Employees with low commitment returned only 76 per cent over the same
period (Internal Communication, 2000).

The measures required to generate commitment are not necessarily complex,
but they do involve a strong emphasis on communication. Take, for example, a
study into 135 high-performing US companies (Towers-Perrin, 1993). In these,
there was a definite tendency to seek suggestions from frontline employees, del-
egate, develop two-way communications and seek suggestions. Seventy-four per
cent of employees in such organizations felt that their manager or supervisor
asked them for ideas on improving efficiency. In another study of poorer per-
forming organizations this figure was only 41 per cent. The evidence thus shows
that commitment and enhanced performance is forthcoming when employees’
participation is invited and welcomed, and is facilitated by the building of
strong systems to promote effective internal communication.

However, most organizations do not pursue the practices that produce high
commitment. We alluded above to impressive data on HPWOs, including a
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human capital audit in the British aerospace industry (Thompson, 2002). The
latter report found that when all the work practices that characterize a HPWO
were taken into account, only 11 per cent of establishments were using two-
thirds or more. Forty-five per cent were using less than half. Moreover, although
the only type of training that was clearly correlated with improved financial
results was that related to people management, such training constituted the
smallest amount of the already limited amount available – barely 18 per cent.
Worse still, spending on management development appeared to be falling. Such
data may have a bearing on the persistent finding, typified by a study of 216
international and global manufacturing businesses, to the effect that ‘the stra-
tegic management of both international and global operations is still poorly
executed in very many Europe-based manufacturing businesses’ (Sweeney and
Szwejczewski, 2002: 1).

Positive communication policies have also been eroded. Large-scale work-
place industrial relations surveys in the UK showed that in 1980 about 34 per
cent of workplaces had formal joint consultative committees between managers
and workers. This was down to 29 per cent by 1998 (Millward et al., 2000). Pre-
dictably, all this means that commitment is actually on the wane, at a time
when most organizations would say that it has become more important than
ever. A UK Gallup Q12 survey found that only 17 per cent of workers felt
engaged (i.e. loyal and productive) with their workplace, 63 per cent were not
engaged (i.e. they were not psychologically bonded to the organization) and 20
per cent were actively disengaged (i.e. they felt psychologically absent, and were
intent on running the organization down) (LaBarre, 2001). As one measure of
the costs involved, those in the latter category had twice the level of absen-
teeism of those in the first.

Falling commitment is linked to an intensification of workplace pressure. In
Chapter 2, we discuss downsizing, and its devastating impact on morale, cohe-
sion and commitment. But the problem is wider than this. For example, data
was gathered from a sample of more than 10,000 individuals in Britain each
year between 1991 and 1999, focusing mostly on the public sector. It found
deteriorating levels of job satisfaction throughout and sharply rising stress levels
– the size of the deterioration measuring between one half-point and one full
point on a standard General Health Questionnaire mental stress scale (Gardner
and Oswald, 2001). In similar vein, Mirvis (1997: 198) summarized a wealth of
available data in the US to conclude that the dominant climate in the work-
place had become one of ‘fear, pressure and impermanence’.

The reality of much workplace communication is well illustrated in the
following e-mail, sent by Neal Patterson, CEO of Cerner Corporation (a major
US health care software development company) to his line managers. The
effects can be readily imagined:

We are getting less than 40 hours of work from a large number of our …
EMPLOYEES … The parking lot is sparsely used at 8a.m.; likewise at 5p.m.
… NEVER in my career have I allowed a team which worked for me to
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think they had a 40-hour job … I STRONGLY recommend that you call
some 7a.m., 6p.m. and Saturday a.m. team meetings … My measurement
will be the parking lot … The pizza man should show up at 7.30p.m. to feed
the starving teams working late.

(Cited by Wong, 2001: 1)

Driven by a variety of factors beyond the scope of this chapter, it is therefore
clear that there is a large and seemingly growing gap between the best data and
theories of management, and what is actually happening on the ground. It
hardly overstates the case to describe this as a crisis. The question arises: what
can organizational communication bring to the study of these issues?

Organizational communication and the crisis of management

We want here to indicate the breadth of the field, and so demonstrate how the
core concerns of organizational communication intersect with the challenges of
management at many critical points. The chapters that follow then showcase
these intersections in action.

Organizational communication, as a discipline, is now many decades old,
with the ‘modern’ study of the subject generally held to date from the late 1930s
(Tompkins and Wanca-Thibault, 2001). Typically, it looks at how people
ascribe meanings to messages, verbal and nonverbal communication, communi-
cation skills, the effectiveness of communication in organizations, and how
meanings are distorted or changed while people exchange messages, in both
formal and informal networks. More generally, seven main traditions in com-
munication research have been identified by Craig (1999) as follows:

1 rhetorical (communication as the practical art of discourse)
2 semiotic (communication as the manipulation and study of signs)
3 phenomenological (communication as the study of the experience of others)
4 cybernetic (communication as information processing)
5 sociopsychological (the process of expression, interaction and influence)
6 sociocultural (symbolic processes that produce shared social and cultural

understandings)
7 critical (a discursive reflection on moves towards understanding that can

never be fully achieved, but the act of which is emancipatory).

Each of the above traditions is concerned with various elements of communica-
tion (Hargie et al., 2004).

• Communicators refer to the people involved. Personal attributes such as the
age, gender, dress, physique and disposition of those involved influence
both our own actions and our reactions to the behaviour of others (Hargie
and Tourish, 1999). An important attribute is what Goleman (1997)
termed ‘emotional intelligence’. After examining studies involving hun-
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dreds of large organizations, he concluded that this was the dimension that
characterized star performers. Emotional intelligence includes the ability to
persuade and motivate others, to empathise and build relationships, to
handle one’s own and other people’s emotions, to give open and honest
feedback sensitively, to form alliances, to monitor one’s own behaviour,
and to read organizational politics. It refers to the core skills of social
awareness and communication.

• Messages are the signals and symbols we use to convey what we mean.
Communication messages are usually delivered in a visual, auditory, tactile
or olfactory format (Hargie and Dickson, 2004). We are more conscious of
the first three. Visual messages include written communication, as well as
all of the nonverbal modes (clothes, jewellery, facial expressions, gestures,
and so on) prevalent in social encounters. Auditory communication may be
face-to-face or mediated by telephone. Tactile communication refers to the
use of touch and bodily contact (handshakes, hugs, kisses). Finally, olfac-
tory messages include the use of perfumes, after-shaves, deodorants, and all
the other types of scent, which in fact serve to disguise our natural body
odours and project a certain image.

• Channel describes both the medium and the means used to deliver mes-
sages. The ‘means’ of communication would include face-to-face, tele-
phone, pager, written (fax, e-mail, ‘snail mail’, newsletter), audio and
video. In face-to-face contact, communication occurs through the medium
of the visual, auditory and olfactory channels, while the tactile channel
may or may not come into play. A skilled communicator will select, and
maximize the use of, the channel most appropriate to the achievement of
the goals being pursued, bearing in mind that employees tend to prefer
face-to-face communication with managers (Tourish and Hargie, 1993).

• Noise is the term used to describe anything that distorts or interferes with
meanings and messages. Dickson (1999) identified a number of barriers to
communication, the main ones being:

– Environmental This includes a whole range of factors. For example, the
layout of furniture can facilitate or inhibit interaction, intrusive noise
may be disruptive, and heating and lighting can be conducive or
uncomfortable.

– Disability Physical, neurological or psychiatric impairment can make
normal channels or patterns of interaction difficult, or even impossible.
Examples include sensory handicaps such as sight or hearing loss, and
conditions such as Parkinson’s disease or severe depression.

– Psychological This refers to the ‘baggage’ we carry with us into social
encounters. These include the personal biases or stereotypes that influ-
ence how we perceive and interpret what a particular person is saying.

– Semantic This occurs when the actual meaning of what is being com-
municated becomes distorted due to language or cultural differences
between the communicators.
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– Demographic In particular, differences in age and gender have been
shown to have the potential to cause problems during social encoun-
ters. To take but one example, when a male listener nods his head he is
likely to be communicating to the speaker ‘I agree’, but when a female
nods her head she may just be indicating ‘I am listening’ (but not
necessarily agreeing) (Stewart and Logan, 1998).

– Organizational Barriers to communication can be constructed by the
organization itself. For example, we worked in one corporation where
the CEO sent an edict to all employees that no one was in future per-
mitted to send any e-mails directly to him. Rather, they all had to go
through the line management hierarchy. This was a very disabling and
disempowering message and a definite obstacle to upwards feedback.
Other examples of organizational barriers include the disparate phys-
ical location of staff who should be working closely together, a lack of a
coherent strategy for team briefing, or overburdened, stressed and
under-resourced supervisors who simply do not have sufficient time to
devote to communication.

• Feedback allows us to evaluate our performance. We receive feedback both
from the verbal and nonverbal reactions of others, and from our own
responses. This latter process, which is known as ‘self-monitoring’, involves
being aware of what we say and do in social encounters, and of its effect
upon others. Skilled communicators are high self-monitors who continu-
ously analyse and regulate their own behaviour in relation to the responses
of others.

• Context Communication does not occur in a vacuum. It is embedded
within a particular context, which in turn has a major impact upon behavi-
our. A manager will behave totally differently when disciplining a member
of staff in the office, as opposed to when calling at the home of the same
person following the death of a child. In each case, the situation plays a key
part in shaping the response.

It is evident from this that communication dynamics are thoroughly insinuated
into the fabric of organizational life. We would argue that organizations cannot be
thoroughly understood without bringing a communication perspective to bear.
Indeed, attempts to even define what organizations are would founder without a
clear acknowledgement of communication processes. Ocasio (2002: 42) concep-
tualized organizations as ‘social systems of collective action that structure and reg-
ulate the actions and cognitions of organizational participants through its rules,
resources, and social relations’. In like vein, Huczynski and Buchanan (2001: 5)
iterated that: ‘An organization is a social arrangement for achieving controlled
performance in pursuit of collective goals’. Organizations involve:

• Social arrangements, where people come together to interact and organize
themselves in a certain way. There are systems set in place whereby
members interact with one another, both formally and informally.
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• Controlled performance, which entails the setting of standards for outputs,
measurement of performance against these standards, and the implementa-
tion of corrective action as required. Rules are laid down and employees
have to accept and abide by these. This is facilitated by a managerial struc-
ture, and the pooling of shared resources.

• Collective goals, wherein members work together to achieve shared aims and
common objectives. Organizational members are expected to hold certain
values and to think in particular ways. It is the accepted norm that
employees should contribute to the corporate ‘mission’.

In this book, we and our fellow contributors are particularly concerned with
how the main elements of communication described here interact with the
processes of management, to produce positive or negative outcomes. We now
explore various theoretical paradigms that guide research within the field, and
which also must be taken into account.

Theoretical paradigms in organizational communication
research

Organizational communication has been variously conceived as what people
who are academic students of communication do, it can be viewed simply as the
study of communication in organizations, or the term has been taken to mean
the use of communication to describe and explain organizations (Deetz, 2001).
Given the breadth of its core concerns, it qualifies to be regarded as a subset of
the wider study of organizations. If organizational theory can be conceptualized
as generalizations about organizations, then most contributions to the field in its
entirety can be dated from the last half of the twentieth century (Starbuck,
2003). In a highly influential paper, reproduced in a text specifically devoted to
debate about the role of organization science, Burrell and Morgan (2000) pro-
posed that four theoretical paradigms could be observed in this work. These
were functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist, and radical structuralist.

• Functionalism is ‘characterised by a concern for providing explanations of the
status quo, social order, consensus, social integration, solidarity, need satisfaction
and actuality. It approaches these general sociological concerns from a stand-
point which tends to be realist, positivist, determinist and nomothetic’ (Burrell
and Morgan, 2000: 112). The aim is ‘to create general theories about organi-
zations and their members, which are reminiscent of the powerful universal
laws found in the natural sciences’ (Donaldson, 2003: 41). From the
perspective of communication, studies in this tradition would be concerned
with issues such as the causal relationship between communication satisfac-
tion and organizational productivity, and be characterized by questionnaire-
based data collection and rigorous quantitative analysis.

• The interpretivist perspective is ‘informed by a concern to understand the
world as it is, to understand the fundamental nature of the social world at
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the level of subjective experience. It seeks explanation within the realm of
individual consciousness and subjectivity, within the frame of reference of
the participant to the observer of action’ (Burrell and Morgan, 2000: 114).
Fundamentally, the argument is that ‘the social world cannot be under-
stood in the same way as the natural and physical worlds’ (Hatch and
Yanow, 2003: 65). Interpretivist communication scholars are involved in
exploring questions like what sense individual members of organizations
make of communication processes, and how they understand or misunder-
stand messages received from management. It is likely that data will be
obtained by qualitative methods such as depth interviews, from which
major themes in understanding can be extracted.

• The radical humanist paradigm has much in common with interpretivism,
but in addition is concerned ‘to develop a sociology of radical change from a
subjectivist standpoint … its frame of reference is committed to a view of
society which emphasises the importance of overthrowing the limitations
of existing social arrangements’ (Burrell and Morgan, 2000: 117, emphasis
in original). This approach has led to a burgeoning growth in what has
more widely been termed critical management studies (CMS) (Adler,
2002). One of its central preoccupations has been a critique of existing
ideologies (Willmott, 2003) – in particular, the assumption that they are
value-free, self-evident, morally superior or bereft of power-based implica-
tions. Communication scholars so inclined would, for example, tend to ask
how communication processes in organizations reinforce systems of domi-
nation and exploitation. Data will also be likely to be obtained by qualitat-
ive methods.

• The radical structuralist paradigm is ‘a sociology of radical change from an
objectivist standpoint … Radical structuralism is committed to radical
change, emancipation, and potentiality, in an analysis which emphasises struc-
tural conflict, modes of domination, contradiction and deprivation. It
approaches these general concerns from a standpoint which tends to be
realist, positivist, determinist and nomothetic’ (Burrell and Morgan, 2000: 119,
emphasis in original). Communication researchers influenced by this para-
digm will also be concerned with issues of power and domination, but be
more likely to utilize quantitative methods in their data collection and look
for explicitly causal relationships between variables.

Each paradigm has been robustly defended and critiqued (see Corman and
Poole, 2000) – the paradigm wars are well and truly alive in communication
science. All this has been deplored by some as representing an unhelpful
fragmentation of the field (Pfeffer, 2000), and welcomed by others as providing
the means of bringing multiple perspectives to bear on an inherently messy
reality (Van Maanen, 2000). Despite a tendency towards polarized debate, it
has also been recognized that ‘scholars cross paradigms because the world of
organizations is far too complex for any single theoretical approach to fully
grasp’ (Fairhurst, 2000: 121). It is therefore increasingly usual to find studies
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that straddle the typology laid out by Burrell and Morgan – to the occasional
howls of anguish from outraged purists.

This book has been partly inspired by the belief that the study of organ-
izational communication has opened up a vast range of methodological
approaches and theoretical insights that must be regarded as central to the
future of management in the twenty-first century. We outlined the challenges
facing the study and practice of management above. It is little wonder that texts
have now been published with such titles as The Organization in Crisis (Cooper
and Burke, 2000) – a proposition with which few would dissent. If the academic
exploration of organizations and organizational communication has become fis-
sured, it has done little more than mimic the external world it studies. The
challenge is to make the best sense we can of this crisis, to understand its causes
in more detail, to identify the role of communication in the various issues
involved and, we would argue, to clarify the contribution that communication
can make to building better organizations and better societies.

Conclusion

Many management interventions can be likened to the Native American rain
dance, and indeed are often inspired by a similar desperation for results. Fantas-
tic interventions are enacted and often enjoyed by the central characters. The
spectacle can also be fascinating for the uninvolved observer. But for all the
drama and passion expended in their performance, they exert no appreciable
impact on actual outcomes. Downsizing, in particular, has been a central part of
the managerial rain dance in recent years and, as our own chapter in this text
will illustrate, is almost wholly associated with negative organizational out-
comes. A main concern of this book, therefore, is to critically examine the true
impact of key current themes in organizational communication for management
practice.

This is no easy task. As this chapter has demonstrated, the study of organi-
zations is a discipline characterized by multiple theoretical paradigms and
methodological perspectives – as it should be. Reality is multifaceted, never
more so than in the context of work. There is little agreement among scholars
on the precise nature of the problems afflicting organizations, how they should
be studied, or indeed what measures of organizational effectiveness are most
appropriate. We have not attempted to foist any one theory on our contribu-
tors. Some remain within one preferred orientation, while others (ourselves
included) adopt a more eclectic approach, surfing across theories and paradigms
as demanded by and relevant to the context of the discussion. Readers will
therefore find a variety of approaches at play in the ensuing text, and are invited
to engage critically with the analyses on display.

Our hope is that, by the end of the journey, students of management
will have a better appreciation of the role communication occupies in their
field, and that students of communication will more clearly understand how
the world of management frames so much of human behaviour. Too often,
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managers grow frustrated by the intangibility of communication dynamics, and
put their attention instead on whatever appears to be more easily measured.
But, as Einstein once commented, ‘Not everything that can be counted, counts
– and not everything that counts, can be counted.’ We believe that those who
neglect communication will develop a very partial insight into the fascinating,
contradictory, contested, interactive, infuriating, iterative and above all vital
world of organizations. This volume is an attempt to broaden our vision to
encompass much more of the territory around and within us.
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2 The communication consequences
of downsizing trust, loyalty and
commitment1

Dennis Tourish and Owen Hargie

Introduction

Researchers have increasingly argued that much of mainstream management
practice is characterized by the enthusiastic adoption of fads (for example,
Shapiro, 1995; Jackson, 2001). Managers embark on radical programmes of
restructuring that throw their organizations into turmoil, but which are often
based on little or no evidence that they work (Newell et al., 2001). Indeed,
research often discovers that far from having a benign or even neutral impact,
many such initiatives inflict severe damage (see Chapter 7, for a fuller discus-
sion of fads). Re-engineering is one of the best examples of a self-proclaimed
revolutionary practice that failed in the overwhelming majority of cases where
it has been implemented (Knights and Willmott, 2000).

Much of the practitioner literature on these issues, as this chapter will show,
seems to assume that destructive organizational initiatives can be salvaged by
the skilled use of communication messages to engineer internal and external
support for the mad, the bad or the cack-handed. The assumption is that there
are no unpalatable messages, just poor communication strategies. The central
focus of this chapter is on one such initiative, downsizing, which has been an
integral part of the re-engineering movement. Downsizing has spread like a con-
tagious disease through both the public and private sectors. It has been endemic
in company takeovers (Hubbard, 2000), when ‘merge and purge’ seems to be
the order of the day. This chapter looks at what it has meant, the rationale for
its implementation, the evidence as to its effectiveness, and the communication
consequences of its implementation. As will be shown, the issues raised go far
beyond downsizing.

One conceptualization of communication is that it is largely a mediating
device between management intentions (whatever the intention happens to
be) on the one hand and their execution on the other. Within this instrumen-
talist perspective, the moral properties of downsizing, and its psychological con-
sequences, are largely irrelevant. The emphasis is on how particular ends will
be reached, while the ends themselves are unquestioned and assumed to be
value free. An alternative perspective is that the dialogic properties of commu-
nication systems have a transformative impact on management intentions and



 

fundamental notions of what it means to do business (Deetz, 1995a). Here,
communication is regarded as an integral part of the entire organizational oper-
ation – it both reflects and shapes the way business is done. Downsizing is an
excellent example of a popular management approach that helps to illuminate
these issues.

The impact of downsizing

Reductions in workforces (RIFs) have been a major trend in both the public
and private sectors over the past two decades. The general name given to this
phenomenon is that of downsizing, defined as ‘an intentional reduction in the
number of people in an organization. It is accomplished via a set of managerial
actions, which may include the use of hiring freezes, layoffs, and normal or
induced attrition’ (Freeman, 1999: 1507). The intentional aspect of workforce
reduction strategies is what commonly distinguishes downsizing from organic
decline in a given industry or sector (McKinley et al., 2000). The activity also
appears in different guises using pseudonyms such as ‘rightsizing’, ‘rationaliza-
tion’, ‘de-layering’, ‘finding the right staffing level’, ‘achieving staffing equilib-
rium’, or ‘letting people go’. We know of one CEO who introduced a wave of
redundancies by telling those affected that he was ‘inviting you to fulfil your
potential elsewhere’. Whatever the nomenclature, its aim has been to promote
organizational efficiency, productivity, and/or competitiveness (Cameron,
1994).

Given this intention, and the implied benefit, its popularity is scarcely
surprising. One survey found that one-third to one-half of all medium and large
US firms had downsized annually since 1988 (Henkoff, 1994). The effects have
been far-reaching. A study of fifty Fortune 500 firms with over 50,000
employees, covering the period between 1987 and 1997, found that workforces
were reduced by an average of 20 per cent – more than 1.2 million people
(Schultze, 2000). A Towers-Perrin consulting firm survey found that two-thirds
of white-collar employees reported their company had downsized or experi-
enced major restructuring in the previous two years (Conrad and Poole, 1998).

Public sector downsizing has also been rampant. This has often been inter-
preted as part of a worldwide movement to reinvent government (Lynch and
Cruise, 1999). For example, a survey of downsizing in Australia found that only
one in six of the public sector organizations that responded had not downsized
or delayered between 1993 and 1995 (Dunford et al., 1998). But as this craze
swept organizations worldwide, what were its effects? In answering this question,
we look at two types of effect, economic and psychological.

The economic impact of downsizing

In general, the research literature has disclosed a gap between the avowed goals
of downsizing and what has been achieved. A review of 3,628 companies over a
fifteen-year period looked at Return on Assets (ROA) – a useful measure of
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profitability. It found that ROA in companies that downsized ‘declined in the
downsizing year and the first year subsequent to the downsizing. There was a
slight improvement in year two, but it was not sufficient to restore the ROA to
its pre-downsizing level’ (Morris et al., 1999: 82). Other critical accounts of the
results obtained from downsizing have been reported. In particular, Kabanoff et
al. (2000) looked at 300 downsizing events in US companies over a period of
eight years. They found that 

downsizing, on average, produces no improvement in firms’ performance
relative to their industry or their own prior performance, except for a short-
lived gain in productivity; downsizing organizations that show no sustained
improvement in financial performance are those in which there is a man-
agerial focus only on cost-cutting, while those that show improvement
have a managerial focus on increasing productivity, or reorganizing and
restructuring.

(Kabanoff et al., 2000: 24–5)

Burke and Greenglass (2000) found that two-thirds of firms that downsized
during the 1980s were behind industry averages on a variety of financial and
productivity measures for the 1990s.

A study has also been conducted into the effects of downsizing on patient
care, in 281 acute care hospitals. It found that morbidity and mortality rates
were 200–400 per cent higher in those that downsized their traditional head
count in an across the board way (Murphy, 1994). Cost savings had also dissi-
pated within eighteen months, with costs rising to pre-downsizing levels in a
relatively short period of time.

The economic case against downsizing is clear. In essence, it is like the bril-
liant wheeze of a man who chops off his fingers one by one, in order to remove
any unnecessary appendages. Organizations that embrace it in the pursuit of
economic gain overwhelmingly find their profits in decline. Initially, this is
surprising. On reflection it becomes less so. An Olympic team that shrinks its
numbers below that of the competition is unlikely to win gold medals.
However, the impact of downsizing is much wider than this.

The psychological impact of downsizing

From the perspective of this book, research into the effects of downsizing on
psychological constructs of organizational life (such as trust and loyalty), and its
direct impact upon the quality of communication, is particularly important. A
plethora of problems have been identified (Cameron et al., 1991; Cole, 1993) as
emanating from downsizing, including:

• reduced cross-unit and cross-level knowledge from interpersonal interactions
• loss of personal relationships between employees and customers, and the

disruption of predictable relationships
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• increased interpersonal conflict
• greater resistance to change
• more centralization in decision making
• decreased employee morale, commitment and loyalty.

Symptoms among survivors include:

denial, job insecurity, feelings of unfairness, depression, stress and fatigue,
reduced risk taking and motivation, distrust and betrayal, lack of reciprocal
commitment, wanting it to be over, dissatisfaction with planning and com-
munication, anger at the layoff process, lack of strategic direction, lack of
management credibility, short-term profit focus, and a sense of permanent
change … some optimism, lots of blaming others, and a thirst for informa-
tion.

(Burke and Cooper, 2000: 8–9)

We will examine these issues in more depth.

1 Reduced loyalty

It has been widely argued that loyal employees make extra efforts in their work,
can be positive public relations representatives in the external world, and are
more likely to go beyond the norm in doing small things that improve organ-
izational effectiveness (see Organ, 1988). Some researchers (most noticeably
Pfeffer, 1994; 1998) have argued that ‘the human equation’ is a fundamental
attribute of organizational success, and a central feature of strategies likely to
secure ongoing competitive advantage. However, research into the effects of
downsizing has shown that:

the loyalty factor was suffering a slow burial in many companies. Survivors
expected that there would be further restructurings, and that the organ-
izational changes would be pushed through in the same way – with a lack of
communication, lack of consultation, lack of resources and training.

(Littler et al., 1997: 75)

The view of many managers involved in downsizing seems to be that if you
want loyalty you get a dog. Myopic managers such as this will tend to find that
employees, like dogs, often bite back when attacked. Exchange theory shows
that what we give out to others we tend to get back from them in spades. The
norm of reciprocity means that an organization that shows no loyalty to staff
receives none in return (Tourish and Hargie, 2000a). One effect of downsizing
is that job insecurity has grown, with attendant feelings of bitterness, anxiety,
disenfranchisement and concern for the future (Feldheim and Liou, 1999).
Such insecurity has been found to be associated with deterioration in general
psychological health and both job and organizational withdrawal (Dekker and
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Schaufeli, 1995). The effects on loyalty and trust, and hence on organizational
performance, can be readily imagined.

The decline in loyalty has not been confined to the shop floor. Worrall et al.
(2000) reported on the results of a survey of Institute of Management members
in the UK. Sixty per cent of middle managers reported a decline in their loyalty
during the preceding period, over 70 per cent a decrease in morale and 60 per
cent a decrease in their motivation. Those respondents who had been involved
in restructuring involving redundancy reported even higher levels of disaffec-
tion. Clearly, downsizing increases work pressures on the managers who remain,
now faced with a more alienated workforce. The expectation is that the man-
agers concerned will show a greater flexibility and adaptability, have an
improved ability to manage people and show a greater strategic orientation
(Dunford et al., 1998). However, the reality is that morale and loyalty suffer, as
managers struggle with job descriptions that in many cases have moved from
the demanding to the impossible.

One of the core sets of needs identified by Ibrahim Maslow was those related
to belongingness (Maslow, 1970). We have a strong need to be part of groups or
organizations, to feel wanted by the people in them, and sense that we belong
with them. In turn, we give our loyalty to them. But we also expect this to be a
two-way process. If these groups respond by rejecting us, then the bonds begin
to fracture and eventually break. A possible response to the breaking of organi-
zational loyalty chains is to feel the desire for a new beginning. One way to cope
with trauma is to move on by moving away. A clean break and a new start can
help to heal the hurt. Thus, following the traumatic event of downsizing, some
employees who remain will begin to look for possible moves elsewhere. Such
motivation is heightened by nagging doubts and questions such as: ‘Am I next
for the chop?’ and ‘Will this company survive?’ Fear and failure are sad Siamese
twins. No one wants to be the last rat on board as the ship goes down. Where
viable alternative employment options exist for staff they are likely to feel a psy-
chological pull towards them and a push away from their present organization.

2 Decreased satisfaction

A study of Canadian hospitals found that those that had downsized were
significantly more likely to report lower employee satisfaction and greater
internal conflict (Wagar and Rondeau, 2000). A further case study looked at a
2,509-bed medical rehabilitation hospital employing 500 people on a full-time
basis (Mullaney, 1989). In a significant downsizing, 8 per cent of the total work-
force was eliminated. Commitment and satisfaction declined for workers and
management staff. Such declines were also noted in departments spared the full
effects of downsizing – i.e. staff unaffected by the process still vicariously felt its
effects.

Another cause of dissatisfaction is the feeling of helplessness. Staff who
believe they have been doing a good job inevitably feel let down when the axe
begins to swing. People can then come to believe that they have been unfairly
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penalized, and so it does not really matter what they do – their fate will be
decided by others in any event. When what we do seems to have no influence
upon the negative outcomes that accrue, we tend to become apathetic, passive
and dejected. This is part of the well-researched psychological phenomenon
known as learned helplessness (Seligman, 1975). Employees who survive the
downsizing cull may believe they have no real say in their future. Creativity and
innovation decrease. People do what they are told to do, leave decision making
to others, and expect the worst. This is an unpropitious context for organ-
izational success.

3 Increased uncertainty

One study has looked at the communication consequences of downsizing in an
Australian health care organization (HCO), where the number of staff
employed was being reduced from 660 to 250 (Tourish et al., unpublished manu-
script). An interesting feature of this study is that both those going and the sur-
vivors were working alongside each other for a period of months after the layoffs
were announced. This enabled the attitudes of both groups to be probed in a
more in-depth fashion than is normally found in the literature. Overall, the
research pointed to the following main trends:

• Uncertainty rises for both survivors and those terminated. Uncertainty does
not ease with the announcement of who has lost their jobs, but endures for
some considerable time, as people transfer their anxiety from the imme-
diate issue of termination to that of reorganization, and their place within
new structures. Role uncertainty in the face of environmental ambiguity
takes the place of job anxiety.

• Staff within downsized organizations perceive large gaps between the
amount of information they receive and the amount of information they
need, irrespective of whether they are among those laid off or not.

In this HCO, downsizing was a largely unavoidable response to international
shifts in health care delivery for mental patients. Large-scale mental health hos-
pitals are increasingly a thing of the past. Yet even when downsizing is the
rational response to such imperatives the experience is traumatic, destructive of
interpersonal relationships and harmful to attempts to ensure that all employees
feel they are receiving an adequate amount of information on key business
issues. Faced with uncertainty, people articulate a need for more information.
The problem may also be that because downsizing produces enormous levels of
uncertainty, no amount of information provision will feel enough for
employees. This suggests that managers’ attempts to improve the communica-
tion climate are less likely to find a receptive context. In consequence, the
general management task becomes all the harder.
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4 The loss of social capital

Social capital refers to the ability of people to work together for common pur-
poses in groups and organizations (Coleman, 1988). It has two main com-
ponents: associability and trust (Leana and Van Buren, 2000). Associability
describes the extent to which group objectives are given priority over individual
desires. Trust refers to the willingness of people to engage in affiliative behav-
iours even when one does not know other parties well, but we have some direct
contact with them and/or some positive attitude towards their reputation.
Clearly, the constructive management of social capital is central to organ-
izational success. Implicitly or otherwise, trust is the glue that holds the human
enterprises known as organizations together. The evidence reviewed here would
suggest that ‘The workforce reduction downsizing strategy is the strategy most
noted to erode trust within organizations’ (Feldheim and Liou, 1999: 58).

This disassociation and reduction in trust can also be destructive of the
culture of the organization, where companies associate themselves with a model
attaching a high value to employee contributions. Trust is replaced by cynicism
and a feeling of betrayal. The evidence increasingly suggests that durability in
relationships is an important predictor of the adoption of high-performance
work practices, because of the need for cooperation and trust (for example,
O’Reilly and Pfeffer, 2000). It has been suggested that the employment prac-
tices that promote organizational social capital include job security, or at least
the provision that if downsizing occurs it is a last rather than first resort (Pil and
MacDuffie, 1996).

One potential problem following downsizing is that of survivor guilt. Follow-
ing any major trauma, those who survive are often left with a myriad of mixed
feelings. A common one is that of guilt at having been left relatively unscathed
while others have suffered. While such guilt may initially be sublimated by feel-
ings of ‘Thank goodness it was them and not me’, it can later emerge as a form
of delayed reaction. This, of course, depends upon the individual. Some will
take the view that it is ‘the luck of the draw’ or the organizational jungle
perspective of ‘survival of the fittest’ (i.e. it was the weak who inevitability suf-
fered). Much depends upon the attribution process. If the employee attributes
the decision to layoff certain people to internal causes (‘they were not good
enough, whereas I am a top employee’), then there is likely to be less guilt.
However, if an external attribution is made (‘We were all good and manage-
ment just picked on some of us’), then guilt and indeed anger are more likely.
Following downsizing, employees will have watched close colleagues suffer. The
ensuing guilt for at least some of those who remain (especially those who by
nature are person-centred and affiliative) may well be dysfunctional.

The human costs described here arise partly from the obvious breaking of the
traditional psychological contract implicit to the downsizing process. Employees
tend to feel that employer promises to them have been broken. Ironically, a
purely instrumental view of organizational relationships driven by an accoun-
tancy paradigm is least likely to deliver sustainable competitive advantage in

The communication consequences of downsizing 23



 

today’s knowledge economy. Managers who develop such a modus operandi
become like Oscar Wilde’s definition of a cynic: they know the cost of every-
thing but the value of nothing. The notion of organizational ‘history’ has been
shown to be important (Deal and Kennedy, 1999). Just as families have roots,
and these are important for its members so too, it is argued, a sense of a valued
corporate history is vital for the workforce. But a history dominated by accounts
of how former family members have been eliminated is scarcely one on which
people will reflect with pride.

A further problem with downsizing is that when people go they take their
knowledge with them. The organization loses the non-transferable ‘tacit know-
ledge’ that is in their heads and not on files that can be read by others (Herson,
2000). This may be knowledge of technologies, best practices, processes, markets
or indeed customers. The cost of losing such knowledge can be very great. Fur-
thermore, it may take some time before this impacts upon the bottom line.

There will also be a loss of the informal ‘fast track’ procedures within the
organization. In any company, even those with a high level of codification of
knowledge and processes, there is always an element of ‘who you know not what
you know’. Human beings will always find a way of circumventing process and
once the social structure of an organization is disrupted, the personal favours
and informal processes that allow things to happen quickly in exceptional cir-
cumstances will disappear through the loss of personnel and changes in the
structure of an organization.

In addition, the impact of the loss of ‘tacit knowledge’ to an organization
should not be underestimated. Knowledge management experts have long
acknowledged the importance of the informal communication network in the
dissemination of knowledge within the organization (see Chapter 6, in this
volume). Knowledge networks grow organically and are dependent upon social
interaction. The disruption of teams, company structure and the reduction in
trust in the organization damages these knowledge networks. Not only is ‘tacit
knowledge’ lost to the organization as individuals leave but those remaining
within the organization can lose access to their knowledge network through the
reorganization. ‘Early adopters’ of new processes, skills, knowledge and cultural
ideologies, who are important in the championing of change within the organ-
ization, lose confidence and possibly their status in new teams, slowing the dis-
semination process through the organization.

Although it is also difficult to compute the value of trust, it is clearly a social
construct which is hard to build and yet easy to destroy. The loss of trust can
have very serious consequences, since this dimension is at the very heart of rela-
tionships (Hargie and Dickson, 2004). In the downsizing game, trust and rela-
tionships may be particularly damaged because, counter-intuitively, most firms
that engage in this activity are not in a straightforward profits crisis. One study
found that, in any given year, 81 per cent of companies downsizing were prof-
itable (Burke and Cooper, 2000). Employees may therefore assume that their
employers had the time to pursue other profit improvement strategies, but disre-
garded them without sufficient thought for the human consequences.
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Furthermore, this transparent loss of trust is at odds with the organizational
imperative to achieve quality, since it undermines the basis for employee
involvement in work practices that underlie quality systems. As Feldheim and
Liou (1999: 63) put it, when ‘cost considerations replace quality considerations,
the principles of employee empowerment, responsibility and loyalty are sacri-
ficed for a reduction in overhead. This tradeoff results in a loss of employee trust
in the organization and betrayal of the concept of work.’

The impact of the psychological costs of downsizing may be hard to place on
a balance sheet. Nevertheless, it is severe. Given that so much of an organi-
zation’s ability to achieve its bottom line financial objectives depends on intan-
gible factors such as trust, loyalty and associability, the damage inflicted by
downsizing on its social capital is one of the most obvious reasons why the prac-
tice fails to live up to expectations. This begs the question of why it remains so
popular.

Reasons for downsizing

Many companies faced with problems still immediately embark on workforce
reduction strategies. An outstanding example in the UK is that of Corus, the
steel manufacturing company. In early 2001, it announced that 6,050 jobs were
to be eliminated (Morgan, 2001b). The company’s chairman, an accountant,
also said that further capital investment was not on his agenda, spending was to
be kept to a minimum and more job cuts were not ruled out. It will be recalled
that such a finance-driven agenda has been found to be the least successful basis
for downsizing (Kabanoff et al., 2000).

In essence, Corus serves as a good example of irrational management behavi-
our. The research evidence indicates that the company’s actions will deliver the
opposite of what is intended. It is as though a steady stream of volunteers keep
jumping from a cliff, convinced that this time they will achieve unassisted
flight. The corpses below suggest otherwise. But people keep on jumping. How
can this be? There are several possible factors, many rooted in communication
processes, which we believe can help to explain this conundrum.

1 What gets rewarded, gets done

The evidence is that managers who downsize are rewarded, even though the
practice does not genuinely improve profitability and effectiveness. This is the
equivalent of paying managers for each person who jumps off the cliff. Reveal-
ingly, Corus’s announcement of redundancies saw the company’s shares rise in
value by 10 per cent (Morgan, 2001a) – an immediate reward for those senior
managers with stock options in the company. Nor is this atypical. One study of
popular management techniques found that they did not lead to improved eco-
nomic performance (Staw and Epstein, 2000). However, the companies that
used them were more admired, perceived to be more innovative and rated
higher in management quality. Accordingly, their chief executives were paid
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more than those that did not utilize the techniques – a level of remuneration
inspired by the achievement of greater internal and external legitimacy,
through association with management actions deemed popular. Moreover, it is
increasingly the case that top managers who fail to raise the value of shares in
their company will actually lose legitimacy, and with it, their jobs. In the ten
years up to 2000, such a fate befell top managers in AT&T, Sears, General
Motors, Xerox, Coca-Cola, Aetna and other well-known corporations (Reich,
2001). Downsizing may therefore be conceived as a short cut to legitimacy, and
hence to heightened prestige, remuneration and, paradoxically, job security for
the managers who embrace it. Its actual impact on their organizations is neither
here nor there.

2 Illusions in leadership

Illusions in the transformative potential of leadership within organizations are
widespread (Tourish and Pinnington, 2002). The business press routinely
depicts leaders as all-powerful, all-knowing and the controller of the organ-
ization’s destiny in a complex environment (Meindl et al., 1985). The corollary
is the expectation that leaders, on assuming office, will rapidly diagnose
strengths and weaknesses, articulate compelling new strategies, propose plans
for restructuring and generally show they are in control (Dobrzynski, 1993). As
has also been pointed out, the brutal truth is that even the process of develop-
ing an understanding of an organization, never mind devising a convincing
strategy to address its problems, is in reality rather complex (Denis et al., 2000).
The task of building and maintaining relationships is onerous and requires
mastery of a large repertoire of complex communication skills (Hargie and
Tourish, 1997). However, the pressure of expectations may compel top man-
agers to seek a short cut to success. Looking for rapid cost reductions through
RIFs has the apparent advantage of simplicity and immediacy. Building strong
partnerships with a workforce may take years. A programme of redundancies
can be announced almost at once. Thus, if people will not jump voluntarily
over the cliff, they may need to be pushed.

3 Downsizing as a system of self-persuasive narratives

Fundamentally, organizations depend on metaphors and stories to rationalize
their actions (Morgan, 1997). These assist all organizational members with the
vital process of sense-making (Weick, 1995). Such narratives are used to sell
what is happening internally, and achieve legitimacy. They also have an exter-
nal role, convincing the business press, the stock market and industry partners
that a well thought through and integrated strategy underpins the workforce
reduction programme. In the process of developing such narratives, managers
may become intoxicated by their own rhetoric. They can then assume that the
metaphors they construct are a more faithful depiction of reality than they are.
Constant repetition also helps people to inoculate themselves against doubt.
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The process can be defined as one of self-persuasion – i.e. by focusing our com-
munication efforts on the positive reasons for something, aimed at others, we
nevertheless wind up reconvincing ourselves (Pratkanis and Aronson, 1991).
According to Downs (1995), the main narratives of this kind attached to down-
sizing include the following:

• The Lean and Mean Story Downsizing is portrayed as part of a cost cutting
programme. Metaphors to do with weight loss and athletics are common –
‘we are fighting the flab’, ‘we must beat the competition’, and ‘we must win
the battles ahead’.

• The Strategic Flexibility Story Here, technological change bears the oppro-
brium for what is deemed necessary. The narrative proclaims that a particu-
lar product or technology is no longer required. Opponents of downsizing
are likened to the Luddites, who fought against new machinery introduced
by the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth century. Irrelevant historical
analogies or misplaced international comparisons displace critical thinking.

• The Learning Organization Story This is a more modernist narrative, hinging
on the need for continued learning and continuous improvement. People
are told that their job has changed and that they no longer have the skills
required for the new jobs that are emerging. Superfluous to requirements,
they have become ‘the weakest link’. Their departure is essential for the
prosperity of the rest of ‘the team’.

• The Mystical Management Story We have, above, noted an excessive
reliance on superhuman leaders. Hence, the narrative frequently emerges
that organizations desperately need leader managers capable of inspiring
people to do more with less. Such narratives are especially common during
delayering processes, described by Mintzberg as ‘the process by which
people who barely know what’s going on get rid of those who do’
(Mintzberg, 1996: 62). Downsizing enables organizations to dispose of those
who lack ‘the right stuff’ to become transformational leaders, and whose
existence is deemed to be necessary for survival.

• The We’re Out of Money Story The organization proposes that it does not
have enough funds to keep everyone on board, due to market conditions.
Some employees must be culled so that the rest of the herd can be fed. If
insufficient numbers volunteer, they will be conscripted.

• The Eye on the Prize Story This is a variation of the previous narrative.
Vital and life-affirming goals are proposed, but are linked to the need to
reduce expenses. A greater prize lies ahead, and there is no gain without
pain. It is assumed, usually wrongly, that this prize will be sufficient to ener-
gize survivors and minimize the negative psychological consequences of the
downsizing process.

Sense-making is often driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. In terms of
the cliff-jumping metaphor, there are many well-documented instances where
cult leaders have persuaded scores of seemingly intelligent people to commit
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suicide. Each of the narratives sketched above may have an internal logic that
renders them more persuasive than would be justified by a scrutiny of objective
data. This becomes especially potent if an organization’s internal communica-
tion systems are afflicted by the problem we describe below.

4 The absence of critical feedback

There is now considerable evidence indicating that top managers tend to over-
estimate the gains from downsizing while underestimating its negative con-
sequences. A particular problem here, from a communication perspective, is the
difficulty for senior managers in obtaining critical feedback about decisions
made.

One study of Institute of Management members in the UK obtained
responses from 1,313 people, ranging across the entire spectrum of managers
from company chairman to junior managers (Worrall et al., 2000). Eight
hundred and eighteen respondents had experienced organizational restructur-
ing, most of which involved some sort of downsizing. The study revealed a stun-
ning gap in perceptions of its effects. For example, the net agreed score (i.e. the
percentage of respondents agreeing with a proposition minus the percentage dis-
agreeing) for chairs, CEOs and MDs saying participation in decision making
had increased in the aftermath of downsizing was 60; directors, 34; senior man-
agers, 6; middle managers, 4 and junior managers, –3. In terms of whether pro-
ductivity had increased the figures were 70, 47, 16, 12 and –1; for whether the
speed of decision making had increased they were 48, 24, –5, –7, –25. Thus,
senior managers were much more likely to view downsizing as effective than
their most junior colleagues. The further apart the management levels surveyed,
the greater the gulf in perceptions. It is therefore hardly surprising that when
those at the top view downsizing as having benefited their organizations they
are keen to implement it again, whatever the feelings of everyone else.

A likely reason for the perceptual gap noted here can be found in ingratia-
tion theory (Jones, 1990), an issue we discuss further in Chapter 12. Essentially,
this proposes that those with a lower level of status habitually exaggerate the
extent to which they agree with the opinions and actions of higher status
people, as a means of acquiring influence with them. It should also be remem-
bered that self-efficacy biases suggest that most of us imagine we are better on
various crucial dimensions of behaviour than we actually are (Myers, 1996). For
example, one survey found that 95 per cent of drivers rated themselves as better
at driving than the average driver (Hargie et al., 1999). Researchers have thus
generally found that managers view the defective and uncritical feedback they
receive from subordinates as accurate, sincere, and well meant (Rosenfeld et al.,
1995) – it is in line with their self-efficacy biases.2 In this context, it would
appear that downsizing has a negative effective on organizational performance.
However, few people are willing to tell senior managers this. A vicious cycle is
set in motion, in which a destructive initiative is enacted, senior managers
receive mostly positive feedback on its effects – and resolve to do it all over

28 Dennis Tourish and Owen Hargie



 

again. Those who have jumped over the cliff never return to say how awful the
experience was. Those who implement the jump schedule tell the boss what a
wonderful success it all has been. The boss then resolves to organize another
session of cliff jumping, for those unable to make it the first time.

5 The priority of short-term relationships

As has been widely discussed, downsizing as a fad originated in the US – a
country that does not have a regulatory tradition of job property rights
(Fukuyama, 1995). Moreover, the ‘new psychological contract’ stresses personal
responsibility for career development, commitment to certain kinds of work
rather than a given organization, constant change, acceptance of job insecurity,
and the abandonment of the notion that a career can be built within one
organization (Cavanaugh and Noe, 1999). As Pfeffer (1994) has wryly noted,
this new contract looks surprisingly like the old contracts found in the eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries. Thus employment practices that emphasize
short-term relationships have a long historical pedigree. Downsizing is consis-
tent with such short-term relationships. Yet this runs contrary to what system-
atic research studies continue to find. In a major survey of 15,945 employees in
the UK, Moskowitz and Levering (2001) identified the top fifty companies.
They found that ‘The winners are providing an environment in which the
workers are treated as important contributors rather than as hired hands’ (p.3).
In the top companies, employees felt that the company cared. Managers who
hardly know their staff, and who maintain a purely fiscal relationship with
them, will be less worried about their fate when they jump over the cliff.

Downsizing is also consistent with external short-term relationships. The
focus on purely fiscal objectives rather than long-term strategies is concurrent
with short-term relationships with suppliers based on costs and pricing issues
rather than a long-term shared destiny, shared benefits relationship. Both
internal and external relationships like this are destructive in the longer term
(Reichfield, 2001).

6 Irrationality and the principle of social proof

Puzzlement in the face of the popularity of downsizing suggests a belief that
human decision making is inherently rational. We have frequently found that
students tend to just assume that major management decisions must have been
the result of intense reflection, research and debate, and therefore have some
logic behind them. In reality, a great deal of evidence suggests that much
human thought is irrational (for example, Dawes, 2001). Irrationality derives
from a number of reflexive responses. As discussed above, downsizing originally
acquired enormous popularity within the US. It was then always likely that
what has been defined as the principle of social proof would come into play.
Fundamentally, this means that we are inclined to decide whether something is
rational and desirable on the extent to which we see other people either doing
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it or wanting it (Cialdini, 2001). It is for this reason that political advertise-
ments invariably show candidates for high office surrounded by hordes of cheer-
ing admirers. The implication is that since the leader is so highly esteemed by
others, he or she should also be esteemed by you. In this case, organizations
throughout the world observed the trend towards downsizing in the US,
assumed that it was the outcome of a rational process of decision making, and
rushed to emulate it at home – in the interests of remaining competitive. The
psychology is similar to that of a mob, each member of the crowd convinced
that the presence of others bestows legitimacy on their actions. Precisely this
dynamic would appear to lie behind the adoption of management fads in
general. These fads are not really surprising. We all define problems in terms of
the solutions that are available to us. If people offer managers what appear to be
highly successful solutions, then organizational problems are recast in this light.
Thus, if other organizations are singing the praises of cliff jumping, it becomes a
must-do for us too. We cannot be left out or left behind.

The role of communication

A vast amount of practitioner-oriented literature has been published, advising
managers on how best to approach downsizing (for example, Cameron et al.,
1991; Heenan, 1991; Cameron, 1994; Feldman and Leana, 1994). Underpinning
much discussion is the assumption that most organizations have failed to ade-
quately address the people factor in their dealings with survivors (Appelbaum et
al., 1999). An obvious issue is therefore whether management communication
strategies may be able to eliminate or at least reduce the destructive con-
sequences discussed above. This issue surfaces in many empirical investigations.

We would argue that such questions raise ethical issues, though they rarely
feature in the literature. Rosenblatt and Schaeffer (2000) are a notable excep-
tion. The implication of some writing seems to be that whatever the destructive
impact of downsizing on people and businesses, communication may be enlisted
in some attempt to enable managers to implement it, while evading the psycho-
logical levies described in this chapter. Ethically, it is questionable whether
communications practitioners should see their primary role as that of corporate
spin doctors helping to reconcile people to whatever management initiatives
happen to come along. Rather, we would argue that communication can be
most usefully conceptualized as a dialogic facilitator of long-term relationships
in which downsizing is noticeable by its absence. This becomes clearer if we
consider the research findings on the role of communication during downsizing
processes.

What communication accomplishes, and what it doesn’t

Various studies have investigated, sometimes incidentally, whether communica-
tion can mitigate some of the negative impacts of downsizing. At best, the evid-
ence is equivocal. In a study of the perceptions of 1,363 nurses involved in a
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downsizing process in Ontario hospitals, Murphy (1994) found that much
depended on how the process was managed and communicated. In particular,
perceived fairness had a significant impact on levels of absenteeism and profes-
sional efficacy. Greater communication efforts and improved staff participation
in downsizing activities (for example, in helping determine the criteria for
layoffs) also had significant impacts on these variables. On the other hand, the
mere presence of an organizational vision was unrelated to more positive out-
comes. Thus, active communication seemed to be a key factor. Other research
has found that when criteria or procedures applied in layoffs are seen as fair,
employee commitment and performance are less likely to decrease (for example
Brockner et al., 1995). Providing clear explanations of why downsizing is neces-
sary (and assuming that it is!), treating all employees with dignity and using fair
procedures all seem to be vital for maintaining any chance of survivor trust (see
Mishra and Spreitzer, 1998).

Such findings are consistent with the view that organizational members are
likely to feel deprived when they think they do not know what is going on
(Miller et al., 1994). They lend empirical support to the proposition that
keeping surviving workers informed of changes by explaining the rationale
behind them can reduce some of the more negative consequences of downsizing
(Feldman, 1989). It should be noted that none of this work suggests the negat-
ive effects can be entirely eliminated. At best, it seems that communication
reduces some of the worst trauma, much as does a pressure dressing on a wound.

It seems inescapable that job instability erodes social capital within firms
(Leana and Van Buren, 2000). Such erosion may be endemic to downsizing,
whatever the organizational context. As Pfeffer (1998: 174) put it, ‘the evid-
ence indicates that downsizing is guaranteed to accomplish only one thing – it
makes organizations smaller’.

Thus, managers cannot assume that the good intentions that may underlie
particular episodes of downsizing will be enough to ensure widespread under-
standing, support or compliance. Moreover, suspicion, misunderstanding and
hostility may be inevitable, whatever the context of downsizing. Where down-
sizing is an unavoidable part of a process designed to deliver a wider social
benefit, an enormous attention to communication processes is still required, in
order to minimize the harmful psychological consequences discussed in this
chapter. It may be doubted whether downsizing conducted by profitable organi-
zations, and intended to strengthen profits further, can ever be communicated
in such a way that the negative psychological effects can be avoided.

In general, the literature suggests that organizational members feel deprived
when they think they do not know what is going on (Miller et al., 1994). This is
likely to impact on organizational performance. Increased information flow may
ease some of the sense of deprivation. For example, Schweiger and DeNisi
(1991) looked at the impact of a realistic merger preview in an organization
announcing a merger with consequent job losses. One plant received the
realistic merger preview, while another received limited information, in line
with normal company policy. News of the merger generated additional stress

The communication consequences of downsizing 31



 

globally, with perceived uncertainty and absenteeism rising, and job satisfac-
tion, commitment, and perceptions of the firm’s trustworthiness deteriorating.
However, the experimental plant scored significantly lower on perceived uncer-
tainty and significantly higher on job satisfaction, commitment and perceptions
of the company’s trustworthiness, honesty and caring than the plant that
received limited information. Again, this research does not suggest that a more
open flow of information eliminates such problems as reduced commitment. At
best, the problem is eased.

It has therefore been argued that keeping surviving workers informed of
changes by explaining the rationale behind them is central to success, and that
this involves reassuring them about their future status within the organization
(Feldman, 1989). However, there are two problems with this sort of counsel.

The first is that around 67 per cent of firms that downsize in a given year also
do so the following year (Mishra et al., 1998). Employees are well aware of this.
Moreover, the psychological contract has been broken once. Why should
people believe it will not be broken again? Communication researchers have
long established that when there is a gap between our nonverbal behaviour (or
what we do) and our verbal behaviour (i.e. what we say), most people put more
credence on the former (Hargie and Dickson, 2004). The propensity to engage
in further downsizing makes it hard to reassure people about their future. Even if
genuine reassurances can be offered, it will be quite a challenge to get anyone to
believe them. For staff it is a case of ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me
twice, shame on me.’ This suggests that downsizing may lock management com-
munication strategies into a spiral of crisis for some considerable time.

The second problem is that managers are likely to have a different percep-
tion from their staff of what constitutes adequate information for the purpose of
reducing uncertainty. For example, Shaughnessy (1986) found that 15 per cent
of employees in a federal government RIF said they got adequate information
about the cutback. At the same time, 50 per cent of personnel managers
involved said employees got as much information as they needed. Thus, it
appears that the general guideline stressing the need to improve information
flow during RIFs will be difficult to implement in practice. Managers tend to
underestimate how much information their employees need, while overestimat-
ing the amount of information they are transmitting – in line with their self-
efficacy biases. Meanwhile, ingratiation theory suggests that few employees will
draw this to their attention. The result is likely to be a disabling mismatch of
perceptions.

Another study found that employees affected by downsizing in the context of
asset divestiture, but who perceived greater procedural justice in selection cri-
teria, had higher levels of trust in a new ownership and a greater degree of post-
divestiture commitment to the organization (Gopinath and Becker, 2000).
Interestingly, this research also found that

communications from management (from a variety of sources, including
e-mail, staff meetings, and personal interactions) … helped employees
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understand the events relating to the divestiture [and] increased employees’
perceptions of the procedural justice of the divestiture and layoffs. Further,
the extent to which communications were seen by employees as helpful was
predictive of future levels of trust and commitment.

(Gopinath and Becker, 2000: 74–5)

Nevertheless, decision makers frequently assume that confidentiality during
RIFs is important, fearing that announcements of imminent downsizing can
cause people to be discouraged, disobedient or render them more likely to leave
(Greenhalgh, 1993). However, the evidence in general supports the view that
‘depriving continuing employees of information during RIFs does not appear to
alleviate their job fears; rather, in the absence of official communication, sur-
vivors frequently rely on rumours that depict a more hopeless picture than is
justifiable and result in greater uncertainty’ (Johnson et al., 1996: 144). Of
course, this does not mean either that maintaining a strong flow of information
will be sufficient to eliminate uncertainty or keep it at pre-downsizing levels.

Thus the focus of some writing on communication during downsizing has
been to find a means of reducing rumours and avoiding prolonged uncertainty.
For example, Kilpatrick (1999) stressed the importance of using formal and
regular channels of communication, and argued that ‘Employees should be pro-
vided all information that it is possible to share without jeopardizing the organi-
zation’s survival … Communication – frequent, consistent and open – is one of
the most important variables in the implementation of a downsizing plan’ (Kil-
patrick, 1999: 215–16).

One of the few accounts of successful downsizing in the literature also high-
lights the role of communication. The study looks at a firm that downsized and
relocated (Starkweather and Steinbacher, 1998). The firm reported a 30 per
cent increase in product volume, the achievement of a 98 per cent quality
acceptance rate, and a 6.5 per cent increase in productivity per employee.
Information overload was a key part of management’s strategy. First, the
decision to downsize and relocate was instantly announced, minimizing the
scope for rumours. A new company newsletter was created. So was a forum
whereby employee questions could be submitted anonymously. The manage-
ment team continued to share information about profits, business plans,
performance and other company issues. They also involved the local media,
who publicized the availability of a highly trained workforce. However, some
distinctive features of this situation should be noted. The company employed
only 300 people and downsized at the height of an economic boom. Its small
size and the relative availability of alternative employment are likely to have
reduced people’s anxiety, far beyond what would be possible with large organi-
zations or during economic downturns.

Clearly, downsizing is sometimes unavoidable. We have given the example
here of mental health hospitals, where changed patterns of care have reduced
the need for large institutions with many staff. Sometimes, organizations may
find themselves in situations where an unavoidable commercial imperative
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requires this type of action. However, the evidence suggests that such circum-
stances arise more rarely than many managers think. They are insufficient to
explain the popularity of downsizing. We have also explored the psychological
and communication consequences of the process. Added to the economic costs,
they are compelling arguments in favour of using downsizing as a last resort
rather than a first.

Thus, communication has a certain ameliorative effect, but to a lesser extent
than may be commonly supposed. The main findings from this research in terms
of implications for practice are summarized in Box 2.1.

Conclusion

The term managerialism generally refers to the increased power of managers
within modern organizations (Tourish, 2000). It has been pointed out that
managers often ‘actually function as an independent group actualizing particular
interests of their own’ (Deetz, 1992: 212). Thus, untrammelled power held by
any one group increases the prospects of that group using that power to its own
advantage, whatever the wider social consequences. Ultimately, we would argue
that this provides a useful context in which to appraise downsizing and other
management fads.

Some top executives with share options in their companies have indeed
gained, prioritizing their personal well-being above that of the organizations in
their charge. However, managers would do well to heed Boyle’s (2000) many
warnings about the pitfalls of over-reliance upon numbers. As we have shown,
downsizing has failed to deliver wider economic benefits and has also exacted an
enormous psychic toll on the millions of people it has affected. It is indeed
often the case that the process would be more aptly termed dumbsizing. Its con-
tinued popularity calls to mind a well-known definition of insanity – repeating
the same course of action, while expecting different results. In this context, it is
debatable whether communication can or should serve the instrumental role of
merely transmitting information about the inherently unpalatable. From an
applied perspective, the research literature suggests that communication can
indeed ameliorate some of the worst psychological consequences of downsizing
– but only partially, and then only if a number of conditions have been met,
including that the downsizing itself is a last resort rather than a first.

A primary role of communication is to ensure consistency between different
management messages, and between management rhetoric and behaviour. A
fundamental problem with downsizing is that many companies pursue it as a
cost reduction strategy, while simultaneously advocating high-involvement
work programmes and total quality management systems. Yet ‘employee trust
and empowerment, often shattered in the process of downsizing, are the engines
that make these initiatives work’ (Mishra et al., 1998: 84). Communication has
a fundamental role in maintaining relationships. It cannot accomplish this
while being deployed by managers intent on disregarding the most elementary
needs of their employees.
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Box 2.1 The communication consequences of downsizing

The search for alternatives
• Communicate extensively at all times, and about your organization’s

problems as well as its achievements. Cultivate a reputation for open-
ness.

• Avoid downsizing or other management initiatives appearing as a
bolt from the blue.

• Consider other options (for example, attrition, hiring freezes, volun-
tary retirements).

• Develop a communication strategy that extends participation in
decision making and transforms internal organizational relationships.

• Ensure that your behaviour is consistent with your communication
messages. For example, do not issue statements saying people are your
most important assest one week, and announce layoffs the next.

• Make downsizing a last resort rather than a first. Be seen to make an
enormous effort to avoid this.

Implementation: when downsizing is unavoidable
• Get the downsizing over and done with in one go. Avoid one round

of layoffs leading to another.
• Communicate obsessively and at length. In particular, over-

communicate about why downsizing is unavoidable. Use all available
channels and media (dedicated intranet site, special news sheets,
meetings, video, etc.). Have a rumour ‘hotline’ that employees can
ring to check out the truth of what the grapevine is telling them.

• Involve employees in all aspects of the implementation effort. For
example, include staff in deciding criteria for layoffs.

• Be honest. If you don’t know something, say so.
• Seek upward and especially critical feedback on what you are doing.
• Provide support to managers, survivors and victims. In particular:

avoid layoffs by memo or e-mail – give news face-to-face; allow for
anger, disbelief, grief and goodbyes; treat all parties with respect.

• Expect a decline in morale, loyalty, and trust whatever you do.

Moving forward
• Reduce role anxiety as quickly as possible. Clarify where people fit in

the new structure and what is expected of them.
• If further redundancies are not planned, say so loudly, insistently and

often.
• Focus on other challenges, and explain how the new structure will

help.
• Evaluate the effectiveness of what has happened.



 

More fundamentally, the dialogic properties inherent to communication
suggest that the development, utilization and institutionalization of effective
communication systems into organizations must also transform how they func-
tion (Deetz, 1995b). In particular, they are likely to promote a more participa-
tory and democratic ethos in business (see Chapter 11, in this volume). Where
this occurs, the enthusiastic adoption of unproven but highly dangerous fads is
less likely to occur. Communication is a transformative ingredient in organi-
zational life. This means that its effective utilization transforms how the goals of
managers are formulated, as well as the goals themselves. There is an urgent
need for fewer fads in management practice. A longer term perspective would
prioritize the importance of social capital and hence human relationships.
Organizational communication, divested of its instrumentalist interpretations,
can make a significant contribution to this process.

Notes
1 We would like to thank Debbie Daly of Unipart, for her invaluable comments on an

earlier draft of this chapter.
2 We would point out, here, that we have frequently presented this research to senior

management teams. All immediately perceive the relevance of the research, and agree
that it accurately describes much of what occurs. However, in line with self-efficacy
biases, the majority also assume that it does not apply to them and that they are in
that elusive upper quartile with an accurate feel for communication processes within
their own organizations. Our subsequent work with communication audits has rarely
found this assumption to be warranted.
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3 Communicating about
organizational uncertainty

Phillip G. Clampitt and M. Lee Williams

The presumption of certainty fades as the pace of organizational change
increases. In today’s business climate, conventional management practices such
as making detailed plans, clearly defining job responsibilities, and meeting care-
fully established objectives often produce artificial certainty that can be debili-
tating (Clampitt and DeKoch, 2001). Consequently, effectively managing
uncertainty assumes greater importance than ever before. Unfortunately, few
tools exist for thinking about and acting on uncertainty (Kotter and
Schelesinger, 1979; Conner, 1993).

Translating the uncertainties of organizational life into a viable communica-
tion strategy presents a formidable challenge to communication scholars and
practitioners. Scholars must grapple with how to explain and predict the role of
uncertainty in organizational communication practices. For instance, they
might investigate how organizational leaders discuss (or avoid) the uncertainty
inherent to the business environment. Practitioners are concerned with insti-
tuting specific strategies and techniques that enable organizations to effectively
manage the uncertainty. In this chapter, we address both challenges. In the first
part, we focus on the relevant research by briefly reviewing the literature, intro-
ducing the Uncertainty Management Matrix, and sharing our research findings.
In the second part, we adopt a practitioner’s perspective by providing an assess-
ment model, discussing communication strategies, and reviewing several case
studies.

Research perspective

Insights from past research

Physicists, mathematicians, philosophers, psychologists, communication
researchers, and organizational theorists have all studied uncertainty. Integrat-
ing the efforts of scholars from such a wide range of disciplines is a formidable
task. Nevertheless, we can identify seven general insights gleaned from the liter-
ature that provided the basis for this chapter.

First, uncertainty is the inherent state of nature. The second law of thermo-
dynamics states that the ‘entropy of a system increases as the system undergoes a



 

spontaneous change’ (Rossini, 1950: 68). Physicists explain the essentially chaotic
and random behavior of gasses with this law (Atkins, 1984). This does not mean
that there is a complete lack of order but that the patterns appear on a higher
level. Werner Hiesenberg’s famous uncertainty principle echoes a similar theme:
‘The more precisely we determine the position [of an electron], the more impre-
cise is the determination of velocity in this instance, and vice versa’ (Cassidy,
1992: 228). In a similar vein, Gödel’s celebrated incompleteness theorem asserts
that ‘some statements about natural numbers are true but unproveable’ which
means they are formally considered ‘undecideable’ (Dawson, 1999). In short, the
spirit of uncertainty pervades the scientific literature and culture.

Transforming the sentiments of the hard to the soft sciences is as natural as
it is challenging. It is natural because most social scientists and organizational
theorists accept the fact that the world is chaotic, contradictory, and incom-
pletely apprehended. For example, Kahneman et al.’s (1982) noteworthy
research regarding decision making begins with the premise that ‘Uncertainty is
a fact with which all forms of life must be prepared to contend’ (p.508). It is
challenging because understanding how people learn how to operate in such a
world is difficult. Initially some social psychologists hypothesized that ‘tolerance
for uncertainty’ was a personality trait. Today the consensus seems to be that
‘tolerance for uncertainty’ is more of a cognitive and/or emotional orientation
(Furnham, 1995).

Second, ‘tolerance for uncertainty’ is a robust construct that has been conceptual-
ized and measured in a number of different ways. In one sense, uncertainty can be
defined by its opposite. Certainty means that something is fixed or settled.
Those who are certain are free of doubt; they are sure of what they know. To
embrace uncertainty is to embrace doubt. It is to question what is fixed and
settled. However, the distinction between certainty and uncertainty is not an
either/or proposition. There are degrees of uncertainty. Thus, a continuum may
be the best way to conceptualize uncertainty. The degree to which individuals
embrace uncertainty describes their tolerance level.

A variety of concepts are related to uncertainty including chaos, vagueness,
provisionalism, complexity, randomness, and ambiguity. Psychologists have
been particularly intrigued by the notion of ambiguity, which is a somewhat less
encompassing idea than uncertainty. Ambiguity implies that the alternatives
are known, while uncertainty implies that the alternatives are potentially
unknown and even unknowable. Psychologists’ interest in uncertainty and
ambiguity grew out of their research on authoritarianism, no doubt, driven by
the horrors of World War II. Adolf Hitler was not one to tolerate ambiguity or
uncertainty (Adorno et al., 1950). Indeed, Frenkel-Brunswik (1949) defined
intolerance of ambiguity as a personality variable possessed by individuals who
have a ‘tendency to resort to black-white solutions, to arrive at premature
closure as to valuative aspects, often at the neglect of reality, and to seek for
unqualified and unambiguous overall acceptance and rejection of other people’
(p.115). Her notion highlights the conceptual link between the inability to
think in terms of probabilities and the intolerance of ambiguity.
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Transforming this concept into a measurable construct proved somewhat
elusive. Numerous self-report measures were developed based on slightly differ-
ent conceptualizations (Budner, 1962; Ehrlich, 1965; MacDonald, 1970;
Furnham, 1994). For instance, Budner (1962) developed a scale that has been
widely used and considered psychometrically sound. He defined tolerance for
ambiguity as ‘the tendency [to interpret] ambiguous situations as desirable’
(p. 29). He argued that ambiguous situations are ‘characterized by novelty, com-
plexity, or insolubility’ (p.30). However, in a rigorous study involving twelve
different measures, Kreitler et al. (1975) argued that ambiguous situations occur
for one of three basic reasons: (1) the situation can be interpreted in a variety of
ways, (2) the situation is difficult to categorize, and (3) the situation involves
contradictions and conflict.

Over the years the dynamic interplay between the conceptual definition and
its related measurement tools have resulted in a healthy debate. Perhaps it
should not be surprising that there is some ambiguity regarding the definition of
‘ambiguity’. Indeed, Bochner (1965) discovered nine primary and nine sec-
ondary characteristics of the tolerance for ambiguity concept. Norton (1975)
content-analyzed references to ambiguity in Psychological Abstracts from 1933 to
1970 and found that eight categories emerged. But he also noted ‘the essence of
each category interpenetrates the essences of all other categories’ (p.609). In
short, uncertainty like ambiguity is associated with a number of closely related
concepts, but at the core there are a few fundamental notions that pervade the
various definitions.

Third, people have different tolerance levels for uncertainty that are associated with
a number of factors. We can draw reasonable conclusions from the various
measures used to assess tolerance for uncertainty (or ambiguity). For instance,
we are confident that different people experience different levels of tolerance
for uncertainty. The reason for those differences remains an important
research issue. As seen in Table 3.1, scholars have found that those who are less
tolerant of uncertainty (or ambiguity) tend to be more dogmatic, conservative,

Communicating organizational uncertainty 39

Table 3.1 Issues linked to tolerance of uncertainty

People with high tolerance for uncertainty People with low tolerance for uncertainty 
tend to: tend to:

• be less dogmatic • be more dogmatic
• be less ethnocentric • be more ethnocentric
• be less ‘generally’ conservative • be more ‘generally’ conservative
• perceive ambiguous stimuli as • avoid ambiguous stimuli

desirable and challenging • rely more on authorities for opinions
• rely less on authorities for opinions • be less self-actualized
• be more self-actualized • be more rigid
• be more flexible • prefer information supportive of their 
• prefer objective information. views.

Note
This table is based on reviews by Kirton (1981) and McPherson (1983).



 

ethnocentric and are inclined to prefer more supportive and less objective
information than those who are more tolerant (Kirton, 1981; McPherson,
1983). Some researchers speculate that the underlying desire of those who are
less tolerant of uncertainty is to avoid conflict and anxiety (Hamilton, 1957).
On the flip side, researchers typically have not reported that tolerance for
uncertainty varies on the basis of gender, age, or education level (Furnham,
1995). Many different approaches and methods were used in these largely
unreplicated studies, which make it difficult to draw any firm conclusions.
Moreover, it is difficult to ascertain causality because the tolerance for uncer-
tainty has been used as both an independent and dependent variable. Does dog-
matism cause intolerance for uncertainty? Or, does intolerance for uncertainty
cause dogmatism?

Hofstede (1980) is not afraid to speculate on the direction of the influence.
He believes that some cultures foster greater uncertainty avoidance than others.
Societal rules, rituals, educational standards, religious orientations, and tech-
nologies are cultural forces that shape an individual’s responses to uncertainty.
Hofstede’s ‘Uncertainty Avoidance Index’ is based on three survey questions
and has been administered in forty countries. The data were used to rank-order
all forty countries on the Index. Countries such as Greece, Portugal and Japan
were highly ranked on the UAI, indicating a desire to avoid uncertainty. Other
countries like Singapore, Denmark and Great Britain received much lower
rankings. Hofstede links the rankings to a wide array of issues ranging from
propensity for traffic accidents to preferences in managerial style.

Fourth, people are usually, though not always, motivated to reduce uncertainty.
Communication scholars have been particularly interested in the impact of
uncertainty on interpersonal relationships. In fact, Berger and Calabrese (1975)
proposed the ‘Uncertainty Reduction Theory’ which basically argues that
during initial encounters people naturally experience uncertainty and they seek
to reduce the uncertainty by gathering more information. The higher the uncer-
tainty, the greater the motivation. This proposition resembles Festinger’s (1962)
notion that people are motivated to reduce high levels of ‘cognitive dissonance’.
The proposition may sound intuitively correct, but the research is unsupportive
(Sunnafrank, 1990). In fact, an individual’s level of uncertainty is not really
that important; it is ‘wanting knowledge rather than lacking knowledge [that]
promotes information seeking in initial encounters with others’ (Kellerman and
Reynolds, 1990: 71). The motivation to reduce uncertainty is greater in the
workplace than in many social situations. Therefore, it is not surprising that
researchers have found considerable evidence indicating that newly hired
employees use a variety of overt and covert techniques to reduce certain types of
organizational uncertainty (Teboul, 1994). Likewise, in times of major change,
many employees seek information, even rumours, to decrease their uncertainty
levels (Eisenberg and Riley, 1988; Clampitt and Berk, 1996).

Fifth, people reduce uncertainty through heuristics or rules of thumb that are often
useful but sometimes detrimental. A classic group of studies by Kahneman et al.
(1982) demonstrated that ‘in making predictions and judgments under uncer-
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tainty, people do not appear to follow the calculus of chance or statistical
theory of prediction. Instead, they rely on a limited number of heuristics which
sometimes yield reasonable judgments and sometimes lead to severe and system-
atic error’ (p.48). Other scholars make a similar point by arguing that indi-
viduals and organizations simplify the world in order to achieve satisfactory, if
not optimal, outcomes (Simon, 1957; March and Simon, 1958; Cyert and
March, 1963). Thus, rationality is bounded by the heuristics people employ.

Stereotypes, for example, are heuristics that work from time to time. But
they can also be misleading. Consider these two questions: Is a woman more
likely to work as an actress or a postal employee? Is a young attractive woman
living in Los Angeles more likely to work as an actress or postal employee?
Since there are far more female postal employees than actresses, the answer to
the first question is obvious. But if one plays the probabilities, the answer is the
same for the second question. Most people don’t play the odds and answer the
second question based on their stereotype of young, attractive women living in
Los Angeles. Kahneman et al. (1982) label this phenomenon the ‘representa-
tiveness’ heuristic in which people make judgments based on the degree to
which X is representative of Y. People use two other common heuristics: avail-
ability and anchoring. Availability involves the bias introduced into decision
making because of the availability of certain information as opposed to that
which is not readily accessible. Anchoring involves bias introduced by the
initial starting point of an analysis of problems. Thus, most people use rules of
thumb like representativeness, availability, and anchoring as ways to make
decisions when faced with uncertainty.

MacCrimmon and Wehrung (1986) offer a parallel approach, arguing that
risk (or uncertainty) management involves five phases: recognizing risks, evalu-
ating the risks, adjusting the risks, choosing among risky actions, and tracking
the outcomes. They use their REACT model to research the actual decision
making practices of executives. They developed a survey based on a number of
hypothetical risky situations such as how to deal with an impending lawsuit and
how to invest corporate earnings. The survey asked the executives to make
decisions based on the facts presented. The researchers evaluated the ‘riskiness’
of the decisions based on the actual outcome probabilities and drew some
intriguing conclusions. For example, they found that risk-taking varies by situ-
ation, particularly whether it is a personal or organizational decision. Generally,
those executives who were most successful took the most risks. Finally, like
Kahneman et al. (1982), they found that executives often focus on one or two
attributes of a risky situation. In other words, they use rules of thumb to strip
away much of the uncertainty during the recognition and evaluation phases.
Sometimes this is wise, but at other times, they inadvertently dismiss vital
information.

Sixth, acknowledging uncertainty allows communicators to achieve a variety of
conversational and persuasive objectives. The exemplary research of Beach and
Metzger (1997) on ‘claiming insufficient knowledge’ examined how uncertainty
is used as a tool to achieve certain interpersonal objectives. They conducted an
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in-depth analysis of typical conversations occurring in the legal, medical, and
other settings. Usually people mark their uncertainty in conversations by
saying, I don’t know or I’m not sure. These scholars concluded that:

’I don’t know’ can function as a resource for qualifying responses to prior
inquiries, avoiding or neutralizing others’ projects and trajectories. In some
cases, ‘I don’t know’ was shown to be employed as a craftily devised method
for disattending, neutralizing and implementing topic transition. In other
environments, ‘I don’t know’ functioned to delay and possibly reject invita-
tions and/or requests.

(Beach and Metzger, 1997: 579)

Persuaders use uncertainty in a similar way. Politicians, for instance, routinely
deliver vague messages in order to avoid premature disclosure of positions on
controversial issues (Alston, 1964; Thayer, 1967). In fact, stating issues with
which an audience disagrees in an ambiguous way can positively affect the
speaker’s character ratings (Williams and Goss, 1975). Thus, equivocating is an
effective stalling strategy, allowing speakers to circumvent audiences’ premature
negative evaluations. In essence, uncertainty becomes a tool for managing diffi-
cult issues. These scholars differ from the mainstream because they essentially
ignore any controversies about an individual’s internal state and instead focus
on the rhetorical use of uncertainty in various situations.

Seventh, organizations typically try to reduce the amount of environmental uncer-
tainty. Scholars investigating uncertainty in the organizational arena usually
take either an internal or external tact. Those who take the internal tact are
concerned with the impact of uncertainty on employees. For example, some
researchers have claimed that newly hired employees who experience high
levels of uncertainty tend to be less satisfied with their jobs, less productive, and
more likely to voluntarily leave their organizations (Hecht, 1978; Wanous
1980; Spiker and Daniels, 1981). Any number of factors, including role ambigu-
ity or information overload, can produce employee uncertainty. Employees who
have been recently hired, work in matrix organizations or are involved in major
change efforts are prone to be exposed to these factors. Therefore, practitioners
have usually been motivated to find ways to either reduce the perceived uncer-
tainty or mitigate the deleterious outcomes.

Obviously another major source of uncertainty comes from the external
environment. One concern is how uncertainty in the environment impacts
employee behaviour, but the vast amount of organizational literature addresses a
more macro-level challenge: how should an organization conceptualize and
manage an essentially chaotic array of environmental issues, such as changing
government regulations, consumer demands and competitive pressures? Theo-
rists, scholars, and consultants have offered a variety of answers to this funda-
mental question. System theorists use the ‘law of requisite variety’ to argue that
the organizational complexity should match environmental complexity (Ashby,
1952; Lawrence and Lorsch, 1967). In fact, Burns and Stalker’s (1961) classic
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study of twenty English and Scottish organizations indicated that more ‘mecha-
nistic’ organizational structures worked best in stable environments, while more
‘organic’ structures worked best in dynamic environments. Nevertheless, most
organizations seek out tools that reduce the perceived uncertainty. Indeed much
of the literature discusses powerful analytical techniques, including strategic
planning, cost-benefit analysis and the like, which are designed to categorize,
quantify, and reify the future (Clampitt and DeKoch, 2001).

In recent years, less static and more fluid approaches have emerged that
seek to effectively adapt to uncertainty rather than eliminate it. For example,
Courtney et al. (1997) identify four levels of uncertainty that organizations
can face when forecasting about the future: a clear-enough future, alternate
futures, a range of futures, and true ambiguity. They suggest that the
organization’s strategic posture should be directly related to the type of uncer-
tainty faced. Scenario planning, for instance, would be appropriate for an
organization facing a discrete set of ‘alternative futures’ such as whether a new
competitor enters the market or not. In contrast to more scholarly approaches,
these consultants are concerned with how to effectively manage uncertainty.
Clearly, new approaches focusing on the benefits of uncertainty are starting to
emerge.

The Uncertainty Management Matrix

Past research has provided many useful insights about the management of
uncertainty. Individuals as well as organizations are often uncomfortable with
uncertainty due to the inherent lack of predictability, complexity, and unsurity.
Uncertainty tends to be cognitively and emotionally challenging. It creates a
feeling of vulnerability or anxiety that can lead to actively distorting percep-
tions and information. This can produce premature closure, false dichotomies,
rejection of relevant information, rigid categories, and regression to old rule-of-
thumb models of thinking. In addition, the randomness associated with uncer-
tainty makes it difficult to develop strategies that appropriately adapt to present
and future circumstances.

As past research has clearly indicated, people have a tendency to either
avoid or embrace uncertainty. The Uncertainty Management Matrix juxtaposes
the individual employee’s tolerance for uncertainty and the organization’s desire
to embrace uncertainty (see Figure 3.1). Those who embrace it see uncertainty
as challenging, desirable, invigorating, and useful. They do not try to artificially
drive the ambiguities and contradictions out of the situation. Those who avoid
uncertainty tend to shun complexities and novelty, and prematurely structure
ambiguous situations. Organizations, like employees, tend to either avoid or
embrace uncertainty. Organizations can drive out uncertainty by overly relying
on ‘success recipes’, the overuse of consultants, and rigid control procedures.
They can embrace it by encouraging meaningful dialogue, fostering innovation,
and de-emphasizing rigid planning processes.

The conceptual relationship between the way employees and organizations
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manage uncertainty is fairly straightforward. As suggested in Figure 3.1, there
are four basic possibilities:

• Status Quo Climate Employees and the organization both avoid uncer-
tainty. Employees want few surprises and they rarely get them.

• Unsettling Climate Employees desire certainty while they perceive the
organization as embracing uncertainty. Thus employees become unsettled
and perhaps overwhelmed by the chaotic work environment.

• Stifling Climate Employees embrace uncertainty but they perceive that the
organization avoids it. The result: employees feel stifled.

• Dynamic Climate Both employees and the organization embrace uncer-
tainty. Employees want change and progress and the organization promotes
it.

Each quadrant represents a different kind of organizational climate, with
varying beliefs, values, assumptions, and ways of communicating.

Measuring the management of uncertainty

We developed the Working Climate Survey (see Appendices 3.1 and 3.2, pages
58–9) to quickly determine which quadrant of the Uncertainty Management
Matrix best describes employee experiences. Several data sets, scale develop-
ment procedures, and factor analyses were employed to refine the instrument
(Clampitt et al., 2000). The first twelve items on the scale measure the degree
to which an individual avoids or embraces uncertainty. Three factors underlie
this Personal Uncertainty Score: (1) perceptual uncertainty, which addresses
the individual’s willingness to actively look at different perspectives, new ideas,
or signs that the situation is changing, (2) process uncertainty, which addresses
the employee’s comfort in making a decision on an intuition or a hunch, and
(3) outcome uncertainty, which addresses the individual’s need to have detailed
plans or know the specific outcome of a task or project. The items on this scale

44 Phillip G. Clampitt and M. Lee Williams

Employee’s
approach to
uncertainty

Embrace

Avoid

Avoid

Unsettling
climate

2

Status quo
climate

1

Dynamic
climate

4

Stifling
climate

3

Embrace

Figure 3.1 The Uncertainty Management Matrix



 

are summed so that a high score indicated a greater tendency for the person to
embrace uncertainty.

Items 13 to 24 on the Working Climate Survey measure employees’ percep-
tions of how their organization manages uncertainty. The three underlying
factors for the Work Environment Uncertainty Score are: (1) perceptual uncer-
tainty, which assesses the degree to which the organization is willing to actively
look for new ideas to address problems or signs that the situation is changing,
(2) expressed uncertainty, which assesses the degree to which the organization
encourages employees to express doubts or misgivings, and (3) outcome uncer-
tainty, which assesses the degree to which the organization needs detailed plans
or a specific outcome before starting a project. The items on this scale are
summed so that a high score indicated a greater tendency for the organization to
embrace uncertainty.

The Uncertainty Management Matrix displayed in Figure 3.2 joins the indi-
vidual employee’s tolerance for uncertainty (as measured by the Personal
Uncertainty Score) and the organization’s desire to embrace uncertainty (as
measured by the Work Environment Uncertainty Score). A median split pro-
cedure was used to divide each measure into levels of high or low (i.e. embrace
or avoid uncertainty).

Research findings

To date, over 1,000 employees have taken the Working Climate Survey. The
database includes employees from a wide variety of organizations as well as a
mix of managerial and non-managerial employees. The normative data includes
36 per cent males and 64 per cent females. Job positions are identified as: 9 per
cent top management, 40 per cent management, 27 per cent non-management
professional, 19 per cent non-management, and 5 per cent other. The average
age is 39.4 years, with employees ranging from 16 to 74 years old. The average
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tenure at their current job is 7.0 years, with time on the job ranging from 1
month to 40 years.

The database reveals some interesting trends about the various climates:

• In the Status Quo Climate, there are proportionately more non-profit
organizations than financial, industrial, and information/technology organi-
zations.

• In the Unsettling Climate, there are proportionately more financial organ-
izations; however, other types of organizations are relatively equally distrib-
uted.

• In the Stifling Climate, the types of organizations are relatively equally dis-
tributed.

• In the Dynamic Climate there are proportionately more financial, informa-
tion/technology, and industrial organizations than non-profit organizations.

• A larger proportion of top managers and managers are in the Dynamic
Climate and Stifling Climate. These are climates where employees embrace
uncertainty.

• Proportionately more women are in the Unsettling and Status Quo Cli-
mates (both of which are climates where employees avoid uncertainty)
than in the Dynamic and Stifling Climates.

• Employees in the Dynamic and Unsettling Climates (both of which are cli-
mates where employees see their organization embracing uncertainty)
express more satisfaction with their job, more commitment to their organ-
ization, greater identification with their organization, more satisfaction
with organizational communication, more satisfaction with communication
with their supervisor, and less cynicism about organizational life.

• Employees in the Status Quo and Stifling Climates (both of which are cli-
mates where employees see their organization avoiding uncertainty) express
less satisfaction with their job, less commitment to their organization, less
identification with their organization, less satisfaction with organizational
communication, less satisfaction with communication with their super-
visor, and more cynicism about organizational life.

Overall, these results suggest the following order of desirability of organizational
climates (from most to least desirable climates): Dynamic Climate, Unsettling
Climate, Stifling Climate, Status Quo Climate.

Practitioner perspective

Assessing the management of uncertainty

The glorification of change is widespread in many organizations today (Zorn et
al., 1999). Restructuring, reengineering, transformation, and renewal are seen as
marks of progress. Employees are expected to add ‘flexibility’ to their repertoire
of contemporary work skills. But the current romance with change masks a
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variety of problems. Change often creates high uncertainty, and many are being
forced to change beyond their psychological, or perhaps even physical limits.
Often organizational change is not sequential (i.e., one change followed by
another) but simultaneous (Conner, 1993). The mental demands of work,
family, and citizenship in a diverse society create enormous challenges for
twenty-first century workers (Kegan, 1994). The volume and pace of change
reduces feelings of constancy and stability while greatly increasing feelings of
randomness and uncertainty.

To maximize effectiveness, organizations must conceive a change model
which takes into consideration not only the environmental factors calling for
change but also their employees’ ability to embrace uncertainty and readiness
for change. The Working Climate Survey and Uncertainty Management Matrix
can be used to develop a framework for assessing perceptions about uncertainty
as well as implementing change strategies (see Box 3.1).

Step 1

The first step in this process is to select the unit of change. Often organizations
make the mistake of designing a change process for the organization as a whole
where ‘one message fits all’. Unfortunately, this approach fails to consider the
complexities of sub-systems as well as diverse populations in the organization.
Failure to consider the sub-audiences can lead to inappropriate strategy selec-
tion and unenlightened communications. To truly understand and analyse the
organization before implementing change, it is our belief that all change efforts
must initially focus on work units under the span of control of a manager. For
most organizations, the lowest level work units are under the direction of a first-
level supervisor.

Step 2

After determining the work units in an organization, the next step is to use the
Working Climate Survey to measure how employees embrace or avoid uncer-
tainty as well as how they perceive their organization dealing with uncertainty.
As discussed earlier, this instrument (see Appendices 3.1 and 3.2, pages 58–9)
produces two scores. The Personal Uncertainty Score (items 1–12) ranges
from 12 to 84, with a high score indicating the employee embraces uncertainty.
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The Work Environment Uncertainty Score (items 13–24) also ranges from 12
to 84, with a high score indicating the employee perceives the organization
embracing uncertainty.

After all employees in a work unit have completed the two scales, each indi-
vidual can then be placed in one of the four climates in the Uncertainty Man-
agement Matrix (see Figure 3.2). Normative data (n�789) indicate the median
score for personal uncertainty is 57, the mean is 57.31, and the standard devia-
tion is 8.11 (Clampitt and DeKoch, 2001). Normative data for work environ-
ment uncertainty indicate the median score for work environment uncertainty
is 51, the mean is 51.75, and the standard deviation is 9.66. Using these norms,
each employee’s Personal Uncertainty Score can be plotted on the Y axis and
Work Environment Uncertainty Score plotted on the X axis. The intersection
of these scores places the employee in the Status Quo Climate, Unsettling
Climate, Stifling Climate, or Dynamic Climate.

Step 3

Next, the climate configuration for the individuals in each work unit is assessed
to determine the predominant climate for the unit. For example, if a work unit
contains ten employees, comprised of seven in the Unsettling Climate and
three in the Status Quo Climate, the predominant climate for this work unit is
Unsettling. Since social units tend create a common reality (Weick, 1995),
most work units should converge around a predominant climate. We suggest
that if 60 per cent or more of the employees are identified in the same climate,
the work unit should be classified as having a predominant climate. Two other
configurations are also possible. Work units can be bifurcated, where approxi-
mately one-half are grouped in one climate and approximately one-half are in
another climate. Units can also be mixed, where there is no clear pattern for
one climate to prevail over others.

Step 4

Once work units in an organization have been classified, the next step is to
create an action plan that best fits the climate of each work unit. Across the
organization, it is possible that one climate predominates, but typically all four
climates will be represented. For ultimate effectiveness, action plans for each
climate should be developed instead of focusing exclusively on the most fre-
quently occurring climate.

An important question that must be addressed is whether a work unit
climate is acceptable or if changes need to be made. The practitioner should
first ask whether the climate needs to be changed. It is entirely possible, for
instance, that a Status Quo Climate best fits the environmental or organ-
izational situation. While a shift to a Dynamic Climate might improve employee
satisfaction and commitment, it may not be possible or even appropriate. For
example, workers at a fast-food restaurant may not particularly enjoy the
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routine but such a shift might involve such expenditures of scarce resources that
the organization chooses not to make the investment.

Developing action plans is easiest when work units can be classified as
having a predominant climate. When work units are bifurcated (i.e. divided
into two relatively equal climates) or mixed, planning is more difficult. If units
are bifurcated, managers can develop plans for the two separate subgroups and
design semi-autonomous strategies. While this procedure is not as efficient, it
adapts to the uncertainty orientations of the employees and should produce
greater change. In work units that have mixed climates, managers are forced to
deal more with individuals than groups. Here change strategies are directed
more towards the specific needs of individual employees, and managers must
work on more of a one-to-one basis. In addition, managers must understand
each of the cultures represented in their work unit as well as develop a larger
repertoire of skills.

Step 5

The final step in this process is implementing the action plans. The determina-
tion of necessary resources, time required, specific tactics to follow, and manage-
ment training are all dependent on the climate of each work unit. Judicious
implementation across the various climates will adapt to the distinctive needs
of employees in the various work units, thereby effectively managing uncer-
tainty and increasing the probability of organizational effectiveness.

Communication strategies

Our assessment process does not imply that one climate is necessarily more
appropriate than another. Each presents a special challenge. Assuming that
altering the climate suits the situation, then the practitioner needs to develop
the appropriate transformation approach. Based on our research, we can suggest
ways to achieve meaningful change in each quadrant (see Table 3.2).

Status Quo Climate

Employees in the Status Quo Climate lack confidence in their own abilities to
embrace uncertainty and they share the same view about their organization.
Our research suggests that positive benefits can occur by cultivating an organi-
zational climate perceived as embracing uncertainty. In other words, the initial
objective should be to shift the climate from the Status Quo to Unsettling. This
implies an emphasis on the organizational level rather than the individual
employee level. Educating individual employees about the competencies associ-
ated with embracing uncertainty usually proves more difficult than shifting per-
ceptions of the organization. Strategically this means gradually introducing
changes in organizational procedures and practices that foster greater awareness
and discussion of uncertainty. Employees may not readily accept these changes,
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Table 3.2 Approaches for transforming uncertainty management climates

Status Quo Unsettling Stifling Dynamic

Focus Cultivate an Encourage Utilize the unit Provide 
organizational employee to encourage the parameters and 
climate that development in organization to focus for 
embraces order to sustain embrace embracing 
uncertainty. the organization’s uncertainty. uncertainty.

ability to embrace 
uncertainty.

Strategy • Gradually • Personalize the • Establish • Make value-
introduce the implications of relationships driven 
need for organizational with key choices and 
organizational uncertainty. organizational tradeoffs.
change. • Legitimize ‘change agents’. • Listen and 

• Properly concerns about • Seek positions respond to 
balance the personal to gain feedback 
need for implications. influence in about 
change with • Develop the power strategic 
the unit’s necessary structure. choices.
comfort level. competencies. • Create • Drive towards 

mechanisms to action.
foster awareness 
and discussion 
of uncertainty.

Tactics • Focus on issues • Provide training • Network. • Track and 
external to the in managing • Exercise patience. rigorously 
unit. emotions, • Develop assess responses 

• Frame the expectations, and leadership skills to ongoing 
challenge in problem solving. (e.g. organizing, initiatives.
terms of ‘what if’ • Translate meeting • Develop 
situations. abstractions into management). symbolic ways

• Constantly concrete examples. • Provide training to energize 
reassure • Create ‘spaces’ on listening, but limit 
employees. to jointly explore framing, and employees.

• Use opinion the implications relational • Develop 
leaders to create of uncertainty. sensitivity. employees’ 
acceptance. • Encourage dialogue • Develop conceptual-

• Publicize small that elicits programmes, izing skills.
successes. emotional procedures, and • Use strategic 

• Symbolically responses. processes to ambiguity.
acknowledge harvest and • Frame issues in
uncertainty. respond to dissent. terms of values,

goals, and
responses to
initiatives.

continued



 

so change agents need to balance their initiatives with employees’ comfort
level.

Any number of different tactics might be employed to implement this strat-
egy. For example, a change agent might initially focus on issues external to the
unit, thereby creating the right balance between comfort and discomfort. Like-
wise, posing hypothetical scenarios can encourage employees to think about the
inherent uncertainties in the organizational environment. Using opinion
leaders to create acceptance of new thinking routines and publicizing small suc-
cesses can also ease employees into the Unsettling Climate.

Unsettling Climate

Employees who dwell in the Unsettling Climate believe that their organization
embraces uncertainty, but feel ill-equipped to personally do so. These employees
tend to be almost as satisfied and committed as those living in the Dynamic
Climate. Some may never be able or motivated to acquire all the uncertainty
management competencies. Yet, the organization has a vested interest in
encouraging as many employees as possible to develop these abilities. Without
that kind of leadership, the organization cannot sustain these highly motivating
climates. Strategically this means that change agents need to start personalizing
the implications of the organizational uncertainty. In the Unsettling Climate,
uncertainty is present but impersonal, while in the Dynamic Climate it is both
present and personal. Of course, that shift may induce anxieties driven by emo-
tions and skill deficiencies. So wise strategists attack those issues as well.

Tactically, change agents might start with providing training in managing
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Status Quo Unsettling Stifling Dynamic

What to • Assuming that • Assuming that • Assuming that • Assuming that 
avoid employees will employees will the organization the organization

readily know what to do desires to can embrace 
acknowledge after they embrace all 
and understand acknowledge uncertainty (e.g. uncertainties.
the uncertainty. uncertainty. dissent). • Blindly 

• Discounting the • Assuming that • Focusing on focusing on 
organization’s employees will winning every procedures and 
vulnerability. react ‘logically’ to argument at the processes.

• Setting uncertainty. expense of • Becoming 
unrealistic • Expecting that relationship overconfident 
expectations of everyone can development. of success 
organizational acquire the • Allowing the because the 
leaders. appropriate skills. expression of organization is 

• Underestimating opinion to on the ‘cutting 
the momentum become more edge’.
of avoidance. important than • Avoiding 

problem solving evaluation of 
(e.g. ‘I bitch, initiatives.
you fix’).



 

emotions, expectations, and problem solving. At a more fundamental level,
employees who have traditionally been buffered from organizational uncertainty
need to confront concrete examples, not mere abstractions. This means change
agents need to create ‘spaces’ to explore and discuss uncertainty. These ‘spaces’
could range from a face-to-face meeting focused on discussing new industry
trends to electronic bulletin boards designed to create an on-going
dialogue about an issue impacting the organization. The right kind of virtual or
physical space can serve to cultivate an employee comfort level with organ-
izational uncertainty. However, change agents should avoid assuming that
employees will know what to do after acknowledging the uncertainty or that
they will always react logically (as opposed to emotionally) to their heightened
sensitivities.

Stifling Climate

Employees in the Stifling Climate are frustrated because they feel well equipped
to manage uncertainty but believe their organizations do not respond in kind.
Sometimes units like this get labeled as troublemakers or malcontents because
they may verbalize their frustration. The challenge for a unit in this situation is
to use their expertise and insight to transform the organization in positive ways.
Strategically they can do so by establishing relationships with influential organi-
zational leaders, seeking positions of influence, and creating mechanisms
designed to better manage uncertainty in the organizational environment.

Translating this strategy into action requires patience above all. Employees
will need to develop networks of influence as well as the necessary leadership
and communication skills. In particular, employees need to focus on sensitivity
to relational dynamics because of their tendency to think, ‘I see the big picture,
you don’t’. (Clearly, such attitudes tend to build rather than tear down barriers.)
Assuming that these employees have acquired the appropriate skills and started
to exert some influence, they still will need to establish organizational routines,
such as creating the appropriate procedures, policies and practices to transform
the organization. For instance, at one manufacturing plant we developed a
process designed to quickly harvest employee dissent by routinely e-mailing dif-
ferent groups of employees a short questionnaire asking them about their
current concerns about the plant (Clampitt et al., 2000). This process encour-
aged executives to respond to the concerns, thereby communicating about a
range of issues they would never have discussed using their former procedures.
Some organizations are simply unwilling to tolerate ‘dissent’ of this type.
Change agents need to be aware of this possibility.

Dynamic Climate

The Dynamic Climate might seem to be the ideal. After all, both the employees
and organization embrace uncertainty. But employees and organizations can
embrace too much uncertainty, thereby rendering both ineffectual. In short,
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they can chase too many different possibilities, always dreaming and exploring
while not accomplishing much of anything. Therefore, units in this quadrant
need parameters and focus. On a strategic level, this requires that they make
value-driven choices and act on those decisions. It also requires that the unit
listen and respond to feedback about those strategic choices.

On a tactical level a variety of approaches may be used to implement these
strategies. Leaders can frame issues in terms of values and goals, while develop-
ing symbolic tools that both energize and limit the organization. For example,
Appleton Papers has used the value of CFQ (Customer Focused Quality) to
embrace all kinds of new initiatives designed to foster better relationships with
existing customers while still providing the focus necessary for progress
(Clampitt, 2000). In some cases executives chose not to pursue some opportun-
ities because they lacked a deep understanding of customers in those markets.
At the most fundamental level, these tactics are designed to develop employees’
conceptualizing skills, allowing them to quickly link the ‘big picture’ (for
example values, goals, etc.) to specific decisions. Of course, such mental acumen
proves useless without putting systems in place to clearly track and evaluate
responses to on-going initiatives.

Case studies

In the final section of this chapter we discuss several case studies illustrating the
successful transformation of employee units from one climate to another.

Transforming a Status Quo Climate

While deregulation is a fact of life for utility companies in the US today, this is
a relative recent change. Up until the 1970s, many of these companies had a
virtual monopoly and operated in a Status Quo Climate. Such was the case of a
large utility company in the southwestern region of the United States. This
organization supplied electricity for almost a million customers as well as pro-
viding water and flood management for state residents. The organization owned
the dams that generated the electricity as well as the power lines and distribu-
tion centres. Since, by law, there was no competition, they were free to set
utility rates as they pleased. Even when customers complained and circum-
stances called for improved services, the organization often was slow to respond.
Due to their exclusive control, management was able to avoid uncertainty and
ignore growing discontent from the external environment. By following long-
established policies and procedures, they could deliver a quality product (at
least in the eyes of management!) and minimize the need for disruption and
change. Employees were well paid and enjoyed working in an organization that
provided long-term security, a community spirit, and freedom to pursue indi-
vidual, non work related activities such as hunting and fishing.

Status Quo climates include employees that avoid uncertainty as well as an
organization that resists change. This mentality was evidenced in an analogy
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often repeated by the general manager of the utility company. Since many of
the employees were males from a rural, agricultural background, he would
metaphorically refer to the organization as a produce company. He asserted that
they not only owned the fields (i.e., generation plants) but also the farm-to-
market roads (i.e., power lines), and the market place (i.e., delivery to cus-
tomers). The company could decide what crops to grow, how many, and when
they would be shipped. Delivery was dependent on their choosing, supply and
demand was under their control, and profits were inevitable. Even though they
avoided uncertainty, the organization prospered, and employees grew accus-
tomed to a work pace that was predictable, routine, and non-innovative.

With the introduction of deregulation in the utility industry, however, this
Status Quo Climate was forever changed. In an effort to survive, the utility
company was forced to attend to the external environment, embrace uncer-
tainty, and change employee values within the organizational culture. The
general manager helped transform the organization by adjusting his produce
analogy. His new message was that even though they no longer owned all the
fields (i.e., generation plants) and there were new players in the market place,
they still controlled the roadway (i.e., power lines). He helped employees see
how their forty years of experience gave them a significant advantage over the
competition, and how their new business plan was a variation of the theme they
had always followed. Their new direction would focus on establishing competit-
ive rates for using their power lines as well as expanding their water resources
business, which was less vulnerable to external competition. While the new
environment would be more unsettling, employees were reassured to see they
still maintained a degree of control and that changes could be negotiated at a
manageable pace.

Transforming a Stifling Climate

Employees in a Stifling Climate embrace uncertainty but perceive the organi-
zation as avoiding uncertainty. Typically, they are employees in development
areas who are on the informational cutting-edge, are cognizant of the latest
technology, are well networked to sources external to the organization, and are
eager to experiment with new ideas and procedures. These employees
experience considerable discontent, however, when their organization resists
change, follows established bureaucratic procedures, and is reluctant to take
financial risks. Frustration mounts when their innovative proposals are met with
either overt rejection by management or more subtle forms of disconfirmation
such as indifference, delayed responses, and critical humour.

University campuses often unwittingly cultivate Stifling Climates. Many
faculty members are interested in developing new courses or proposing inno-
vative partnerships with other colleagues or universities only to find that their
larger university system is not prepared to accommodate them. Such was the
case of one professor who helped author a grant whereby universities in Italy,
Austria, and the United States would cooperatively deliver a web-based virtual
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international classroom. The large state university where the professor taught
readily endorsed his participation since it fell under the university’s initiative
on the use of innovative teaching technology and international involvement.
However, the professor soon discovered that the infrastructure of his university
created more obstacles than support. First he learned that since the course was
not taught on-campus or at one of the off-campus facilities, there was no way he
could be paid for teaching the course. The state had no established procedures
for web-based, international ventures, and the university lacked the resources to
influence state policy. Then it was discovered that the university had no provi-
sions under which an international course could be taught as part of the profes-
sor’s regular workload, and that it would have to be taught as an overload.
Finally, the grants office created additional obstacles when it, under the univer-
sity’s operating policy, required a large percentage of the grant funding be
directed to this office for processing the grant. In actuality, the professor did all
the work without input from the grants office, but the university required that
all projects be processed through this office and pay the appropriate fees. The
response of the professor, after enduring all the hassles created by the university,
was ‘No good deed goes unpunished!’ He had embraced the uncertainty of pur-
suing an innovative teaching partnership but was stifled by an organizational
system driven by a rigid set of established procedures that were resistant
to change. He, of course, was not alone. Many others had run into similar
problems.

Assuming that the professors at this university want to transform the
climate, they have various options available. One would be to persuade univer-
sity officials to create a separate entity in the organization with the personnel
and resources to pursue more innovative projects. Coordinators in this office of
special projects could be assigned to less orthodox proposals that meet key uni-
versity initiatives. They would serve as well-informed liaisons that could cir-
cumnavigate the complexities of bureaucratic structures and locate sources of
funding separate from established institutions with their entangling policies and
requirements. For example, they might arrange for professors to receive one-
quarter to one-half release time from the university to participate in the web-
based virtual international classroom. Funding for the release time could come
from private donations or endowments designed to support innovative teaching
or research projects. Such a process would bypass the restrictive organizational
structure that is not prepared to manage pioneering projects as well as eliminate
the excessive fees levied by the grants office.

Transforming an Unsettling Climate

The supervisors of a 150-employee dairy plant may have lacked confidence in
their own abilities to embrace uncertainty but they knew all too well that the
organization’s executive team readily took on the challenges of an ever-
changing competitive environment. Typically when there were new organ-
izational initiatives, the supervisors would simply wait for new rules and
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regulations detailing how they should implement the initiatives. Even though
the supervisors were given latitude to adjust the regulations to better ‘fit’ their
unit, they avoided doing so because, after all, ‘rules are rules’. It was clear that
the flexible orientation of the dairy’s executive team did not permeate the
supervisory rank. (It is interesting to note that while the Unsettling Climate
best characterized the atmosphere for this supervisory team, the Status Quo
Climate best characterized most of the union members.)

To create a climate that was more in line with the executive team’s culture,
a consulting team was brought in to ‘develop the leadership potential’ of this
group. In other words, the objective was to develop the competencies of the
supervisors so that the Unsettling Climate was transformed into a Dynamic one.

The consultants’ first task was formulate a set of plant value statements with
the supervisors. The objective was for them to develop an approach or a think-
ing process for making decisions and managing conflicts that went beyond
typical rules and regulations.

The consultants held frequent training sessions to ensure that the supervisors
were consistently applying this management style. They role-played numerous
situations in which a supervisor could use a value-driven verses a rule-driven
approach to manage conflicts. This was difficult for some who routinely fell
back on their rule-driven (and certainty-producing) mindset. However, a few of
the supervisors were particularly adept at embracing the uncertainty inherent in
the value-driven approach.

The consultants then held individual coaching sessions with these particu-
larly skilled individuals. One supervisor emerged as the natural leader; he had
the ability to both advocate and build the Dynamic Climate. He had much to
do with transforming the climate and was eventually promoted to be the plant
manager.

Was this process successful? We believe so. Executives started noticing that
supervisors more readily promoted new initiatives and resolved conflicts in more
productive ways. In fairness, we should point out that some of the supervisors
never really acquired uncertainty-embracing skills but enough did to impact the
atmosphere of the entire plant. In fact, the transformation of the supervisory
team set in motion a change for many union employees from a Status Quo to
Unsettling Climate.

Transforming a Dynamic Climate

While the Dynamic Climate fosters a great working environment, from time to
time it may lead to some unique challenges. The Boldt Company, for example,
has a leadership team that perfectly fits the Dynamic Climate profile. The team
consists of veterans accustomed to an ever-changing marketplace who have
both the skill and desire to adapt to the environment. Not surprisingly, the
company shares those characteristics by regularly looking for new business
opportunities, changing direction when necessary and innovatively responding
to new challenges. But several years ago these very characteristics – which foster
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a highly motivating ‘can do’ working environment – turned out to be a double-
edged sword. The company pursued growth for growth’s sake, resulting in taking
on some unprofitable projects that drove corporate profits below the industry
average.

Addressing this issue required an adept touch because senior executives
wanted to preserve the motivating climate. Two particular actions, one
serendipitous and the other planned, provided just the nudge to move the
company in the right direction.

The serendipitous action involved a discussion of financial issues at a stra-
tegic planning retreat. One executive started talking about the need for every-
one to find themselves in the ‘financial levers’. A dialogue ensued about the
proper pronunciation of the word ‘lever’. This became a running joke at meet-
ings for the next year but it also drew everyone’s attention to the critical issue.

The other action involved creating a communication strategy designed
around the theme of ‘seizing opportunities for profitable growth’. The notion of
‘profitable growth’ was critical because it put parameters on the type of growth
the company would pursue. Executives weaved this theme into their communi-
cations on every possible occasion. For example, employees were invited on a
rotating basis to ask questions of the executive team. Whenever someone asked
about why the company chose to pursue or not pursue a particular project, the
executives linked their answer back to the ‘profitable growth’ notion. As a
result of these sustained actions, the company became more focused as they
pursued their profit goals. In short, the company further focused the Dynamic
Climate of the organization. In fact, survey data revealed that even with these
subtle changes, employee job satisfaction, motivation and commitment
remained high.

Conclusion

Traditionally, communication practitioners have devised clever ways to hide or
suppress the inherent uncertainties associated with organizational life. Business
writers, for example, routinely advised organizational leaders to ‘avoid weasel
words’ and ‘use definitive language’ (Ober, 1998). Our research and consulting
experiences suggest that such practices may create clarity at the expense of dis-
torting the realities that organizations face. Leaders who suppress uncertainty do
so at their organization’s peril, since their employees tend to be less satisfied and
more cynical than those who work in uncertainty-embracing organizations. The
challenge for communication scholars and practitioners lies in developing theo-
ries, strategies, and practices that focus on embracing uncertainty. This chapter
provides only an initial and tentative response to that challenge. Much work
remains to be done; that is a certainty.
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Appendix 3.1: Working Climate Survey

Objective: The purpose of this survey is to accurately describe your working
climate. Please note: your responses are confidential, this is not a test, and there
are no right or wrong answers.

Instructions: Below you will find 24 statements about your approach to various
situations. Some items may sound similar, but they address slightly different
issues. Please respond to all items. Indicate your degree of agreement with each
statement by placing the appropriate number in the box next to each item. Please use
the following scale:

58 Phillip G. Clampitt and M. Lee Williams

Section A: These questions concern your preferred individual style of working

1 I’m comfortable making a decision on my gut instincts.

2 I actively look for signs that the situation is changing.

3 When I start a project, I need to know exactly where I’ll end up.

4 I’m comfortable using my intuition to make a decision.

5 I’m always on the lookout for new ideas to address problems.

6 I need to know the specific outcome before starting a task.

7 I’m quick to notice when circumstances change.

8 I’m willing to make a decision based on a hunch.

9 I easily spot changing trends.

10 I don’t need a detailed plan when working on a project.

11 I need a definite sense of direction for a project.

12 I’m comfortable deciding on the spur-of-the-moment.

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7]
Strongly Moderately Slightly No feeling Slightly Moderately Strongly 
disagree disagree disagree agree agree agree



 

Section B: The following questions concern your work environment

13 My organization is always on the lookout for new ideas to address problems.

14 In my organization, being unsure about something is a sign of weakness.

15 My organization easily spots changing trends.

16 My organization doesn’t need a detailed plan when working on a project.

17 Even after my organization makes a decision, it will re-evaluate the decision
when the situation changes.

18 My organization needs to know the specific outcome before starting a project.

19 My organization doesn’t encourage employees to discuss their doubts about a
project.

20 When my organization starts a project, it needs to know exactly where the
project will end up.

21 My organization actively looks for signs that the situation is changing.

22 My organization doesn’t want employees to admit that they are unsure about
something.

23 My organization wants precise plans before starting a job or project.

24 My organization discourages employees from talking about their misgivings.

Appendix 3.2

Scoring Instructions*

Step 1: Reverse score items 3, 6, 11, 14, 18, 19, 20, 22, 23, and 24 so that 1 �7,
2�6, 3�5, 4�4, 5�3, 6�2, and 7�1.

Step 2: Sum items 1–12 to get the Personal Uncertainty Score.

Step 3: Sum items 13–24 to get the Work Environment Uncertainty Score.

Step 4: Plot scores on Figure 3.2.

*Readers can also use the following website for automatic tabulation:
www.iMetacomm.com. Select the ‘tools’ tab.
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4 Managing change
Communication and political
process

Patrick Dawson

Introduction

This chapter sets out to examine organizational change and communication. It
provides a brief overview of the main competencies and guidelines offered in
the prescriptive change management literature and a critique of the dominant
Organizational Development (OD) approach. It is argued that the common
claim that communication is fundamental to change is too readily linked with
an assumption that communication is an apolitical neutral activity and that the
OD perspective (which emphasizes planned participative change strategies) is
an accurate reflection of how change unfolds in practice. However, this
perspective is increasingly being called into question by the work of change
writers who take a more critical perspective (for example Collins, 1998; Burnes,
2000; Knights and Willmott, 2000). These writers demonstrate how the process
of change does not roll out in an uncomplicated way – as many stage models
suggest (Collins, 1998), nor can it be viewed as an apolitical process (Buchanan
and Badham, 1999). This chapter thereby sets out to counter-balance uncritical
OD accounts on communication and change through incorporating an analysis
of political processes.

The section that follows commences with a brief overview of the treatment
of communication in the change management literature. A number of best
practice guidelines are identified and the dominant planned approach to change
is critically appraised. The need to address the influence of power and politics
on communication and change is then taken up in a section on political
process. Some of the more critical studies on organizational change are used to
question a commonly held assumption (noticeable within the prescriptive liter-
ature) that communication is neutral and apolitical. The chapter concludes by
calling for further critical discussion and research on how information is used
and communicated in the purposeful objective of securing particular political
ends during the process of organizational change.

Change management: The communication imperative

Within the popular management literature, John Kotter (1996) has put forward
an eight-stage model on how to successfully manage change. This comprises:



 

1 Communicate a sense of urgency.
2 Create a vision.
3 Communicate the vision.
4 Form a powerful coalition.
5 Empower others to act.
6 Plan short-term wins.
7 Consolidate change.
8 Institutionalize new approaches.

Kotter (1996) noted how 50 per cent of companies fail during the earlier stages
of change and this is often because of a failure by senior executives to effectively
communicate and establish a sense of urgency. Communicating the vision is
also viewed as a critical stage in leading change. He argues that change leaders
should communicate their vision in many different forums over and over again
if they wish to develop an effective implementation strategy. On the flip side,
he claims that a major reason why change initiatives fail is because of ineffec-
tive communication. This takes three main forms:

1 Communication is limited to only a few memos.
2 The head of the company makes many speeches but everybody else remains

silent.
3 There is effort in communicating the vision but the behaviour of some

highly visible individuals conflicts with the message communicated, and
employee cynicism results.

As Kotter pointed out:

Communication comes in both words and deeds. The latter is generally the
most powerful form. Nothing undermines change more than behavior by
important individuals that is inconsistent with the verbal communication.
And yet this happens all the time, even in some well-regarded companies.

(Kotter, 1996: 10)

Conventional texts on managing change recognize communication as one of
the most important aspects in an organization undergoing change (Jackson and
Callan, 2001). For example, Hayes (2002) argued that the features of communi-
cation networks and the effects of interpersonal relations can have a major
influence on the process and outcomes of organizational change. Particular
attention is given to the notion of ‘effective communication’ that informs
employees, enables feedback and promotes widescale consultation. Many writers
in this area assume that such action will overcome resistance to change (resis-
tance is often seen to stem from natural anxiety, ignorance and misunderstand-
ing) by stimulating interest and commitment and thereby reducing opposition
(for example Paton and McCalman, 2000).

Hersey and Blanchard (1988) argued that communication is a key process
skill required of change agents to get others to understand and accept change.
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Drawing on the work of Bennis (1984), Carnall (2003) viewed this as involving
an ability to communicate clear objectives, to be consistent especially under
conditions of change, and to ensure that others understand and are aware of the
reasons and intentions of change. These three competencies he labels as: the
management of attention, the management of trust, and the management of
meaning (Carnall, 2003). Paton and McCalman (2000) also identified a
number of competencies or guidelines on effective communication and change.
These are as follows:

• to customize the message to ensure that it is set at an appropriate level to
be understood by the intended audience

• to set the tone of the message so it does not offend or seem patronizing
• to recognize that communication is a two-way process and that feedback is

essential
• to do as you say (to practise what you preach)
• to use the appropriate medium to ensure penetration, so that the message

reaches those it is intended to reach in the time required.

Similarly, the dominant textbook OD approach to organizational change –
which developed from the pioneering work of Kurt Lewin (1947) – also spot-
lighted the importance of communication and employee involvement (Huse,
1982). This approach is based on the human relations perspective that empha-
sizes the importance of participation and collaboration through a two-way
process of communication (French and Bell, 1983). Typically (Beckhard,
1969), the OD approach:

• is planned
• attempts to consider and include all members of the organization
• involves the proposed change being supported by top management
• has the objectives of change as being to improve working conditions and

organizational effectiveness
• involves an emphasis being placed on behavioural science techniques,

which facilitates communication and problem solving among members.

As a planned approach to change management it prescribes a number of key
steps. These were explained by Collins:

While n-step guides to change may differ in terms of the number of steps
they assume necessary for success in change management, they are similar
along a few key dimensions … the key features of under-socialized models
of change include: a ‘rational’ analysis of organizational change; a sequen-
tial approach to the planning and management of change; [and] a generally
up-beat and prescriptive tone.

(Collins, 1998: 84)

62 Patrick Dawson



 

The OD approach to change management: a reappraisal

The most common distinguishing characteristics of modern OD approaches are
summarized in Box 4.1, based on the work of French (1969) and French and
Bell (1983).

The OD approach involves a number of steps, commencing with the appoint-
ment of a change agent (usually an individual outside the organization) who
intervenes to start the change process. Information is then gathered from the
client system (data) in order to identify the major areas in need of change and
following feedback to the client appropriate plans are formulated and action
taken. Planning is generally viewed as a collaborative process based on valid
information. Following implementation, changes are evaluated and action taken
to ensure the ‘institutionalization’ of change occurs (Burke, 1994). In the action-
research model of OD (that entails cycles of data gathering, diagnosis and feed-
back), the six major steps comprise: identifying a need for change; selecting an
intervention technique; gaining top management support; planning the change
process; overcoming resistance to change; and evaluating the change process
(Aldag and Stearns, 1991). Taken as a whole, this approach downplays political
process in searching for a common consensual view that is held by all employees
and in so doing, adopts a normative framework that promotes a one best way to
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Box 4.1 Modern OD approaches to change

• The focus of the change effort is on the whole system (whether an
organization or a divisional department).

• The change programme involves planned interventions that are
introduced systematically.

• Top-down strategies are applied: that is, change begins at the top of
an organization and is gradually applied downward throughout the
organization. 

• Employees at all levels of an organization must engage with the
proposed change (in other words, change must never be forced).

• Change is made slowly, allowing for the continual assessment of
change strategies.

• Specialist change agents are typically used to guide OD programmes.
• The approach is interdisciplinary, drawing on behavioural science

knowledge.
• OD programmes are based on data, so that choices are made on the

basis of objective information rather than on the basis of assumptions
about what the real issues are.

• The objective of change narratives are to achieve lasting rather than
temporary change within an organization. 

• The OD approach can be used with both healthy and unhealthy
organizations.



 

manage change that will increase both organizational effectiveness and employee
well-being. The professional consultants engaged in OD are not concerned with
the development of theory or with the design of systematic programmes of
research but, rather, with a set of normative prescriptions which guide their prac-
tice in managing change (Ledford et al., 1990).

This leaves open the question of: what are the foundations of this approach
and how useful is OD to understanding communication and change in the
twenty-first century? To answer this question, we must return to the seminal
work of Kurt Lewin who has been identified as the founding father of OD. As
Burke has indicated:

His thinking has had a more pervasive impact on organization develop-
ment, both direct and indirect, than any other person’s … According to
Lewin, behavior is a function of a person’s personality, discussed primarily
in terms of motivation or needs, and the situation or environment in which
the person is acting. The environment is represented as a field of forces that
affect the person. Thus, a person’s behavior at any given moment can be
predicted if we know that person’s needs and if we can determine the
intensity and valence (whether the force is positive or negative for the
person) of the forces impinging on the person from the environment.

(Burke, 1994: 41)

As a German Jew, Lewin was forced to leave Germany in 1933 and this early
experience of anti-Semitism is shown in his concern for democracy and partici-
pation at the workplace (De Board, 1978). His work on inter-group dynamics
and change has proven to be particularly influential on those practising within
the field of Organizational Development (OD), and many theories of organi-
zational change originate from his landmark work on planned change (Kreitner
and Kinicki, 1992). Essentially, Lewin (1951) argued that in order for change to
be successfully managed it is necessary to follow three general steps, comprising:
unfreezing, changing, and refreezing. Unfreezing is the stage in which there is a
recognized need for change and action is taken to unfreeze existing attitudes
and behaviour. This initial phase is seen to be critical to gaining employee
support. For example, in his pioneering research (some of which was published
after his death in 1947), Lewin found that in order to minimize worker resis-
tance, employees should be brought in to participate in the process of planning
proposed change programmes (Clutterbuck and Crainer, 1990).

Managing change through reducing the forces that prevent change, rather
than through increasing the forces which are pushing for change, is central to
Lewin’s approach and his technique of force-field analysis (1947). He main-
tained that within any social system there are driving and restraining forces
which serve to maintain the status quo, and that organizations generally exist:

In a state of equilibrium which is not itself conducive to change … The
opposing pressures of driving and restraining forces will combine to produce
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a quasi-stationary equilibrium – a kind of temporary state of balance. In
order to promote the right conditions for change, individuals have to
identify driving and restraining forces. Then there has to be an unfreezing
of the quasi-stationary equilibrium. This means creating an imbalance
between the driving and restraining forces.

(Wilson, 1992: 29–30)

The example of drink-driving illustrates this where, although there may be
strong driving forces to stop drinking and driving, such as public condemnation,
fear of losing one’s driving licence, cost, new laws, publicity campaigns, disap-
proval of spouse and the concern of harming others, the restraining forces of
habit, camaraderie, relief of tension, friends drinking, social pressure and the
dislike of coercive methods may act to maintain the status quo. If these two
opposing forces are equal in strength, then a state of equilibrium is said to exist.
Consequently, to bring about change you either need to increase the strength of
the driving forces or decrease the strength of the resisting forces. For example,
publicity campaigns and television advertisements that stress the antisocial and
irresponsible behaviour of drink-drivers can have a major influence on public
behaviour and attitudes. Communicating a message not only about the illegality
of such behaviours but also about the dangers and dire effects on other people’s
lives can bring about significant changes in public values and beliefs. This illus-
trates the key role of communication in facilitating change.

In the management of organizational change, the focus of OD specialists has
been on communicating information that will serve to unfreeze the system
through reducing the restraining forces rather than increasing the driving forces
(Gray and Starke, 1988; Weisbord, 1988). Once an imbalance has been created
then the system can be altered and a new set of driving and restraining forces
put into place. A planned change programme is implemented, and only when
the desired state has been achieved will the change agent set about ‘refreezing’
the organization. The new state of balance is then appraised and, where appro-
priate, methods of positive reinforcement are used to ensure employees ‘inter-
nalize’ attitudes and behaviours consistent with new work regimes.

Lewin’s planned model of change is an integral part of the conventional
orthodoxy taught in business departments and management schools around the
world. This is surprising in the 1990s and 2000s, given that the linearity of the
model is not supported by the empirical evidence (McLoughlin and Clark,
1994; Allan, 1995). As Kanter and colleagues indicated, ‘organizations are
never frozen, much less refrozen, but are fluid entities’ (Kanter et al., 1992: 10).
However, the persistence of this model may not only reflect its historical
antecedents and a reluctance to change course outlines, but also be due to the
symbolic and legitimating function it affords the change agent. As Buchanan
and Boddy argued:

Before dismissing rational-linear models of change, it is necessary to
consider the symbolic function of such processes in sustaining the ‘myth of
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organizational rationality’ and, by implication, sustaining the legitimacy of the
change agent. Such linear models may have a poor relationship with the
actual unfolding of organizational changes, while in practice playing a signific-
ant symbolic and legitimating function in scripting the ritual that the change
agent is required and expected to follow to gain organizational acceptance.

(Buchanan and Boddy, 1992: 24)

The strength of the Lewinian model also lies in its simple representation (which
makes it easy to use and understand); however, this is also its major weakness as
it presents a unidirectional model of change. In other words, by creating an
image of a need to design in stability (refreezing), the model has a tendency to
solidify what is a dynamic and complex process. It may also result in the cre-
ation of cultures and structures not conducive to continuous change. On this
point, Marvin Weisbord (1988) has argued that Lewin’s concept begins to fall
apart as the rate of market and technological change enters a state of perpetual
transition, rather than the ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium’. The OD camp has also
been criticized for failing to account for the increasing incidence of revolution-
ary change which, according to Dunphy and Stace (1990), may more effectively
be achieved by coercive top-down strategies of change. For example, they point
out that OD practitioners have tended to focus on collaborative models,
whereas corporate strategy consultants have tended to select dictatorial trans-
formation as the appropriate strategy for managing large-scale discontinuous
change. Dunphy and Stace argued that, whilst there is a place for each strategy,
selection should be made on the basis of dominant contingencies rather than
assuming that there is a one best way to fit all occasions.

These non-participatory routes to change draw attention to the exercise of
power and the management of conflict. Simple guidelines to effective commu-
nication no longer align with actual strategies for bringing about company
change nor do they reflect the way communication can act as a powerful tool in
ensuring certain preferred outcomes over others. As Buchanan and Badham
(1999), in their text on power, politics, and organizational change, iterated,
much of the literature on effective change management has largely ignored this
issue of political competence and how these skills and knowledge are central to
managing in a ‘high velocity’ organizational context. Indeed as they put it: ‘the
main argument of this book is that the change agent who is not politically
skilled will fail’ (p.231). Similarly, Senior (1997), in her book on organizational
change, devoted a chapter to the politics of change stressing how issues of
power and political action are evident in change programmes where individuals
and/or groups seek to influence the attitudes and behaviour of others. Con-
sequently, although academics have generally been slow to criticize the rele-
vance of this model and continue to spread the Lewinian view of change
management among their students, there is now a growing recognition of the
need for alternative strategies for change (Dunphy and Stace, 1990; Dawson,
1994) and of the political processes involved in the successful management of
change (Dawson, 2003).
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Beyond n-step models and towards a political process
approach

Over the last two decades, the area of change management has been bombarded
by books that seek to offer simple recipes for the successful management of
change in the never-ending search for competitive advantage (Paton and
McCalman, 2000; Hayes, 2002; Carnall, 2003). There are a number of popular
accounts which have been produced by leading business figures such as Geneen
(Geneen with Moscow, 1986) and Iacocca (Iacocca with Novak, 1985), as well
as the more consultant ‘guru’ publications of writers such as Peters (1988; 1993;
1997), Waterman (Peters and Waterman, 1982) and Kanter (1990). As Huczyn-
ski (1993) pointed out in his book Management Gurus: What Makes Them and
How to Become One, successful gurus tend to share a common set of ideas, which
whilst dressed differently represent the reproduction of some fairly long-standing
assumptions that support management. In other words, for these ideas to be
acceptable they should not undermine the pervasive ideology of management
(Grint and Woolgar, 1997). Similarly, academics have tended to be seduced by
the attractiveness of memorable models and planned step guides to change,
which enable lecturers to portray an ability to keep pace with the barrage of
popular panaceas and offer students readily digestible practical benefits.

This reluctance to revisit existing intellectual frameworks is a common phe-
nomenon and is highlighted by the broad range of conventional change models
that have tended to dominate academic debate on the study of organizational
change (Collins, 1998; Graetz et al., 2002). The continued support for recipe
models is surprising given that the linearity of such approaches is not supported
by the empirical evidence (McLoughlin and Clark, 1994). As Jick and Peiperl
indicated:

There are no sure-fire instructions that, when scrupulously followed, make
change succeed, much less eliminate or solve the problems accompanying
any change process. Changing is inherently messy, confusing, and loaded
with unpredictability, and no one escapes this fact.

(Jick and Peiperl, 2003: xv)

An example of this was illustrated by Kimble and McLoughlin (1995) in their
article on computer-based information systems and the work of managers. From
an empirical study of workplace change they concluded that their findings
demonstrated the importance of a processual approach:

The authors believe that theories and methodologies that attempt to locate
change in its social and historical context should be developed further …
Technological and organizational development needs to be viewed as a
continual and ongoing process. We found in our research that managers
were not always prepared for the long time scale over which change takes
place, nor for the many twists and turns of the change process.

(Kimble and McLoughlin, 1995: 66)
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Another example of the political process of change was usefully demonstrated by
Cameron Allan (1995), who provided an analysis of the introduction of Total
Quality Management (TQM) into an Australian bank. He described how the
process of change involved three distinct periods. In the first period (1986–89),
Vicbank identified TQM as a potential means of ensuring business success in a
highly competitive finance market. They employed a consultant to help manage
the change process, but the uptake of TQM only proved successful in a number
of discrete areas and was met with considerable middle managerial resistance.
The TQM programme floundered and employee scepticism rose. In a second
attempt to introduce change (1989–90), senior management revised their imple-
mentation strategy. They placed greater attention on the human resource issues
of managing cultural change and yet assumed that they could get everyone to
agree to a common set of values and beliefs; as such, this initiative was also des-
tined to fail. In the third period (1990–91), Vicbank brought in communication
consultants to help them re-establish TQM. As Allan concluded:

As successive difficulties arose, the organization evaluated and reappraised
the progress to date, assessed new options and implemented new strategies
to overcome resistance and implement organizational change. This cycle of
experimentation and revision demonstrates that the pathway to organi-
zational change cannot be represented by a straight line or roman road but
rather, is a complex, temporal and iterative process. The outcomes of and
the barriers to change are never fully known at the outset. The change
process will always involve the unanticipated.

(Allan, 1995: 136)

In the UK, an article by Wilkinson and Marchington (1994) that examined
TQM and the personnel function in fifteen UK companies also illustrated how
change does not take place in a simple linear fashion. In practice, the route to
TQM is often marked by a series of stops and starts, of doubt, quandary, scepti-
cism and withdrawal as well as apparent progress (Dawson and Palmer, 1995).
These studies highlight how managing communication and change is about
managing an unfolding, non-linear, political process in which players are rarely
clearly defined and often hold conflicting views and interests. There will be col-
laboration and conflict, coercion and consultation, in change initiatives, which
seek to bring about a fundamental alteration in organizational tasks and activ-
ities. During this political process there are likely to be a number of unforeseen
contingencies that may necessitate a modification of intended pathways and
stated objectives of achieving future planned states. These participatory and
non-participatory routes to change draw attention to the exercise of power and
the management of conflict. Simple guidelines to effective communication no
longer align with actual strategies for bringing about company change nor do
they reflect the way communication can act as a powerful political tool in
ensuring certain preferred outcomes over others. Drawing on Robbins (1996),
Senior (1997: 148) explained that politics can best be understood as ‘power in
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action’ that: ‘happens whenever people get together in groups and where an
individual or group seeks to influence the thoughts, attitudes or behaviours of
another individual or group’.

Given the importance of political process to communication, there is a
surprising lack of reference to power and politics in the prescriptive literature on
change management (Paton and McCalman, 2000). In much of this conven-
tional work, the tendency has been to concentrate on the ‘what, when, who and
how’ of communication rather than on the interpretation and purposeful use or
withholding of information in order to achieve a preferred outcome that may not
be in the interests of others (Nilakant and Ramnarayan, 1998; Hayes, 2002).
Similarly, in the communication literature on change there is little concern with
communication as part of an ongoing political process in ‘the potential ability to
influence behaviour, to change the course of events, to overcome resistance, and
to get people to do things that they would otherwise not do’ (the definition of
power given by Pfeffer, 1993: 204–5). As Lewis and Seibold’s (1998) useful
review of this large body of literature has shown, there is a tendency for commu-
nication scholars to focus on planned organizational change and identify the
need for a more integrative conceptual framework for understanding communi-
cation and change implementation. Lewis and Seibold (1998) concluded that a
communication perspective can significantly improve our understanding of the
‘introduction and enactment of planned change efforts’, and yet they also pro-
vided a rather uncritical, apolitical and linear account of the change process.

In contrast, studies on gender and change, especially within public sector
organizations, have demonstrated the importance of power and control in making
sense of change (Itzin and Newman, 1995). This more critical work not only
introduces the notion of patterns of power and authority in shaping the
experience of change at work (French, 1995; Harlow et al., 1995), it also illus-
trates how the need for well-developed communication and collaborative skills in
managing change could provide opportunities for women to be more active agents
in steering change (Newman, 1995). These studies also note how the realizations
of such opportunities are often prevented by political process and the gendered
relations of power in organizations (Williams and Macalpine, 1995). Buchanan
and Badham (1999) extended this argument in their book Power, Politics and
Organizational Change. They argued that the degree of political intensity varies
between different change contexts and that this will in turn influence the effec-
tiveness of a range of strategies for managing change. Whilst in one context a
more open and communicative approach may be appropriate, under different con-
ditions there may be less time and reason to engage employees in change strat-
egies which may require power-coercive solutions. As they explained:

Change which is more marginal to the success of the business and which
can be implemented at a more relaxed pace allows for extensive participa-
tion … Change proposals which are critical and challenged may have to be
driven using power-coercive solutions.

(Buchanan and Badham, 1999: 181)
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Power-coercive solutions often involve the manipulation of information in
order to communicate to influence decisions and perceptions rather than to
provide some form of neutral account (that is, more Machiavellian-type strat-
egies). In a study of TQM and Business Process Re-engineering (BPR),
Kelemen et al. (2000) used empirical case study data to spotlight how a failure
to engage internal stakeholders on the benefits of change resulted in a reconfig-
uration of change outcomes and a heightening of political game playing. Thus it
would appear that not only is communication a central part of the political
process of change, but a failure to engage key stakeholder groups through com-
munication can in itself heighten political activity during processes of change.
If this growing concern with political process within the change management
literature is correct, then there is a need to reconsider the tendency to treat
communication as an apolitical component in the change management process.

Politics, communication and the management of change

Following the work of Child (1972), major change can be seen to necessitate
strategic choices which are modified and challenged collectively by the work-
force, or by individuals and groups of managers who are responsible for the
implementation of change. These political processes include elements of con-
flict and resistance, decision and non-decision making activities, processes of
negotiation and consultation, and the multi-level and external individual and
group influence on the substance, transition and outcomes of change. They
draw attention to the ongoing power plays and political activity, as well as the
management of meaning and communication in the construction and recon-
struction of change accounts. For example, after-the-fact histories can provide
powerful justifications for current courses of action, making the ‘legitimate’
reconstruction of past events an important political means to promoting future
possible change outcomes. In short, political process is endemic to organizations
and central to processes of workplace change and the management of informa-
tion. As noted elsewhere:

Communication is central to change, but it also needs to be understood in
context. As supported by much of the literature, employee communication
should be ongoing and consistent. However, change often involves com-
peting narratives, which draws attention back to the political process of
change. The choice of what, when and how to communicate as well as the
releasing of disconfirming information are often political issues. Communi-
cation is an important vehicle both for those seeking to steer change in
certain directions and to those wishing to resist the preferred change out-
comes of others.

(Dawson, 2003: 174)

As such, the process of communication should not be viewed as a neutral activ-
ity but, rather, as part of a political process in which certain individuals and

70 Patrick Dawson



 

groups typically seek to achieve certain preferred outcomes over others. For
example, the political change agenda of management may be consciously ser-
viced by a language that aims to be seen as ‘firm’ and ‘fair’ in articulating the
need for change, or a ‘survival crisis’ may be promoted and supported by various
forms of communication which seek to engage employees with the urgency of
change. Communication is thereby a key political element in the ‘successful’
management of change, within a context in which there may be considerable
disagreement over what constitutes a ‘successful’ outcome. Substantial time and
effort may be spent on communicating management’s rationale for change in
order to create a climate which is not only conducive to change, but also
strongly committed to the senior management’s ‘vision’ of the future. In the
case of trade unions, communication is often a significant factor that helps
explain why certain change initiatives have been able to harness extensive
trade union support (in terms of gaining acceptance for the programme from
external full-time trade union officials and internal union representatives),
whilst others have not (Dawson, 2003).

Both Pfeffer (1981; 1993) and Pettigrew (1973; 1985) have criticized the
more rationalistic, deterministic and ahistorical views on organizational
decision making in claiming that politics is at the core of organizational life and
should be viewed as a key activity. For example, Pettigrew perceived the organi-
zation as a political system in which a central concern of management is how to
create and sustain change agendas. This often requires change agents to spend
time forming and nurturing coalitions (with other interest groups) in order to
pursue their own goals for change. Instead of stressing the politics of work from
a critical perspective – as suggested by industrial sociologists – Pfeffer identified
his perspective explicitly with management and their political strategies, whilst
Pettigrew analysed the prospects for strategic change from more of a top man-
agement perspective.

In contrast, the political process approaches that have emerged over the last
decade stress both the explicit and covert strategies pursued by different players
in the change or reproduction of management structures and organizational
schemes, and point at the contextual, political, open ended and indeterminate
nature of decisions and change processes (Dawson, 2003). Researchers from a
critical processual perspective have stressed the embedded and inescapable
nature of political processes and actor strategies (Knights and Murray, 1994).
From a more cultural perspective, political processes are seen as being coloured
by, as well as contributing to, the organizational systems of meaning (Alvessen,
2002). The more covert forms of political process may be evident in the legit-
imization of certain norms and values that, while often remaining implicit, nev-
ertheless serve to influence individual and group responses to change. Kamp
(2000: 77), drawing on the work of Hildebrandt and Seltz (1989), referred to
the social principles that shape norms and provide the ‘lens through which
external conditions of possibility are interpreted’. She referred to this as a layer
of ‘stiffened politics’ (stabilized patterns of politics) which she argued explains
how continuity rather than change marks shop floor politicking where
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employees are ‘often stuck in old marriages’ unable to engage actively in the
shaping and reshaping of change. As Kamp stated:

Politics is actually about constructing what is considered rational and
legitimate decision making … [The issues] are in fact selective. Some issues
are intended to change, others to remain unchanged; political processes are
at stake when some conflicts are brought up, while others are hidden. Con-
sequently, political processes cannot easily be delimited to certain social
actions; rather, they should be treated as an aspect of social action. Focus
on political processes means focus on the actors, who have different goals,
values and preferences, and attempt to promote them by different means.
And here the actors do not stand equal. Relations of power, on the one
hand, constitute the conditions and possibilities for the actors’ engagement
in political processes; on the other hand, the relations of power are pro-
duced and reproduced by political processes.

(Kamp, 2000: 76)

Accordingly, communication is a key element in the political process of change
in drawing attention to certain positions and views and hiding others. This is
particularly evident in the post hoc rationalizations of change that tend to
smooth over the messy and rough political edges of change and yet, are also
used to identify practical guidelines on the management of change. It is perhaps
not surprising that around 70 per cent of all major change initiatives fail to
meet their stated objectives when strategies are based on constructed rather
than actual accounts of change processes.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined communication and change. At the outset, it
was noted how the conventional change management literature has sought
to identify ingredients of good practice in the ‘successful’ management of
change. Emerging from the human relations movement the Organizational
Development (OD) School has continued to promote the need for participatory
change strategies with a two-way communication process that encourages
and allows for employee involvement (French and Bell, 1983). Resistance
and conflict is often seem to be the result of poor communication, the spreading
of rumours and misinformation, and an inability to allay the natural fears
and anxieties of employees awaiting the unknown (Paton and McCalman,
2000). In providing clear communication on change through appropriate
mediums at a tone and pitch suitable to the audience and in practising what
is preached, then a programme of effective communication in the ‘successful’
management of change can be put into place (Kotter, 1996; Carnall, 2003).
By contrast, however, the more critical literature on change management
questions this apolitical approach to change management and argues that
change agents must use communication as another political tool in the tough
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contact sport of ‘winning the turf game’ (Buchanan and Badham, 1999). The
politics of change is viewed as a part of organizational life (Dawson, 2003;
Senior, 1997) in which power plays and the management of meaning is critical
to the way others view and experience change (Itzin and Newman, 1995;
Collins, 1998).

Under this more critical perspective, communication and change is part of a
political process in steering an organization from one configuration to another.
To paraphrase Pfeffer, the use of power is about changing the course of events
by getting people to change in ways that they would otherwise not do (Pfeffer,
1993). Politics as ‘power in action’ (Robbins, 1996) is thereby evident within
communication processes that seek to influence the views and behaviours of
others, especially in change agent engagement in what Buchanan and Badham
(1999) referred to as ‘power-assisted steering’. As Dunphy and Stace (1990)
have shown, in certain circumstances there may be little time for participative
strategies and a more coercive approach may be appropriate. Similarly, the
political intensity associated with managing a change that is viewed by many as
important and necessary is going to be markedly different from a radical change
initiative where the strategy is highly contested and questioned.

Whilst communication is central to both of these contrasting settings, there
is no simple set of ingredients to guide effective communication strategies across
these very different contextual landscapes. As such, managing communication
is part of the political process of managing change and is rarely simply about
openness, transparency and industrial democracy. Although effective communi-
cation strategies cannot simply be cast as the open, democratic, participative
type of Lewinian approach, neither can they be cast as Machiavellian mush-
room type strategies (‘keep them in the dark, feed them shit and watch them
grow’) of coercion and deceit. It remains a complex process that, despite all our
current research efforts, requires further debate and critical appraisal. In short,
there is a need for further empirical research on communication and change as a
political process within organizations.
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5 Communication without frontiers
The impact of technology upon
organizations

Paula O’Kane, Owen Hargie and
Dennis Tourish

I think there is a world market for maybe five computers
(Thomas Watson, Chairman of IBM, 1943)

Introduction

Communication has been shown to be at the centre of successful organizations
(for example Clampitt and Downs, 1993; Hargie and Tourish, 2000) and so the
challenge for businesses is to create a communication system that is both effect-
ive and efficient. In so doing they must address the needs of their customers,
external stakeholders, such as suppliers or shareholders, and internal clients or
employees. A key feature of the organizational landscape has been the surging
river of technology that has become a torrent in recent years. Its impact has
been evident in every aspect of organizational life. When harnessed effectively,
this has proved to be a definite boon. As noted by Cohen (2000: 12), ‘elec-
tronic media has come to the forefront of human resources to solve critical chal-
lenges in employee communication’.

At the same time, as we shall illustrate in this chapter, there are also dangers.
Billions of dollars were lost in the great dot.com investment mania in the
1990s. Investors felt they simply had to join in the collective madness of the
race for stocks in this virtual wonderland. It was as if the technology was a form
of Midas touch that would turn shares to gold. But, of course, it all came to an
abrupt and sorry end as companies folded and fortunes vanished (Cassidy,
2002). In the same way, the implementation of new technology must not be
viewed as a panacea that will in and of itself solve problems. Rather, it must fit
neatly into an already existing communication strategy. For many years, Audi
motor cars were promoted with the advertising slogan ‘Vorsprung durch
Technik’ (progress through technology). However, technology alone does not
lead to progress. It merely offers new opportunities that need to be properly har-
nessed if benefits are to be reaped. As summarized by Gattiker (2001: 185),
‘with every opportunity for positive outcomes, we also have a chance to have
negative results instead. It is not so much the technology as the way we use the
technology that will shape our information future’. This chapter therefore not



 

only examines the functions and benefits of the main devices available for
e-communication, but also evaluates their accompanying limitations. It further
identifies key management considerations central to its effective operation,
especially in relation to group working.

The use of technology in the communication process has been termed elec-
tronic communication or e-communication. E-communication tools have emerged
from the bedrooms of geeks and the garden sheds of nerds to form a vital part of
the communicative infrastructure of organizations. Traditional media, such as
written messages, phone calls and face-to-face contact, are now often replaced
by e-mail as the preferred channel in the business world, while glossy brochures
and organization-wide memos find their importance diminishing with the
increasing use of Internet and intranet applications. These changes have influ-
enced organizational communication, both internally and externally. Foreman
(1997) suggested three key elements in producing an integrated communication
package: atmosphere, process and methods. To maximize the impact of techno-
logy as a communication method, organizations must be aware of the possible
benefits and associated problems in order to create both the process and atmo-
sphere necessary for effective communication.

The one certainty about technology is that it moves rapidly. In the techno-
world the times are always a-changin’. For example, a few years ago WAP
(Wireless Application Protocol) was the exciting new technology, allowing
access to the Internet and intranet on mobiles, and then picture messaging was
the next wave of enthusiasm. What the future will bring is in the imagination
of professionals the world over. The software packages and related programmes
and devices are also continually updated. The main focus of this chapter will be
upon e-mail and the Internet (which encompasses the intranet and extranet),
from which most other applications are derived. But first we want to say a little
about adoption. The decision to adopt is of course a prerequisite to the imple-
mentation of any innovation.

Flanagin (2000) proposed three key areas that influence adoption:

1 Organizational features such as age, size and culture. Younger, larger, firms
with higher levels of technology tend to implement innovations earlier.
This does not restrict adoption to these corporations, rather it indicates
that some may need to take into consideration other factors such as ensur-
ing that employees are introduced gradually to the technology and are pro-
vided with sufficient support to master it.

2 Perceived benefits of increased communication and information flow, and
organizational advantage (in the form of greater profits and enhanced repu-
tation). The company needs to assess these possibilities before introducing
technology in order to ensure that their expectations are met when it is
introduced. At the individual level, the media substitution hypothesis purports
that people who already carry out a particular job function, such as sending
regular memos or carrying out research, will be more likely to start using new
technologies if they facilitate these particular functions (Atkin et al., 1998).

Communication without frontiers 75



 

3 Social pressures such as self-image and the ‘face’ an organization presents
to its customers, competitors and suppliers can encourage it to adopt
e-communication. If the e-train is filling up fast, no company wants to be
left in the waiting room when it departs. It is a case of wishing to present
an up-to-date, modern image of the business. For instance, in 2002 the
cooker group Aga announced that it had spent over £3m. over the past two
years launching its website, but admitted that the site was failing to gener-
ate significant revenue in its own right. Despite this, the company also said
it would continue with the site as part of its marketing strategy.

As Finnegan (1989: 117) noted some years ago, the effect of e-communications
on ‘efficiency, on their users, and on the overall power structure vary, depend-
ing crucially not so much on technical specifications as on social and political
factors: how they are introduced and who has access to and control over them’.
Thus, Flanagin (2000) pointed out that anxiety associated with any increased
level of technical complexity reduces the likelihood of employee adoption. In
similar vein, Damsgaard and Scheepers (2000) noted that technological inno-
vations are most successful when maximum corporate support is in place, espe-
cially in terms of training and back-up. In essence, staff are more likely to
embrace new technology if it is user friendly, readily accessible (for example, on
their desk), employed by colleagues, seen to be effective, and has fringe benefits
(for example, can be used for personal matters).

The two key tools for facilitating e-communication are the Internet and 
e-mail. We will examine each of these in turn.

The Internet

The Internet is a system of networked computers. It had its beginnings in the
1960s in the form of the Arpanet, commissioned by the Department of Defense
to promote the sharing of super-computers amongst researchers in the United
States. Since then it has metamorphosed into the World Wide Web (WWW),
becoming an almost indispensable source of information globally. The Internet
has been the platform for the increasing media convergence of telephone, TV,
publishing and computing (Atkin, 1998). Internet usage has grown exponen-
tially. Its tentacles now reach into almost every element of society, facilitating
the purchase of all kinds of merchandise (even babies!), and providing masses of
advice and information on useful as well as esoteric topics. There is little we
cannot discover through our computers from the warmth and comfort of our
own homes and offices. In essence, the world is opened up for organizations,
particularly smaller ones who can use the Internet as a tool to enter a larger
market.

In its early stages the Internet was seen as an optional tool that could help to
create a competitive advantage. Now, however, it is an expectation, not an
addition. The corporate Internet site enables organizations to decide on the
messages they want to distribute directly to their publics, without going through
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mass media ‘gate-keepers’ such as journalists and broadcasting bodies (Ihator,
2001). This can be updated quickly because the information is in real time.
Communication can therefore be at its swiftest and most accurate. It is the
public face of the organization and increasingly the first port of call. Research by
Sullivan (1999) suggests that image creation is the major function of a corpor-
ate home page and therefore the design of this is important.

Website design

A corporate website should be easy to navigate, provide relevant information
and represent the company image. This does not mean that all the current
information can simply be lifted from brochures and uploaded onto the website.
The net has its own distinctive personality, due to its richness in graphics,
sound and picture, navigational functionality and interactivity, so that what
works in other forms of media, or with personal contact, will not necessarily
transfer directly to it (Pruter, 1998). Appropriate content needs to be devised.
Organizations design their website in one of three main formats (Leichty and
Esrock, 2001).

1 Static This type of site is seen as a one-way tool to provide fixed messages.
In essence the site is the web equivalent of a basic promotional brochure.
Many small firms adopt this approach, since it gives them the perceived
prestige of a ‘cyber presence’ for a relatively small outlay.

2 Broadcast Here the communication role of the site is still one-way, but its
content is continually changed and refined. Hyperlinks are provided so that
the visitor can navigate specific areas of interest. Many tourist sites, for
example, offer regularly updated information on special events, weather,
opening times, maps, etc.

3 Interactive These sites encourage two-way communication, and are
designed so that publics can interact with the organization. E-mail
addresses are provided to allow specific corporate staff members to be easily
contacted. They may also contain bulletin boards, feedback questionnaires,
and so on. Leichty and Esrock (2001), in a study of Fortune 500 companies,
found that over a one-year period almost all of the company sites had
undergone changes in visual elements, hyperlinks and textual content.
Some 84 per cent had e-mail links, and 75 per cent had these on the front
page. These authors sent an e-mail enquiry to 111 sites and tracked the
replies. Just under half of the companies replied (47 per cent), and two-
thirds of these did so within 24 hours. However, over 50 per cent of com-
panies did not reply at all, showing a schism between interactivity and
corporate responsiveness. An important point here is that if an organ-
ization adopts an interactive site, it must be well managed, and this may
require quite substantial resources. For example, Xerox has four employees
whose sole job role is to deal with some 1,000 e-mail enquiries per day
(Sterne and Priore, 2000).
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Three key factors that organizations need to bear in mind are their audience,
available resources and products.

Audience

An organization’s website can be designed in a number of ways, depending on
the needs of its publics. Industries such as manufacturing or engineering may
require an information site with basic feedback and contact options, whereas
others, such as selling or banking, look upon it as a business transaction tool
requiring high levels of interaction with the user. Additionally, younger audi-
ences will probably appreciate receiving information on the latest music scene,
business customers tend to find share information useful, and fitness enthusiasts
are likely to enjoy up-to-date facts on healthier lifestyles.

Resources

Opening the door to the Internet market does not just require the addition of a
website. Companies must have the resources to deal with extra orders they may
receive. As the web transcends boundaries and barriers, this may include being
au fait with the difficulties associated with overseas selling, such as exchange
rates and tax tariffs. Other issues include continual maintenance of the website,
and training staff to deal with this new form of customer communication.

Product

The fact that sales of items such as books and CDs have been very successful
online is due in no small part to the nature of the product. Being able to sit in
your own home and browse through the selection is seen by many (especially
the ‘massive passive’) to be more convenient than standing in a shop. More and
more traditional industries are moving some or all of their business functions
onto their Internet site. In order to be successful this needs to be carefully
implemented. C.S. Lee (2001) suggested five steps to successfully transform
traditional business practices to e-commerce:

1 Redefine the competitive advantage – decide what the company can offer
that no other can.

2 Rethink business strategy – how does this need to change in order to
capture the cyber market?

3 Re-examine traditional business and revenue models – integrate the figures
for doing business on the net in order to assess financial viability.

4 Re-engineer the corporation and website – the company needs to be
behind the proposed changes. Encourage this and ensure that the site meets
the company needs.

5 Re-invent customer service. The unique needs of the Internet customer
must be met.
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E-marketing

Recent e-communication trends have been towards relationship and direct mar-
keting. The main driving force here is fiscal. Costs have dropped dramatically as
online retailers focus on niche marketing rather than on more expensive mass-
market advertising campaigns. In order to target their market the company must
build a profile of their public. The database should contain not only traditional
demographic information but also psychographic details such as interests,
hobbies, etc., which can be used to ensure that customers receive tailored
information. A personal profile can be built up by tracking which areas a cus-
tomer investigates on the site and what is purchased, but the collection of this
information can lead the company to ethical dilemmas regarding its use. (The
issue of ethics is fully discussed in Chapter 14.) Ways to market Internet busi-
ness include:

• Affiliate programmes These allow other people to sell your products from
their website or newsletter, receiving a payment only when the item is pur-
chased.

• Links Here one business places a link on another’s site, either by convinc-
ing them of the advantages of having your link or paying for the privilege.
For the best results the associate company should be relevant to your
product, but you also need to be aware that any adverse publicity they
attract could affect your organization by proxy.

• Traditional advertising Businesses should include their website address on all
literature, livery and advertising, so that it is easily located.

Creating a site in which the customer has a unique, personalized experience
increases its potential. The provision of consumer desired content, such as
games, jokes and gossip is one method of encouraging a visitor to return to your
site (for example, hotmail.com provides horoscopes and up-to-date news), as
can providing customer specific-information quickly and easily (www.bbc.co.uk
allows registered users to create a page called mybbc in which they decide on
the content they view upon entry). This form of virtual marketing both draws
people to the site and keeps them there. It also encourages them to tell others
about it (which is of course the most effective form of advertising).

The Internet differs from other forms of customer communication in that it
requires the individual to make the first move – this is known as the pull strat-
egy. They must sign up to a service provider and log onto a site. Therefore the
consumer has a choice about the information that they receive (although this
boundary is crossed when we consider the influx of pop-up windows which now
permeate our web experience). Organizations must build a relationship with the
client, and this can be achieved in a number of ways:

• Regular e-mail contact For this strategy to be successful the content must be
relevant and up-to-date, such as Amazon’s regular e-mails to customers.
Increasing relevance through personalization can increase the click through
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rate with the effects growing over time (Postma and Brokke, 2002). Cus-
tomers should only be contacted if permission is given and the option to
revoke it should always be available. Doubleclick’s (2001) Dartmail study
revealed that 88 per cent of consumers had made purchases as a result of
this permission-based e-mail strategy. In contrast, sending uninvited junk
e-mail (‘spam’) is likely to lead to client alienation.

• Prompt response Many questions can be answered through browsing, but
according to a Forrester Research report in January 2000 online shoppers look
to e-mail first for customer service (Bloom-Mirski, 2000). From a global
perspective, ‘for advisors working with long distance clients, e-mail is a vital
link’ (McCarthy, 2000: 64). Therefore when a member of the public chooses
to e-mail the organization on any issue, the response can dramatically affect
customer opinion. Reply promptly, with more than just an acknowledgement
of the received e-mail and customer opinion will be good. Leave it longer than
48 hours, or never reply at all, and the impact can be extremely damaging.

• Provide a medium for personal contact The Internet reduces the level of face-
to-face contact with customers. This creates a psychological as well as
spatial distance. As Drury and Van Doren (1999: 56) pointed out, ‘self-
service doesn’t always work. Many transactions require contact with a live
human being to clarify information, close a sale, correct an error or discover
something not covered on the website’. Therefore a company must always
provide some form of personal contact in case a customer requires this.

While the Internet has opened up a whole new market to many companies,
their existing customer base should not be ignored in favour of what the Inter-
net might bring. The choice of medium is dependent on those with whom we
wish to communicate. Therefore an organization needs to assess both their
existing and potential customer base when deciding upon the level of techno-
logy they wish to employ. Provided each customer is given the same level of
service regardless of whether they choose to visit in person, e-mail, telephone,
or write, the value of e-communication is enormous. An important part of this
is monitoring the effectiveness of existing facilities. Tourish and Hargie (2000b:
152) noted that ‘audits can help organizations decide if rational and productive
choice are being made, or whether people have purchased the latest gear for no
better reason than that it was there’. They emphasized the importance of moni-
toring a website’s accessibility, utility, timeliness and potential for feedback.
One example is the 15-point scale Murgolo-Poore et al. (2002) have developed
to measure the effectiveness of a company’s intranet site. In a similar vein Cox
and Dale (2002) have a proposed a measurement tool which designers can use
to assess the quality of websites. Likewise, e-mail communication should be
investigated in terms of the volume of e-mails sent and received, how it compli-
ments or substitutes other communication media, the uniqueness of the
information available, the quality of messages transferred, the frequency of
‘flame’ mails (irate e-mails from colleagues) and whether targets for responsive-
ness have been set and achieved.
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The Internet is not just about what the organization says to the public, since
anyone can put information about the corporation on the net. Companies need
to engage in media monitoring to counteract any problems that may arise from
information that is posted about it on the web. Many now hire teams of private
investigators and lawyers to clamp down on damaging claims (Goodley, 2002).
These include malicious comments on chatrooms or bulletin boards, as well as
spoof or hate websites – the latter of which often have ‘parallel’ names (for
example www.nthellworld.com as the hate site for NTL). The sources range
across dissatisfied customers, special interest groups opposed to the company,
investors wanting to influence the share price, and disgruntled former
employees. For example, in December 2001 the US medical systems company
Varian won $775,000 in damages against two former employees who had posted
some 14,000 malicious messages on 100 bulletin boards over a three-year
period.

Not only does the Internet represent an information-giving and selling tool
for businesses, as mentioned earlier it is a method of sourcing suppliers and
resources. This gives the organization an opportunity to investigate and gain
information on many different producers and products in order to select the
most relevant. Martin and Hafer (2002) found that, although companies used
the Internet to research product information, only 14 per cent actually con-
ducted a transaction online, partly because they were not confident with Inter-
net usage, thereby not taking advantage of the cost reductions associated with
e-procurement. It also provides an opportunity to investigate competitors’ prod-
ucts and services in order to remain current. Of course, what is sauce for the
goose is also sauce for the gander, and so your organization can be researched by
competitors. This means that companies have to be careful about what is
revealed on their site.

Finally, the Internet presents a new opportunity for training. E-learning
enables employees to manage their own education timetable and encourages
‘bite-sized’ learning which breaks it into manageable chunks that can be under-
taken at the employee’s convenience. Cost savings can be realized in reduction
of travelling expenses and time off work but the system requirements need to be
in place to ensure a positive e-learning experience. Planned well and tied into
business objectives this form of training can provide a more effective learning
solution as it can allow for differences in employee experience and learning
curve, as well as providing resources, such as simulations, not available from
traditional training. From an organizational viewpoint it is easier to manage and
assess training programmes as the facilities are in place to allow reporting of
progress. Additionally, remote supervision, through e-mail, chat rooms and tele-
phony, provides employees with the backup they may need to conclude the
course successfully.
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Intranet and extranet

An intranet facilitates increased collaboration among employees, as it flattens
the organizational structure and introduces ‘any-to-any’ connectivity within the
company. An extranet extends this to encompass external stakeholders such as
specific customers or shareholders. The increased information flow created by
these media can lead to strategic advantages such as improved decision making
and innovation. As will be illustrated later, these benefits are tempered by issues
surrounding security, privacy, management commitment and training.

The intranet, although symbiotic with the Internet in terms of technology,
has a different role to play in the field of organizational communication, and as
such differs in the way in which it should both be designed and managed. The
mountain of information that can be made available through the intranet site,
from both the organization and its employees, needs to be controlled to ensure
that it provides not only accurate but also timely information. Head (2000) rec-
ommended the following guidelines when designing an intranet site:

1 Know your audience As the intranet audience is much smaller there are
fewer needs to be catered for. ‘Visitors’ enter in order to find work-related
information and need only be wooed by its facility to make their job easier.

2 Deliver work productivity Discover what users frequently do and use this as a
basis to build a successful site. This should encompass inter alia a directory,
search facility and corporate news.

3 Emphasise breadth over depth Intranet sites should allow employees ready
access to the important information and applications. Therefore, links to
these pages should be available as early as possible.

4 Minimize the graphics It is more important that intranet sites can be
accessed quickly than have exciting graphical capabilities. If a reader needs
to urgently find out the internal phone number of Jo in Supplies, s/he will
only get irritated having to firstly watch colourful psychedelic displays or
wade through virtual pages of corporate news.

5 Colloquial labelling can work An intranet audience is more defined and
therefore specialized, and so industry- or company-specific labels can be
incorporated to aid understanding.

The extranet is becoming a more common feature in corporate websites with,
for example, companies allowing customers to track their order or access their
accounts online. Corporate information can be limited to particular people,
thus providing a cost-effective method for delivering specific information to
customers, or special information for ‘members only’. If a company already has
an intranet site it is relatively inexpensive to extend this to an extranet. The
concept is similar to that of intranet and Internet – keep the information rele-
vant, accessible and up-to-date. Key issues for companies are to anticipate and
alleviate any security issues and ensure that the experience is made as accessible
as possible, with sign-up and sign-in procedures kept secure but simple.
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E-mail

One of the most striking offshoots from the Internet has been e-mail. The
central advantage of e-mail is that it enables the ‘instant transfer of messages
and documents world-wide between people on the same private network, or
with access to the same public network’ (Samuels, 1997: 35). Not surprisingly,
it has overtaken telephone and written communication to become the main
form of mediated communication in organizations (Hargie and Tourish,
2000). The advent of the new millennium witnessed e-mail becoming the
dominant force in written communications, both in the office and at home.
Indeed, so great has been its impact that traditional ‘snail mail’ postal delivery
services in all western countries have been very severely affected. For
example, in January 2002 the Royal Mail handled 258 million letters for
domestic customers in the UK, while over twice as many e-mails (550
million) were sent and received from family homes. One consequence was
that the UK Post Office was losing £1.5 million per day in 2002 and
responded by shedding over 40,000 jobs.

Two-thirds of US companies reported that sales increased in 2001 as a result
of using e-mail marketing (DMNews, 2002). It provides a vital link with cus-
tomers, which can reduce the down time in both contacting clients and reply-
ing to enquiries. The asynchronous nature of e-mail means that customers do
not find themselves caught in the ‘voice-mail jail’ associated with automated
telephone systems. As mentioned earlier, the time taken to respond to a client’s
query can mould opinion about the company. Organizations should set realistic
and achievable targets for response times.

E-mail content

The informal nature of the medium can lead to problems such as misunder-
standing and conflict. The time devoted to writing e-mails is usually lower than
that allocated to letters or memos, and therefore the content is often less
precise. Spelling and grammatical errors that would be frowned upon in memos
or letters are more readily accepted in e-mails. Indeed, with the epidemic of
texting from mobile phones, e-messages are becoming even less formal. But con-
firming by e-mail a formal appointment with the CEO with ‘OKCU4T&Jaw@3’
is clearly not appropriate! In business contexts, words and phrases need to be
chosen carefully. Box 5.1 presents guidelines for e-mail composition, which
should be incorporated into employee training.

Crystal (2001) pointed out that ‘netspeak’ is neither written nor spoken lan-
guage; instead it relies on characteristics of both, forming a ‘third medium’ for
communication. Employees should be cognizant that the way in which they
communicate through e-mail is unique and as such they have to respect the
boundaries of this new language. This has been recognized in many corpora-
tions. For instance, the New Jersey Hospital Association adopted a proactive
approach, by providing training for all new recruits, encompassing the basics of
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communicating quickly but courteously, being careful not to write e-mails
which could come back to haunt the sender, and the importance of proofread-
ing (Poe, 2001).

Overarching issues

When an organization embarks upon the process of introducing new technology
for communication purposes it must look both at issues surrounding cost, time
and storage and the underlying consequences which include changes in organ-
izational structure, legal, security and privacy issues, and technostress.

Cost

One of the primary motives that drives the adoption of most new working prac-
tices is cost reduction. E-communication offers such benefits. For example,
sending messages via e-mail is cheaper than using either written communica-
tion, which incurs paper, postage and internal mail costs, or telephone calls.
The Credit Union estimated that if just 10 per cent of members, in a union of
50,000, chose to accept electronic statements they would save $36,000 annually
(Schooler, 2001). Cost efficiencies are also realized with the Internet. Research
involving IT and corporate managers has shown that investments are resulting
in improved productivity, increased revenue and lower costs (Violino, 2001).
As an example, Joe Signorelli of First Union Corporation reported that by pub-
lishing two key documents via Adobe Acrobat on the web, print and distribu-
tion costs were reduced by $400,000 annually (First Union Corporation, 2002).

E-communication allows companies to collapse the supply chain by using the
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Box 5.1 Ten rules for the composition of business e-mails

1 Decide that e-mail is definitely the most effective medium. Would
face-to-face, telephone or ‘paper’ communication be better?

2 Be aware of your audience. Tailor the style to the person to whom it
is being sent.

3 Always use a signature as this gives vital contact details for follow-up.
4 Select the ‘subject’ line carefully to reflect the content.
5 Only prioritize or mark ‘urgent’ when it really is.
6 Keep the message brief and to the point.
7 Keep emphasis to a minimum.
8 Check for spelling and grammar – this is often overlooked in casual

e-mails.
9 Re-read messages to check for clear understanding.

10 Do not get involved in ‘flaming’. There is a natural temptation to
respond to rude e-mails in kind. But remember, if you lose your
temper you lose the argument.



 

Internet to sell goods and services. This not only produces economies for the
organization, it in turn brings the possibility of price reductions for the con-
sumer as well as opportunities for improved customer relations (Jones, 2000).
The cost of an e-mail campaign is about $5–7 per thousand, significantly less
than a traditional direct mail campaign, which costs between $500–700 per
thousand (Garcia, 2002). When estimating savings, of course, cognizance must
be taken of the costs involved not only in introducing new technology into the
workplace, but also in providing support, maintaining the site, and training
staff.

Time

On the credit side, e-mail reduces the time for both internal and external trans-
fer of messages and the Internet provides a quick way to source information
about the company both for the employee and the customer. On the debit side,
while e-communication has changed the way in which people operate their
working day, time wasting is one of the largest associated problems. Thus, some
30 per cent of the time an employee spends reading e-mails is related to gossip,
jokes and other unproductive material (Grey and MacDonald, 2001). Internet
misuse, through excessive web-surfing, and problems associated with the
technology, can lead to loss of productivity. Of course, much of the former may
merely be a replacement for the traditional joke telling and banter that has long
characterized organizational life. Having said this, the Internet offers many and
varied temptations (whether licit or otherwise) for staff, and its use has to be
carefully monitored.

Information flow

A core advantage of e-mail has been in the realm of information transmission.
Documents sent as attachments save time, not only over geographical areas, but
also in larger offices, as it negates the need to physically carry files from one
place to another (Anderson, 1998). Bulk mails, which can be distributed
company-wide, customer-wide, or be specifically targeted, mean that all parties
can easily be kept up-to-date with what is happening. Many on-line companies
regularly send their customers tailored information about special offers. The
ease and speed with which information can be updated on the Internet has led
to an increase in information exchange. From an organizational viewpoint this
has meant that people have more relevant material available to them. It can
therefore assist in periods of uncertainty, such as during major change, because
employees and customers can be quickly and cheaply kept informed (Jones,
2000). However, this can also lead to an increase in staff expectations because
of the awareness that information is readily available should management so
wish to share it. If they decline this opportunity, the information shortfall can
be even more frustrating and alienating for employees.

This picture of information as the secret to organizational success needs to be
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tempered with the reality that if the systems are not managed appropriately the
level of material available to employees can become overwhelming. The ease
with which information can be exchanged often leads to overload (Edmunds
and Morris, 2000). The popularity of e-mail means that one’s ‘e-tray’ can be
many times larger than would have been a traditional mail in-tray. The reality
of this was illustrated by one survey in which one-half of the 2,600 respondents
stated that work would be more effective if information overload was reduced
(Bray, 2001). Indeed, we have witnessed employees who were so snowed under
by the cyber blizzard that they simply printed off all of their e-mails and piled
them in an in-tray. The benefits of e-mail rapidly disappeared. Such overload
can be circumvented by training employees how to use features such as the
priory status on their e-mail programmes, including an informative subject line,
and preventing, identifying and deleting ‘spam’ e-mails.

Storage and retrieval

Computer applications are helping to solve the growing information storage
problem – bulky filing cabinets and cupboards are fast disappearing. To take but
one example, in 2002 Encyclopædia Britannica was available either in print as a
32-volume set containing 44 million words, or on a single CD-ROM (at a frac-
tion of the price) containing additional material with a total of 55 million
words. The Internet has also greatly facilitated information searches, for every-
thing from staff contact details to details about travel destinations. Information
stored either in the form of PDFs (such as Adobe Acrobat or Real Page), or on
the website, reduces the possibility of it being lost, because the information
cannot be removed by an individual, and it can usually be retrieved much
quicker than from a traditional filing system. Additionally the information is
concurrently accessible to staff.

Organizational structure

New technology has impacted upon the structure of organizations. Employees
now have instant access to senior managers via their e-mail address (although
some organizations actually forbid staff from sending e-mails to levels higher
than immediate line manager). Likewise, Jo Public can immediately hit the
CEO of a company with a direct message to his or her e-mail address gleaned
from the web-site.

The old adage ‘information is power’ is particularly relevant to the
changes that have occurred in employee communication. The ability of 
e-communication tools to provide employees with high levels of access to
information coupled with the intranet concept of ‘encouraging people to pull
information towards them rather than pushing it at them’ (Rogers, 1996: 35)
can invoke a sense of staff empowerment. This is because they feel more in
control of their communications and their individual working environment
(Phaneuf, 2000). With different roles being created and others redefined this
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can lead to greater responsibility for individual members of staff and more
accountability for information transfer, leading to a positive sense of being
valued in the organization.

Employees spend much of their working time using technology and so their
evaluation of it is strongly related to job satisfaction. Technology influences the
ease and ability with which they complete tasks and so influences their self-
identity as effective employees (Sergeant and Frenkel, 2000). It has led to
higher levels of collaboration, because information sharing between members of
the same community has become more readily available through such features
as bulletin boards on the intranet (Marshall, 1999). This has also enabled rela-
tionships to develop that may not otherwise have been possible. Greater com-
munication between colleagues has positive benefits for both the individual and
the organization. In this way, as discussed by Filipczak (1996), an intranet can
be relatively easily turned into a very accessible collection of corporate know-
ledge (the issue of knowledge management is fully discussed in Chapter 6).
Indeed, Andersen (2001) found that in companies with low levels of dynamism
and complexity an increased use of the Internet and intranet led to increases in
organizational innovation. It can help to spur ideas in the company but it also
needs to be implemented with an air of caution. Negative messages can be
generated, and so prior vetting of information may be necessary.

The increase in communication across all levels that has resulted from the
introduction of e-communication has impacted upon the internal mechanisms
of most companies (Coombs and Hull, 1996). One interesting problem is the
threat to management jobs, because decisions are increasingly becoming the
responsibility of employees (Langnau, 2000). This could lead traditional man-
agers to view e-communication with an air of mistrust. The loss of power may
be associated with a concomitant feeling of loss of status. One of the time-
honoured roles of managers is to act as gatekeepers. Consequently, if they feel
threatened by new technology this could lead to significant adoption problems.
They are unlikely to be highly motivated to help build a communications
technology platform if they see it as a form of electronic scaffold upon which
they will later be hanged. Harrington and Ruppel (1999: 234) investigated this
issue and concluded that ‘lack of management trust of employees acts as a
barrier to … adoption and diffusion and has slowed its growth’. Changes in
management style have had to occur because employees expect higher levels of
information about the organization and therefore a greater input into its future.
Organizations must be sensitive to management fears when implementing new
communication technology, and instigate procedures, such as retraining and
open discussion, to overcome them.

Media richness theory, social presence and channel utilization

It is clear that computer-based interactive media facilitates information
exchange, while also having the potential to create interpersonal distance. For
example, people may opt to exchange e-mails with colleagues in adjacent offices
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rather than engage in face-to-face encounters. This raises important issues about
social presence, media richness theory and channel selection and utilization.

Social presence is conceptualized as the salience of the other persons
involved in an interaction, and the consequent salience of the interpersonal
relationship (Short et al., 1976). In essence, the argument here is that the more
we are aware of the other person’s actual presence the more likely it is that
interpersonal relationships will result. Various media provide greater or lesser
auditory and visual cues to simulate the ‘presence’ aspects of a dyadic encounter.
The research suggests, overall, that there is a sliding scale of social presence
decreasing from face-to-face contacts, to video meetings, then audio encoun-
ters, with e-mail and written communications offering the least presence (West-
myer et al., 1998; Fulk and Collins-Jarvis, 2001).

The importance of social presence, in turn, reflects what is known as media
richness (Daft and Lengel, 1984, 1986). Media richness refers (Suh, 1999) to a
channel’s capacity to carry information based upon:

• availability and speed of feedback
• ability to communicate many cues simultaneously, including voice tone

and nonverbal behaviours
• use of language rather than statistics
• ability to transmit affective components of messages.

Thus, social presence is diminished when few communication channels (for
example, a computer screen only) are available. In turn, this means that such
communication is less able to reduce uncertainty and handle equivocation. For
simple information exchange this is not a problem. But the richest medium
(face to face) is best when:

• issues are inherently complex
• conflict is involved
• uncertainty reduction is a priority
• building interpersonal relationships is an urgent requirement.

However, face-to-face communication is not without its problems – an obvious
constraint, for example, is that everyone has to be in the same place at the same
time. Especially with larger groups, this means that a few people are speaking
with everyone else passively listening (Rice and Gattiker, 2001).

Thus, managers must make intelligent and informed choices about channel
and media selection, depending on a multitude of variables, including the
purpose of the information exchange, the existing level of uncertainty on the
items under discussion, and the extent to which people are savvy with the
various communication options available. Carlson and Zmud (1999) noted that
it takes time for e-mail users to be able to engage in rich communication, and
the newer the task or contact the less rich e-mail communication becomes.
This means that the multitude of new options opened up by technology make
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the acquisition of communication competence more difficult than in the past.
Relational competence is generally defined by appropriateness and effectiveness
(Rubin, 1990). Communication competence therefore requires the selection of
the most appropriate or socially acceptable channel, and the one that will be
most effective in the accomplishment of relational and informational goals
(Westmyer et al., 1998). With those strictures in mind, managers will be more
likely to function effectively if they:

• Determine the informational purpose behind communication episodes – for
example, is the primary purpose to transmit uncomplicated information,
reduce uncertainty or resolve interpersonal conflicts?

• Consider the logistical issues involved in bringing parties together for face-
to-face encounters. Often, this is just not possible (or may be prohibitively
expensive).

• Evaluate the familiarity of the individuals concerned with the techno-
logical options available.

In addition, e-communication has enabled some employees to make the
decision to work away from the office for an extended period of time. The result
can be a better balance between the demands of work and family life, and more
flexible working hours (Boyett and Boyett, 1995). This has been found to
increase productivity, significantly reduce overheads and enhance employee
recruitment and retention (Evans, 1993). Such distal employees have virtual
managers, whom they see only occasionally. However, as the Swiss novelist and
playwright Max Frisch noted, technology can also be viewed as ‘The knack of so
arranging the world that we need not experience it’. People can become condi-
tioned to mediated communications to the extent that they start to shy away
from face-to-face contacts. There is a clear ‘isolation effect’ associated with a
remote working environment, which can cause employees to feel distant from
the organization and result in decreased job satisfaction (Gainey et al., 1999).
Advantages, such as reduced office space and employees’ enjoyment of running
their own timetable, may lure company leaders to rapidly adopt this alternative
without adequately considering the long-term implications of isolating workers
from the traditional office setting (Weisband et al., 1995). These aspects must
be fully investigated before the decision to introduce such a working practice is
made.

It should certainly not be the case that communication channels or altern-
ative working arrangements are selected solely by such criteria as the speed of
information transmission, and the quickness with which the communicative
episode can be concluded. This would reduce the amount of human encounters
people experience. As the discussion above suggests, this might ensure some
gains in efficiency, but result in overall lowered effectiveness. Thus, the extra
choices generated by technology have added a layer of complexity to the man-
agement decision making process.
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Legal, security and privacy issues

As a company is responsible for its e-mail and Internet system, it has to protect
itself from the legal and security problems associated with their usage as well as
ensuring both employee and customer privacy (see Box 5.2). Employees should
be made fully aware of the legal parameters surrounding e-communications. The
informality of the medium can be seductive. People often e-mail messages that
they would never send in a formal written paper document. They forget that the
‘delete’ button is not a destruct button. Messages have a permanency in the
system and can be tracked and traced. Additionally, in order to protect the
company from legal and security issues ‘firewalls’ using specialized software can
be installed to monitor e-mail messages sent through a company’s system for
dubious content. E-mail monitoring is undertaken not only for legal and secur-
ity reasons but also to prevent spam blocking an employee’s inbox and to mini-
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Box 5.2 Privacy, legal and security issues

Legal
Cognizance must be taken of the following legal possibilities:

• copyright infringement
• corporate espionage
• harassment and discrimination
• admissions against interest
• adverse uses – liability for company
• defamation
• invasion of privacy.

Security
Here, protections should be developed against:

• hackers – e-communication exposes the company to external hackers 
• viruses – these can lead to the theft, destruction or alteration of vital

data
• unauthorized access to confidential information – can be illegally

transferred by employees.

Privacy
An ‘electronic trail’ is left from which it is possible to identify the source
of the message and view the contents. This can allow organizations to:

• track worker productivity
• monitor e-mail content
• monitor web usage.



 

mize the drain on company resources from both unimportant information and
unproductive or personal e-mails. Employee access to the Internet also brings its
own set of problems, such as accessing inappropriate or offensive materials.
Again, monitoring can help to counteract this.

The dangers of e-mail were realized by a large Wall Street Bank when it was
successfully sued by a group of African American employees because allegedly
racist jokes were e-mailed among employees (Kirshenberg, 1997). Likewise BG
(formally British Gas) found themselves paying a £101,000 plus costs libel suit
after a senior manager sent an internal defamatory e-mail about a rival
company.

Given these legal matters, most businesses send formal correspondence, such
as contracts and sensitive information, through traditional mail. McCarthy
(2000) noted that the majority of a firm’s e-mail to clients is to do with routine
administration. It tends not to be employed for formal or contractual matters,
and most avoid sending sensitive files as message attachments. For example,
Amoco Corporation has a clear policy of limiting e-correspondence to issues
that are not ‘mission critical’ (Sipior et al., 1998). A number of key recommen-
dations for managing employee e-mail have been identified (Sipior and Ward,
1998), and these are summarized in Box 5.3.

There is a necessity to monitor employee actions in terms of e-mail content
and websites accessed in order to protect the company. Most staff will readily
accept that they should not be surfing porn sites or e-shopping during working
time. But to what extent should employees be monitored? Research is limited
but ‘several studies of telecommunications and clerical workers suggest that
electronically monitored workers experience higher levels of depression, tension
and anxiety, lower levels of productivity, and more health problems than
unmonitored employees’ (Boehle, 2000: 58). If an organization chooses to
engage in employee monitoring they should, from the outset, inform staff of
the extent to which they are being scrutinized and ensure that an end-user
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Box 5.3 Ten recommendations for managing employee e-mail

1 Develop an e-mail system plan.
2 Formulate an e-mail policy.
3 Identify who will put this e-mail policy into practice.
4 Appoint an e-mail system manager.
5 Implement technical forms of privacy protection within the e-mail

system.
6 Consider the consequences for employees.
7 Understand the implications for the organization.
8 Take cognizance of the wider external consequences.
9 Clearly communicate to all employees the e-mail policy and system

protection facilities.
10 Undertake regular audits and reviews of the e-mail policy.



 

agreement is signed, stating what is acceptable usage and what is not. As dis-
cussed earlier, monitoring for legal reasons is an inescapable reality of e-mail
usage.

Technostress

Technology can add stress to the workplace. This phenomenon has been vari-
ously termed ‘technostress’, ‘information fatigue syndrome’ and ‘mutiphrenia’
(Hargie et al., 1999). The challenge of learning new and ever-developing
technology, changes to existing work routines, ‘time saving’ expectations not
being met, systems problems and computer errors have been found to be the
most stressful aspects (Weil, 1997). Physical problems include backache, eye
strain and headaches. An organization’s health and safety strategy should
address these somatic complaints and provide the relevant equipment and
information to help alleviate them.

The emotional aspects are more complicated. Within the workforce there
are still those who grew up before the advent of the VDU. Some have embraced
the computer age with relish, while others still find it rather alien. However, in
most organizations, employees now have to cope with, if not master, e-commu-
nications. An inability to use the equipment, due either to technophobia or
ineffective training, can cause stress. This may be at a fairly basic level. For
example Gordon (1993), in his study of the relationship between computer
anxiety and keyboarding skills, found that poor typing ability led to higher
anxiety. Negative experiences, such as losing important documents or contract-
ing a virus, can also increase stress levels (Hemby, 1998). These problems
should be identified and either prevented or remedied. Careful consideration
needs to be paid to technosensitive or inexperienced users, in terms of expecta-
tions as well as training. With sufficient encouragement to use the technology,
and appropriate support, these difficulties can be overcome.

Facilitating group communication

The Internet, e-mail and their applications have a key role to play in enhancing
group communication. Using technology for discussions over distance and time
results in greater flexibility in the structure of task groups and enables appropri-
ate employees to have their say without the costs and inconvenience associated
with meetings. For example in one survey, 29 per cent of the 2,600 respondents
stated that their work would be more effective if they spent less time travelling
to meetings (Bray, 2001). The area where the benefits have been greatest is in
what Teich et al. (1999: 230) described as ‘same-time, same-place decision
rooms’, where distal employees use mediated communication to come together
to form virtual teams.

Group discussion using e-communication can take the form of text, audio or
video. Research in this field has concentrated on text-based interactions in
areas such as the quality of decisions reached, how the group performs, and
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factors that influence the way in which decisions are reached (Ulrich et al.,
2001). Managers need to be aware that the dynamics of e-groups differ from
those that operate face-to-face. At the same time, there are no hard and fast
findings regarding computer mediated communications, as a number of factors
have been shown to impact upon the efficacy of the interaction (Ramirez et al.,
2002), including:

• the technology being employed and how familiar and at ease particular
individuals are with it

• the purpose of the encounter
• how many people are involved
• total number of locations and number of people at each
• time available for the interaction
• time of day
• physical distance between people
• extent of cultural similarity between participants.

Therefore a decision to conduct a meeting using technology must be made with
the following factors in mind.

Time and relationships

The time required to make a decision becomes longer in mediated groups
(Kiesler and Sproull, 1992) but this has to be tempered by the fact that it
reduces travel time and costs. The extended time can be explained by social
information processing theory, which asserts that e-communication forces both
task-related and social information into a single verbal/linguistic channel, and
therefore it takes more ‘real time’ to exchange the same number of messages
than it would with face-to-face interaction (Walther, 1992). This also means
that relationships take longer to develop in e-groups than face-to-face groups
(Walther, 1993). However, the former groups have been found to develop in
relationally positive directions over time. With the anticipation of future inter-
action associated with longitudinal groups, members are more likely to make an
effort to form interpersonal bonds (Walther, 1994).

Participation and status

E-group discussion has been shown to promote status equalization, due to the
reduced perception of social differences and this tends to result in greater partic-
ipation by peripheral members (Kiesler and Sproull, 1992). However, when
status cues do become available they tend to be more dominant in mediated
than in face-to-face groups, as the participants have less evidence or opportun-
ity to correct stereotypical ideas about the others (Weisband et al., 1995).
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Conflict

Disagreements can occur in any group situation, but it has been found that
those occurring in electronic interactions promote deeper conflict than those in
face-to-face encounters. In e-groups, it has been shown that flaming remarks
doubled (Kiesler and Sproull, 1992). This is partly due to the lack of non-verbal
contact with other members, which causes higher levels of misunderstandings
to occur. It is also because the risks of overt aggression or violence from the
other person are removed in mediated communication. Thus, it has long been
known that people are more aggressive in telephone than in face-to-face
exchanges (Hargie et al., 1999). To facilitate groupwork, it is necessary to
ensure that participants are aware of the dangers of heightened conflict, and
engage in steps to counteract it. Another feature of e-groups is that risk-taking
tends to be higher. The physical presence of others seems to make people more
cautious in relation to decision making. This needs to be borne in mind when
organizing virtual teams.

Group performance

The choice of medium can affect the quality of the decision reached by the
group. It has been found that compared with groups that interacted face-to-face,
e-groups seem to share less information of all types and reach poorer decisions
(Hollingshead, 1996a). Moreover, in another study by the same author, it was
shown that electronic communication, as well as suppressing information
exchange, reduced the perceived influence of all members, regardless of status,
which led to decisions being of poorer quality (Hollingshead, 1996b). This
means that e-groups have to be managed. Those involved need to be warned of
the potential pitfalls and of the steps needed to overcome these. For example,
initial working arrangements should be agreed about how and in what ways
communication will take place. In particular, methods for maximizing informa-
tion exchange should be promoted. Mediated communications are facilitated if
employees can meet face-to-face before the first electronic encounter. This
facilitates the process of human bonding.

Conclusion

The electronic revolution has affected all organizations, and its influence will
continue to expand. It has impacted upon all aspects of the business process
from sourcing supplies to selling products. It has also affected the way in which
employees communicate with one another. The previously ever-ringing office
telephone is becoming quieter as messages silently sail through space into the
desktop computer. As the paper trail diminishes, the size of the e-tray increases
concomitantly. Companies need to recognize both the benefits and the possible
dangers that this brings. There are substantial costs involved in terms of equip-
ment and training requirements, and these are ongoing. Like children, tech-
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nology grows and develops at a very fast pace and what fits or suits today is
unlikely to do so next year. The key consideration is not which technology to
implement, but rather how to use it and combine it with other channels of
communication. Especially after the events of 11 September 2001, many corpo-
rations prefer to use technology rather than send executives on long plane jour-
neys. However, virtual groups are not the same as actual groups, and the
differences must be dealt with if the time-saving potential of distal teams is to
be harnessed. This chapter has addressed the core issues of the Internet,
intranet and e-mail that need to be borne in mind when employing these elec-
tronic tools.
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6 Knowledge management and/as
organizational communication

Theodore E. Zorn and James R. Taylor

In 1973, Daniel Bell (Bell, 1973) wrote that we were moving towards a post-
industrial society (and a post-industrial economy). More recently, Peter Drucker
similarly observed that ‘we are entering the information society in which the
basic economic resource is no longer capital … but is and will be knowledge’
(Drucker, 1995: 42). It is far from evident, almost thirty years after the publica-
tion of Bell’s book, that we have left industrialism behind, but it is clear that
there has been, as he foresaw, a remarkable growth in importance of the know-
ledge sector. The salience of the knowledge sector is reflected not so much in
sheer numbers of people in the workforce, as in the influence the sector wields
(Thompson et al., 2001). Knowledge ‘is increasingly regarded as the critical
resource of firms and economies’ (Lam, 2000). Knowledge (sometimes referred
to as ‘intellectual capital’), rather than traditional resources such as fixed assets
and capital, is said to be ‘the critical resource in the determination of competit-
ive advantage’ (Dunford et al., 2001): a ‘strategic asset’ (Narasimha, 2000). In
short, ‘a knowledge-based economic revolution is taking place’ (Neef, 1999).

It is a ‘revolution’ fuelled by science, technology, as well as rising standards
of education. It is materialized in a dazzling array of telecommunications and
information-processing enablers, the product of a telecommunications/IT con-
vergence promised more than half a century ago, but realized only in the 1990s,
when the Internet and the World Wide Web became a commonplace of daily
interaction. But, although it may be rooted in technology, the ‘revolution’ that
now preoccupies management, and management science, is centred on people
(McAdam and McCreedy, 1999). When the technology is available to every-
one in general, it no longer confers a strategic advantage on anyone in particu-
lar. What now determines ‘competitive advantage’ is the know-how (practical
knowledge) and know-what (formal or cognitive knowledge) of the people who
develop and use knowledge in organizations: part specialized training, part hard-
won job savvy. The knowledge community is a reality. Not surprisingly, this
reality is reflected in the literature on management.

Certainly one of the more prominent features of the organizational landscape
in the early years of the twenty-first century is a focus on a cluster of related
ideas such as information, knowledge, and learning. There is much talk about
the knowledge economy, the learning organization, and the information super-



 

highway. At the centre of this discussion for many organizations is the notion of
knowledge management, or KM. While this term is used in a variety of different
ways, the general notion is an effort to define, develop, control, and exploit the
organization’s expertise. KM has become a major management trend, similar to
earlier trends such as Total Quality Management and Business Process Re-
engineering, in that it has become both a way to reconceptualize the manage-
ment of organizations and has become a major ‘programme’ promoted by
management consultants.

Our goal in this chapter is to explore the concept of KM and its relationship
to organizational communication. Specifically, we will attempt to (a) define KM
and its key components, (b) explain why it has become such an important issue
for contemporary organizations, (c) suggest some important ways that KM
relates to and can be informed by organizational communication scholarship,
and (d) identify some key implications of organizational communication theory
and research for KM practice.

What is KM and how is it relevant to organizational
communication?

Consider the following scenarios:

Scenario A You are reading this chapter as part of a class on organizational
communication or something similar. Based on this chapter and others, your
instructor asks you to write a paper demonstrating your understanding of the
readings. To get an A, you must carefully organize your ideas, develop coher-
ent arguments, support your arguments with evidence from the readings, use
competent academic writing practices, and so on.

Scenario B A young man, Dan, has a part-time job with an inventory
company. This job requires him to work with a team of people who are
contracted to go into retail stores after hours to count, record, and report on
the inventory of the stores. They must work quickly and accurately, and they
must coordinate their efforts in order to provide an accurate report on the
stores’ inventory and do so in a way that is cost-effective.

Perhaps compared with software designers or engineers, the jobs in these two
scenarios may appear fairly simple. However, in both scenarios a substantial
amount of knowledge is required to perform competently. The writer in Sce-
nario A and the inventory clerk in Scenario B each apply knowledge and skills
they have developed over a period of time in order to complete their assigned
tasks. Each has to coordinate the completion of the task with others in the
organization (you with your instructor, at least, and Dan with his supervisor and
coworkers). Furthermore, it is easy to imagine that if you and Dan are good at
your tasks, others may want you to explain how it is that you are so effective.
They are likely to ask you to do so based on a desire to learn to be more
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effective themselves or a desire to share your expertise with others. For example,
your university is likely to have developed guidelines, classes, and tutoring ses-
sions based on an analysis of effective paper writers such as yourself, in order to
help those who are less skilled at writing to be more effective. And Dan’s super-
visor is likely to want to pass on lessons learned from Dan to new employees or
others who are not as skilful as he is. What we have just described are some
simple examples of knowledge management. In both cases, knowledge import-
ant to the organization is identified, codified, and exploited by the organization.

However, like many major management trends, KM is both ambiguous and
multifaceted. Given the diversity of origins of the concept of knowledge man-
agement, it is not surprising that the field has failed to arrive at a clear under-
standing of exactly what KM means: ‘passing fad, significant trend, or paradigm
in its own right … toolbox of techniques or philosophy?’ (McAdam and
McCreedy, 1999: 94). Neef (1999: 71), for example, reports on the puzzlement
of one senior executive he met, who complained that he could make neither
head nor tail of KM: ‘ “Where’s the beef,” he demanded.’

Knowledge has always been important to organizations, so when a member of
an organization today claims to have implemented KM, what exactly is meant?
We see at least four major uses of the KM label. The boundaries between these
four uses are somewhat fuzzy, yet they seem to capture the primary uses of the
term.

First, and most typically, KM is used to describe a relatively comprehensive
programme or strategy intended to manage an organization’s ‘intellectual
capital’ or expertise. We will refer to this use of the term as KM1. Flanagin
describes this use of the term:

The dominant strategy has been to identify and develop technologies for
the capture, storage, retrieval, and dissemination of explicit knowledge.
The chief concern has been how to extract an individual’s knowledge,
place it in a format and location that are accessible to relevant others, and
ensure that this knowledge is utilized in the achievement of organizational
goals.

(Flanagin, 2002: 243)

As is apparent in his description, such programmes make prominent use of
information and communication technologies (ICTs). So, if the inventory
company in Scenario B above got serious about implementing KM1, they might
codify the best practices of inventory clerks and other workers, along with other
valuable information such as client profiles, and develop software to deliver such
information to their workers when they need it to perform. However, KM gurus are
quick to explain that a full-scale KM initiative means not only utilizing ICTs but
also changing the organizational culture to one that encourages sharing – rather
than hoarding – knowledge. KM1 programmes are often introduced into organ-
izations with substantial fanfare, framing KM as a major new strategy that will help
the organization achieve competitive advantage or ‘world class’ performance.
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A second prominent meaning for KM (KM2) is specific software applications
that are marketed as KM solutions. IBM Lotus’s Lotus Notes is perhaps most
well known, but there are many others sold by IBM Lotus and a host of other
vendors (Barker, 2000). Consider the sales pitch from IBM Lotus’s website: ‘Our
Knowledge Discovery products and solutions can help you rapidly achieve your
KM vision by capturing and organizing knowledge in the form of content,
expertise and communities so it can be easily managed, located, evaluated and
reused to drive responsiveness, innovation, efficiency and learning.’ (IBM Lotus
Software, 2002). In KM2 the KM initiative is largely based on the functions of
the particular software. As we discuss below, such applications vary in the spe-
cific functions they serve. For example, Dan’s inventory company might pur-
chase an off-the-shelf software application that allows him and his coworkers to
input suggestions for solving problems then, when needed, access the sugges-
tions. While such off-the-shelf applications may be featured within KM1, this is
not necessarily the case. Organizations introducing KM1 often have internal or
external specialists develop specific organization-specific ICT solutions, or may
simply use or adapt existing software.

The third use of KM (KM3) is to reference relatively small-scale initiatives
that manage information in some way. This may be a centralized database that
is created or reorganized for easier access, or an intranet that attempts to
manage document maintenance and access. For example, several years ago, the
Waikato Management School (where the first author is employed) imple-
mented a form of KM3 by renaming its School Librarian as the ‘Knowledge
Manager’ and charging her with bringing KM to the School. This initiative
largely focused on using the School’s already existing intranet more fully for
storing and accessing internal documents and taking advantage of the web for
accessing external sources of information such as journal articles.

Finally, the fourth use of the term (KM4) is in reference to what knowledge
workers do, often without labelling what they do KM. Researchers, lawyers, and
scientists, for example, all ‘manage knowledge’ in the course of doing their
work, yet ‘knowledge management’ is typically only used to label their work by
someone external to the work – for example, a manager or consultant looking
to intervene in work processes. Good examples of KM4 are reported in a study
by Heaton and Taylor (Heaton and Taylor, 2002) of software designers in
Denmark and Japan. While the designers’ work is almost entirely a process of
creating and using – thus, in one sense, managing – knowledge, neither the
designers nor their managers would be likely to point to KM as a programme
they have initiated.

We do not argue that these four uses are exhaustive, nor that they are water-
tight, mutually exclusive categories. Rather, they are intended to give a sense of
the most common meanings intended by the KM label in the contemporary
work place.
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Reasons for the emergence of KM today

It is important to consider why particular management trends such as KM
emerge at a particular time in history. While the notion of knowledge manage-
ment has been around at least since the 1970s (Henry, 1975), it is arguably only
in the past five years that it has become a widespread management ‘buzzword’.
KM’s emergence may be seen as arising due to a number of contemporary trends
in organizations, technologies, and discourse. The explanation includes both
rational and non-rational elements.

First, KM may be seen as part of the general trend towards an increase in
what is commonly referred to as knowledge work, that is, work such as that
done by scientists, consultants, and physicians, which is largely dependent for
its success on access to knowledge or expertise. With the recognition of the
importance of knowledge in getting work done comes the concomitant recogni-
tion of the need to create processes and structures that enable workers to have
access to knowledge resources.

Second and closely related to the rise of knowledge work is the recognition
of intellectual capital as a source of organizational success. A concern with
intellectual capital is most likely in for-profit organizations concerned with
achieving competitive advantage within their industry, although many govern-
ment agencies and not-for-profit (NFP) organizations also have begun to con-
sider intellectual capital in accounting for their resources. For example, a CEO
of an NFP organization explained the development of a centralized, web-based
database system (an example of KM3) thus: ‘One of the major reasons for doing
this [was that] the knowledge base was appalling. We needed knowledge to
make good decisions’ (Zorn, 2002b). Essentially, many organizations have
recognized that a resource essential to their success is the collective expertise
they have to do their work. This recognition often prompts KM efforts. That is,
it prompts managers to attempt to identify, develop and retain intellectual
capital.

A third reason for the emergence of KM is the fallout from organizational
trends of the past decade. Downsizing and Business Process Re-engineering (or
BPR, which often resulted in downsizing) became enormously popular business
strategies in the 1990s, particularly as organizations began to value the ability to
become quicker to respond to customer demands and competitors’ moves.
These strategies led directly and indirectly to organizations’ loss of expertise.
That is, many knowledge workers were terminated by the organization as part of
downsizing efforts, whereas many others exited from organizational environ-
ments that were perceived to be less stable and secure as a result of downsizing.
Subsequently, organizational strategists recognized that the mass exodus of
expertise made organizations vulnerable. KM became attractive to these strate-
gists as a way to protect the organization’s intellectual capital from the whims of
employees (Martensson, 2000; Zorn and May, 2002). The logic is that, if
employees’ knowledge could be captured and stored in computer databases, the
organization would be less dependent on its people.
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Fourth, KM has emerged in response to the explosion of information and the
subsequent problem of information overload. Recent decades have seen dra-
matic increases of available information, such that knowledge workers have dif-
ficulty keeping up with developments in their fields of expertise. Thus,
organizations see the need to find ways to manage information such that know-
ledge workers have access to useful information and are not overwhelmed by
less useful information.

Fifth, KM is in part a response to problems created by globalized, networked
organizations, including the problem of distributed expertise. Large (and even
not-so-large) multi-national organizations today find themselves with work-
forces distributed across the globe. In many cases, workers need to coordinate
their efforts with each other, or draw on expertise that may not be easily access-
ible. For example, international consulting firms such as Accenture or Price-
Waterhouse Coopers must provide their consultants with the resources needed
to offer comparable services in Jakarta, Berlin, or Hong Kong. Thus, such
organizations rely increasingly on KM systems that provide general industry
information as well as ‘best practice’ solutions to specific problems.

Of course, underlying many of these explanations for the emergence of KM is
the fact of advances in information and communication technologies (ICTs).
Developments in ICTs have indirectly contributed to KM’s emergence by
enabling and encouraging globally networked organizational forms, the explosion
of information and even, to some degree, the trend towards BPR and downsizing.
In the latter case, technological solutions were often used to ‘re-imagine’ organi-
zational processes and structures and the replacement of some manual processes
with automated ones. In addition to the indirect effects, ICT advancements have
contributed more directly to the emergence of KM by enabling methods of cap-
turing, storing, and processing information, and making information immediately
available to workers, as well as by suggesting possibilities for collaboration. In
other words, the emergence of KM is made possible by advanced ICTs.

Finally, we cannot discuss the reasons for the emergence of KM without con-
sidering the ‘faddishness’ of KM. That is, as a bit of historical reflection and the
recent research on management fashion (Abrahamson, 1996; Abrahamson and
Fairchild, 1999; Jackson, 2001) suggests, KM is the most recent in a long line of
management trends that have emerged with great fanfare as the ‘next big thing’
in management practice. Jackson (Jackson, 2001) argues that knowledge man-
agement (KM) is the most recent of a long string of management fashions that
include Total Quality Management, Learning Organizations, and Business
Process Re-engineering. The characteristics of a management fashion include
(a) a collective belief that it is leading edge of management progress; (b) it has
its own distinctive jargon; (c) over time it demonstrates a bell-shaped popular-
ity lifecycle; and (d) it is actively promoted by management fashion setters such
as business schools, consultants, and the popular press (Rigby, 2001). Certainly
most of these characteristics apply to KM; the one question mark is whether
KM will decline in popularity, although there is some evidence that it has
already peaked (Jackson, 2001).
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Core concepts and concerns in KM

Understanding KM and its relationship to organizational communication
requires a review of some concepts central to KM. In this section, we review
several clusters of related concepts.

Perhaps the most central concept to KM is knowledge itself, particularly its
distinction from and relationship to similar concepts such as data, information,
and wisdom. As Flanagin (2002) stated, ‘A central issue within the knowledge
management literature is what constitutes knowledge. Traditional information
processing perspectives distinguish between data (raw numbers and facts),
information (processed or analysed data that takes on relevance), and know-
ledge (applied information endowed by experience)’ (p.242). There is a clear
hierarchy inherent in these definitions, in that data is necessary but insufficient
to produce information, which in turn is necessary but insufficient to produce
knowledge. Wisdom (knowledge applied with good judgment) is a step further
up the hierarchy. For example, many grocery store chains gather data on cus-
tomer purchases, often tracking the purchases of particular customers, for
example through automated systems that use bar code scanners and some
form of customer identification (such as a frequent shopper card) to identify the
customer and his or her purchases. The data is transformed into information
when it is analysed to identify shopping patterns at particular stores or by
particular categories of customers. This information becomes knowledge when
it is interpreted by marketing professionals to enable them to make decisions,
for example about which products to promote or discontinue. The marketing
professionals’ knowledge may be seen as wisdom when it is applied in ways that
are particularly insightful or when it leads to decisions that prove to be
beneficial.

Figure 6.1 illustrates these relationships, demonstrating that each level in the
hierarchy requires the lower levels as a foundation, but is itself a different phe-
nomenon, due to human interpretation and judgment. However, as Brown and
Duguid (2000) remarked, when people use the term ‘knowledge’ what they typ-
ically have in mind is actually information. If knowledge is no more than
information then the temptation is to underestimate the embodied, contextu-
ally situated, practical knowledge of people at work: a kind of knowledge that is
not easily captured in a database.
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Distinguishing these concepts from each other is important to the manage-
ment of knowledge, and equally important is understanding the possibilities for
conversion of one level in the hierarchy to the next. The attempt to convert
data to information, information to knowledge, and knowledge to wisdom is at
the heart of KM efforts, and also points to the limits of ICTs in KM and, more
generally, the possibilities for managing knowledge. Walsham (Walsham, 2002),
among others, has argued that ‘knowledge resides in human beings, not in com-
puter systems, and communication is a complex process of human sense-reading
and sense-giving, not the simple “transfer” of knowledge from one person to
another’ (p.267). Other scholars go further, arguing that knowledge resides not
in the individual but in the interaction between or among individuals as they
conduct their work. Thus, Heaton and Taylor (2002), among others (Wenger
and Snyder, 2000), invoke the concept of communities of practice in explain-
ing the creation and sharing of knowledge in organizations. Thus, while ICTs
may be useful support, human interpretation and judgment are required, at least
in the higher stages of such conversion processes.

A closely related distinction that is made in the KM literature is that
between tacit and explicit knowledge, concepts borrowed from Polanyi
(Polanyi, 1966) by Nonaka and Takeuchi (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) in
their widely cited model of knowledge creation and dissemination. Nonaka and
Takeuchi argued that tacit knowledge is ‘deeply rooted in an individual’s action
and experience’ (p.8); when it is codified and externalized, it becomes explicit
knowledge (i.e., written, drawn, or programmed) and only at that point does it
become useful to the organization as a whole. In its explicit form, knowledge
lends itself to re-combination, and becomes transmissible. Explicit knowledge,
in turn, may subsequently be internalized, that is, merely part of what everyone
in the community of work knows. Individual knowledge is transformed into
organizational knowledge (and vice versa) by combining four processes: tacit-
to-tacit, tacit-to-explicit, explicit-to-explicit, and explicit-to-tacit. Nonaka and
Takeuchi consider the objective of knowledge management to be the enable-
ment of a knowledge creation spiral – a sequence of steps that includes (1)
socialization (tacit-to-tacit) to (2) externalization (tacit-to-explicit) to (3)
combination (explicit-to-explicit) to (4) internalization (explicit-to-tacit).

The steps in the knowledge creation spiral are a fairly accurate depiction of
what many knowledge management programmes attempt to do. Thus, KM prac-
titioners (and managers more generally) have found it, and the tacit-explicit
distinction, particularly useful in understanding the KM process and conceptu-
alizing their objectives. So, for example, a KM manager might see her goals as:
(1) identifying the tacit knowledge that employees have and that, if made
explicit, would be helpful to others in the organization in making better
decisions; (2) figuring out methods for collecting the tacit knowledge and
making it explicit, such as putting it in a procedures manual or a database (i.e.,
externalization); (3) combining the externalized knowledge with knowledge of
best practices from other sources; and (4) figuring out methods for making the
combined knowledge accessible to other employees so that they may use it and,
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in doing so, make better decisions or perform their jobs more effectively (thus
internalizing the explicit knowledge).

However, critics argue that Nonaka and Takeuchi’s conceptualization of
tacit and explicit knowledge is oversimplified. Polanyi (Polanyi, 1969), in his
later writing, argued that the notion of explicit knowledge is self-contradictory.
As Walsham (Walsham, 2002) argued, ‘Polanyi was clear that there is no objec-
tive, explicit knowledge independent of the individual’s tacit knowing’ (p.268).
Thus, according to Walsham, databases and other so-called knowledge reposito-
ries will be useful ‘only if they connect well to the tacit knowledge of the user,
and offer something new or interesting to that person’ (p.268).

Two closely related concepts often invoked in the knowledge management
literature are organizational learning and the learning organization. Organ-
izational learning may be seen as a label for the process of acquiring and making
use of knowledge by members of an organization, whereas the learning organ-
ization may be seen as a label for organizations that exhibit characteristics such
as valuing and routinely nurturing the acquisition of knowledge (Pace, 2002).
Watkins and Marsick (1997) defined the learning organization as ‘one that
learns continuously and transforms itself’ (p.4). The close connection between
knowledge management and learning may be seen in Marsick and Watkins’
(1996) argument that ‘a learning organization must capture, share, and use
knowledge so its members can work together to change the way the organi-
zation responds to challenges’ (p.4).

KM from the perspective of organizational communication:
knowledge as resource

In what sense can it be said that the issues of KM are illuminated by taking an
organizational communication perspective? Or, to put it differently, what is the
role of communication in the management of knowledge?

Knowledge as a resource within communities of practice

We argue that KM is a process of organizational communication primarily
because KM is fundamentally concerned with sensemaking: the construction of
meaning by people who are caught up in a practical world of work, with its mul-
tiple, and frequently immediate, concerns. Knowledge is not, from a communi-
cational perspective, abstracted from the domain of work, but rather it is how
people are enabled to accomplish tasks, and a shared resource they continue to
develop and use as they do their work. From this perspective of enablement,
knowledge-as-resource has three characteristics that need to be kept in sight:
(1) it is directed to an object (Suchman, 1987), (2) it develops and is elabo-
rated on within a community of ‘knowers’, through normal processes of inter-
action, and (3) it is expressed in the discursive practices of that community.

We can illustrate these three characteristics using the example of a study by
Suchman (Suchman, 1996) in which he described the activities of an
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operations control team in a small airport when an incoming flight is unable to
unload its passengers because of malfunctioning disembarkation equipment (a
set of mobile stairs). By object, we simply mean that on which the attention of
people in the community is focused. Thus, the object of concern in this case, in
the material sense, is the set of mobile stairs, but the real object (or objective) is
to get the passengers off the plane, and to maintain the normal operation of the
airport. It is this need to solve a present problem that focuses the attention of
members of the team. The community of knowers is the team itself, but Suchman
argues that the knowledge needed to deal with such emergencies is lodged, not
only in the human actors, but also in the physical environment they have con-
structed for themselves, with its multiple technologies (Hutchins, 1995; Cooren
and Fairhurst, 2002). Finally, the sharing of knowledge needed to resolve the
crisis calls upon the group’s discursive practices – that is, the all-important
resource of speech. Without speech, the distributed resources of knowledge
needed to deal with the situation could not be mobilized. The combination of
these three characterisitics defines a community of practice (Lave, 1988; Lave and
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).

Identifying knowledge-as-resource as located within communities of practice
(CoP) highlights the central role of communication in KM. That is, people
become members of a CoP when they have mastered not only its relevant skills
in dealing with its usual objects, but also its modes of making sense of events,
and its discursive practices, or shorthand ways of talking. For example, here is
how Orr reports the recorded talk of a Xerox photocopier repairman, describing
a problem he has dealt with:

First time with the new boards, the new XER board configuration, it
wouldn’t cook the board if you had an arcing dicorotron. Instead, now it
rips the 24-Volt Interlock in the Low Voltage Power Supply, and when it
comes back … the machine will crash and when it comes back it will give
you an E053. It may or may not give you an F066 that tells you the short is
in, you know, check the xerographics. Etc. 

(Orr, 1996: 137)

Only another experienced repairperson in the same CoP would ever be able to
comprehend what he was talking about, much less do what he did, unless they
had a translator. His report on his solution to a problem makes sense when the
listener is not only familiar with the jargon, but is also in possession of the same
fund of tacit knowledge as the speaker – a knowledge that is developed in the
practice of a trade or profession. It is the tacit knowledge that accumulates with
time as a result of being exposed to the same kinds of dilemma, and coming up
with the same kinds of solution, that makes the sharing of knowledge among
members of a community of practice so unproblematic. It is also what compli-
cates the sharing of that knowledge with others who do not possess the same
fund of tacit background understandings.

Large organizations of the kind that are characteristic of industrialized
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economies are actually networks of CoPs. The knowledge resources of each of
these CoPs may be quite opaque to others in the same organization, even
though they seem transparent to those within the community. It’s important to
recognize that the CoP members may be located either within or outside the
organization – or both – as Brown and Duguid (2000) point out. To use an
expression coined by Weick (1985), such organizations are held together by a
mixture of ‘tight’ and ‘loose’ coupling: tight within the boundaries of a given
CoP, loose between them.

The tight coupling that is characteristic of a single CoP, from a managerial
perspective, is what we have called KM4 – at least when that CoP is comprised
of knowledge workers. As a number of empirical studies have shown (Goodwin
and Goodwin, 1996; Heath and Luff, 1996; Hutchins and Klausen, 1996;
Suchman, 1996), such tightly coupled professional communities function on
the basis of a well-understood distribution of responsibility and authority, medi-
ated by verbal channels of communication. Paperwork is largely absent. Oral
modes of interacting are the prevailing style. In other words, managing know-
ledge happens reasonably easily and ‘naturally’ within many such communities.

Managing knowledge within large organizations

It is the effectiveness of loosely coupled forms of organizing, by comparison, that
is more problematical from a KM perspective, and here again, communication is
the central issue. Knowledge sharing in loosely coupled organizations is prob-
lematic since there is necessarily a translation from one CoP to another, given
their different discursive and disciplinary practices. The conventions of the
traditional bureaucratic form of organization are oriented to written reports,
often using standardized formats, and to briefings, reports and meetings that fre-
quently follow a pre-set agenda. Such forms of communication, which ade-
quately served the needs of a society less oriented to knowledge as a key
resource, are instruments for the maintenance of centralized control much more
than they are means for effectively communicating knowledge. Reporting pro-
cedures impose a language of their own, the effect of which is to transform
locally situated knowledge into data (where standardized forms are concerned)
or information (where more elaborate written and verbal reports are the mode
of reporting). Such traditional modes of knowledge transfer actually encourage
the strategic hoarding of information, and promote bureaucratic politics (much
of it behind the scenes of the façade of formal meetings). This is so because such
practices enable knowledge (converted to data and information) to be stored,
accumulated, and then differentially interpreted and reframed by those control-
ling the bureaucratic communication practices, typically managers.

It is precisely these bureaucratic conventions that KM, as it is typically
envisaged, is meant to supercede. However, while the overall goals of KM are
clear enough, the means to arrive at them are not. There appear to us to be two
principal schools of thought in this respect. Each is associated with a different
idea of what communication is and does. In one of them the goal is to arrive at
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a means of translating a variety of different knowledge bases into a single
common language, thus facilitating easy access by many different communities
of practice to a pool of collective organizational knowledge. As described above,
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) envisage this process as a transposition of the
knowledge that is locally situated in a community of practitioners (skilled
bakers, for example), and dependent on tacit knowledge acquired in the prac-
tice of that profession, into what they call explicit knowledge. Once made
explicit, it is assumed, its subsequent integration into other communities of
practice (the engineers who are designing a large bakery, for example) is non-
problematic. Underpinning this view of KM is a theory of communication that
perceives knowledge as encoded into symbols, and views communication pri-
marily as the transmission of information.

As against this first view of KM, a second school of thought questions the
realism of assuming that so-called ‘explicit’ knowledge is objective in a way that
tacit knowledge is not. As we have already observed, the tacit-explicit distinc-
tion as it is explicated by Nonaka and Takeuchi, and their interpretation of
Polanyi as well, has itself been questioned (Walsham, 2002). In effect, Nonaka
and Takeuchi are proposing that the transformation of knowledge acquired by
the members of a community of practice, and embedded in the multiple unspo-
ken understandings such members acquire through experience, becomes
‘explicit’ when it is expressed in symbols, that is, in text. On the surface, this
seems straightforward: tacit knowledge is stored in our heads as thoughts, then
is codified into explicit knowledge, or texts. But this is to introduce a misunder-
standing, Heaton and Taylor (2002) argued, as to the role of text. All communi-
cation is mediated by text-construction, either expressed orally or in one or
another graphic medium, such as writing, pictures or diagrams. That is, regard-
less of how we communicate – writing, speaking, or drawing – we are in the
process of creating a product (albeit sometimes an ephemeral one). The process
is text construction and the product is text. The important distinction is thus
not tacit-explicit, but process-product. As process, text construction and inter-
pretation are the means by which people establish and maintain their local
organization. In this theory of communication, speech is more than a device for
the conveyance of information; it is to act, to mobilize, to explain (Austin,
1962; Searle, 1969; Taylor and Van Every, 2000). As product, text is simply a
record of someone’s communicational activity. But here’s the rub for KM: text,
in the sense of product, has no inherent meaning per se, until it is read and
interpreted by someone.

The interpretation of text, whether in the context of a conversation or in an
individual reading of it, is invariably situated and indexical. By ‘situated’ we mean
that it takes on meaning within a particular situation and in relation to particu-
lar objects; by ‘indexical’, we mean that a text

communicates because it indicates, or points to, an object of attention that
is already framed for the listener or reader by shared, unspoken understand-
ings. It is the existence of those understandings that characterizes a
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community of practice and discourse, and constitutes its tacit knowledge.
Such tacit understandings do not, however, travel well.

(Giroux and Taylor, 2002: 500)

In fact, what seems intuitively obvious in one situation may seem completely
meaningless in another.

Thus, this view assumes, there is no organizational lingua franca – no single
objective meeting ground on which the various communities of practice com-
prising the organization can come together to unambiguously share their know-
ledge. Text interpretation – that is, reading and making sense of information
stored in documents or computer files – is as much a creative process of text
construction as is the process of creating the written text document in the first
place. With this in mind, most forms of KM as practiced today – in our terms
KM1, KM2, and KM3 – become much more problematic. KM as simply a matter
of collecting, organizing, storing, and distributing documents or information
seems fundamentally misguided from this perspective. Of course, we are not the
first to point out that KM efforts are problematic because of the problematic
assumptions typically made by practitioners and theorists regarding the codifica-
tion of knowledge and its subsequent interpretation. Polanyi (1969: 195)
himself argued that ‘The ideal of a strictly explicit knowledge is indeed self-
contradictory; deprived of their tacit coefficients, all spoken words, all formulae,
all maps and graphs, are strictly meaningless’ (quoted in Walsham, 2002).

What we and our colleagues (Giroux and Taylor, 2002; Heaton and Taylor,
2002) are attempting to demonstrate, however, is that such problems are
fundamentally communication problems – that is, problems resulting from the
process and product of text construction. Until practitioners come to grips with
the implications of text as process and product, KM efforts will continue to run
into problems.

A simple illustration may help here. In a recent investigation, Zorn (2002b)
reported a case study of a not-for-profit organization that implemented a cen-
tralized, web-based database that was used by its multiple offices around New
Zealand – an example of KM3. One important goal of the initiative was that
social workers would input their knowledge – or, more accurately, information –
about particular clients to whom they had or would provide services, and then
this could be accessed by other social workers who might interact with that
client. Yet there were multiple instances in which local interpretations of the
information on the database differed from what was intended by the person who
input it, largely due to the differing circumstances of their work locales.

Now of course, the fact that we cannot treat texts as objective, explicit
knowledge does not mean that various KM systems are without value. In the
same way that a textbook, documentary film, or website can be useful tools for
learning, so can KM systems that store useful information and make it accessible
to workers. However, our analysis does point to the limitations of such efforts,
and it suggests that, for KM systems to be effective, attention will need to be
paid to communication processes that enable different CoPs to engage in
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dialogue that focuses not on converting local, subjective understandings into
objective texts, but into intersubjective understandings.

Barriers to communicating knowledge in organizations

Another aspect of the ways CoPs manage knowledge (that is, KM4) is worth
mentioning here, for its relevance to organizational communication: the way
that the process of interpretation, or sensemaking, occurs and becomes con-
structed as knowledge. Sensemaking is dependent on pattern recognition.
Within the bounds of a particular CoP, members confront similar phenomena,
and evoke similar processes of pattern recognition. As Orr (1996) suggests, the
members of such a community then recount to each other their pattern-
recognition experiences in the form of ‘war stories’, and, as they do, they collec-
tively develop a common fund of experience-based understanding, that both
reinforces and informs their subsequent search for patterns when they are next
confronted with ambivalent stimuli. As the process of interactively accounting
for the recognition of patterns continues, they increasingly become confident in
the legitimacy of their knowledge, to the point, finally, of a certain dogmatism.
They become resistant to other interpretations that they have not themselves
validated by trial and error. This resistance, given the inevitable solidarity that
comes to characterize well-established communities of practice, becomes a
barrier to innovation and a barrier to the transfer of knowledge across CoPs.

The problem is well illustrated by Silverman’s (1999) study of the New York
Police Department (NYPD). Although police departments may present them-
selves as bureaucratically organized (Manning, 1997), they actually function as
a collection of locally situated communities of practice. Within the bounds of a
single community, the usual processes of pattern recognition and sharing of
experience are active, and police officers become expert in reading features of
their local area. Crime, however, may be operating in patterns that do not
conform to the structure of police districts. To deal with the larger configura-
tions, a different mode of pattern recognition is required – one that takes
account of inter-district connections. ICT provides the kind of information
infrastructure that makes this possible. But police organization, with its charac-
teristic defence mechanisms and inter-sector rivalries, is an effective barrier in
preventing the use of ICT for inter-district pattern recognition. 

In 1994, New York invited a new man, Bratton, to be its police commis-
sioner. His first act was to request undated letters of resignation from fifteen of
the department’s highest-ranking officials. Within two weeks, he had dated four
of those letters, and announced to his department that the era of complacency,
in the face of record crime statistics, had ended. In the weeks that followed, he
shook up his administration from top to bottom, getting rid of some, promoting
others, and demanding levels of performance that were, for NYPD, unprece-
dented. The core component in his campaign, however, was a piece of informa-
tion technology called ‘Compstat’. What it enabled was the piecing together of
the vast information resources that police automatically record in the course of
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their daily rounds, in order to uncover patterns of criminal activity that were
not strictly local. In the current Washington jargon, they were learning ‘how to
connect up the dots’. The result, when this knowledge was accompanied by new
kinds of organizational configurations of officers, was a dramatic decline in New
York crime in the years that followed.

The tension between locally situated and centrally managed does not,
however, disappear. In a postscript written in 2001, Silverman found that as the
reforming fervour that Bratton’s arrival stimulated cooled, the department was
already showing signs of returning to its old modes of organizing and bureau-
cratic politicking. Like the Business Process Re-engineering that was so popular
in the 1990s, the transformation of bureaucratic modes of managing proved to
be easy to promise, hard to deliver. As the Hawthorn studies conducted in the
1920s illustrated, the influence of CoPs does not disappear in a rational admin-
istration; it just goes underground.

The upshot of all this is that without a sophisticated understanding of com-
munication processes, knowledge management in its most typical forms – KM1,
KM2, and KM3 – is doomed to failure. The practice and study of KM may be
enhanced by seeing KM as a process of managing meanings, or, as we prefer,
managing the process of text construction and interpretation. The notion of
communities of practice captures the complexities of how knowledge is created
and shared by those who work and talk together regarding shared objects and in
shared situations, and simultaneously it captures the difficulties of attempting to
transfer that knowledge to others.

Challenges of KM for communication researchers and
practitioners: A communication research agenda for KM

Our analysis suggests a number of key challenges of KM for communication
researchers and practitioners. In this concluding section, we point to a few of
the challenges that we consider most important for researchers and practitioners
to address.

First, a fundamental question to address is that of where knowledge is
located. While this may seem primarily a question for theorists, it has immense
pragmatic importance. If there is any hope of truly managing knowledge,
we must have clarity regarding what it is we are attempting to manage
and where it is located. While the goal of practitioners is often to capture and
store knowledge in ICTs, achieving this goal is highly problematic when one
considers that theorists have argued that knowledge resides in individuals
(Walsham, 2002), groups, networks (Contractor and Monge, 2002), discourse
(McPhee et al., 2002) or CoPs (Heaton and Taylor, 2002). What is very appar-
ent is that the tacit-explicit distinction, while useful, is quite limited. Clearly
knowledge is not simply either in the heads of individuals (i.e., tacit) or in
written texts (i.e., explicit). As we have argued above, this distinction fails to
account for knowledge that is embedded in the interaction of workers as they
do their work. Furthermore, it suggests a simple conversion process that masks
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the complex interaction of individual knowledge, shared knowledge, context,
and artefacts.

Second, following Giroux and Taylor (2002), both researchers and practi-
tioners should consider the role of text more fully and consider how texts are
used to justify knowledge within organizations. By this they mean to draw atten-
tion to the rhetorical dimension of all text, namely its capacity to organize and
display information in a way that makes it convincing to others: highlighting
some facts, underplaying – even hiding – others. Text, in a larger organizational
context, should not be simply regarded as an objective representation of explicit
knowledge, but as a strategic intervention into the managerial conversation on
the part of actors, each of whom is also located within at least one CoP
(Robichaud et al., in press). This perspective also highlights the fact that man-
agement is itself a CoP. Thus, rather than management’s role being the unprob-
lematic administration of knowledge, the focus becomes the managerial
processes that result in justifying some kinds of knowledge, and not others.

Third, our analysis suggests that we may need to re-think management in the
context of knowledge management. Lam (2000) has advocated the idea of a
J-form organization, where the ‘J’ stands for Japan. In this organization, man-
agers are moved around so that they become sensitive to the different CoPs’
perspectives. This is more than simply MBWA (Management By Wandering
Around), which became so popular in the 1980s. Rather, it involves working
closely within CoPs such that their discursive practices related to pattern recog-
nition, knowledge sharing, and knowledge justification become familiar to the
manager. With this sort of intimate familiarity with various CoPs’ practices,
managers have a greater chance of successfully managing knowledge beyond the
level of a CoP.

Finally, we would argue that the ethical dimensions of KM need to be con-
sidered more fully. The term ‘knowledge management’ has an ominous ring to it
for people concerned about the surveillance activities of contemporary organ-
izations. The idea that something inherently human – knowledge – may
somehow be controlled for organizational uses is disturbing to many. The dis-
course of KM, with its emphasis on ‘capturing’, ‘extracting’, and ‘harvesting’
knowledge raises such concerns even more. As Zorn and May point out:

[KM] is in part an attempt to ‘extract’ or ‘capture’ and commodify that part
of the employee that is valued (his or her knowledge), thus making the
organization less vulnerable to the employee’s loss and making the
employee more expendable. Indeed this rationale is offered by consultants
who simultaneously promote a ‘people-centered’ approach to KM and warn
organizations of the necessity of KM to avoid losing their intellectual assets
to competitors.

(Zorn and May, 2002: 239)

Since much information in KM systems may be collected through various forms
of surveillance, Trethewey and Corman (2001) argued that KM can be
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conducted ethically by a consideration of two dimensions: transparency-opacity
and inclusiveness-exclusiveness. The former focuses on the degree to which KM
systems and their applications are visible or hidden, whereas the latter is con-
cerned with whether such systems are designed for collective good, with all
stakeholders involved in design decisions. Transparent and inclusive systems are
most desirable from an ethical standpoint, yet Trethewey and Corman argue
that various trends point to pressures to move towards exclusive and/or opaque
systems. The challenge for communication scholars and practitioners is to find
ways to encourage ethical practice.

In spite of our criticisms and concerns about KM theory and practice, we see
KM as an important and, to some degree, necessary development in contempor-
ary organizations. Furthermore, we are cautiously optimistic about the possi-
bilities that interest in KM may hold for improving organizational
communication practice and furthering our understanding of organizational
communication processes.
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7 The tyranny of trends?
Towards an alternative perspective
on fads in management

Monica Rolfsen

Introduction

In December 2000 the management guru Tom Peters visited Norway for the
first time, to conduct a seminar about his latest book (Peters, 2000). The
seminar was presented in the business press with the rhetoric of rock concerts:
‘Tom Peters performs live in Norway for the first time’, ‘release of his latest
book’. The only difference from a rock concert would be the price. Not even old
Rolling Stones fans would be willing to pay £1,000 for a concert ticket.

It was curiosity about the extreme popularity of such management gurus and
ideas that initiated a book project upon which this article is based (Rolfsen,
2000). In a research project on business development in Norwegian industry,
fads and fashions had been a recurrent theme. We wanted to investigate the
most popular concepts used by the participating companies.

The title of this chapter, ‘The tyranny of trends’, is a metaphor for the
normal view on this field: the managers as slavish followers of new fashions.
Until recently, the field has not been given serious consideration among organi-
zational researchers. Fads and fashions in management have been arrogantly
rejected as mere pulp literature. Since the mid 1990s, however, the theme has
been investigated with increased interest.

I will start the chapter with a brief summary of the literature on organ-
izational concepts, and present the ‘tyranny approach’ upon which much of the
literature is based. Second, I will focus on the communication issues and success
criteria, trying to explain the extreme popularity of these textbooks. Third, I
will present an alternative perspective where the different actors in the organi-
zation play an active part in the implementation process, based on one of our
case studies.

The literature on organizational concepts

There are many different labels on the phenomenon I will investigate in this
chapter. Although the theme has received considerable academic attention
during the last ten years, not many authors have tried to come up with a defini-
tion. Abrahamson (1996: 257) is an exception, defining a management fashion



 

as ‘a relatively transitory collective belief, disseminated by management fashion
setters, that a management technique leads to rational management progress’.

One of the early authors in the field adopts the term ‘business fads’ from the
business press (Pascale, 1990). Huczynski (1993) uses the neutral ‘management
ideas’ as a general term, and ‘guru theory’ as a more specific term for the popular
ideas which first appeared in the 1980s. Abrahamson (1996) and Kieser (1997)
choose to call the phenomenon ‘management fashion’, while Micklethwait and
Wooldridge (1997) prefer ‘management theory’. Collins (2000) uses the term
‘fad’, defined as ‘the tendency of management gurus to proffer “peculiar” and
eccentric accounts of management and organisation which retain their plausi-
bility only because the gurus have been successful in enforcing a particular
“grammar” and inquiry upon their customers’ (Collins, 2000: 15).

In this chapter I want to focus on the relation between the concept and the
organization implementing it, and de-emphasize the individual relation
between a guru and a manager. With this intention, I find it useful to adopt
‘organizational concept’ as the main term, as defined by Røvik (1998): ‘A legit-
imised recipe on how to shape parts or elements of an organisation. It is a recipe
filled with enthusiasm, and is an ideal to other organisations’ (Røvik, 1998: 13).
However, I will also use some of the terms mentioned above when discussing
the literature.

In recent years, there has been a growing debate on such concepts. What can
be labelled ‘the guru industry’ has boomed ever since Tom Peters launched his
first book (Peters and Waterman, 1982), which sold more than five million
copies. Iacocca’s account of his managerial career (Iacocca with Novak, 1985)
became the best-selling business book that year, and Steven Covey has sold six
million copies of his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People (Covey,
1989).

In the American fashion-setting community, production of management fads
and fashion concepts has become a business in itself. Some companies specialize
in ghostwriting potential management bestsellers (Benders and van Veen,
2001). The consultant business is increasing. American firms alone now spend
$20bn. a year on outside advice. Jackson (1996) draws a picture of a guru
pyramid, using Business Process Re-engineering as an example. At the top of
the pyramid are the main authors Hammer and Champy, at the next level a
number of ‘gurus-in-waiting’, on the third level the big management consultant
firms who have developed major practices on the basis of the concept. At the
lower level is a veritable army of consultants from medium-sized to small con-
sultant firms.

Although there has been an immense and rapid growth in the field during
the last two decades, the phenomenon is hardly new. The first recognizable guru
was Frederick Taylor (1911), the father of stopwatch-based ‘scientific manage-
ment’. In the early 1900s his book sold millions of copies, and Taylor’s seminar
fees were high for their time (Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 1997; Collins,
2000).

The 1980s represented a watershed both in the United States and in Britain.
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Business books were suddenly more successful than they had been in the past,
and sold more than books about food, diets and sex (Huczynski, 1993). The pop-
ularity of the different concepts can be described by bell-shaped curves, where
the cycles of the management fashions are getting shorter at the same time as
their peaks are getting higher (Kieser, 1997). This tendency was shown already
by Pascale (1990), who drew a picture of management fads and their popularity
over the years. A distinct difference can be noticed around 1980, when the
number of new concepts every year started following an exponential curve.

Over the last years, an interesting new trend has developed. There is appar-
ently a huge market for ‘anti-guru’ bestsellers, offering harsh criticism of the dif-
ferent writers in the genre. Jackson (2001) mentions a few of the critical titles:

• The Witch Doctors
• Fad Surfing in the Boardroom
• Dangerous Company
• Consulting Demons

These titles indicate unfriendly attitudes towards the concepts. Ironically, the
guru industry grows as fast as ever, in parallel to this equally expanding ‘anti-
guru’ industry.

This literature focuses mainly on the gurus who have written bestsellers.
However, as Clark and Salaman (1998) demonstrate, the gurus are part of a
larger ‘management fashion-setting’ community that also includes consultants,
business schools and business press organizations. And the gurus are more than
just successful writers, they are also successful orators, and their performances
incorporate theatrical behaviour, anecdotes, challenges, threats and humour.

Seminars like Peters’ performance in Norway constitute one of the important
arenas for producing and reproducing management fashions and myths (Kieser,
1997). All the players in such arenas (consulting firms, publishers and acade-
mics) can promote their different, personal goals. Kieser’s conclusion is that the
theatrical seminars concerned function as purely symbolic actions: ‘The partici-
pant who hopes for enlightenment at such seminars is mostly disappointed’
(1997: 64). Success is dependent on the charisma and fame of the guru. But, as
Jackson shows, such seminars are just as important as the books in the creation
of a guru myth (Jackson, 2001).

The ‘tyranny approach’

As previously mentioned, most of the literature analysing organizational con-
cepts has a critical starting point. The agenda is to describe the guru as someone
offering more or less good ideas, but with brilliant communication abilities that
convince the user of their exceptional value. The manager, on the other hand,
is described as a slavish follower. Abrahamson can serve as a good example. In
his analysis, he uses theories of fashion in women’s clothes as a basis for his
critique, describing managers as fashion victims. In Kieser’s (1997) summary,
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one of three different fashion theories is called the ‘marionette theory’, concep-
tualizing fashion as the ‘natural’ outcome of the capitalist economy.

I define the tyranny approach as a view of management fads and fashions
where the suppliers – the gurus – are seen as the strongest component. The
gurus tyrannize the consumer by continually offering new fads and fashions. The
consumers are manipulated by the gurus, and are eventually transformed into
what could be described as dedicated followers of fashion.

Clearly, this approach has considerable explanatory power. Much of the
literature is presented in religious, bombastic ways which aim to convince the
reader by way of the concept’s persuasive force (for instance Covey, 1989;
Peters, 2000). However, the tyranny approach is not sufficient by itself to fully
explain the relationship between a concept and how it is ultimately applied.
Therefore, this chapter will seek to develop another approach that also deals
with the manager and the organization in this process. Before I present this
alternative I will describe the content of the tyranny approach further.

Pascale (1990) describes the target group as consisting of managers who are
confused and overwhelmed by new trends and fads. The problem, according to
Pascale, is that companies apply concepts in a piecemeal fashion and shift from
one to the next too frequently, without taking a larger context into considera-
tion. This tendency makes management life a tough one, as this interview with
a marketing manager shows:

In the past eighteen months, we have heard that profit is more important
than revenue, quality is more important than profit, that people are more
important than profit, that big customers are more important than our
people, that big customers are more important than our small customers,
and that growth is the key to our success. No wonder our performance is
inconsistent.

(Pascale, 1990: 18–19)

This citation paints a picture of the passive manager as a victim in the manipu-
lative guru’s hands, as the tyranny approach indicates.

Many of the critics argue that the concepts are nothing more than ‘old wine
in new bottles’ and just empty rhetoric. Micklethwait and Wooldridge are
among the most critical authors:

Even in self-conscious, cynical Britain some forty companies now provide
adventure-based management training courses where fat merchant bankers
and balding bond traders swing across rivers and tell their colleagues what
they really think about each other around camp fires.

(Micklethwait and Wooldridge, 1997: 9)

In their view, the term ‘guru’ is used because most people are too well-mannered
to call them ‘charlatans’ in public. Others call the management fashion produc-
ers ‘snake oil salesmen’ (Collins 2000: 5). Other terms in use are fad, panacea,
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fashion, myth or hype, all used in a pejorative way (Benders and van Veen,
2001: 33).

The critical literature on management concepts tries to explain the popular-
ity of these texts and performances in different ways. Clark and Salaman (1998)
have divided these different explanations into three groups: those who focus on
management users, those who focus on the gurus themselves and those who
focus on the socio-economic and cultural context.

The first group of explanations focuses on aspects among the managers that
make them predisposed to management fashions. The majority of such explana-
tions use psychological explanations, showing in what way the concepts satiate
their needs, assisting the managers in controlling a world that is unordered and
unstable. The guru theories help the managers to ‘create a sense of order in the
face of the potential chaos of human existence’ (Watson, 1994: 904). The
search for control makes the managers vulnerable to quick solutions. In this cat-
egory, Clark and Salaman place the work of Byrne (1986, 1992), Huczynski
(1993), Watson (1994b) and Jackson (1996). Besides, the concepts are often
formulated in a form that is attractive to managers because of their tendency to
prefer quick and easy solutions, as Conrad (1985), Freeman (1985) and
Zibergeld (1984) argue.

The second group of explanations sees the guru performances as the most
important part. They argue that the success of the guru is related to his or her
public performance. Thus, it is not only the ideas but the form in which they
are presented that become influential and so important (Huczynski, 1993; Clark
and Salaman 1998). Clark and Salaman (1998) argue that the guru perform-
ance has major elements of display and conversion with a focus on the irra-
tional, emotional and symbolic aspects of organization. Similarly, Huczynski
argues that the public performances of management gurus are exercises in per-
suasive communication.

The third group of commentators has highlighted the importance of the
socio-economic and cultural context within which management concepts
emerge and become widely adopted. They are able to capture the ‘spirit of the
times’, resonate with wider political programmes and correspond with core
national values. A number of commentators note the affinity between organ-
izational concepts and the values of the politico-ethical projects of developing
an enterprise culture fostered by the Reagan and Thatcher administrations (for
instance de Guy, 1990; Miller and Rose, 1990). Guest (1990) similarly argues
that the success of guru ideas is due to their close link with core ideas in Amer-
ican society – optimism, simplicity, the focus of a dream and the view of a
leader. For instance, the ‘re-engineering guru’ Michael Hammer has explicitly
said that the re-engineering movement suits the American national spirit better
than many other, collectively oriented theories (Jackson, 2001).
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Explanations of the gurus’ influence

The main issue in all the analyses is to explain the huge sales figures for the
books through which gurus communicate and sell their ideas. Cialdini (2001)
proposes that people have a tendency to act according to so-called ‘controlled
responding’ (2001: 8). In essence, in certain situations we react according to
fixed-action patterns. The automatic behaviour patterns tend to be triggered by
a single feature of the relevant information in the situation. The trigger feature
can prove valuable by allowing an individual to decide on a correct course of
action without having to analyse the situation carefully. The disadvantage of
such responding lies in its vulnerability to silly and costly mistakes (Cialdini,
2001).

According to Cialdini (2001), the tendency to react according to fixed-
action patterns is increasing in modern life because information, choices and
alternatives are expanding, and knowledge is exploding. Although we all wish
to make fully considered decisions in any situation, the accelerating pace of
knowledge acquisition forces us to make interpretive shortcuts. The positive
response towards organizational concepts can be understood as a fixed-action
pattern. There is a need for change in organizations, and the advertising of
books, seminars and concepts plays on the psychological dimensions described
by Cialdini.

In analysing the communication and influence of the gurus, I have chosen
some of the most common issues in the relevant literature: the guru’s rhetoric
developed in Kieser (1997), the use of narratives (Clark and Salaman, 1998) and
emotional effects (Pattison, 1997). In the discussion, I will relate these to Cial-
dini’s psychological categories that direct human behaviour.

The guru’s rhetoric

First, a lot of the textbooks focus on the guru’s rhetoric, such as those by Pascale
(1990) and Huczynski (1993). Abrahamson (1996) and Kieser (1997)
developed this perspective further. In Kieser’s view, it is impossible to separate
the management fashion from its rhetoric, as Abrahamson implies. According
to Kieser, the organizational concept is not available in a pure form. Manage-
ment fashions are started with rhetoric, and are transmitted via rhetoric (Kieser,
1997: 53).

Thus, successful management books focus strongly on simplicity, identifying
one single factor as the most crucial one for success, for example culture, lean
production or business process re-engineering. Moreover, the implementation of
this single factor is presented as unavoidable, because the old principles are
bound to fail. The key factor is linked to highly treasured values, such as effi-
ciency, enrichment of jobs, full employment, flexibility and innovation. It is
invariably reported that those implementing the new concept have made
enormous improvements in business performance. For example, re-engineering
experts typically promise cost reductions of between 30 and 90 per cent (Kieser
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1997: 60). The new principle is always presented as having been based on
empirical research, while efforts are made to ensure that at least one of its major
proponents holds a prestigious academic position.

In developing the particular rhetorical story behind a given management
fashions rhetoric, a consistent trait is the promulgation of myths and the cre-
ation of heroes. Of particular importance is the name of the new concept. Busi-
ness Process Re-engineering, for instance, is a good name for an arena of myths
and fashions, because it simultaneously suggests feasibility and an activity and is
not simply addressing a goal (Kieser, 1997: 62).

Stephen Covey uses agricultural metaphors and rhetoric to convince his
audience. He sets up a dichotomy between the ‘natural system’, which is good,
and the ‘social system’, which is unnatural. In seminars, he elaborates what he
calls ‘the law of the farm’:

Cramming doesn’t work in a natural system, like a farm. That is the funda-
mental difference between a social and a natural system … In the short
term, cramming may appear to work in a social system. You can work for
the ‘quick fixes’, and techniques with apparent success. But, in the long
run, the Law of the Farm governs in all arenas in life.

(Covey et al., 1994: 55)

Relating to Cialdini’s categories, the authority dimension is surely something the
gurus utilize in their rhetoric. There is a strong pressure for compliance with the
request of an authority. It is frequently adaptive to obey authorities, because
they possess high levels of knowledge, wisdom and power.

The linkage to science, empirical proof and academic legitimation is import-
ant, and much space is used to tell the success stories. For instance, the use of
Toyota as an ideal would be a crucial success criterion for the lean production
movement. Also, the liking dimension can be used as explanation. People prefer
to say yes to individuals they know and like. Liking is influenced by physical
attractiveness, similarity, increased familiarity through repeated contact and
association. In the gurus’ books there is always an immense focus on case
studies, using successful firms that other managers identify with and want to
copy. Of course, unsuccessful case studies are never reported, creating an illu-
sion that the technique concerned has a 100 per cent track record of success.

The misleading reliance on examples of successful implementation efforts
can also be seen as a sort of social proof; others have been successful when imple-
menting the guru’s wisdom. This principle states that one important means that
people use to decide what to believe or how to act in a situation is to look at
what other people believe or are doing. It can be used to stimulate a person’s
compliance with a request by informing the person that many other individuals
have complied with it. It is most influential when people are unsure and the
situation is ambiguous, and when the situation is characterized by similarity:
People are more inclined to follow the lead of similar others. As Cialdini argues,
this is most efficient in uncertain situations.
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Use of narratives

Clark and Salaman (1998) claim that narratives are important tools in the guru’s
contribution to the management role. These narratives are told in textbooks,
on videotapes and in seminars. The ability to act as organizational storytellers is
the gurus’ real expertise. Clark and Salaman call these stories ‘rationality-
surrogated’. They compensate for the uncertainties generated by the absence of
‘true’ expert knowledge in the field. The use of the guru is a powerful and con-
vincing symbol of an organization’s status and aspiration.

The narratives consist of miraculous strategic virtuosity, of heroic organi-
zational turnarounds, of battles with organizational monsters such as poor
quality and service levels, and about necessary virtues and how these virtues
may be gained. Above all, the narratives are about heroes who made success
possible. The form is usually interactive, encouraging responses from clients and
audience when presented in seminars. The stories claim authority by referring
to other famous successful senior clients.

One example is Stephen Covey. The rhetorical potency of his argument, as
shown in the previous section, is reinforced by a number of metaphors rooted in
an agricultural heritage, and named ‘the law of the farm’. In seminars, he starts
with showing an idyllic short video of a potato farmer earnestly discussing his
respect for ‘unforgiving Mother Nature’, which drew nods of recognition from
some members of the audience (Jackson, 2001: 102).

In his first book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Covey uses a
narrative to explain what he calls the ‘natural law’:

This principle can be easily understood by remembering Aesop’s fable of
the goose and the golden egg. The fable is the story of a poor farmer who
one day discovers in the nest of his pet goose a glittering golden egg. At
first, he thinks it must be some kind of trick. But as he starts to throw the
egg aside, he has second thoughts and takes it in to be appraised instead.

The egg is pure gold! The farmer can’t believe his good fortune. He
becomes even more incredulous the following day when the experience is
repeated. Day after day, he awakens to rush to the nest to find another
golden egg. He is fabulously wealthy; it all seems too good to be true.

But with his increasing wealth comes greed and impatience. Unable to
wait day after day for the golden eggs, the farmer decides he will kill the
goose and get them all at once. But when he opens the goose, he finds it
empty. There are no golden eggs – and now there is no way to get any
more. The farmer has destroyed the goose that produced them.

I suggest that within this fable is a natural law, a principle – the basic
definition of effectiveness. Most people see effectiveness from the golden
egg paradigm: The more you produce, the more you do, the more effective
you are. But as the story shows, true effectiveness is a function of two
things: What is produced (the golden eggs) and the producing asset or
capacity to produce (the goose).

(Covey, 1989: 53–4)
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According to Jackson (2001), Covey suggests in seminars that wise executives
should learn from Aesop’s farmer before it is too late. The metaphor is symboli-
cally reinforced with the presentation of golden eggs to successful Covey train-
ing programme participants (2001: 103).

Another bestseller, The One-Minute Manager, is nothing other than a long
narrative starting out like this:

Once there was a bright young man who was looking for an effective
manager. He wanted to work for one. He wanted to become one.

His search had taken him over many years to the far corners of the
world. He had been in small towns and in the capitals of powerful nations.

(Blanchard and Johnson, 1983: 11)

In his search, he met ‘tough’ managers, but he did not like them. He had met
‘nice’ managers, whose people seemed to win but their organizations lost. At
last he met a manager who was interested in both at the same time. He pre-
sented himself as a One-Minute Manager, and explained his basic principles.
Then the young man talked to all the subordinates that confirmed what the
managers explained about the ‘One-Minute Principles’. And, not surprisingly,
the story ends happily:

‘I like you, young man,’ the manager said. ‘How would you like to go to
work here?’

The young man put down his notebook and stared in amazement. ‘You
mean to go to work for you?’ he asked enthusiastically.

‘No. I mean to go to work for yourself like the other people in my
department. Nobody ever really works for anybody else. I just help people
work better and in the process they benefit our organization.’

This was, of course, what the young man had been looking for all along.
‘I’d love to work here,’ he said.

And so he did – for some time.
The time the special manager had invested in him paid off. Because

eventually, the inevitable happened.
He became a One-Minute Manager.

(Blanchard and Johnson, 1983: 98)

According to Cialdini’s dimensions, the liking aspect with regard to the guru is
important. The readers identify with the story and the values presented because
the alternative is presented in an unfavourable way. When stories are told
orally, the guru’s appearance is important. Experiments have shown that in
seminars, only little attention is paid to the content. The most important aspect
is the speaker’s looks and appearance (Huczinski, 1993: 249).
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Emotional effects

A third important aspect of communication is the use of emotional effects.
Although the concepts at one level are justified on rational-technological
grounds, they also rest on a more emotional basis (Oliver, 1999). This is notice-
able in textbooks, but even more so in the guru seminars. I participated in a few
seminars on lean production during the early 1990s, and the resemblance to
religious revival meetings was striking. For instance, in a German seminar, a
picture of a fat German eating bratwurst was contrasted with a lean Japanese,
and the rhetorical question posed was: ‘Which one do you want to be?’

Oliver (1999) gives an analysis of a guru seminar with Eli Goldratt, the
founder of a management concept called ‘OPT’ (Goldratt and Cox, 1986).
What Oliver finds to be most important is that seemingly rational engineers
were influenced through the use of quasi-religious language and behaviour, and
how emotion and faith rather than reason and data appear to shape key beliefs
and behaviour. Important in such seminars are personal characteristics, for
instance speaking without a script. Oliver exemplifies this point:

Between 60 and 70 people attended the seminar. Goldratt appeared punc-
tually at 9.15 a.m. All the delegates were wearing suits: he wore neither a
jacket nor a tie but an open-necked shirt, a skullcap and open-toed sandals.
He began by stating that he had no pre-prepared slides, or notes.

(Oliver, 1999: 8)

The format of the day was a mix of presentations by Goldratt and simple exer-
cises for the participants. The expression ‘cost world’ was used to denote the old
order and ‘throughput world’ to denote the new one (Oliver, 1999: 9). Goldratt
argued that his thinking represented a tremendous revolution via an ‘expansion
of thinking’.

In the afternoon, the session consisted of working through simple problems
set by Goldratt. Whenever there was a wrong answer, Goldratt would point out
that the audience represented a cross-section of British industry, and that there
therefore was little justification for optimism. ‘I give you a simple problem, and
look at what you do to it’ (Oliver, 1999: 11). His further remarks during this
session included:

‘It will not be easy to move from a cost world to the throughput world. We
have to throw away much of what we have learnt over the last thirty years.’

‘We’ve met the enemy. It’s us.’

Towards the end of the session, Goldratt threw out the question: ‘Where shall
we begin the improvement?’ The audience responded with a chorus of cries of
‘us’ and ‘ourselves’ (Oliver, 1999: 11).

The final session took the form of a discussion of how to implement the prin-
ciples in the participants’ organizations. The quotations from Goldratt repre-
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sent, according to Oliver, the spirit of the discussion, the main theme of which
concerned obstacles to change and improvement posed by formal training and
‘emotional resistance’:

‘Why is it that something so good encounters something so bad as emo-
tional resistance?’

‘Do you really think that you can overcome emotional resistance with
logic? If you do then you’ve not been married. No, you need a stronger
emotion. We’re fighting fire with fire and getting burned.’

‘Slaughter, kill, the perceived solutions. Otherwise people will not think.’

The seminar concluded with Goldratt’s question: ‘Don’t you want to leave a
better world behind?’ There was a general cry of ‘Yes’ from the audience.

The seminar was also confronted with a ‘false prophet’. Goldratt was asked
for his opinion about the work of a consultant in the area, whose ideas were
similar to those of Goldratt. Goldratt was dismissive of the consultant, describ-
ing him as a ‘charlatan’, and his ideas as ‘pure bullshit’.

Oliver concludes that the imagery of religious conversion was evident,
embodied in Goldratt’s style of dress and presentation, the language used, and
the way the audience responded to him. Oliver sees this as consistent with the
argument that the conversion to the new orthodoxy may have as much to do
with faith and emotion as with logic and evidence (Oliver, 1999: 13).

Discussing the similarities between management theory and theology, Patti-
son (1997) finds many analogies. He argues that the management guru offers a
vision of a world polarized between good and evil, heaven and hell, salvation
and damnation. More importantly, he offers ‘easy-to-grasp principles of salva-
tion’ (Pattison, 1997: 135).

Caricaturing Tom Peters’ argument, Pattison (1997) suggests that his book
Thriving on Chaos (Peters, 1988) may be summed as follows: The ‘Promised
Land’ is under threat by foreigners. The foreign challenge has arisen because
those in charge of the industry have failed to realize that the old order is passing
away. But salvation is at hand. Those who would protect the ‘Promised Land’
rising up to meet the invaders need to embrace the ‘new order’. Do not delay,
tomorrow it may be too late. And those who fail to ‘convert’ will die.

The gurus playing on emotional effects use what Cialdini (2001) calls the
contrast principle. By showing some unfavourable alternative in contrast to the
concept you want to sell, it seems more favourable than it would have done
without the opposite – for instance, the German and the Japanese mentioned
above, or the contrast between the ‘cost world’ and the ‘throughput world’.

The success criteria

Different authors give different explanations for why some management con-
cepts become a ‘hype’ or a ‘fad’ while others do not. In our project, we came up
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with the following seven, which I will call success criteria for creating a man-
agement fashion (Rolfsen, 2000).

Timing is perhaps the most important requirement for success. Most of the
authors identifying success criteria for organizational concepts focus on timing,
but all of the authors find it hard to define this concept precisely. Kieser phrases
it in the following way: ‘All other ingredients are useless if the timing is not
perfect. The book must hit the “nerve of today’s managers’’ ’ (Kieser, 1997: 61).
Huczynski (1993) has as his first success criterion that it must be ‘timely, that is,
it should address itself to the problems of the age’ (1993: 1).

Timing may include the occurrence of economic crisis, which makes man-
agers more receptive to changes (Benders et al., 1998). The most distinct
example is Peter Senge’s success in writing The Fifth Discipline (1990), which
dealt with organizational learning. He recalls in an interview why he decided to
write a book: ‘That morning as I meditated it dawned on me that it was not OK
to sit on the sidelines this time. It was time for a book on the subject of learning
organizations’ (Senge, 1991: 37–8). Even though many similar publications had
already appeared, for instance Argyris and Schön (1978), 1990 was obviously
the right year for the learning organization. Another example, the lean produc-
tion movement, was introduced at the same time as the German auto industry
was in a big crisis, and it was an enormous success in that country, even though
the principles were already known.

The next criterion for success is that the presentation must describe the altern-
ative in an unfavourable way. More than that, the alternative to the new para-
digm must be frightening, dreadful and characterized by horror. The jacket
description of the Danish translation of the organizational concept ‘lean pro-
duction’ (Womack et al., 1990) reads as follows: ‘If we in the west do not run
our companies in the same effective way, our future will look very dark’
(Womack et al., 1991). In their best-seller, Hammer and Champy state that ‘re-
engineering is the only thing that stands between many US corporations –
indeed, the US economy – and disaster’ (1993: viii). As previously described at
a German seminar the opposite of lean production was visualized as a fat
German eating lots of hot dogs.

Third, the concept must be easy to remember, for instance in acronyms of
three letters, which is quite common. Many of the successful concepts have
certain simple rules, such as Steven Covey’s ‘7 habits’, McKinzey’s ‘6 S’, the
quality movement’s ‘6 Sigma’ or Senge’s five disciplines. If the different rules
begin with the same letter, it makes them even easier to remember. Many man-
agers, according to Huczynski (1993), live in an orally-based world where story-
telling is popular. Simple rules, simple phrases with a lot of case stories are
efficient, as Tom Peters demonstrates in his latest books and his ‘Wow-
movement’, where participants (besides buying T-shirts and baseball caps) are
invited to join his ‘Wow-camp’ (see: http://www.tompeters.com).

A fourth criterion is to describe a concrete recipe for action. It is hard to
change the way people think, and even harder to make thinking result in con-
crete action. A perspective for doing that was described by Kurt Lewin (1951)
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with his three-step model: ‘Unfreeze, change, refreeze’. Following up is their
main problem. Concrete programmes for action, ‘how-to’ books and recipes
such as The Lean Toolbox (Bicheno, 2000) are ways of refreezing. Many of the
later gurus are good at this; at the time when they published The Balanced Score-
card (Kaplan and Norton, 1996), Norton’s consulting firm had all the courses
and training programmes ready.

The fifth criterion may appear to contradict the previous two: a successful
concept should, besides being easy to remember and followed by a concrete
recipe, be vague and ambiguous. Huczynski (1993) explains this with the need
for ownership, to make the management ideas be partly created by the managers
themselves. An effective way to make this happen is that ‘the guru can make
the idea a little opaque so as necessitate the individual to “unpack” it’ (1993:
85). The concept of ‘team work’ in lean production is, for instance, very vaguely
described (Rolfsen, 2000). Another example is the important term ‘process’ in
Business Process Re-engineering, which is never defined precisely, even though
it is the most essential notion in the books (Harrison, 1995).

Benders and van Veen (2001) call this criterion interpretative viability. In an
earlier work, Benders shows that implementation of the management concept
lean production can be loosely coupled to the original, but the label is nonethe-
less always used. This is also a reason why concepts wear out after use. The prac-
tice is different from the promise, which is very likely to happen when the
definitions and descriptions are vague but at the same time characterized by
simplicity (Kieser, 1997; Benders and van Bijsterveld, 2000; Benders and van
Veen, 2001).

Criterion number six is the need to appear to be academic. Not all trends meet
this criterion. As Huczynski shows, some of the early trends appeal to the logic of
common sense. He uses Peters and Waterman as an example in their statement
that their concept ‘management excellence’ works because it makes excellent
sense (Huczynski, 1993: 101). Huczynski claims that there is a tendency towards
favouring more academic gurus, because the educational level of managers is
increasing. Therefore, an important basis for idea authority is scientific research.
Often, prominent display of the authors’ qualifications and background is enough.
Some of the later management fashion concepts show that the most successful
recipe is to have two authors operating as a pair, one professor (like Hammer and
Kaplan) and one head of a consulting firm (like Champy and Norton).

The last of our success criteria is perhaps more controversial than the others:
it seems important to launch the fashion concept with the East Coast of the US
as a geographical base. Modern management ideas in general, and guru theory in
particular, are American inventions (Pascale, 1990). All the main fads stem
from the US, and the American dominance in the international consultant
trade is increasing. Many of the concepts are inspired by success in other coun-
tries, especially Japan. But both the quality movement and lean production
became bestsellers at a point in time when they were published in the US. They
came to Europe via the US, or, more specifically, Boston, the capital of manage-
ment fashion (Björkman, 1998).
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This scenario applies to most of the concepts: they are launched in Boston
by professors from MIT or Harvard. Seen in this light, it is not surprising that
the Balanced Scorecard (Kaplan and Norton, 1996) won the game rather than
similar competitors developed in Sweden or Australia.

Huczynski (1993) notes that British managers have a strong tradition of
learning from experience, which makes them less receptive to the ‘quick fix’
solutions offered by outsiders. This would also explain why the three British
gurus Edward de Bono, Charles Handy and Reg Revans all focus on encouraging
managers to learn and think for themselves (Jackson, 2001).

An alternative approach: Creating communication arenas

The preceding types of explanation of guru impact in what I have called the
tyranny approach are important and necessary, but also incomplete. The main
problem, as Clark and Salaman (1998) argue, is that this approach assumes a
simplistic, one-way conception of the guru–user relationship. The guru is
defined as the dominant, initiating party who sells the users fads and empty
slogans, and confuses them through rhetoric. Managers, on the other hand, are
conceived as passive, docile consumers of the guru’s ideas.

These explanations rely implicitly on a formalistic, academic and rationalis-
tic conception of knowledge. Clark and Salaman offer a more interactive con-
ception of the relationship where both parties benefit from the interaction. In
this sense, gurus do not only constitute the organizational realities but also con-
stitute managers themselves, by offering attractive conceptions of their role,
which in turn define their identity: ‘They tell managers why they are important,
why they matter, why their skills are critical’ (1998: 153). In this perspective,
the guru serves an important role, but more so for the manager than for the
organization.

Other authors point to the fact that most of the literature only theorizes about
management fashions, giving few detailed empirically grounded examples (Newell
et al., 2001). Benders and van Veen (2001) focus in their article on the followers
more than on the ‘suppliers’ of management fashions, which is quite unusual. All
the critical articles focus only on the writers and their faddish language.

In my opinion, these are two closely linked shortcomings of the literature:
the one-sided picture of the slavish user, and the lack of descriptions of imple-
mentation. Both point in the same direction: the focus has with few exceptions
been on the supply side, on the gurus and the concepts in themselves, dis-
connected from the practical use.

As previously mentioned, the literature on organizational concept lacks
examples and focus on implementation. In developing a new perspective, I
want to use an example of a long-term implementation process of organizational
concepts in a Norwegian company. I will then develop an alternative perspect-
ive on the relation between concepts and users.
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Implementing by means of ‘the snake’

Øyum (1999) shows a unique way in which new concepts and management
fashions can be implemented without wearing out people. The object of study is
a Norwegian aluminium reduction plant. In 1986, a team of senior executives
and production engineers decided to start a quality process and to hire external
business consultants. The main goal was to improve the quality of manufactured
goods and thus reduce customer complaints. This approach represented a major
redefinition of operational focus from production orientation to customer orien-
tation. This was a novel approach for the organization.

During the quality process, the company’s head office introduced a new
organizational concept: ‘Programme for Operational Understanding’. It was sup-
posed to be implemented in all the firm’s aluminium plants. There was some
local resistance to this decision, because the plant was still in a ‘quality mode’
and it proved difficult to mobilize people behind another concept. The manage-
rial challenge was to communicate to people that both the quality concept and
the new concept were important at the same time. Since every plant could
implement the new concept in their own way, the local managers chose to use
many of the quality methods familiar to the organization when implementing
the new concept.

A few years later, a new organizational change was approaching. The same
strategy was chosen, using some of the best methods from earlier projects, and
integrating the new ideas in the way that the organization was accustomed to
organizing its improvement projects.

To explain their thinking the local managers developed a figure: ‘the snake’.
This was a visual image of their formalized change activities that had been
accomplished since the first quality project in 1986. The snake shows the imple-
mentation of the different concepts as ‘curls’ where one improvement project
follows the previous, without giant steps in work methods.

The snake’s lessons

One important lesson learned is that the change processes are more likely to be
successful if implemented as a continuum, instead of bell-shaped curves. This is
a long-term process, and the company has developed its own teaching material,
models and slogans, instead of copying outside concepts.

On the other hand, they have been inspired by outside ideas, but adapted
them to their own models. This implies that there have been really strong ‘insid-
ers’ available to carry out the process. Strong insiders are also essential to keep
control over the process. A consequence of the snake is that external consultants
should not be the driving forces in the implementation process, as they usually
are. As an example, Benders et al. (1998) found that 80 per cent of Dutch insur-
ance companies hired external consultants when carrying out a BPR project.

In the process of building an organization’s self-confidence it is also impor-
tant to accept the past and earlier actions, instead of rejecting them. Most
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organizational concepts have the opposite starting point. As Clark and Salaman
(1998) put it, an important characteristic of guru theories is to offer ‘a magic
cure or transformation that rejects the past, and reinvents the organisation, its
employees, their relationships, attitudes and behaviour’ (1998: 138).

Taking Business Process Re-engineering as an example, Hammer and
Champy (1993) identify the only solution as starting from scratch, and explain
that re-engineering means ‘the fundamental rethinking and radical redesign of
business processes (1993: 32)’. The book stresses radical breaks with prevalent
ways of working (Benders et al., 1998). To be able to work with the snake as a
guide, the Norwegian company had to work differently, re-defining the concepts
in their own terms.

Towards a new perspective

As the snake illustrates, organizational concepts in practical life can turn out to
look quite different from their origins. This is not surprising in itself. The inter-
esting question is how one reflects on this difference. The fashion’s fundamental-
ist advocates will claim that the practice is dysfunctional, because it differs from
the original ideas. The strong believers will hold a position of faithfulness to the
written text, and such a position can create controversies (Rolfsen, 1994).

In my view, the practical use of a concept is more interesting than the ori-
ginal idea. All concepts can to a certain degree be seen as socially constructed
and reconstructed (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). Taking this position, the
interesting discussions are moved towards the implementation, the practical
constitution of the concepts and in what way the users identify with them. The
implementation of management fashions can then be seen as a dialectical
reflection process between the concept and the users. Instead of producing
passive, alienated consumers of management fads, the change process can then
function as a liberation of human potential by being a co-generative process
(Elden and Levin, 1991). One crucial point in this thinking is to create commu-
nication arenas (Greenwood and Levin, 1998).

Communication arenas can be seen as rooms for learning processes resulting
in meanings that participants trust. These are simply locations where the
involved actors encounter each other in a material setting for the purpose of
carrying out some change process, e.g. the implementation of a new fad.

The arenas represent an opportunity to make use of the participants’ local
knowledge, which is practical reasoning in action, and reflection on these
actions. This is a different type of knowledge from that used to develop organi-
zational concepts (Greenwood and Levin, 1998). A third key element is the
importance of building on the past, of reflecting the organization’s history
instead of starting all over again with the new concept.

In the case of the aluminium company, all three of these points were con-
sidered. From the early TQM process, some communication arenas had been
created to reflect on the local knowledge and to bring up experiences from the
past instead of the rejecting what had formerly been done.
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Conclusion

My main point in this chapter has been to focus on the relation between
concept and organization, instead of the relation between guru and manager.
This relation can be viewed as a social construction instead of a single one-way
implementation. This position represents a dialectical interaction between
concept and organization that liberates human potential instead of producing
fashion victims. My argument is that such a process produces new praxis instead
of reproducing doctrines.

In this sense, the purpose of the concept is to bring new ideas into the
organization, because every fad, fashion or concept has some good points. And
if in this way the focus is moved from fads and fashion in the management liter-
ature to practical use, the concept in itself can be as faddish as it wants to be. It
is not the point any more.
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8 Intelligent emotions management

Charmine Härtel, Leigh Kibby and 
Michelle Pizer

Introduction

Human beings are a complex combination of thoughts, emotions, and physiol-
ogy. To deny this means denying what makes us human. Workplaces who refute
this, or fail to incorporate these ideas into their practices, are open to questions
about their ethics. In contrast, embracing the full gambit of the human con-
dition can assist organizations and their employees reach new levels of social
and task performance or, at the least, reduce dissatisfaction and disharmony
(Pizer and Härtel, 2004). The key to the development of ourselves and our
organizations, therefore, is to work with thoughts and emotions in a way that
liberates without chaos, accepts without judgment, and enables without com-
manding. These are the elements of what we refer to throughout this chapter as
intelligent emotions management.

In this chapter, we explore the pervasiveness of emotions in organizational
life. We begin by discussing what emotions are and how they affect us. Then, we
explore the range of emotional responses and their communication. Next, we
discuss organizational culture and argue that a culture’s power is derived from the
emotional needs of individuals. The way in which culture interacts with these
emotional levers influences people, we argue, for better or for worse. This discus-
sion establishes that humans’ emotional needs are powerful leverage points,
which can be exploited intentionally or unintentionally if not managed intelli-
gently and ethically. While culture shapes the types of interactions likely to
occur between individuals, intelligent and ethical management of emotions at
the individual level is an important way in which a positive organizational
culture can be fostered and maintained. We conclude the chapter in this vein by
introducing a model relating language, emotions, and thought and outlining a
specific strategy that managers can use to ensure the ethical and intelligent man-
agement of emotions, and consequently, organizational and personal health.

Emotion: What is it and how does it affect us?

Despite the fact that emotion was defined as early as Darwin (1872/1985), its
definition is still debated today (Ashkanasy et al., 2000, 2002b; Lord et al.,



 

2002). This confusion reflects not only the different perspectives scholars have
taken towards emotion, ranging from social to biological explanations (Fraisse,
1968; Hochschild, 1983), but also the variety of emphases within perspectives
(Schachter and Singer, 1962; Mandler, 1984). Despite attempts to combine
these approaches, no single definition of emotion has been embraced by the
academic community (see Strongman, 1977 for an in-depth review of emotions
definitions and Ashkanasy et al., 2000a for a recent discussion of perspectives
on emotions).

Although scholars continue to passionately debate the relative emphasis that
genes and socialization have on human behaviour (Rose and Rose, 2000) and
point to the dangers of overemphasizing genetic role (Rose and Rose, 2000;
Sapp, 2000), no scholar completely dismisses the evolutionary basis of emotions
(Rose, 1998; Sapp, 2000). Thus, the evolutionary perspective of emotion con-
tinues to be one of the oldest and most influential definitions published.

Darwin’s (1872/1985) primary contribution to the definition of emotion was
to identify emotional expression as an adaptive mechanism. In other words,
emotions help humans survive and adapt by signalling to one’s self and to
others when a situation is likely to be beneficial or harmful. For example,
feeling a positive emotion, such as excitement, signals to us that something
desirable is about to happen. Negative emotions such as frustration, on the
other hand, signal to us that something undesirable is about to occur. Not only
do emotions provoke us to draw closer or pull away from a situation, their
display enables us to signal to others what we want to convey about ourselves,
and to interpret the motives and needs of others (Jones and Rittman, 2002).
This signalling function of emotions highlights the importance of the social
context.

At the same time that Darwinism points to the social function of emotions,
it fails to consider that the complexity of the human brain means that it can
shape and alter the social norms in which these emotions play out (cf. Rose,
1998). Indeed, the large body of evidence accrued on human cultures shows
that societal norms sometimes mirror the behaviours that evolutionary theory
would predict and sometimes they stand in contradiction to it (Rose, 1998).
Further, humans differ from animals in that they experience not only the
primary emotions (for example anger, fear, surprise), but also the secondary
emotions or thought-imbued emotions arising from internal causes and the
person’s sense of morality (for example hope, disillusionment, respect) (Vaes et
al., 2002; Demoulin et al., in press). These secondary emotions motivate
humans towards pro-social intentions and behaviours (such as to be nice and
helpful for reasons of morality rather than for reasons of biology).

Human culture, we know, derives its power by interacting with the emo-
tional needs of individuals through offering belonging to those who heed its
norms and exclusion to those who do not (Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004).
Culture influences the emotional experience by identifying what interactions
take place, how these take place, what emotions can be displayed and how, and
what emotions can not be displayed (cf. Earley and Francis, 2002; Pizer and
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Härtel, 2002, 2004). Thus, while it can be said that emotions have a biological
basis, it must also be said that that biology interacts with the societal norms
humans themselves create and honour (cf. Lord et al., 2002).

While the functional aspect of emotion is unlikely to be debated, the process
by which it occurs is. Much research has been devoted to testing whether
thought precedes emotion or vice versa, drawing heavily upon the early work of
Schachter (1971) and Schachter and Singer (1962). Centralist theories like
Schachter’s (1971) admit that physiological reactions are precursors to emotion.
However, without cognition, such reactions will not transform into a specific
emotional experience. In other words, physiological arousal stimulates us to
think about the source of the arousal. We experience an emotion only if our
thought processes identify the cause as an emotional stimulus.

Besides emotions being viewed as a product of thought processes, many
authors view emotions as also having a motor component. Izard (1993), for
example, identified facial expression, posture, vocalizations, and head and eye
movements as evoking emotions. It is no wonder then that individuals place
primary emphasis on nonverbal body language and verbal tone in their interpre-
tations of others’ words and actions (Mehrabian, 1981).

What these multiple conceptions of emotion indicate is that emotion com-
prises many components and expressions, including cognitive processes, physio-
logical changes, emotional displays, and feeling states (Izard, 1977, 1993;
Plutchik, 1980). Each component and each expression is but one indicator of
emotion. Therefore, learning to communicate about emotions will involve skill
in recognizing and expressing emotion in all its dimensions.

The range of emotion and its communication

Humans are capable of experiencing and expressing a wide range of emotions.
A well-recognized list of emotions identifies 135 emotion words (Shaver et al.,
1987). These emotion words are grouped under the categories of anger, love,
joy, sadness, fear, and surprise. Further, recent research found evidence of 70 of
these emotions being reported by individuals affected by an organizational issue
(McDonald and Härtel, 2002). We list these in Table 8.1.

Emotional states can also be described in terms of three independent emo-
tional response dimensions (Mehrabian, 1981):

• pleasure–displeasure, such as satisfied–unsatisfied
• arousal–non-arousal, which refers to the combined level of activity and

alertness
• dominance–submissiveness, such as controlling–controlled and influential–

influenced.

As we discussed earlier in this chapter, the communication of emotions is
crucial for survival and adaptation (Darwin, 1872/1985). For example, express-
ing happiness at receiving a gift by smiling may encourage the person giving the
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gift to repeat the behaviour. In contrast, expressing displeasure at someone’s late
arrival with a frown may discourage repeat behaviour from that person.

Communication of emotions also underlies self-knowing and social bonding
(cf. Buck, 1984; Kelly and Barsade, 2001). Thus, failure in communicating
effectively about emotions to one’s self frustrates one’s sense of individuality,
while failure in communicating effectively about emotions to others frustrates a
sense of belonging. The negative emotions of individuals tend to be ‘conta-
gious’, leading to a negative emotional climate (Hatfield et al., 1994; Joiner,
1994; Härtel et al., in press). Hence, individuals and groups require effective
emotions communication to achieve and maintain emotional and social health
(Spiegel, 1999). Models of emotional development, however, indicate that not
all individuals and groups will be competent at doing so.

In order for people to understand the ways in which people communicate
emotions, it is important to become aware of the range of emotional develop-
ment. Figure 8.1 depicts emotional development as an affective hierarchy,
where the most basic development form is emoting, or feeling, and the most
advanced development form is self-noeticism or full acceptance.

More specifically, the affective hierarchy of emotional development com-
prises five building blocks:

• Emoting At the basis of the affective hierarchy is the exhibition of emotions.
• Emotional awareness The next significant step in emotional development is

the ability to label emotions with words or connect emotion to language.
This constitutes emotional awareness.

• Emotional intelligence (EI) Once individuals are able to integrate cogni-
tion and affect or connect emotion with thought, they have achieved a
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Table 8.1 Emotional responses to organizational issues

Compassion Panic Contempt
Fondness Apprehension Disgust
Shock Disappointment Outrage
Amazement Hopelessness Resentment
Elation Helplessness Jealousy
Pride Sympathy Bitterness
Relief Regret Loathing
Satisfaction Insecurity Resignation
Anxiety Despair Scorn
Distress Dejection Vengeance
Concern Annoyance
Dread

emoting
emotional
awareness

emotional
intelligence

emotional
agility

self-noeticism

Figure 8.1 The affective hierarchy



 

level of emotional intelligence. EI involves the ability to describe emo-
tions, to see them in context, and to take ownership of one’s responses to
emotions.

• Emotional agility Emotional agility refers to the ability to move through
emotional states until one reaches a resolution that is congruent with the
genuine self (Frankl et al., 1967). Emotional agility enables goal achieve-
ment through developing new perspectives and beliefs (Lazarus, 1991;
Stein and Devine, 1991), by challenging irrational thoughts and beliefs
(Ellis, 1977, 1996) and by removing values and beliefs that are
triggering/causing distressing emotions.

• Self-noeticism The penultimate developmental step is self-noeticism, a
concept based on Frankl et al.’s (1967) concept of Noös, which refers to
spirituality and a state of self-acceptance, i.e. acceptance of oneself as a
human being, not for what one does, achieves or even whether one is loved
(Albert Ellis, in Dryden 1991: 27). Self-noeticism refers to an individual’s
ability to resolve emotional states based on values aligned with one’s
genuine self even in those instances where the resultant choices garner dis-
favour with others.

Moving up the affective hierarchy requires insight, reflection, and understand-
ing. Language will facilitate this, and, perhaps, is the only vehicle for enabling
conscious emotional development and adaptation. Before exploring this point,
we consider how emotions impact upon the workplace.

Research on emotions in organizations

The examination of emotions at work is a relatively recent and growing field.
Proponents of its study argue that it has much to reveal about organizational
behaviour. Kahn (1992, 1995, 1998), for example, found a powerful layer of
emotions and relationships beneath observable organizational behaviour that
exerts significant influence on shaping how people think, feel, and behave at
work. These ‘emotional undercurrents are powerful, moving people towards
and away from one another, their tasks, and their organization’ (Kahn, 1998:
72).

According to Mastenbroek (2000) and Fineman (1996, 2001), over the
course of history, the mechanisms of emotion control have moved from explicit
(for example, written rules) to implicit or unspoken norms. At the same time,
expectations for emotional control have increased (for example, displaying
politeness to an angry customer). Today, the mechanisms for emotional control
are so embedded in societal expectations that rules for good behaviour need not
be scribed. As a result, emotions have been driven under the surface of organ-
izational behaviour (Pizer and Härtel, 2004), all too often forgotten by those
who design and manage organizations.

Culture, which is one approach to describing organizational context (Schein,
2000; see also Chapter 13 in this volume), has important implications for the
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types of emotions most likely to be experienced and expressed in organizations
(Triandis, 1994; Härtel et al., 2002). Organizational culture is a form of social
control or way of structuring social behaviour that operates on the emotional
level (Van Mannen and Kunda, 1989). Culture control is, in effect, emotion
control (Van Mannen and Kunda, 1989; Pizer and Härtel, 2004). It challenges
the notion of the inherent freedom of individuals, and has important implica-
tions for the types of emotions most likely to be experienced and expressed in
organizations (Triandis, 1994; Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004).

The way in which culture can be used to achieve a particular outcome is
through the promise of offering belonging and identity and, at the same time,
the threat of withdrawing these (Casey, 1999; Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004).
In this way, culture sets the stage for certain behaviours, thoughts, and feel-
ings while denying others (Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004). Culture’s power,
therefore, is derived from the emotional needs of individuals and the way in
which it interacts with these emotional levers (Pizer and Härtel, 2002,
2004).

One basic need employment provides for people is a sense of belonging
(Maslow, 1970). De Dreu et al. (2001) argue that, at the emotional level, a
sense of belonging results in experiencing positive emotions such as happi-
ness, elation, contentment and calmness. Conversely, feeling rejected is asso-
ciated with negative emotions such as anxiety, depression, grief, jealousy and
loneliness. Thwarting our basic need for belonging is at the core of most psy-
chological disorders (Maslow, 1970). Thus, our need to belong is a very
powerful leverage point, which can be exploited intentionally or unintention-
ally if it is not managed intelligently and ethically (Pizer and Härtel, 2002,
2004).

Real, potential, or imagined belonging or exclusion affects the quality of our
social relations at work and the extent to which we attack, withdraw or
approach others (De Dreu et al., 2001; Pizer and Härtel, 2002). Given the inter-
dependent nature of work, this will, in turn, influence our capacity to perform
tasks and consequently influence, to a certain degree, the success of the organ-
ization.

A healthy organization will, therefore, be one in which our needs for
belonging are met (Pizer and Härtel, 2002), and will be evidenced, among
other things, by a higher proportion of felt positive emotions and fewer felt
negative emotions (see Ashkanasy et al., 2000, 2002b for a compilation of art-
icles relating to this topic and Ashkanasy, Härtel and Daus, 2002 for a
review).

It is because culture operates on the emotional level that it can have a
significant impact on an individual’s experience of work, affecting personal
development and even the degree of one’s psychological health or disturbance
(cf. Jordan et al., 2002; Pizer and Härtel, 2002; Härtel et al., in press). Organ-
izations, therefore, through the management of their cultures, have a crucial
role and responsibility in contributing to the emotional needs of employees
(Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004). As such, organizations assisting employees in
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developing their emotional competencies may enable these employees to
develop higher quality work relationships (Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004).

There are several implications for managers. First, they need to increase
their awareness and skill in developing, assessing, and managing organizational
culture so that it provides employees with a sense of psychological safety (Van
Buskirk and McGrath, 1999; Pizer and Härtel, 2002). Second, they need to be
aware that because the organization’s culture provides ways to express emo-
tions through cultural practices, attempts to change such practices represent a
threat to employees and will, consequently, be resisted (Beyer and Nin̆o,
2001). Therefore, support through such changes is essential. Third, it is
through the organization’s culture that employees learn what specific emotions
are appropriate to experience in different situations (Pizer and Härtel, 2002,
2004). Organizational culture must therefore be changed when changes in
emotional expression are desired. Fourth, culture provides organizational
members with a social identity and hence an emotional bond to other
members and the organization itself (Beyer and Nin̆o, 2001; Pizer and Härtel,
2002). Such commitment enhances motivation, satisfaction and retention.
Weak affective commitment, on the other hand, fuels absenteeism, turnover
and resistance (Jordan et al., 2002). Fifth, culture produces ethnocentrism or
likeness in thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Beyer and Nin̆o, 2001). This
lack of diversity and lack of openness to diversity needs to be managed for the
well-being of employees and the competitiveness of the organization (Härtel
and Fujimoto, 2000).

The need to manage organizational culture intelligently and
ethically

The extent to which control in organizations results in positive or negative con-
sequences for employees depends partially on the legitimate and transparent use
of those leverage points for outcomes that include the well-being of the
employee (Pizer and Härtel, 2002, forthcoming 2004). If the use of those lever-
age points in situations of importance is perceived as fair, then organizational
justice theory indicates that people will tend to respond positively. Conversely,
if their use is perceived as unfair, then the affective and behavioural response
will tend to be negative (Paterson and Härtel, 2002). This, in turn, can result in
positive or negative consequences for the organization, such as positive or
negative word of mouth about its value as an employer.

Drawing on the work of Buller and McEvoy (1999), and Gottleib and Sanz-
giri (1996), Pizer and Härtel (2004) identified four characteristics of intelligent
and ethical management of organizational culture:

• leaders who manage with integrity and a strong sense of social responsibility
• the fostering of dialogue and dissent
• the willingness to reflect on and learn from its actions
• the development of emotional communication skills in employees.
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Because this last point is of particular relevance to this chapter, as it links the
concepts of emotions and communication, it is our focus in the next section.

The skills underpinning effective emotions communication

Before we can outline a specific strategy that managers can use to ensure the
ethical and intelligent management of emotions in organizations, we must
identify first what we mean by effective emotions communication. This is
necessary because, although communication theory does discuss work relation-
ships, the assumption often is that these work relationships are there to produce
what the organization desires, while the ‘subtexts of emotional connections and
disconnections running alongside our task-related conversations with one
another’ are ignored (Kahn, 1998: 71).

Emotions are reflective of environments, contexts, and internal states
(Lazarus, 1989). Emotions, therefore, become tools for insight and understand-
ing to one’s self and others, and the interactions we have (Pizer and Härtel,
2004). Emotions as indicators of unfulfilled desires or wants provide information
that can enhance the effectiveness of managers of people. Thus: ‘Job satisfaction
has been found to depend on the satisfaction of needs, in relation to what is
wanted or valued’ (Argyle, 1987: 147). One’s emotional state can indicate one’s
job attitude (Fisher, Ashkanasy and Härtel, 2001) and provide an avenue for
interacting and forming solutions. The key to opening the door that will release
another’s emotions and enable the intelligent management of them is under-
standing what the other is truly feeling and knowing how to enter into the
closed room which holds the hidden (though perhaps outwardly rampaging
exhibition of) emotions. We introduce the Language–Emotion–Thought Model1

as a tool for assisting managers to using the right key for opening the emotions
door.

Overview of the Language–Emotion–Thought Model

The Language–Emotion–Thought Model depicts the relationship between lan-
guage, thought, and emotion (see Figure 8.2). It illustrates that this relationship
is dynamic; that the elements interact with, foster, and create one another; and
that each can and does impede, sustain, or facilitate the other.

For the purposes of this chapter and to provide a starting point, ‘thought’ is
defined as the process of human mental activity related to ideas, understand-
ings, concepts, and cognition, all of which can be used interchangeably. Lan-
guage is defined as the words that express either thought or linkages to thought
(Carroll, 1967; Kucaj, 1999). In this chapter we, like many other contempor-
ary scholars (for example Lord et al., 2002), consider emotions to have a spe-
cific cause (Frijda, 1993; Forgas, 1995; Weiss and Cropanzano, 1996), to be
short in duration (Lord et al., 2002), to manifest as an action, tendency or a
feeling state (Lord et al., 2002), and to be defined by social and cultural settings
in addition to human biology (Oatley, 1993). For these reasons, we adopt
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Frijda and Mesquita’s (1994: 51) definition of emotion, ‘Emotions are complex,
structured phenomena … They are affective responses to what happens in the
environment and cognitive representations of the event’s meaning for the
individual.’

Vygotsky (1971) postulated an inextricable connection between thought
and word, thought and language, meaning and word, and meaning and lan-
guage. Whilst thought and language may be linked, language might also govern
thought, thus determining how the world is perceived and/or perception gov-
erned (Gopnik and Meltzoff, 1997). In fact, there may also be an inextricable
link between thought, language, and action. ‘Insofar as language is impossible
without thought, and language and thought are impossible without the world to
which they refer, the human world is more than mere vocabulary, it is word-
and-action’ (Friere, 1985: 50).

Language can govern the perception and interpretation of the world (or a
reality that can be perceived) and in that way it governs an individual’s reality
or what is knowable or can be interpreted about an event (De Rivera, 1977).
Although language expresses and reflects thought and in some cases facilitates
it, language is not essential to thought (Diamond, 1989; Carruthers, 1997).
Nonetheless, language may moderate, control, or govern thought or, at least,
the outward expression of thought (Barrett, 1999).

Because language enables expression of an individual’s reality and sharing of
that reality through mutual expression, it is a tool for either social connection
(Dunlop, 1984) or social disintegration. In fact, both thought and language
represent experience and provide a tool for establishing, building, and main-
taining social relationships (Olson, 1980) because relationships and interac-
tions are an experience, which can be externalized and shared with others via
language.
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Emotions enable coping and development, which is achieved via a thought-
ful process (Kibby and Härtel, 2002). There is some evidence that emotional
intelligence (Salovey and Mayer, 1990) enables development, understanding of
self, life, and others (Blanchard-Fields, 1996). ‘Feeling involves a natural
process of emergence and development … Given that people cannot control
these affective experiences, it is best that they learn from them’ (Greenberg,
1996: 315). To learn from them means to link emotions and thought, ‘To integ-
rate the two is to help man realize what he might be’ (Brown, 1976: 108).
Because ‘emotions in part result from beliefs … consist of beliefs and engender
beliefs’ (Frijda, 1996: 21), effective emotions communication means recognizing
not only the emotions, but also the beliefs that may be driving them.

Through words we try to express, describe, and label our own and others’
emotions (Wierzbicka, 1992). Language is linked to ideas and to associated
emotional states, and thus frames emotional states and whether, or how, the
individual understands them. Not only is language then essential for human
beings to consciously reflect on feelings, thought and perception, its ability to
do so influences the level of our emotional communication skills (Kibby and
Härtel, 2002).

The language–emotion connection is important because it reveals an interre-
lationship that governs how we are understood by others, the nature of our rela-
tionships, the internal relationship we have with ourselves and, eventually,
what we believe. ‘In most arenas of daily communication, speakers convey not
only information about some state or event, but their feelings about that state
or event as well’ (Ochs, 1986: 256). And so, through language and a language
interaction, we provide both content (i.e. information regarding thought and
ideas) and affective messages.

The Language–Emotion–Thought Model provides a foundation upon which
strategies for emotions communication can be formulated. Language expresses
thought and emotion as well as shapes it (Kibby and Härtel, 2002). Emotions
and thought can enable, create, or disable each other. Relationships with others
and ourselves are shaped by these processes, as are beliefs. For organizations,
leaders and managers alike, there are numerous implications to the model. We
believe that some of these are as follows:

• Interpersonal skills need to be developed to address the Language–
Emotion–Thought Model.

• Dialogue and thought processes need to be fostered that enable the
labelling of events and others such that emotions and cognition gener-
ate action that builds respect, tolerance, appreciation of others, non-
judgmental attitudes and social cohesion rather than diminishing it.

• The choice of dialogue in interactions can influence emotional states and
hence well-being and workplace performance.

• Managers and leaders should be trained in a way that models an under-
standing of, and the skills related to, the Language–Emotion–Thought
Model.
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• Emotional intelligence, and any measure of such, must include aspects of
dialogue and cognition.

• Self-management, coping and well-being, will involve language (for
example, words to label emotions and associated thought).

• Language will determine what people think and their emotional responses.
Therefore, the labels used in an organization for work and for people will
determine how managers perceive people (their staff) and react towards
them, i.e. is work only business, profit and process or are people human
beings (rather than human capital)?

• The way we label via the words we use to describe external events or cir-
cumstances can govern emotional states and thinking processes.

• Language development, or at least language proficiency, in the predomi-
nant culture of the workplace, can impact upon the ability to manage emo-
tions.

• Emotional development, or a model for such, can provide a reference for
understanding and/or facilitating, emotions management.

We now outline some strategies that address the implications above. First,
because language is a vehicle for expressing emotion and thought, individuals
need to develop their skill in labelling emotions. A simple technique for man-
agers to attend to the emotions of employees without delving into the psy-
chotherapeutic domain is the ERA1 communication/interaction strategy. ERA
is the acronym for:

• Empathic listening or emotive tone listening
• Reflective listening
• Action based communication.

The ERA approach views an interaction as being between two people where:

• a speaker experiencing the emotion gives voice and expression to the
emotion and the need or want linked to that emotion; and

• a listener (in business terms, the manager or leader) uses language in a way
that assists the speaker in integrating thought and emotion.

The first phase of ERA, Empathic Listening, is based around the ideas of Carl
Rogers (1966) (Frick, 1971; Nye, 1975). It is also based on the notion that
using words to label or provide a label to describe an emotional state will make
the emotional state conscious, which enables the individual to examine and
reflect upon the emotion. Specifically, once the speaker finishes talking, the lis-
tener (or a manager/leader/mentor) says, ‘You feel’, followed by a single word
that identifies a feeling/emotional state. The delivery, as in all aspects of the
ERA approach, needs to be almost ‘flat’ in terms of body language and tone in
order to avoid the judgmental messages that can be conveyed by nonverbal
behaviour (Culley, 1992: 138).
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The second phase of ERA, reflective listening, initiates once the speaker
agrees with the emotion/feeling state identified by the listener. Reflection is
achieved by the listener restating the feeling label followed by ‘because you
want to’, after which the listener either leaves a silence or describes a strategic
direction for action.

At this point, it is important to draw attention to the grammatical structure
of the reflective phrase. The ‘because you want to’ implies a goal to be attained
which becomes the focus, and in fact the grammar requires a conscious atten-
tion to goals (Church, 1961: 199). This phraseology is preferable to more open
interactions which can lead to psychoanalysis and which requires further exper-
tise in psychotherapy as it is not within the scope of ethical management
behaviour.

The final stage of ERA is action based communication, which focuses on
goal attainment that will alleviate the emotional intensity or volume. This is
enacted after the speaker agrees with, or states, the goal that is identified
through the reflective phase. During this final action focused stage, the strategy
is for the listener to ask firstly questions like, ‘How will that happen? How
would that look for you? How would that work for you?’ In the ensuing discus-
sions of options, actions and outcomes can be tested with a value position,
because ‘a person’s satisfaction depends in part on how well his values find
expression in daily life style’ (Yukl, 1981: 82–3).

A second strategy for dealing with the implications identified earlier in this
section is to foster an organizational culture where emotions are recognized and
dealt with in a way that has positive outcomes for the organization and the indi-
viduals involved. As we have shown, while culture shapes the types of interac-
tions likely to occur between individuals, intelligent and ethical management of
emotions at the individual level is an important way in which a positive organi-
zational culture can be fostered and maintained (Pizer and Härtel, 2002, 2004).
In addition to the four characteristics of intelligent and ethical management of
organizational culture we identified earlier, the following measures need to be
addressed.

• Employees become closer as they experience emotions together, and there-
fore work better together as a team (Huy, 1999, 2001, 2002). If they deal
with these emotions in a manner that aligns with organizational goals, then
this promotes affiliative behaviour – both with the organization and peers.
In order to create an environment where emotions can be managed, man-
agers need to acknowledge that people have to deal with emotions as well
as help them to do so.

• As George (2002) notes, emotions serve to manifest and reinforce roles and
status differences amongst groups. Consequently, if emotions are managed
effectively, the effect that teams generate can have long-term positive
effects on group development, group dynamics, group performance, and
group effectiveness (George, 2002). Knowledge and acknowledgement of
emotion processes is one aspect of effective emotion management (Glomb
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et al., 2002). Further, rather than suppressing or ignoring emotions in the
workplace, emotion can be integrated into worklife, not just into homelife,
which creates a balance between the two (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1995;
Grandey and Brauburger, 2002).

• A cultural audit can be undertaken to identify how the organization’s
vision, norms, policies, and practices lead to organizational behaviours
prompting the expression or arousal of certain specific emotional states
(Pizer and Härtel, 2004). Such continual monitoring will enable the identi-
fication of potential problems in the organization as well as the modifica-
tion of the organization’s culture and practices so that a positive, healthy
organization is fostered.

A third and related strategy for dealing with emotions in the workplace is the
development of emotional capability. Emotional capability refers to the organi-
zation’s ability to acknowledge, recognize, monitor, discriminate, and attend to
emotions at both the individual and collective levels (Huy, 1999). Skilful
emotion management is necessary to create organizational environments that
foster creativity and rapid change. If managers do not manage emotions appro-
priately, counterproductive work behaviour can have a detrimental effect on
both the employee and the organization’s culture (Liu and Perrewe, forthcom-
ing). In contrast, as we have shown, organizations assisting employees in devel-
oping their emotional competencies may enable these employees to develop
higher quality work relationships. One way to develop such skills is to train
people in the theory and skills associated with the Language–Emotion–Thought
Model discussed earlier. Other ways managers can develop emotional capability
that attends to the employee’s emotional responses to strategic change and
innovation are:

• The identification, during strategic change, of the variety of emotions that
can be aroused. Once known, the organization needs to accept and inter-
nalize these, and then act upon them. This may involve altering the course
of the change or strategy, or assisting people to cope with the change in a
healthy way.

• Because middle managers are closer to frontline workers and are more
attuned to employees’ needs, they need to be recognized and used by the
organization as the key loci for emotion management during strategic
change (Huy, 2001, 2002).

• Emotion management must be customized to the individuals and the situ-
ation in order to be effective (cf. Huy, 2001, 2002). For example, in cultur-
ally diverse settings, differences in the way people display or do not display
emotion must be identified, and strategies modified to reflect these differ-
ences (Earley and Francis, 2002).
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have presented theoretical frameworks that lay people can
use to communicate emotions and develop tools, skills, and interaction and
communication strategies for the intelligent and ethical management of emo-
tions. Most organizations have yet to appreciate the full importance of these
issues. Typically managers receive relatively little training in people manage-
ment issues, and even less in such communication skills as empathic listening.
Without this, organizations will be less likely to develop strategies designed to
deliver intelligent emotions management, despite the gains that we believe
could be accrued.

On the other hand, the communication strategies we identify in this chapter,
if put in use by organizational members, can assist in fostering a healthy organi-
zational culture where employees are viewed as autonomous and self-managed,
where a variety of emotions are experienced and expressed, where psychological
safety is present even during times of change, and where both organization and
employee benefit.
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9 Blending attitudes and motivation
A key cocktail

Harald Valås and Olav Sletta

Introduction

Motivation theories and motivation-enhancing strategies and techniques have
attracted considerable interest in the organizational and management sciences.
However, management science is ‘notoriously faddish’, which means that theo-
ries and strategies tend to move in and out of favour (Furnham, 1992: 152).
While enjoying popularity, they are adopted by organizations, perhaps based on
unrealistic or even naive expectations of success. In that case the result is disil-
lusionment, dropping of strategies, and replacement by others. Little is known
about the long-term effects of jumping from one fashion to another. This is
hardly a pleasant state of affairs, as indicated in Norwegian educational liter-
ature by the term ‘kangaroo organization’.

During the last few decades the nature and conditions of work have changed.
The national and international competition in industry requires hard-working,
flexible, creative, highly work-motivated and competent employees, who are
also a company’s most important capital. Thus, the company needs a staff with
positive attitudes to their work and their workplace to maintain the company’s
competence and productivity, and to be able to meet future competition.

Within this world of work, motivation is an important concern, and few
things are more urgent or more troubling for managers in their efforts to promote
organizational effectiveness than the job satisfaction and motivation of their sub-
ordinates. Consequently, the important question is how to promote the workers’
job satisfaction and motivation and thus keep the company’s skilled labour.

According to organizational scientists, attitudes play a central role in their
discipline (Brief, 1998). However, the definitions of attitude on which their
research is founded tend to be narrow, in the sense that focus may be on one
attitudinal component only (for example on feelings). This state of the art
means that our ‘blending of attitudes and motivation’ requires a conceptual
clarification as a starting point. Our conceptual and theoretical discussions will
be based on educational psychology and the social psychology of education in
combination with organizational studies. To date, relatively little of the social
psychology literature on attitude formation has been applied by organizational
scientists (Brief, 1998: 69)



 

The concept of attitude is popular, but the understanding of attitudes in
society is limited. Thus when difficult problems are discussed with politicians,
one of the most frequently heard conclusions is that a change of attitudes is
necessary. But how this is to be attained is at best only vaguely indicated, and
attitudinal change may be an empty phrase. Attitude refers to something that,
once formed, tends to persist. Indeed, changing attitudes may require consider-
able effort. To suggest attitude change as a solution may actually communicate
that one does not know what to do. Obviously people tend to believe that atti-
tudes influence behaviour, and that a change of attitudes will affect action. But
this is also a far more complicated matter than one might expect.

Definition of attitude

The widespread everyday usage of the attitude concept may make people think
that they have the same notion in mind when they talk about attitudes,
although their conceptions may differ in important ways (Berkowitz, 1986).
Even in social psychology, where the study of attitudes has its disciplinary home
(Brief, 1998), several different definitions are offered. An early definition was
given by Gordon W. Allport:

An attitude is a mental or neural state of readiness, organized through
experience, exerting a directive or dynamic influence upon the individual’s
response to all objects with which it is related.

(Allport, 1935: 810)

According to this definition, an attitude is a ‘state of readiness’, or predisposi-
tion to react in a particular way when confronted with the attitude object or
issue. Attitudes always have a referent, they are attitudes towards something.

People are not born with their attitudes, they are acquired along the way.
Attitudes can arise from single and multiple experiences (Rajecki, 1982). Most
attitudes we hold are not the results of our own analysis or logical thinking,
they are more likely to have been taken over from significant others (such as
parents, teachers, friends and colleagues) as part of our socialization. In the long
run we will develop attitudes that dominate important aspects of our social life,
such as religion, marriage, politics, work and leisure, and they will tend to be
long-lasting and difficult to change (Oppenheim, 1982).

Currently most social psychologists define or describe attitudes as evaluations
of people, objects and ideas (Aronson et al., 2002: 217). Attitudes are evalua-
tive in that they consist of favourable or unfavourable reactions to something.
Aronson et al. elaborate on this definition by referring to the components or
parts that attitudes are made up of – feelings, beliefs, and behaviour. Most
writers include these components in their definitions of the concept, thus
emphasizing the affective, behavioural and cognitive nature of attitudes. By way
of a handy mnemonic these have been termed the ABC of attitudes (Rajecki,
1982). However, there is some disagreement on the idea of the ABC of
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attitudes, and also some confusing formulations. Some researchers (for example
Fishbein, 1963) prefer to define the attitude concept as single-dimensional,
simply as positive or negative affect towards some object. Also, organizational
scientists concerned with job satisfaction, which is considered to be an attitude,
tend to define the concept in affective terms only (Brief, 1998). Other writers
argue that attitudes have two components, one affective and the other cogni-
tive. The reasons for omitting the behavioural component are either not given
or only vaguely indicated. Thus Brief (1998: 53) says that he tends to rely on
the two-component model ‘largely for pragmatic reasons’.

In the 1980s and early 1990s cognitive social psychologists had a dominating
position, and the role of affect was not adequately attended to (Brief, 1998).
Research on attitudes did not fully recognize that people feel as well as think
and act. Also, research on motivation was affected. According to Aronson
(1990: 8–9) the concept of motivation became unfashionable: ‘During the cog-
nitive revolution in social psychology, researchers not only lost interest in the
concept of motivation, they seemed to forget that it existed’.

The behavioural component of attitudes refers to a predisposition to act in a
certain way (Greenberg and Baron, 1997: 53) or to social objects (Secord and
Backman, 1964); also described as a state of readiness (Oppenheim, 1982). A failure
to include this component means that the ‘directive or dynamic influence’ (in
Allport’s terms) is lost. However, there is some confusion about the behavioural
component in the literature. Thus Aronson et al. (2002) describe the behavioural
component as consisting of actions or observable behaviour, and Brief (1988: 53)
states that the behavioural or cognitive component is ‘how one acts or intends to
act’ towards an attitude object. According to most definitions attitudes are inner
components of mental life that may express themselves through verbal statements,
anger or satisfaction, selective learning and recall, and a variety of other types of
behaviour (Oppenheim, 1982). However, the links between attitudes and behavi-
our are complex, and numerous empirical studies have demonstrated that attitudes
are not directly predictive of behaviour. This lack of a strong direct relationship is
explained by most writers in terms of situational or social constraints that prevent the
person from acting out her/his attitudes. When assessments of attitudes are com-
bined with measures of situational or social variables, such as visibility of behaviour
or the effects of social norms (including expectations of significant persons), the
prediction of behavioural outcomes is at its best.

Attitudes and norms

Norms specify beliefs, feelings, and behaviour that is expected from members of
a group or an organization, or from people in a society. They tell us what we
ought to do and, conversely, what we ought not to do in given situations. Social
control through norms is necessary for any group, organization or society to
function and continue to exist (Stensaasen and Sletta, 1996). Norms are estab-
lished formally, sometimes as written rules, or informally, as group definitions of
appropriate beliefs and behaviour in given situations. Ideally norms are widely
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accepted. If not, norms are often enforced through sanctions or threat of sanc-
tions, in the form of approval, praise, scorn, or punishment. Powerful organi-
zations may demand strong conformity, and individuals may then be strongly
pressured into a homogeneous ‘corporate culture’ behavioural repertoire
(Furnham, 1992: 344–5). Organizations can equally reward group activities,
individual self-development, or creativity. But no matter how powerful organi-
zations are, they cannot control people’s attitudes.

A general tendency in people to follow norms (to conform) is explained with
reference to two needs: the need to know what is ‘right’, and the need to be
accepted (Aronson et al., 2002). Particularly in new, confusing or crisis situ-
ations people look to the behaviour of others to know what is the correct (or
best) thing to say or do. Experts, popular managers, and other significant or
highly esteemed persons may be powerful sources of influence, i.e. norm senders,
since they typically have the most appropriate information. The need to be
accepted, and to remain a member of the group, makes us follow rules for
acceptable behaviour, i.e. to conform to what we perceive as the conduct
expected and considered appropriate by others.

Research on attitudes in organizations

In the organizational sciences research on attitudes has its focus primarily on
work-related attitudes, and especially on job satisfaction. The results of more
than half a century of intensive study in this field are not impressive. In his
review of the literature on job satisfaction, Brief (1998) points to several ques-
tions that have not been attended to, or have not even been previously posed.
Details will not be discussed here. Our critical comments on this research tradi-
tion can be summed up in three points:

1 Job satisfaction is commonly defined as how people feel about their jobs,
i.e. as an affective reaction only (Greenberg and Baron, 1997; Brief, 1998).
This definition is unsatisfactory, as a three-dimensional conceptualization
of attitudes is generally preferred by social psychologists.

2 To define a person’s job as an attitudinal object is meaningful, but problem-
atic, considering the breadth of experiences associated with job situations.
A great range of variables are applied in research on job satisfaction, in
combinations that seem to be related to different attitudes, without focus-
ing explicitly on any particular attitude. Job satisfaction is itself multi-
dimensional. According to Furnham (1992) there may be as many as ten
different dimensions of job satisfaction, like satisfaction with working con-
ditions, with co-workers and with reward structure.

3 The research on attitudes in organizations calls for development of theo-
retical models that may be tested empirically, in order to identify predictive
links between variables in comprehensive networks, and thus to make con-
comitant and longitudinal predictions possible. Until now, few studies have
used this approach.
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Attitudes as ‘hidden motivation’

Human motives and attitudes reside in the private experience of individuals.
Therefore we cannot directly observe each other’s attitudes or motives.
However, there are various self-evident reasons why people work: work provides
a source of income, a source of social contacts, a means of structuring time, and
a source of self-fulfilment and self-actualization (Furnham, 1992: 127). The
amounts and types of work motivation that people experience are shown
through the quality, quantity, enthusiasm, and productivity at work. Thus
several aspects of work motivation are relatively open to observation.

In this sense attitudes are more complicated. Attitudes can be viewed as ‘a
psychologically based form of motivation’ (Rajecki, 1982: 5). The motivational
effects of attitudes, even when being strong, may not be open to observation.
Because of the situational, social and organizational constraints described
above, the behavioural component of attitudes, that is the predisposition or
readiness state, will often not be acted out. Thus the formal and informal norms
that cement the organization and keep it running, may effectively prevent the
open expression of attitudes.

Consistency in and between attitudes

The motivational strength of attitudes rests partly on the consistency of attitu-
dinal components within individual attitudes, and in the way different attitudes
are related to each other. An implicit statement of consistency across the A-B-
C components, is revealed in Allport’s definition (Allport, 1935), and this has
subsequently been elaborated on by numerous writers. It seems to make sense
that when our cognitions about an attitude object or issue change, our affects
and predispositions to act should be revised accordingly.

Different attitudes form patterns, they are not isolated boxes but are linked
and intertwined. Underlying attitudes may be values or philosophies-of-life,
organized in coherent systems, which guide beliefs and behaviour in many situ-
ations, at work and elsewhere (Furnham, 1992). To the extent that special atti-
tudes are rooted in people’s general value systems, they are likely to be long
lasting and change-resistant. The patterns are not always logical, they may be
irrational as well (Oppenheim, 1982).

Several theories have dealt with these ideas of attitude organization.
Although humans may have some tolerance for inconsistency, the common
assumption is that individuals attempt to maximize consistency among the
various components in an attitude and between attitudes that are related to
each other. If the components or attitudes are not consistent, the person will
experience psychological stress, referred to as imbalance, incongruence, incon-
sistency, dissonance, and so forth (Albrecht et al., 1987).

Among the consistency theories the theory of cognitive dissonance has been,
and still is, the most influential.

Cognitive dissonance theory is concerned with the relations between atti-
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tude components and between attitudes and behaviour. The theory was pre-
sented by Festinger (1962), who was named ‘the Picasso of social psychology’ by
his student Elliot Aronson. Festinger started with a proposition ‘that if a person
held two cognitions that were psychologically inconsistent, he would
experience dissonance – and would attempt to reduce dissonance much like one
would attempt to reduce hunger, thirst – or any drive’ (Aronson, 1990: 3). Thus
when cognitive dissonance occurs, that state will make one uncomfortable, and
there will be a motivation to reduce the discomfort, primarily through attitudi-
nal or behavioural changes designed to re-establish consistency.

Aronson describes it as a theory about sense-making, i.e. how people try to
make sense of their behaviour ‘and thus try to lead lives that are (at least in
their own minds) sensible and meaningful’ (Aronson, 1990: 3). Initially, social
psychologists believed that dissonance could be caused by any two discrepant
cognitions, but subsequent research made it clear that not all cognitive incon-
sistencies are equally uncomfortable (Aronson et al., 2002). Dissonance was
found to be most upsetting when people behave in ways that threaten their
image of themselves. In his elaboration on the centrality of the self concept in
the experience and reduction of dissonance, Aronson suggests three things that
most individuals strive for: (1) to preserve a consistent, stable, predictable sense
of self; (2) to preserve a competent sense of self; and (3) to preserve a morally
good sense of self (Aronson 1990: 5). ‘As a result, such acts as lying, advocating
a position contrary to one’s beliefs, or otherwise acting against one’s principles,
will arouse dissonance in most individuals’ (Thibodeau and Aronson, 1992:
592). Accordingly, one way that attitudes change is when people behave incon-
sistently with their attitudes and cannot find external justification for their
behaviour. Thus when individuals are induced to state publicly an opinion that
runs counter to their own attitudes, their attitudes will tend to move in the
direction of the public statement. This tendency is termed ‘saying is believing’
(Aronson et al., 2002: 223).

In its heyday, cognitive dissonance theory generated more than a thousand
experiments. In the decades that followed, the theory proved to be an extraordi-
narily fruitful and powerful explanatory concept (Aronson, 1990), and numer-
ous principles and techniques for attitudinal change were suggested. Details will
not be given here. Suffice it to say that dissonance techniques have proved to
be powerful, and that they are applicable in groups and organizational contexts.
On a mass scale, however, they are difficult to carry out. In order to change
many people’s attitudes in an organization or in society, such as when carrying
out an anti-drugs campaign, for instance, persuasive communication is more fre-
quently used. According to Hargie et al. (1999: 23), the ability to influence and
persuade others is ‘the main attribute of good management’.

Details about persuasive communication, with a special view on communica-
tion in organizations, are given by these authors, who define persuasion as a
process of ‘guiding people towards the adoption of some behaviour, belief or
attitude preferred by the persuader through reasoning or emotional appeals’
(Hargie et al., 1999: 23).
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Numerous examples of how persuasion is (or should be) used are given in
social psychological literature. Sometimes high-pressure tactics are applied to
get people to adopt (or not to adopt) a particular attitude or type of behaviour.
When the pressure becomes so blatant that it threatens individuals’ attitudinal
or behavioural freedom, the persuasion attempt will often fail. According to
reactance theory (Brehm, 1966; Brehm and Brehm, 1981) an unpleasant state
of reactance is aroused when people feel that their freedom to act or to hold
particular attitudes is threatened. Reactance is defined as a motivational state to
restore a threatened or lost freedom. The greater the reactance, the more likely
the person is to stick to his initial attitude or behaviour (Brief, 1998: 82), or
even to rebel or boomerang, as when teenagers assert their freedom and
independence by doing the opposite of what their parents ask. A classical
example of reactance is Romeo and Juliet, whose love was intensified by their
parents’ opposition (Myers, 1996; Aronson et al., 2002).

The implications of this line of reasoning seem to be that in organizational
settings which facilitate individual autonomy, employees are not likely to be
excessively preoccupied by hiding or defending their attitudes or by the need to
justify their actions. In turn this freedom may increase the employees’ initiative
in self-development with future favourable outcomes. A controlling, under-
stimulating environment is not likely to benefit either the employees or the
organization.

Thus the effects of control versus autonomy or self-determination seem to be
a highly relevant area of research in organizations, and since this serves to link
attitudes and motivation, we have chosen this area as the main focus when we
turn to motivation theory.

Theory of self-determination

Self-determination theory (see Deci and Ryan, 1985, 1992) is an integration of
three sub-theories: cognitive evaluation theory (which describes the effects of
events that initiate or regulate behaviour on motivation and motivational rele-
vant processes); causality orientation theory (personality influence of motiva-
tion); and organismic integration theory (motivation and development – where
the internalization of extrinsically motivated behaviour is of special interest), of
which the first and second will be mentioned here. The coherence and broad
applicability of these ideas have elevated self-determination theory to a position
of prominence among contemporary theories of human motivation.

Cognitive evaluation theory is based on three fundamental human needs.
These are the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, all of which
are innate.

First, human beings have a need to maintain a sense of self-determination, the
feeling that actions are based on personal choice (perceived intrinsic loci of
causality) rather than on obligation or coercion (perceived extrinsic loci of
causality). External events relevant to the initiation or regulation of behaviour
will affect a person’s intrinsic motivation to the extent that they influence the
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perceived locus of causality for that behaviour. Events that promote a more exter-
nal perceived locus of causality will undermine intrinsic motivation, whereas
those that promote a more internally perceived locus of causality will enhance
intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 1985: 62). However, it should be emphas-
ized that in this connection self-determination refers to the extent to which a
person perceives or feels self-determinate, and not to objective realities. Self-
determination is a question about maximum autonomy support within well-
defined limits. Here, autonomy support involves leaders understanding and
acknowledging their subordinates’ perspectives, providing meaningful information
in an informational manner, offering opportunities for choice, and encouraging
self-initiation (Deci and Ryan, 1985). In this connection important questions
refer to opportunities to make inputs into deciding how to do the job, to express
one’s ideas and opinion on the job, to what extent one feels pressured at work, if
one’s feelings are taken into consideration on the job, etc. (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

Several studies have shown that autonomy-supporting leaders tend to
promote the intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction, while controlling leaders
tend to undermine intrinsic motivation and promote extrinsic motivation or
amotivation (learned helplessness). Thus, research reveals a positive association
between autonomy supportive management and level of trust in the corporation
and overall job satisfaction (Deci et al., 1989), trust and loyalty (Pajak and
Glickman, 1989), greater job satisfaction, less absenteeism, and better physical
and psychological well-being (Blais and Briere, 1992) and intrinsic motivation
(Gagne et al., 1997).

A second issue in cognitive evaluation is that people have an intrinsic need
to feel competent and to master optimal challenges. As early as 1959, White
(1959) proposed a need for effectance as a basic motivational propensity that
energizes a wide range of non-drivebased behaviours, and suggested that there is
an inherent satisfaction in doing activities which exercises and extend one’s
capabilities. The energy behind these activities was named effectance motivation,
and the corresponding affect feeling of efficacy, while the term competence was
used to connote the structures through which effectance motivation operate.
Competencies are thus the accumulated results of the interaction with the
environment, of exploration, learning, and adaptation. In a biological sense,
competence refers to the capacity to interact effectively with the environment
that ensures the maintenance of the organism. Human beings, unlike lower
animals, have few competencies innately provided and need to learn a great
deal about how to deal with the environment. The motivational counterpart of
this capacity is often called competence motivation, effectance motivation, or
mastery motivation (see Kagan, 1972). According to White, the development
of competence is in part maturational and in part learned, and the need for
competence provides the energy for this learning. The feeling of effectance that
follows from competent interaction with the environment is the reward for this
type of behaviour and can sustain behaviour independently of any drive-based
or other form of reinforcement (in psychoanalytic theory referred to as
independent ego energy).
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In short, White’s theory (White, 1959) provided the foundation for other
theories focused on personal agency beliefs and the intrinsic desire for a per-
sonal agency. Inherent in human beings is a general desire to explore and
master our environment, in other words to be competent, with manifestations
of this general motive varying in strength across domains as a function of emo-
tions, self-referent thought concerning one’s competence, and contextual
support for exploration and mastery. A sense of personal competence/mastery
advances feelings of pleasure, while a sense of incompetence advances feelings
of anxiety, despondency or distaste. One condition that is critical for effectance
motivation is an optimal challenge given the person’s capacities.

Thus, external events will affect a person’s intrinsic motivation for an opti-
mally challenging activity to the extent that they influence the person’s per-
ceived competence, provided that the context is autonomy-supporting. Events
that promote greater perceived competence will enhance intrinsic motivation,
whereas those that diminish perceived competence will decrease intrinsic moti-
vation (Deci and Ryan, 1985: 63).

The competence concept, as used here, is in a way like the concept perceived
probability of success from an expectancy-value point of view, as conceptualized
by, for example, Atkinson (1964) or the concept perceived self-efficacy as defined
by Bandura (1977). However, in accordance with White (1959), the theory of
self-determination considers feeling competent as an intrinsic need that is
inherent in human beings.

Three conditions must be fulfilled to satisfy the need for feeling competent.
First, the task or activity must be optimally challenging. Very easy jobs or
routine work will not promote the feeling of competence. On the other hand,
when activities are unmasterable, perceived incompetence tends to occur.
Second, the person must feel some self-determination or autonomy with respect
to the activity. If these two conditions are met, success or positive feedback will
increase one’s feeling of competence and thus promote intrinsic motivation.

The association between perceived competence and intrinsic motivation,
optimally challenging tasks and a context of some self-determination, is sup-
ported by several studies (for example Anderson et al., 1976; Fisher, 1978;
Blanck et al., 1984; Valås and Søvik, 1993). However, most of these studies
refer to college students or school children. Concerning adults at work, typical
questions are whether they feel competent, get positive feedback, are able to
learn interesting new skills at work, feel a sense of accomplishment from
working, have a chance to show their capability, etc. (Deci and Ryan, 2000). 

The third condition that must be fulfilled in order for people to feel compe-
tent relates to the human need to maintain a sense of relatedness, i.e. a sense of
mutual respect, caring and reliance with others. Building or maintaining attach-
ments, friendships, intimacy, or a sense of community, and avoiding feelings of
social isolation or separateness are important for fulfilling this need. Many of
the theories of human motivation and development incorporate some sort of
innate process by which people seek to establish and maintain satisfying rela-
tions with other people (see Reis and Patrick, 1996 for a review), as well as
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relatedness, in addition to autonomy and competence, which are included in
several recent studies by Deci and Ryan (for example Deci and Ryan, 2000;
Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b).

Causality orientation theory deals with the personality influence of motivation
and people’s general tendencies to behave as autonomy oriented, control ori-
ented or interpersonally oriented across situations, activities, or contexts.

Self-determined behaviour is initiated and regulated by an individual’s own
choices, and using information from internal or external sources, one chooses
how to behave in anticipation of achieving self-related goals and satisfying
organismic needs (self-determination, competence and relatedness). When
autonomy oriented, people tend to use available information to make choices
(consciously or intuitively) to regulate themselves in pursuit of self-selected
goals, and thus feel self-determined. They seek out opportunities to be
autonomous and initiate in the situations they are in, and tend to interpret
environments as informational and use the information to make choices about
when and where to initiate.

Control-determined behaviour is initiated and regulated by environmental
control, such as reward contingencies, external demands, or by internally con-
trolling states (sense of duty, guilt, fear of failure, etc.). The control orientation
involves experiencing initiating events, such as pressure to behave in accord-
ance with the demands of the environment (feelings like should, have to, ought
to, or must). Typically, control orientation involves a conflict between the con-
troller and the controlled, a conflict that may be suppressed and unconscious
(without experiencing the sense of conflict) or conscious, in which case the
person would be either compliant or rebellious. In both cases the sense of
choice or self-determination is lacking, and the person tends to rationalize and
reduce the cognitive dissonance by aligning his or her thoughts and cognitions
with actions.

From Deci and Ryan’s (1985) point of view, control orientation may be asso-
ciated with high levels of performance. Through learning how to achieve
desired, contingently offered approval, a person may become competent and
effective, but as the person’s sense of self-worth depends on continued good
performance, the activity becomes instrumental and a means of protecting the
sense of self-worth, and thus promoting ego involvement (see, for example,
Nicholls, 1979, 1983).

Amotivated behaviour is initiated and regulated by forces beyond the
person’s intentional control and is neither intrinsically nor extrinsically motiv-
ated. Thus, such behaviour is almost identical with Abramson’s personal help-
lessness (see Seligman, 1974, 1975; Abramson et al., 1978; Abramson et al.,
1989).

The impersonal orientation promotes amotivated behaviour and involves
the belief that behaviour and outcomes are independent and that forces are
uncontrollable. The results are the experience of incompetence and, like per-
sonal helplessness, the impersonal orientation is often followed by anxiety,
hopelessness, and depression.
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In sum, autonomy orientation together with psychological needs satisfaction
(self-determination, competence and relatedness) seem to be necessary (but not
sufficient) conditions for work motivation, work satisfaction, positive attitudes
to the workplace, psychological adjustment, health and well-being. However, it
remains to be seen what factors are affecting need satisfaction and thus intrinsic
motivation.

Is causality orientation a stable and general trait of the personality? Evidence
indicates that individuals’ causality orientations are partly general and stable,
and partly dependent on the environment and the context. It seems reasonable
that controlling environments and authoritarian leaderships will promote
control or impersonal orientation and external motivation (see Deci et al.,
1981), while on the other hand informational environment will promote auto-
nomy orientation and intrinsic motivation.

Controlling events are those that are experienced as pressure to think, feel or
behave in specified ways, and thus facilitate an external locus of causality. Situ-
ations or contexts that make an activity instrumental relative to a desired
outcome (such as receiving rewards, or avoiding criticism from the supervisor)
will often be interpreted and felt as controlling. Similarly, evaluation may be
experienced as pressure and therefore controlling. However, it is possible to
administer both instrumentality and evaluation in an informative way and
thereby prevent undermining the feeling of self-determination.

The term informational should be clarified. According to Deci and Ryan
(1985), informative events are those that allow choice and autonomy and
provide information that is useful for an individual to interact effectively with
the environment. However, informative environments should not be confused
with permissive environments, which are without control and lack structure. On
the contrary, informational environments are structured, and set informed, clear
and plain limits, which are explained, understood and accepted by the
employees. Within these structures and limits the employees are given maximum
opportunities to make choices and feel self-determination. According to Deci
and Ryan (1985) and Ryan and Deci (2000b), four factors make an event infor-
mative: first, opportunity to make choices, which means absence of unnecessary
control, and thus promotes a sense of self-determination; second, availability of
efficiency relevant information concerning optimally challenging activities; and
third, possible implicit conflicts with a person’s needs or feelings must be
acknowledged. A fourth factor, as stated in Ryan and Deci’s later publications
(Ryan and Deci, 2000b) is a sense of belonging or a feeling of relatedness. Thus,
an event is informative to the extent that it promotes feeling of relatedness.

To create an informational environment and thus contribute to the
employees’ experienced satisfaction of their needs for autonomy, competence
and relatedness, the leadership’s ways of communicating are essential. Thus,
positive informative feedback concerning the job will increase the employee’s
feeling of competence and thereby increase their intrinsic motivation and job
satisfaction. On the contrary, negative controlling feedback may decrease the
employee’s job satisfaction, promote extrinsic motivation or, at worst, induce
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learned helplessness. However, the employee’s feeling of competence is best
taken care of if they succeed in their jobs, provided that the jobs are challeng-
ing. Routine jobs are often tedious and boring and will not give the employees a
feeling of competence. Consequently, the supervisors have to provide, as far as
possible, for their subordinates a chance to show their capabilities and also
express that they are recognized.

Moreover, for a work environment to be informative, supervisors’ communi-
cation should bear evidence of respect and esteem towards their subordinates.
Informal talks with their subordinates about ordinary subjects like leisure activ-
ities, hobbies, family, etc. in addition to subjects concerning the company,
should enhance subordinates’ feeling of relatedness. In addition, much of the
work in modern industry is based on team activities, especially in high techno-
logy industry. Thus, conditions for high productivity and work satisfaction are
positive interpersonal relations.

Finally, an informational work environment is also contingent on autonomy-
supportive supervisors, that is, supervisors who understand and acknowledge
their subordinates’ perspectives, and provide meaningful information in an
informational manner, offer opportunities for choice, and encourage self-
initiation. Support for competence and relatedness seems to be implicit in the
concept of autonomy support. Hence, autonomy support is also expected to
facilitate satisfaction of the needs for competence and relatedness. Con-
sequently, supervisors should make their subordinates feel that they can con-
tribute and make suggestions when decisions that affect their jobs are taken, feel
little or moderate pressure, strain, and stress, and feel free to express their ideas
and opinions at work.

To summarize, an informational work environment is a necessary condition
for need satisfaction, particularly the three innate needs competence, auto-
nomy, and relatedness, which are necessary for work satisfaction, task engage-
ment, psychological adjustment, and well-being, and for the employees to
develop positive attitudes to their jobs, work colleagues, supervisors, 
employer, and to the company. Thus, organizational and communicative factors
within the company should be evaluated and reconsidered in the light of self-
determination theory.

Conclusion

Can a blending of attitudes and motivation be accomplished, and in case it can,
where will it get us?

The starting point for a discussion can be found already in the conceptualiza-
tions of attitude, where the blending should be, and often is, inherent. The
‘state of readiness’ and the ‘directive and dynamic influence’ (in Allport’s terms)
clearly point to the motivational strength of attitudes. So do the three-
dimensional definitions of attitudes that have subsequently been preferred in
social psychological research.

In organizational literature the number of attitudinal components are often
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reduced to two or even one. In the case of defining attitudes as feelings (for
example the feelings one has to one’s job), ‘attitude’ seems to be included in
and become part of motivation, which means that there is no need for an atti-
tude concept. This is not the sort of blending we are aiming at. To stick to a
narrow attitude concept is like removing the spirits and juice when mixing the
cocktail.

To our knowledge no successful attempt has been made to integrate theories
of motivation and social psychological theories of attitudes. Clearly, the theo-
ries are not mutually exclusive; they are, or should be, compatible. This chapter
has aimed at pointing to ties between the two academic areas, and hopefully it
will serve as an argument for the advantage of considering both.

When organizations are planning activities with a view to motivating their
employees, or to developing favourable attitudes to some aspects of their policy,
their programmes and strategies should be based on research in both areas.
However, the immediate and long-term success of such efforts depends on the
competence of programme supervisors, more specifically on their mastery of the
subject matter, their communication skills, including the skills of persuasive and
autonomy-supporting communication, their sensitivity to self-determination
needs, and their understanding of the subtle and complex links between atti-
tudes and their expression. Activities should be planned with a long-term
perspective, partly to avoid over-application of principles based on experiences
from an early phase (while enthusiasm is high), and partly because participants’
commitments to longitudinal processes are likely to prevent faddishness. In the
long run, participants may forget the distinction between attitudes and motiva-
tion, or realize that the distinction is artificial (which of course it is in real life),
and the blending has taken place.

Such experience might be the point of departure for theory development,
which, if it worked, would serve to bring new perspectives into organizational
thinking and practice.
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10 Communication competence in
cross-cultural business
interactions

Oluremi Ayoko, Charmine Härtel, Greg
Fisher and Yuka Fujimoto

Introduction

Evidence abounds of an increasing escalation of business globalization (Bartlett,
1989; Nadesan, 2001; Prince, 2001; Sands, 2001). Increasing competitive pres-
sure is being placed on international firms to develop worldwide communica-
tion networks within their own firms, as well as with their suppliers, customers
and their external constituencies such as government agencies and special
interest groups (Babcock and Babcock, 2001; Fisher et al., 2001b). This phe-
nomenon is compounded by the constant development in technologies that
allow a rapidly expanding number of messages to be exchanged within a short
span of time and across large geographical distances. Communication skills that
bridge cultural boundaries are therefore critical to both employee and organ-
izational effectiveness.

These trends mean that today’s organizations must find effective ways to
manage the increasing heterogeneity in their workforces and consumer bases
(Ashkanasy et al., 2002a). Research indicates environments where diversity
creates productive conflict result in organizational effectiveness such as greater
innovativeness (Jackson et al., 1992), improved problem solving and decision
making, and higher levels of creativity (Härtel and Fujimoto, 1999). On the
other hand, failing to equip employees with the skill to deal with diversity
runs the risk of promoting destructive conflict in the organization (Watson et
al., 1993; Ayoko et al., in press), which results in reductions in team perform-
ance and increased turnover and absenteeism (Hambrick, 1994), as well as
negative effects on individuals’ emotional well-being (Fujimoto and Härtel, in
press).

The organizational implications of diversity mean that individuals who come
from different cultures and possess different language competence levels will
require specific strategies that can help them achieve effective communication
during business interactions. This is because it is anticipated that their roles as
producers and customers will add value to interrelated global business networks
(Porter, 1985). This is, however, no easy task. The diversity literature paints
conflicting pictures of the effects of cross-cultural (compared to mono-cultural)
interaction (for example Milliken and Martins, 1996; Chatman et al., 1998;



 

Härtel and Fujimoto, 1999). Specifically, studies show that, in comparison to
homogeneous workgroups, diverse workgroups suffer from:

• greater conflict
• more turnover
• higher stress
• more absenteeism
• greater communication problems (O’Reilly et al., 1989; Zenger and

Lawrence, 1989; Alder, 1991; Tsui et al., 1992)
• less trust
• lower job satisfaction
• low cohesion
• poor social integration (Hambrick 1994).

While the greater likelihood of these difficulties occurring in diverse work-
groups is well established, research in this area has offered organizations little
information upon which management practices for interactions for culturally
diverse workforces and customer bases can be formulated (cf. Pelled et al.,
1999). One of the goals of this chapter is to examine the issue of communica-
tion competence in cross-cultural business interactions. To begin this journey,
we must first understand what culture is.

Culture

Culture has been studied widely within the cross-cultural management arena
and refers to the symbolic dimension of human action. As discussed in Chapter
13 in this volume, it refers to the sum of the learned values, beliefs, attitudes,
practices and customs of a group, which are passed from one generation to
another (Collier, 1989). Culture is, therefore, a historically derived system of
shared symbolic ideas and meanings that a community uses to interpret and give
meaning to their experience (Gudykunst and Kim, 1984; Collier, 1989).

Individuals’ dispositions are informed by their early social and cultural
experiences and, consequently, with respect to communication in groups and
organizational contexts, culture shapes our interaction goals, which in turn,
have implications for our styles of interaction, our interpretation of behaviours
and communications, and our management of cultural conflict (Hofstede, 1995;
Zorn and Violanti, 1996; Kozan and Ergin, 1998; Weaver, 1998). For example,
national culture was found to influence organizational managerial values in
twelve Thai-owned companies and thirteen Amercian-owned companies in
Thailand (Sorod, 1991). Communication competent strategies were also found
to vary by organizational type (for example, government, state enterprise, or
private business) in Thailand (Komin, 1995). These findings illustrate that con-
flict management skills may not only vary across cultures but also across organ-
izational types (Komin, 1995).

The salient differences among cultures have been classified according to Hof-
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stede’s (1980) research on individualistic and collectivist societies (Triandis,
1990), which are sometimes referred to as low and high context cultures (Hofst-
ede, 1980, 1991). On the one hand, collectivist cultures place greater emphasis
on group goals, co-operation, and interdependence of self within the group
(Triandis, 1990; Cox and Blake, 1991). On the other hand, individualist cul-
tures place greater emphasis on personal goals, competition, and independence
of self from groups (Triandis, 1990; Stipek, 1998). Numerous studies have
demonstrated that the effect of these differences in workgroups is multifold (for
example Smith et al., 1995; Selmer, 1997; Hall et al., 1998; Pillai and Meindl,
1998; Tinsulanonda, 1998; Von Glinow, 1998; Gibson, 1999; Jung and Avolio,
1999; Kuntonbutr, 1999; Scandura et al., 1999; Ayoko and Härtel, 2000; Drost
and Fisher et al., 2000). Namely:

• culture tends to lead to different preferences and responses to leadership
style

• leaders tend to hold more positive views and interactions with employees
similar to themselves and more negative ones with employees different
from themselves

• trust tends to be more difficult to achieve among members of diverse work-
groups

• decision making tends to be more innovative when diverse perspectives are
used

• decision making tends to be diminished and slower when diverse perspec-
tives are ignored or argued over without resolution

• job satisfaction and organizational commitment, especially of minority
members, tends to decrease when diversity is not valued

• job satisfaction and organizational commitment tend to increase when
diversity is valued, which improves performance

• turnover of minority members tends to increase when diversity is not valued,
which increases the homogeneity and ‘groupthink’ in an organization

• task performance tends to diminish when the differences in a group are
responded to with destructive conflict and communication patterns,
whereas it tends to increase when the differences in a group are responded
to with constructive conflict and communication patterns.

Although studies abound comparing collectivist and individualist cultures, the
factors that foster effective communicative interactions between individualist
and collectivist cultures are not thoroughly documented in the literature. This
chapter attempts to fill this void by examining communicative competence in
business interactions across cultures.

The relationship between culture and communication

The communication literature has documented the interdependent relationship
between culture and communication well (Gudykunst, 1997). Culture, as
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defined earlier, provides the structure of the communication process (Birdwhis-
tell, 1970) whereas communication involves the verbal and non verbal transmis-
sion of information (Keesing, 1974, in Gudykunst, 1997). Therefore, the
relationship between culture and communication has been described as a point
between the two extremes of these constructs, that is, between culture and com-
munication itself (Keesing, 1974, in Gudykunst, 1997). In other words, the way
in which people communicate is influenced by their culture and, in turn, their
culture is influenced by the way they communicate. As such, academics and
scholars alike must be aware that culture plays an important role in the commu-
nication process. (See Gudykunst, 1997 for more extensive discussion.)

Skills needed to communicate cross-culturally

There are a myriad of skills and competencies that facilitate cross-cultural com-
munication (Lloyd and Härtel, 2003). A communicatively competent individual
has both the knowledge of the appropriate communication patterns for a situ-
ation and the ability to apply that knowledge (Cooley and Roach, 1984: 25).
Researchers have also used a rule-based approach to conceptualizing communi-
cation competence (Harris and Cronen, 1979), identifying both strategic and tac-
tical communication competence (Jablin et al., 1994) as vital components in the
process. Strategic communication deals with knowledge of organizational real-
ities, what things mean in the organizational context and how they differ
between organizations. Tactical communication competence, in contrast, is
defined as an individual’s ability to follow and manipulate regulative rules. Tacti-
cal communication competence, therefore, includes communication skills and
performance capability to achieve personal, group, and organizational goals.

Based on theories of social cognition (Sypher 1984, Sypher and Zorn, 1986),
tactical communication competencies, as opposed to strategic communication
competencies, are viewed from a skill/performance perspective (cf. DiSalvo, 1980;
DiSalvo and Larsen, 1987). Such skills include advising, persuading, instructing,
interviewing, exchanging information, public speaking, leading discussions, dele-
gating, problem solving, and listening (cf. DiSalvo, 1980; DiSalvo and Larsen,
1987). Underlying these skills are communication skills and knowledge commu-
nication. While these dimensions are generally germane across cultures, the spe-
cific characteristics of each dimension are likely to vary from culture to culture.
Thus, cultural variability may be a major factor for which members from different
national cultures develop their understandings of the strategic communication
knowledge and tactical skills needed for communication competence.

Business communication is a dynamic, two-way, multiple influenced, and
transformational translation process (Sherblom, 1998). The complexity and
variety of the translation process is intricate given that individuals send and
receive messages via multiple languages and cultures in varying business and
social environments. Skills that enable individuals to be open to differences in
interaction preferences are therefore critical to achieving positive outcomes in
cross-cultural business interactions (Härtel and Fujimoto, 2000). This set of skills
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is what we call business communication competence (BCC) across cultures. Our
BCC strategies are firmly anchored in communication accommodation theory
(CAT) (Giles, 1973; Giles and Powesland, 1975) and specifically refer to an
individual’s capability to use CAT communication strategies such as approxima-
tion, discourse management, interpersonal control, and interpretability to
achieve effective interactions in a cross-cultural business environment. We
propose in this chapter that these BCC strategies are a useful tool that can lead
to effective cross-cultural business interactions both external and internal (i.e.
cross-cultural co-worker relationships) to the organization. In the next section,
we present the theoretical underpinnings of the proposed BCC strategies.

Theoretical background: Communication accommodation and
categorization theories

Communication accommodation theory (CAT) examines the attitudes, moti-
vation, intentions, and identities that intervene between objective social and
contextual variables and the individual’s language behaviours. Designed to
explain the cognitive and affective processes fundamental to speech conver-
gence or divergence (Giles, 1973; Giles and Powesland, 1975), CAT clarifies
and describes the communicative behaviours arising in interactions and their
subsequent effects.

CAT rests on the premise that group interactions and goals are driven by the
interpersonal history between the interacting parties and the individuals’
propensity to view an encounter in intergroup terms (Watson and Gallois,
1998). The type and course of an ongoing discourse is then shaped by these pre-
dispositions, attitudes, and views. In other words, the participants’ perceptions,
speech behaviour, language use, and subsequent responses are influenced as they
negotiate meaning. In this way, each participant develops and evaluates the
other in order to gauge and modify his/her initial perception and orientation for
further interactions.

Specific strategies are employed to communicate modifications to speech
behaviour during interactions. Participants, for example, approximate or con-
verge on their counterpart’s language use (i.e. using the same language struc-
ture, accent, dialect, speech rate, and lexical diversity as their interlocutors) to
gain acceptance or approval and close the social distance between them (Coup-
land et al., 1988; Gallois et al., 1988). Such movement is explained, as we show
next, by social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986), social categorization
theory (Turner, 1987) and the similarity attraction paradigm (Bryne, 1971).

Social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) asserts that individuals
identify themselves with respect to group memberships and tend to classify
others into one or more categories in order to identify similarities and differ-
ences. Therefore, an employee’s perception of who they are, based on cognitive
and social evaluations, can determine who they seek to interact with in their
organization (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Individuals establish a positive social
identity and confirm association by showing preference to members of their own
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social category, which has the effect of disadvantaging out-group members. The
differential treatment, in turn, disrupts group interactions (Jehn et al., 1999).

Categorizing individuals in a workgroup into different groups can aggravate
hostility or animosity within the workgroup, evidenced by relationship conflicts
(Jehn, 1995, 1997). Outcomes of studies in this area also show that people
employ demographic characteristics (basing salient social categories on demo-
graphic attributes) to categorize others and predict their likely behaviours
(Allport, 1954). Since individuals seek situations which reinforce their self-
identity, it is argued that a threat to individual self-identity (through categoriza-
tion) impacts negatively upon self-esteem, which in turn results in the
individuals’ withdrawal from the context to avoid further threats and declines
in self-esteem. It is our contention that employees interacting with co-workers,
customers, and clients who are culturally different from the majority group in
the local culture may perceive threats to their self-identity, which may lead
them to avoid or minimize contact with culturally different others or to seek
alternative work. Skills in communication competence across cultures may min-
imize perceived threats and assist in resolving this dilemma (Ayoko et al., in
press).

Like social identity theory, the self-categorization paradigm refers to the
process by which people define their self-concept in terms of their membership
in various social groups. In this case, a salient social category functions psycho-
logically to influence a person’s perception and behaviours of another individual
(Turner et al., 1987). Members of a salient group are more likely to co-operate
with in-group members and to compete against out-group members.

In the same vein, the similarity attraction paradigm (Bryne, 1971) postulates
that interpersonal attraction and liking is heightened by similarities in attrib-
utes, values, and demographic variables such as race, ethnicity, and gender. In
particular, individuals who are similar in ethnicity may share common values
and attitudes and may find the experience of interacting with each other easier,
positively reinforcing, and more desirable (Williams and O’Reilly, 1998). Given
the predictions of social identity, social categorization and similarity attraction
theories, it is anticipated that interactants in business environments are more
likely to engage in communications with business partners whose communica-
tive behaviours and styles are similar to theirs, thereby leading to the exclusion
of business colleagues that are dissimilar.

CAT also proposes that participants in an interaction use a divergence strat-
egy, heightening the speech differences between themselves and others to
increase social distance (Beebe and Giles, 1984) and to distinguish in-group and
out-group membership (Giles et al., 1987; Gallois et al., 1988). In addition,
speech accommodation levels are associated with the extent to which people
identify with a salient in-group (Gallois et al., 1988), so that speakers who
identify highly with a salient in-group are more likely to maintain their lan-
guage style or even to diverge from an out-group member to signal differences in
their identity. Furthermore, participants maintain communicative behaviours so
that there is no movement towards or away from other speakers. Street (1991)
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argues that where there is role, power, or status between interlocutors,
complementary behaviour may occur where parties mutually maintain their
social differences through their communicative interactions.

To model the overall communication process, CAT now incorporates addi-
tional conversational strategies such as interpretability, discourse management,
interpersonal control, and relational needs (Coupland et al., 1988). Inter-
pretability refers to attention to others’ interpretative competence or ability to
understand. Modification processes for complex speech include decreasing the
diversity of vocabulary, increasing clarity by changing pitch and tempo, clarify-
ing and repetition, as well as selecting topics that are safe and familiar areas for
the other person. However, strategies are subject to constant changes as
participants negotiate meaning through the interpretative competence of their
partners (Giles et al., 1991).

Discourse management strategy, on the other hand, involves judging and
responding to the conversational needs of others (Giles et al., 1987), such as
making decisions about the discourse, and the management of communication
breakdown (cf. Hamilton, 1991). In addition, it includes the willingness by
participants to facilitate others’ contributions to conversation repair and dealing
tactfully with threats.

Interpersonal control is concerned with role relations between interactants.
It decreases or increases the flexibility to change roles during an interaction
(Gallois et al., 1988). Thus, role relations can be positive (keeping a person in a
role to reduce uncertainty) or negative when interactants use language devices
to place a person in a role they can control, or suppress their own disclosure to
offer the floor to their partners (Giles and Coupland, 1991).

Drawing from the work on face dualism, positive face, negative face, and face
threatening acts, the newest addition to CAT models the strategies for rela-
tional needs of the interactants. It includes the ability to influence the rela-
tional and emotional aspects of the relationship with the other interlocutors
(Gallois and Giles, 1998). Based on a framework integrating the theories
described above, this chapter explores the communication issues, skills, and
interventions required for cultural heterogeneity in the contemporary business
interactions environment. In this chapter, we apply a unique approach to
examine cross-cultural business interactions outside the organizational environ-
ment (cross-cultural client collaborations), inside the organizational environ-
ment (cross-cultural coworker relationships) and at the interface of the internal
and external organizational environment (cross-cultural service provisions).
This holistic approach is depicted in Figure 10.1.

Finally, communication competence within a speech community exists when
the systematically possible, the feasible and the appropriate are linked to
produce and interpret naturally occurring cultural behaviour. Sectors of compe-
tence involve the degree to which something is formally possible, feasible
(given the means of communication available), appropriate (for example, ade-
quate, happy, and successful in relation to the context in which it is used and
evaluated), and performed. Communication competence and membership of a
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given culture can, therefore, combine to cause poor group processes. We
propose that the CAT-based business communication strategies (BCC) are
useful in disentangling the communication difficulties in business interactions.
Next, we discuss in detail the three levels of cross-cultural interactions depicted
in Figure 10.1 and the communication competence and strategies that are likely
to produce effective intercultural business interactions at these different levels.

Communication competence for cross-cultural co-workers
within the local culture

As previously described, the operation of social identity processes and similarity
attraction tends to activate negative stereotypes and prejudices, causing group
members to make biased attributions (Jackson et al., 1993). Hence, within
groups or organizations having employees from both the cultural majority and
minority, minority group members are likely to report higher levels of differenti-
ation, and in-group favouritism by majority group members, leading to inter-
group anxiety and negative social identification (Brown and Smith, 1989).
Consequently, key outcomes for the self and the organization will suffer, which
in turn, will result in organizations systematically and organically driving out
culturally dissimilar members (Byrne, 1971; Schneider, 1987).

Heterogeneity, particularly observable heterogeneity, more often than not
arouses responses founded on biases, prejudices, or stereotypes (Milliken and
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Level 1: Cross-cultural co-worker relationships

Figure 10.1 Multi-level analysis of cross-cultural business interactions



 

Martins, 1996). Biases, prejudices, and stereotypes themselves originate from
social identity and self-categorization processes, bringing about discrimination
and self-segregation, which in turn, disrupts group interaction (Jehn et al., 1999).

Integrated threat theory addresses the potential causes of negative attitudes
towards culturally dissimilar others. Stephan and Stephan (1996) identified four
types of threats that act as predictors to the attitudes towards the out-group,
namely realistic and symbolic threats, intergroup anxiety and negative
stereotypes.

A threat to the very existence of an in-group is referred to as a realistic threat,
whereas a symbolic threat refers to threats concerning the in-groups’ ‘way of life’
(Stephan and Stephan, 1996). Intergroup anxiety describes feelings of threat,
based on interactions with the in-group whereas negative stereotypes directed
towards the out-group are another cause for threat and conflict. Research has
shown that inter-group anxiety and negative stereotypes are stronger predictors
of prejudice towards immigrants when compared with realistic and symbolic
threats (Stephan et al., 1998).

Social category membership provides a platform to activate the triggers of
conflict. Perceived dissimilarity, for example, is based on observable attributes,
which are likely to produce negative short-term effects driven by evoked stereo-
types and prejudice (Härtel and Fujimoto, 2000). These, in turn, may lead to
negative conflict, thus inhibiting optimal performance. Conflict, in turn, nega-
tively affects innovation, decision making, and group outcomes (Tannenbaum
et al., 1996). Isolating the participant’s capacity to effectively communicate and
manage conflict in a business environment in a particular culture (as manifested
by their communicative behaviours) should significantly impact the quality and
efficiency of such interactional outcomes. We propose that the principle hurdle
to successful business interactions and negotiations is conflict, and that skills
and strategies in communicative competence are the key to effective interac-
tions across culture.

Our research has demonstrated that the triggers of conflict in culturally
diverse groups are often related to cultural differences such as values, beliefs,
and different interpretations of space (Ayoko and Härtel, 2002). Interview
respondents indicated that cultural differences underpinned member differences
in work orientations and views of how individuals should interact with one
another. They also identified that the way people talk, and communication
styles, triggered conflict. Interviewees indicated that speakers of English as a
second language used English differently, which led to misunderstandings from
English speakers.

Communicative competence for cross-cultural service
provision within the local culture

This chapter examines not only the skills required to work effectively in multi-
cultural workgroups, but also the skills required to interact with a multicultural
customer base and engage in cross-cultural client collaborations.
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Research suggests that service providers attract customers of nationalities
identical to themselves (Harrison-Walker, 1995). The reciprocal can therefore
be assumed, namely that service providers are more attracted to customers who
match their own cultural background (Härtel et al., 1999).

As the core source of business, customers provide a stimulus for achieving
and maintaining a sustainable competitive advantage (Schuler, 1996). In
particular, customer service and satisfaction are the main areas where organi-
zations can set themselves apart from their competitors (Bowen, 1996). Failure
to better understand the changing customer market and their specific needs puts
organizations at risk of losing their competitive edge (Wah, 1999) as unsatisfied
customers readily take their business elsewhere (Schneider and Bowen, 1985).

Although the behaviours of the service provider are influential in a cus-
tomer’s evaluation of service quality (Mohr and Henson, 1996), to date little
attention has been given to the challenges faced by frontline employees inter-
acting with culturally diverse customers. As highlighted by Strauss and Mang
(1999), there are two causes of deficiencies in intercultural service encounters,
namely provider and customer performance gaps. An intercultural provider
performance gap occurs when foreign customers’ expectations are not met by
the performance of the provider, which can be attributed to the physical
environment, service personnel, or delivery systems (Strauss and Mang, 1999).
In contrast, the intercultural customer performance gap illustrates situations
where the behaviours of the foreign customer do not meet the expectations of
the service provider (Strauss and Mang, 1999).

Studies show that the greater the distance between the cultural and behav-
ioural norms of the provider and customer, the greater the likelihood that
expectation differentials will occur (Strauss and Mang, 1999). Because our focus
is on the skills required by organizational employees, our research addresses the
intercultural provider performance gaps that arise from the behaviours of service
personnel. In other words, such gaps emerge when a ‘provider does not show the
level of competence, empathy, politeness, or assistance that foreign customers
expect’ (Strauss and Mang, 1999: 332).

The underlying assumption here is that the behaviours of the service
provider, including what is said and how they behave, impact upon repeat pur-
chases (Berry and Parasuraman, 1991). Particular focus is placed on the commu-
nication patterns adopted by service employees when interacting with culturally
dissimilar customers. Therefore, it is proposed that the characteristics of a
provider’s verbal and non verbal behaviours and the subjective meanings cus-
tomers attribute to these behaviours can be linked to customer satisfaction and
repeat patronage. Further, we argue that service providers dealing with cus-
tomers of different cultural backgrounds might experience cognitive dissonance.
Research shows that providers are friendlier in terms of smiling and being more
pleasant when interacting with culturally similar customers in comparison to
interaction with culturally dissimilar customers (McCormick and Kinloch,
1986).

In an Australian study undertaken by Barker and Härtel (2002), white cus-
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tomers rated provider behaviours significantly higher than non-white customers
and were more satisfied than non-white customers. The results provide strong
evidence of inequity and variable quality in cross-cultural service provision,
underscoring the need for organizations to train and monitor the communica-
tion competence of service providers.

Communication competence for cross-cultural client
collaborations outside the local culture

Upon examination of research in the diversity arena, it is apparent that most
diversity research has been conducted within the context of the internal organi-
zation, specifically in relation to enhancing the effectiveness of heterogeneous
groups (see Milliken and Martins, 1996 for a review). Of the organizational
studies of cultural diversity in the external environment, most have focused on
expatriate adjustment. Recently, however, attention has turned to cultural dif-
ferences in short-term employee collaborations with clients abroad (Fisher et al.,
2000) or in customer service contact (Barker and Härtel, 1999). In this section,
we summarize the literature used in the analysis of communication competence
for cross-cultural client collaborations outside one’s local culture.

Early research on communication competence in different cultures focused
on the identification of traits that contributed to intercultural effectiveness (for
example, Bochner, 1973). However, the lack of strong empirical support for the
link between traits and communication competence has now led to an emphasis
on behaviour.

Today, intercultural communication effectiveness is generally identified as
comprising three abilities: (a) the ability to communicate effectively; (b) the
ability to establish interpersonal relationships; and (c) the ability to cope with
psychological stress (Gudykunst and Hammer, 1984; Hammer, 1987; Dean and
Popp, 1990). Our research indicates, however, that there may be differences
across cultures in the relative importance of each ability to being interculturally
competent, and the skills that are associated with each ability (Fisher et al.,
2000; Fisher and Härtel, 2002).

A number of issues limit the applicability of most research on intercultural
communication effectiveness to contemporary intercultural encounters. First,
there are concerns that the Western managers described in the research, and
their relationship with others in the organization, do not reflect the full scope of
the relationships that exist in the current international business environment.

Second, the organizational context within which businesses operate is dra-
matically different from that of earlier decades. In particular, the growth of
information technology has changed the nature and style of communication
(Fisher et al., 2001b). The impact of geographic distance, for so long a key
aspect of research into the head office–subsidiary control relationship, has been
reduced by technology. The use of technology has allowed the growth of virtual
teams in a number of organizational areas, most notably in research and devel-
opment, marketing and customer service. There is evidence that virtual
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communication influences trust, decision making, and leadership (Gibson,
1999). In international business contexts, culture further adds complexity to
virtual communication relationships.

Finally, there are questions related to the relationship between intercultural
communication effectiveness and effectiveness in intercultural contexts. Fre-
quently, in communication research, these terms are used as synonyms.
However, effectiveness is a broader construct than communication effective-
ness. Achievement of organizational and management goals need to be taken
into account.

Managers and their relationship to others

Research conducted on cross-cultural interaction needs to be broadened. To
date, much of the research on interactions with persons outside one’s local
culture is based on either the working experiences of male Western expatriate
managers who have stayed abroad for an extended period, working for a
Western home country multinational operating in a host country, or the inter-
cultural communication and management experiences of international students
in Western countries.

Expatriates are proposed to gain intercultural communication skills and, con-
sequently, intercultural effectiveness through a cultural learning process
(Furnham, 1987). Generally, the research addresses only the behaviour of the
expatriate, from the expatriate’s viewpoint, and their opinion on how this
behaviour contributed to their intercultural communication success. This focus
on the expatriate manager appears to be out of harmony with modern commu-
nication theory (Berlo, 1960; Limaye and Victor, 1995), which discusses sender
and receiver transactions, rather than the information-giving focus subscribed
to by the traditional models of communication (Shannon and Weaver, 1949).

Haworth and Savage (1989), Limaye and Victor (1995) and Asante (1980)
cite the importance of considering the host country national as an active partic-
ipant in the communicative process. The host country national brings with
them perceptions, biases, and expectations, as well as task specific skills, com-
munication skills, and knowledge of the organization and national cultural
environment in which the communication is occurring. All of these can con-
tribute to the degree of effectiveness of the communicative process. Another
underlying theme in the literature is that the expatriate is the more senior
member in the organization. This contrasts with the diversity literature, where
the cultural minority is generally the junior organizational member. Fisher et al.,
(2000) note that the power relationship in cross-cultural client relationships do
vary, and that with the growth of globalization, expatriates will increasingly be
the subordinate rather than the supervisor or advisor (Fisher et al., 2001b).
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Intercultural communication effectiveness and effective
performance in cross-cultural contexts

The intercultural communication literature frequently uses a single measure of
performance of expatriate effectiveness that is often a self-rating by the expatri-
ate. The importance or contribution of various characteristics to overall
performance is then rated, again by the expatriate alone. Thus, the link
between intercultural communication items, and actual performance, relies on
the link between item importance and a potentially biased self-assessment of
overall performance.

More recent research shows differences between the weight placed on the
importance of intercultural items and their actual contribution to overall
performance of Western expatriates as rated by both the expatriate and non-
Western counterpart (Fisher et al., 2002a). The existence of either a cross-
vergence or mutual adaptation in perceptions of communication expectations
can also be inferred from this research of Western expatriates in a non-Western
setting (i.e. Thailand). Put simply, it appears that the Western expatriate
manager adjusts to the non-Western business environment, while at the
same time the non-Western counterpart adjusts their expectations of the
Western expatriate manager. This finding should not be surprising given the
globalization of business, the increasing mobility of qualified managers and
professionals, the growth of international education, and the emergence of
world class universities in non-Western countries. Nonetheless, additional
research is needed to clarify if this creates a new, unique cultural environment,
as crossvergent theorists would argue, or is evidence of mutual adaptation only.
Notwithstanding this, it is important for researchers and practitioners to be
aware of the need to take into account the values, attitudes, and contributions
of all people in a communication process, not just the Western expatriate
manager.

Communication issues raised by diversity

There are at least seven communication issues raised in the foregoing sections.
These include:

• knowledge of organizational rules and norms regarding communications
within and across hierarchical boundaries, including face-to-face and
e-mail exchanges, public speaking, dissemination of information, negotiat-
ing, interviewing, giving directions, and chairing meetings

• communication skills necessary to achieve personal, group, and organ-
izational goals in the context of the employing organization

• knowledge of cultural differences in interaction goals
• knowledge of cultural differences in conflict management
• understanding that culture may impact on the way in which the primary

spoken language is used
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• understanding the triggers of conflict including different work orientations,
different value orientations, and different interpretations of space

• understanding the impact of technology on communications between
diverse persons.

Communication competencies for a diverse world

The communication issues associated with cross-cultural business interactions
can be effectively dealt with if one possesses the appropriate competencies or
knowledge, skills, abilities, and personal characteristics. We suggest that the
core competencies required are:

• cultural awareness
• emotional competence
• openness to dissimilarity
• conflict management skills.

In order for individuals to interact effectively in the cross-cultural situation,
they need to possess self-awareness of the influence of their own culture on their
attitudes, perceptions, values, and behaviours, and awareness that people from
different cultural backgrounds have also been socialized by these types of influ-
ences in their local culture. Such cultural awareness, coupled with an empa-
thetic perspective, will help motivate individuals to enact BCCs.

Emotional competence means that an individual has the ability to accurately
detect their own and others’ emotions and regulate both to keep communica-
tions productive (Härtel et al., 1999; Huy, 1999) and to maintain emotional
well-being (Fujimoto and Härtel, in press). This competency includes the
ability to interpret both verbal and nonverbal behaviour and to do so non-
judgmentally (Kibby and Härtel, 2002). More detail on developing these skills
can be found in Chapter 8 in this volume.

Openness to dissimilarity is the term coined to describe individuals, groups
or organizations who see difference as an opportunity rather than a threat, are
willing to interact and have relationships with dissimilar others, and are not
prone to making in-group/out-group distinctions (Härtel et al., 1999; Fujimoto
et al., 2000; Härtel and Fujimoto, 2000; cf. Hargie, 1997). Openness to dissimi-
larity is a prerequisite for appreciating and adapting to cultural differences
(Lloyd and Härtel, 2003), and has been linked with non-discriminatory behavi-
our (Härtel et al., 1999), conflict resolution and group cohesion (Ayoko and
Härtel, 2000). Consequently, a key BCC is to be aware of the inclination to be
attracted only to similar others and to take personal and social steps to over-
come this (Härtel and Fujimoto, 1999). In other words, social norms need to be
established that value diversity of backgrounds and perspectives and that dis-
courage sub-groupings. Individuals need to accordingly solicit views from all
parties related to the interaction goal, ensure information exchange among all
relevant parties, and seriously consider all viewpoints.
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As we have demonstrated throughout this chapter, one of the crucial stum-
bling blocks diverse interactants are likely to face is conflict. Without conflict
management skills, such conflict is likely to degenerate into destructive conflict.
Therefore, a key BCC comprises understanding the conflict cycle, understand-
ing conflict management skills, and knowing how and when to implement them
(Ayoko et al., in press). This competency would also include adopting a collabo-
rative negotiation style and dealing with all interactions with tact, diplomacy,
and respect.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have explored the communication issues, skills and inter-
ventions required for cultural heterogeneity in the contemporary business
environment. We examined cross-cultural business interactions at three levels:

• inside the organization
• at the interface of the organization and its external environment
• in the environment outside the organization.

Our interest was to identify communication competence in an intercultural
context as a means of managing diversity, the term we use to refer to situations
involving employees from both cultural majority and minority groups.

We proposed that BCC derived from CAT offers insights into the communi-
cation competencies and strategies that are likely to produce effective intercul-
tural business interactions at these different levels, thereby increasing
organizational efficiency at individual, group and organizational levels.
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11 Conceptualizing involvement,
participation and workplace
decision processes
A communication theory
perspective

Stanley Deetz and Devon Brown

Introduction

Numerous writers have argued that we have entered an ‘age of participation’,
suggesting a distinctively new way of managing and making decisions together.
In discussing communication more generally, the various essays in this volume
have outlined the many conditions pushing increased participation in work-
place decisions, the forms and practices of participation, and the consequences
for business and society. Still, workplace participation has been constrained
(Heckscher, 1997; Wisman, 1997). And, where it has occurred it has been most
often limited to employee participation. Institutional relationships, vested
interests, and both overt and subtle power relations, have provided clear barriers
to widescale productive participation in business decisions. We, among many
others, have tried to address such issues in other places (for example, Deetz,
1992, 1995b; Wagner, 1994; Cheney et al., 1998; Seibold and Shea, 2001). In
this chapter, we wish to present a theoretical perspective on the issues involved.
Our focus is upon what might appear to be more benign communication con-
ceptions and practices that nonetheless have tremendous impact on the success
and viability of participation programmes. The form and practices of participa-
tion, not just its existence, matter (Russell, 1997). Communication is an integ-
ral part of any form of participation.

Workplace participation of various forms is important for all types of organi-
zations. The core concepts of stakeholder representation, enhanced creativity,
and positive communicative practices apply to for-profit businesses, public agen-
cies and not-for-profit groups. The central questions – ‘Whose objectives should
count?’ ‘How much should they count?’ and ‘How will they be accounted for?’ –
arise in all modern organizations. And, the problem of managerial control
directed towards a limited set of objectives is common to most.

Much of this analysis grows out of the social/political/legal/economic con-
ditions in the United States. The US model is significant in the ways that it has
spread throughout the world. With so-called free trade agreements and the
globalization of business, the world economy increasingly works structurally like



 

the US economy. As governments are weakened in relation to commercial
organizations, public goods and public values lose their primary means of
representation. As governments are further restrained, democratic societies are
hard pressed to find ways to represent public values. But not only is state gover-
nance stressed in global economies, macro-level governmental intervention
even where it has existed has created its own dislocations and is often not
terribly productive.

Wider member and public involvement in organizational decisions is import-
ant for purposes of efficiency, effectiveness, and social good. Concerns with the
representation of social values and economic success are rarely necessarily
contradictory and are most often mutually supportive, especially in the long
term. A careful look at communication practices, however, is critical to positive
outcomes. Even in countries with strong co-determination models and struc-
tures like Germany, Sweden and Denmark, the communication model and
practices may be fairly traditional and greatly reduce the impact and benefits of
participation.

First, we wish to briefly address in a broad way the reason, hopes and goals of
workplace participation. The ways these are conceptualized make a great dif-
ference to the conception and practice of participation. Second, we will argue
that communication has been largely treated as unproblematic, thus leading to
a focus on developing participation forums and higher levels of involvement
with uneven consequences for decisions. Much of this results from dominant
‘enlightenment’ conceptions of communication that overlook critical aspects of
interaction processes whereby meanings and interests are produced. Managerial
driven forms of participation based in these older conceptions are often strategic
attempts to increase loyalty and commitment or decrease resistance, rather than
seeking genuine decisional input. The lack of voice even with appropriate
forums results from constrained decisional contexts, inadequate or distorted
information, socialization and colonization activities, and the solicitation of
‘consent’ where stakeholders ‘choose’ to suppress their own needs and internal
value conflicts (see Deetz, 1998). Even team-based decision making is often
filled with self-generated limits to open participation (Barker, 1997). Finally to
overcome these problems, we will advance a collaborative constitutive view of
communication that offers great potential for transformative practices. New
conceptions of interaction are likely to improve collaborative decision making
within corporations.

Why workplace participation now?

Despite general ignorance about the benefits of participation and the lack of a
clear corporate or political agenda supportive of participation, many companies
and communities have gradually recognized the need for, and value of, increasing
the representation of different stakeholders (Wisman, 1997). Numerous new
programmes have been proposed. Most of these have been aimed at employee
participation, but an increasing number have begun to include important other
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stakeholders. Partnering arrangements are becoming increasingly common. This
work is not intended to be simply another review of these programmes. Excellent
reviews exist in both academic (Cheney et al., 1998; Seibold and Shea, 2001)
and professional (McLagan and Nel, 1995) literatures. Most of these programmes
have resulted more from pragmatism than democratic ideas. Such pragmatism
has been based in both business and social concerns.

Business concerns

From a business (though not necessarily managerial) standpoint, the primary
justification for wider-spread participation is that diverse group participation in
organizational decisions will lead to better decisions than are currently being
made. Thus, any concept of management superiority and centralized authority is
economically inadequate. Several claims advance this position. Diversity can
enable greater creativity. The use of distributed expertise can lead to faster,
higher quality decisions. Members at the point of the business activity are often
in a better position to innovate and improve processes. Coordination through
shared values is often more effective than supervision. People can make good
collaborative decisions if given the chance.

One of the fundamental ironies of our democracy, however, is the relatively
weak faith that people have in the ability of their groups to make joint
decisions. Jokes about committees, team meetings, and decisional processes are
so common as to hardly be funny. All of us have been frustrated at times in
trying to make decisions with others. The cost of meeting time in most corpora-
tions is astounding. Yet, despite the sometimes weak models and inadequate
implementation, and the experiences and common deprecation of working
together, evidence on decisional quality, effectiveness, and efficiency consis-
tently favours participatory decisional forms over traditional hierarchical
alternatives (McLagan and Nel, 1995; Jones, 1997; Lawler, 1999). Where par-
ticipation programmes have been less successful, the lack of managerial accep-
tance and inadequate participation processes have been largely responsible
(Cotton et al., 1988).

While decisional quality may appear to be an obvious reason for participa-
tion, many current programmes actually start from very different assumptions.
Many worker participation plans, for example, have been guided by the desire
for more commitment to the organization and greater compliance to standards
and authority (Whitty, 1996). These are important concerns. Surveillance and
evaluation of work activity is very difficult and often costly in many industries.
Reduced commitment and increased possibility of employee exit can be very
expensive, especially in industries where employee-held social and intellectual
capital is of great value. These assets can go out the door with the employee.
But emphasis on these is often at the expense of the larger ‘quality of decision’
issue as well as many benefits not measured well by traditional organizational
standards (Rothchild-Whitt and Lindenfield, 1982).

Increases in the diversity of the workforce, the need for customized products,
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and internationalization of markets and operations, and social interdependence
and complexity will continue to increase the value of participatory decision
making.

Social/political concerns

Greater involvement in corporate decision making appears warranted by political
as well as business conditions. If an increasing number of the decisions affecting
our personal, social, and national well-being are made in corporations, the public
has a right to be represented in them. And as governments move away from suc-
cessful involvement in commercial choices, new ways of public involvement need
to be found. Corporate actions and decisions are value-laden, reflecting a particu-
lar kind of culture and way of life and they entail large social (though often
uncharged) costs (Deetz, 1995a, b). On this basis alone, even if greater public
representation was economically less efficient, it might still be important. But it is
also an economic necessity today. Managerial control and the focus on short-term
profitability create dislocations and costly inefficiencies. New systems of decision
making can increase the effectiveness of existing companies, improve long-term
economic health, and provide important social benefits.

The possibility of public value guidance is not great unless people come to
see commercial corporations as political institutions making political decisions.
Fortunately, more people have increasingly come to share this view. Historically
in market-driven economies people conveniently divide decisions into private
ones and public ones. Public decisions usually concern governance and the
general welfare and tended to be democratic, based on an assumption of citizen
rights and guided by public conceptions of ‘the good’. Corporate decisions were
put on the private side and were seen as primarily economic. Most democratic
rights were suspended in the workplace in the US, for example, because of
accepted contractual relations of subordination and ownership rights. Con-
sequently, decisions were guided by consumption and profit. With such concep-
tions, relevant democracy disappeared as commercial corporations made more
of the significant public decisions. In the standard treatment, the corporate
organization was treated as a non-governing institution engaged in private
decision making. But to a large extent major businesses reneged on their side of
the implied social contracts with both employees and societies. Employees feel a
greater right to participation when they know the company has no commitment
to them; the society feels a greater right of participation when the quarterly
report has replaced any sense of stewardship. In Europe, the public generally has
more representation in even private enterprise, but limits exist here too.

The private–public distinction does not serve well today. With the legiti-
macy and perhaps even power of governments in decline worldwide, the com-
mercial corporation can easily be seen as the more potent elitist political force
and as having a greater interest in extending influence over the vast majority of
people. Significantly, commercial corporations even in democratic states do not
routinely operate by democratic principles. The inequitable distribution of
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political, economic and social power supports a narrow and distorted system of
interest development and representation in most democratic societies. The
commercial corporate influence on and control of the mass media furthers these
relations.

Corporations have come to overshadow the state, the civil community, and
the moral community in making decisions directing personal lives and general
social development (Deetz, 1992). The State’s power is exercised primarily
through restriction and crude guidance through taxation and environmental
protection, while corporate organizations make most proactive decisions regard-
ing technology development, utilization of natural resources, product develop-
ment, working relations among people, and distribution of income. Many of
these decisions are based primarily on the social values of corporate leaders
rather than simple market and other economic conditions.

But further, corporate values and practices extend into life outside of work,
providing personal identities, structuring time, constraining child rearing prac-
tices, influencing education and knowledge production, directing entertainment
and news production, rewarding personality types, influencing availability of the
arts, and defining and preferencing consumption-based lifestyles. While eco-
nomic reasons are often given for corporate choices, they have clear political
motives and consequences. And even the state’s relatively limited restrictive
power is restricted by massive corporate influence on legislative processes and
policy boards. Commercial corporations function as public institutions but
without public accountability. Economic capital is not the only investment
deserving rights. And, corporations are not economically rational in any strong
sense. Even when not intentional, the nature of decisional routines and the
inevitable gap between information and the need to make a decision leaves
values central to all decisions. Information formation processes and accounting
practices themselves are inherently value-laden. More and more we ask whose
values are these? Values are not just a concern in high-profile responsibility
concerns, they are deeply embedded in all organizational practice.

Despite a growing conviction that public values have a right of representa-
tion in corporate decisions, the current means of representation through the
marketplace and through governmental guidance are limited in effect (Deetz,
1995a, b). Stakeholder, rather than ‘economic’, models of corporate decision
making are essential. The conception of commercial corporations as
autonomous private enterprises and the resultant removal of the corporation
from public accountability is no longer very useful in light of the decisions that
they make and the value-laden nature of reaching decisions. Positions that
radically separate the corporate from other institutions by being centred on eco-
nomic rationality softened only by a goodwill social responsibility leave no
accountability for the massive public effects of corporate decisions and the self-
interested and value-laden bases of their actual internal decisions.

Corporations can, in contrast, be understood as complex political sites. Cor-
porations are political in process and outcome. The modern corporation has a
variety of stakeholders with competing interests within and between each of
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them resolved in internal decisions. Corporations could be a positive social
institution providing a forum for the articulation and resolution of important
social conflicts regarding the use of natural resources, the production of mean-
ingful goods and services, and the development of individuals. These political
processes are often closed, however, owing to a variety of practices that produce
and privilege certain interests – principally managerial – in both public decision
making and in the production of the type of person that exists in modern
organizations and society. Recognising the existence of multiple stakeholders
with competing legitimate interests is not to make corporate organizations more
political, but to explore the politics that is already there, a politics that is often
denied or obscured to the benefit of particular group interests. Corporate prac-
tices and decisions are already value-laden rather than simply economic. But
structural changes alone are not sufficient; even with more stakeholder partici-
pation, value debate has not and will not necessary resulted.

The concept of communication and the concept of
participation

Understanding the forces driving the move to greater workplace participation
aids the establishment of clear goals for these new forms of governance and
advances the development of assessment processes that identify the relation
between specific practices and goal accomplishment. From the business side the
hope is for more creativity impacting on new product development and greater
efficiency and effectiveness in personal and organizational goal accomplish-
ment; higher levels of mutual commitment; and greater product and service cus-
tomization. And from a social side, the hope would be for an active
consideration of personal and social values beyond those of the management
group, which are often reducible to basic profitability measures.

The success of participation is directly linked to the quality and character of
communication (Cheney, 1995; Cheney, et al., 1997; Russell, 1997). Legal
structures of co-determination do not assure communication practices that lead
to creativity. The core question is whether our dominant concepts and practices
of communication are capable of aiding organizational members in accomplish-
ing these goals even if the forces towards participation prevail. But perhaps an
even more important question is whether available alternative communication
perspectives offer additional hope and can be implemented.

The first question is fairly easy. Most managers’ approach to communication
grew out of specific concepts of hierarchy and control. Business schools more
often require public speaking and presentation skills rather than listening and
negotiation skills. ‘Leadership’ training is still primarily conceived in the form
of directing or taking charge of others (Calás and Smircich, 1991; Chrislip and
Larson, 1995). Theories of control, persuasion and motivation are treated more
centrally than cooperation, facilitation, and group creativity. Direction and
compliance-gaining have characterized the communication in relation to
internal groups, and similarly with advertising and public relations to external
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ones. Clearly such conceptions and skills of communication cripple rather than
aid participation.

The second question is more complex. With the increased use of and talk
about team decisions, dialogue and forms of participation generally, alternative
ways of communicating have been advanced. Often these ‘participative’ alternat-
ives have not been theoretically or empirically investigated and have been pre-
sented in a vague, unproblematic way as simply ‘democratic’ communication or
‘dialogue’. And frequently these communication practices have been seen as
requiring little training or development. If we build a trusting team, members
will communicate well; if we develop participatory attitudes, appropriate skills
will spontaneously arise. But all democracies are not alike and native intuitions
and skills can be less than positive (Deetz and Simpson, 2003). Anyone hanging
around most corporations will hear a lot more complaint about the endlessness
and frustrations of meetings than the lack of opportunity to participate. This
results not just from the limited nature of participation tasks but from the inabil-
ity to participate well. Our biggest task may not be overcoming the autocratic
tendencies of many managers and the communication structures, principles and
practices fostered by this, but in providing new ways to think about and do com-
munication in places where participation is genuinely favoured.

Common views of democracy and communication were never designed to
accomplish the type of participation that can deliver on the promises laid out
above. Common native understandings are largely based in an enlightenment
conception of ‘liberal democracy’ as institutionalized and advanced by Western
state institutions. Barber (1984) provided one of the more complete analyses of
the consequences for state practices and decisions given this view in contrast to
more participatory forms of democracy (see also Bachrach and Botwinick,
1992). While he focused more on issues of structure and representation than
forms of communication, his initial distinction between liberal and participa-
tory democracies is instructive to understanding the limits of productive partici-
pation in the workplace even when it is desired.

Liberal democracy is core to the justification of contemporary forms and
institutions of communication. The weakness of its communication concep-
tions may partly account for the poor regard people have of political processes
and the general cynicism in many societies.

Liberal democracy rests on three essential communication conceptions:

1 Freedom of speech and the existence of speaking forums are adequately
available for equable participation in decision making.

2 The autonomous individual is the origin of perceptions, thoughts, and feel-
ings, thus communication is about the expression of these.

3 Persuasion and advocacy are seen as the preferred mode of communication
leading to decisions in cases of differences and conflict.

Such perspectives enable the narrow US conceptualizations where democracy
itself is reduced to freedom of expression and ‘free’ markets, rather than a form
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of deliberation and decision making where people can collectively make
decisions for the good of all. But even outside of the narrow US version, all
three conceptions provide limits on the capacity of liberal democracy to provide
for an effective method of discussion and decision making. Let us consider dif-
ficulties with each of these three conceptions.

Places to talk together

Liberal democracy is greatly dependent on both the freedom of speech and the
having of places or forums in which to speak. In the demographic and cultural
context of the development of liberal democracy, having speaking forums was
relatively unproblematic. Scale and the massive growth of mediated communi-
cation have had great consequences for the availability, quality and nature of
spaces of talk. Even in state processes, more attention has often been given to
the defence of the freedom of speech than to the preservation of meaningful
places to speak. Often the extent of the inequality of access to speaking forums
and the difference in ‘megaphone’ size has not received adequate attention. The
problem is not just one of having places and access, but also what happens
there. Forums plus freedom does not equal positive productive participation.

Despite the massive attention to discussion of the public sphere, largely initi-
ated by Habermas (1974), much of the debate has focused on places rather than
forms of talk and relatively little has been directed to organizational life. The
logic behind the focus on the freedom of expression is that good decision
making requires that all relevant perspectives should be known by all. But guar-
anteeing places where everyone has their say does not assure this outcome. If we
consider choices from the point of view of outcome, several conditions are
necessary beyond simply assuming a place of expression. Contemporary commu-
nication environments in organizations do not assure all perspectives are known
by all, or even thought by someone. Freedom of expression is meaningless if
there is no one to represent relevant positions, if the one with the biggest mega-
phone can drown out the chorus of free voices, or if, as in the case of the Inter-
net, the proliferation of opinions allows no place for meaningful discussion.
Expression has exceeded deliberation in most contexts (Forester, 1999).

As companies imported liberal democratic conceptions in their development
of participation plans, much of the focus has been on developing forums.
Whether these are low engagement sites like suggestion boxes and town hall
meetings or more engaged forms like cross-functional teams or Board of Director
membership, they have been often justified and marked principally by giving
people a chance to have a say. In this sense they focus more on being ‘involved’
than ‘participating’ in decision making. In some sense it is no surprise that
meetings have become so long and inconsequential when the intent is for all to
have their say. To the extent that people do not become cynical, such an
approach may increase commitment but rarely creativity. Talking to have a say
is very different from talking to invent a choice to which all can commit. More
meetings, more chances for expression, do not mean better decisions. Forums
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are necessary for decision making but not sufficient. A different kind of talk
freed from expressionist ideals is necessary to make decisions there.

The primacy of personal experience

Part of the reason participation plans have focused on providing communica-
tion forums arises from their theory of meaning. Liberal democratic models of
communication have treated meanings as already existing, and as having been
worked out in the private life of the individual. Communication was seen as
arising out of already formed experience and viewed as the means of giving
expression to them. In the enlightenment conception of experience grounding
this, little consideration was given to the possibility of the social formation of
experience. Contemporary communication theory based in critical and con-
structionist work reverses this relation (for example, Hall, 1985; de Guy, 1996;
Weedon, 1997). Experience is more usefully seen as an outcome of communica-
tion rather than the basis for it. Two, rather than one, is the smallest unit of
communication. Experience is always social before it is personal. Hence, the
‘personal’ can be formed either in open communication processes or in closed
ones. Most workplace participation assumes that positions, interests and mean-
ings are fixed and simply brought to expression, rather than exploring the
processes of their formation.

Thinking through this concept of experience is essential to analysing com-
munication for the purpose of more participatory democracy. In a constitutive
view of communication, the core questions regard the processes of experience
formation rather than their expression. Taking time to explore a theory of com-
munication and experience may seem a bit abstract and philosophical for a
paper looking at management and participation. But in the absence of a funda-
mental reconception, native theories of communication and experience ulti-
mately undermine the opportunity for more productive participation (Deetz,
1990; Deetz and Simpson, 2003). Much of the practical advice for better com-
munication fulfils common normative ideas in society but may work against
productive forms of participation. For that reason we will focus more on the
theoretical position necessary for evaluating practices than on suggesting spe-
cific context free practices.

From a constitutive view, human beings always find themselves embodied in
social configurations. They act within this context in ways that reproduce
particular selves and realities and produce new possibilities. Human beings are
interpretive creatures. They live and work in a world that is formed in particular
manners given their specific sense equipment, manners of comportment, and
routinized practices. In this way, they respond to a world external to them, but
this is a world that is only known in regard to specific characteristics and activ-
ities of the subject. In this sense the world and subject are co-constituted. The
particular socially/historically derived way that a person encounters the world
can be described as an ‘I’ position. The ‘I’ is a perspective or standpoint in a
social/historical rather than biographical or psychological sense (Harding,
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1991). An ‘I’ and a real but not yet determined world must both be present to
have a specific experience or experience the world as filled with specific objects.
Experience is thus always socially and historically situated; socially constructed
in specific power-filled conditions.

For human beings, unlike most living things, much of this interpretive mode
of being is provided socially rather than genetically. Social routines, linguistic
distinctions, and institutional structures operate for humans much like instincts
do for other creatures. The body is extended through space and time as the posi-
tion, point of view, or subjectivity within various technological extensions of
the senses and limbs, and as concretized in buildings, landscapes, and patterned
practices.

A series of prior more or less participatory social interactions and social
decisions thus constitute the conditions of every ‘personal’ perception, feeling or
need in organizational life. Language, as the primary mode of interaction, is a
particular form of institutionalized sensing that directs the attention of other
senses, that strikes and recalls differences in the inner and outer world that make
a difference, and that provides system reflexivity (Weedon, 1997). Issues related
to language, institution, and routine practices thus have both a political and
moral dimension since they ultimately determine the character and survival of
the species (and perhaps all others) (Deetz, 1995b). Our very condition provides
a moral foundational rather than simply pragmatic grounding for participation.

Each psychological state and conception of personal identity arises out of a
background of social practices in which such things are constructed as possible,
‘feelable’, and imaginable (Henriques et al., 1984). Every social structure can be
seen as an arbitrary, routine, habitual way that social interactions have come to
be played out. As such they have no stature except as reproduced and legit-
imized in ongoing social interaction.

Common contemporary organizational conceptions of free agents, know-
ledge and decision making are based on eighteenth-century conceptions of the
individual and reason, views which both help to sustain managerial domination
in corporations and hamper the development of alternatives. The very develop-
ment and importation of the language of psychology, for example, has political
consequences. Modern HRM, for instance, is in the culture and meaning busi-
ness, its focus is on the production of a specific type of human being with spe-
cific self-conceptions and feelings. And, equally importantly, much of the work
promotes concepts of the person that make the critical investigation of the indi-
vidual and his or her experience less likely and seemingly less important. The
very notions of free contract, social relations, and agency as well as personal
identity as a manager, secretary, or worker that are core to HRM can be seen as
corporate productions and reproductions needing investigation (Rose, 1990;
Townley, 1993; Jacques, 1996; Holmer-Nadesan, 1997). All of these finally
work against open and productive participation, putting in its place repetition
of known positions formed in conditions of domination.

The most common conceptions of the human character and the communica-
tion process are thus ‘imaginary’, that is, they are constructed as real within
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particular social/historical systems of domination. And corporate processes like
those organized as HRM actively support and reproduce these images. If we
understand this imaginary nature we can displace the constructed-as-presumed-
free subject as centre and origin of meaning and better understand how the
subject is produced. And if discourse itself is understood as power-laden rather
than neutral and transparent we can better reveal the sites of power deployment
and concealment and hence advance participation.

Persuasion and advocacy

Finally, liberal democracy operates with a specific notion of how talk should
occur in situations of differing positions. Liberal democracy embodies a faith
that if all engage in self-interested expression, good collective decisions arise
through some invisible hand mechanism. Persuasion and advocacy become
prized and institutionalized at the expense of other ways of working with dif-
ference. Other forms of communication such as collaboration and mediation
enable creative solutions that never arise in adversarial situations (Gray and
Wood, 1991; Wood and Gray, 1991; Forester, 1999). Part of the problem of
endless meetings in many organizations rests in the focus on expression rather
than decision making. The rationale here is that it is better to ensure that all
have made their case rather than assure a committed agreement. As argued
earlier, a communication process in which there is a discussion where everyone
merely has a say is quite different from one where all reach and commit to a
decision together.

Leadership skills often include the individual’s ability to advocate and per-
suade. Would we chose the same leaders if those aspiring to upper management
positions were required to sit down and solve problems together rather than
simply displaying the capacity to advocate their position (Chrislip and Larson,
1995)? But all this requires a different communication model. Participation is
hampered by the implied model of communication both in the selection of
leaders and the way a participation model of communication is supported
throughout the organization. Our current conditions provide complex negotia-
tion sites, the model of communication built for rather simple issues with con-
strained contestations is less than useful.

Conceptualizing participatory communication

As social conditions change, liberal democracy provides a less than adequate
way for people to interact and make decisions together in organizations as well
as other places. Enriching participation requires working out alternative con-
cepts and practices of communication for decisions to be made together
(Kapoor, 2002). Wider and more equable participation requires a model that
attends to the systemic ways communication can be productive rather than
simply reproductive. This requires constructing workplace forums that optimize
difference, a mode of interaction that investigates and ‘deconstructs’ experience
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enabling an open process of reformation, and a model of decision making that
focuses on the invention of mutually satisfying decisions.

Building better forums

Productive forums require not only expanded places of interaction, but spaces
that enhance equality and optimize diversity (Zoller, 2000). In general, more
complex and important issues require greater diversity in participants. This is a
type of ‘requisite diversity’. The goal is to create groups with differences
(whether in terms of race, gender, or opinion, etc.) and to use those differences
to foster creativity. In most workplace participation, relevant stakeholders are
not included in decisions because of values and structure. For example, most
businesses resist inclusion of external environmental groups in decision making
processes that have consequences for the environment. Generally they will
choose to make decisions on narrowly conceived economic grounds, choosing
strategic implementation and eventual legal battles down the road (Lange,
2002). The inclusion of environmental groups early on, however, can help gen-
erate creative decisions that are economically more viable and lack the long-
term social and economic costs. But exclusion may also occur because the
nature of productive communication is not itself understood. Fear of impasse
may also occur because the communication processes leading to creativity are
not understood. Communication is often directed to attempts at consensus
arising out of discovered ‘common ground’, hence the fear that if common
ground is not found then time and strategic advantage are lost.

The presence of diverse goals, rather than creating costly conflicts and
impasse, however, can create the conditions whereby limited decisional frames
are broken and the company learns. In the process the faulty bases of recurring
conflicts are exposed and synergistic energy is created. Some of the best-known
examples of this process come from the Saturn Corporation where co-
management by labour and owner representatives has assured a more diverse
value basis for decision making (Rubinstein et al., 1993). For example, in the
early 1990s Saturn Corporation needed to increase production to meet higher
than expected product demand. Owner representatives proposed a short-term
cost containment solution, a decrease in quality control. Union representatives
with a greater interest in long-term employment security and quality did not
concur, a concurrence that was required in the co-management arrangement.
While a temporary impasse was present, the difference of interests here coupled
with the need to make a decision without following typical managerial routines
led to improved production processes and the maintenance of high quality. If
the standard management response had been implemented, they would not
have pursued the more innovative solution, which had both social values and
greater economic value. Unfortunately, most representation forums are used by
management to suppress or defuse conflict arising from stakeholder groups
rather than foster genuine conflict and productive interaction for the sake of
company improvement.
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Communication as a formative process

Most participatory discussions even in the best forums take the existing
thoughts, feelings, experiences, information and interests as given rather than
explore their formation. More recent communication theories represent our
‘personal’ meanings and experiences as reproductions of earlier formations
(Deetz and Simpson, 2003). These formations are produced by someone else to
serve their purposes at a particular time, and are then uncritically taken on as
our own in this time and place. Usually these meanings are those of dominant
groups (Bourdieu, 1991). The world is understood based on particular distinc-
tions while distinctions that would organize the world differently are hidden
and suppressed. While the reproduced experiences are clearly ‘ours’ they are not
formed by us but borrowed from earlier formative processes. Most often organ-
izational members merely acquiesce to the ‘personal’ understandings available to
them, as opposed to actively selecting them or even exploring how they were
formed (Jacques, 1996; Deetz, 1998).

These social constructions could be the result of prior open interaction or
held temporarily and continuously revised in ongoing micro-negotiations in the
present. Genuine participation would enable this to occur. The constructions,
however, limit participant voices to the extent that they were formed in dis-
torted communication processes. Alternatively they simply become fixed and
taken for granted, and closed to reconsideration and choice. In these cases the
stakeholder accepts meanings and positions constructed by others as one’s own
and, hence, demonstrates complicity in his or her own disregard.

A constitutive theory of communication focuses on the production of spe-
cific meanings and experiences. From this standpoint, everyday notions of dis-
cussion based in liberal democracy simply reproduce meanings. The constitutive
orientation, however, recognizes that meanings and experiences initially form
in the relation between a goal directed activity and the not yet determinant
stuff of the world, including people and events.

Constitutive communication studies focus on the social processes by which
meanings, identities, psychological states, and social structures are produced and
reproduced. In both its constitutive and reproductive modes, communication
processes are central to how perceptions, meanings, and routines are held in
common. In all interactions, perception, meaning and data transmission are
complex, multileveled phenomena produced out of and producing conflicting
motives and structures. Communicative relations can be either open and pro-
ductive or closed and reproductive in relation to both others and the world.
Participation in organizational decisions accomplishes positive economic and
social ends to the extent that communication is productive. In productive rela-
tions the unity of the ‘I’ is risked as the ‘otherness’ of the external interrogates
the fixed position of the ‘I’, opening the possibility of new experiences. Thus,
the fixed self/other/world configuration gives over to the conflictual, tension
filled antagonisms out of which objects are differentiated and redifferentiated,
and preconceptions are given over to new conceptions (Weedon, 1997). In
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such relations both the power in the web-like configuration and the presumed
self-directive power of the individual as produced by the web, are challenged.
At this constitutive level a communication perspective draws attention to a
politics of perception and person formation.

Productive interactions are responses from a relatively stable set of practices
and linguistic forms that constrain variety to an actual set of events that could
have been described and responded to in a variety of fashions (i.e., that poten-
tially demand variety). In productive interactions, these identities are utilized
improvisationally to provide a moment of articulation which is freely transformed
into another, constantly moved by the excess of meaning and possible experience
over that which is momentarily present (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). But when
identities are protected from examination in interactional systems, often through
either invisibility or processes of discursive closure, they distort the development
of each participant and the consensus reached on the subject matter at hand.

Various forms of communicative micro-practices may unwittingly but
actively close off the possibility of the type of discussion that can surface values
and reclaim important conflicts while appearing to have an open and sensitive
conversation (Martin, 1990; Clair, 1993). These have been described in detail
as acts of discursive closure (Deetz, 1992). These include various ways indi-
viduals are qualified and disqualified as experts, the ways social constructions
become naturalized (given in nature) and neutralized (called objective or value-
free), the inclusion and exclusion of topics of discussion, and the valorization of
opinion as an expressive form.

Communication as a collaborative process

Even if ‘otherness’ is present, challenging existing ways of experiencing and
outcome possibilities, certain forms of talk are required to turn differences into
productivity. Advocating a difference may give it a space, but only collaborative
talk can give it a consequence. A ‘successful’ presentation of one’s own meaning
can limit rather than aid productive communication. To the extent that the
object or other is silenced by the success, we limit the capacity to engage in
reclaiming difference and conceptual expansion towards a more open consensus
on the subject matter. The ‘otherness’ before us shows the one-sidedness and
suppressed conflict in current perceptions.

Much has been written about collaborative communication processes (see
Wood and Gray, 1991). Unfortunately few companies appear to use collabora-
tive processes as part of their participation process. Often collaboration is
reserved for only their most serious conflicts. In fact, collaboration is often only
discussed as a conflict resolution process rather than a normal way to make
complex decisions. But as a conflict strategy, collaborative processes are so well
known as to require little discussion (for example, Fisher and Ury, 1991). Bring-
ing this logic into participatory processes, however, remains very important.

Two key characteristics separate collaboration from other forms of communi-
cation. First, most discussions tend to focus on the airing and advocacy of
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known positions rather than the exploration of unknown ones. Second, most
discussions often focus on saying rather than doing. At best they may end with
a vote, but often the discussion ends with simply the need for more discussion.
Collaboration focuses on the reaching of a common understanding and mutual
commitment to a decision by focusing on the ends to be achieved rather than
the preferred means of achievement or present positions. It requires a different
attitude going into meetings and a different form of interaction in meetings. As
shown in Box 11.1, these differences are well characterized in the comparison
between adversarial and collaborative communication (see Gray, 1989).

Conclusion

Productive participation in organizational decisions requires both forums – places
for occurrence – and voice – the capacity for differences to be vividly, ‘demand-
fully’ present. Participation thus requires spaces for encountering ‘otherness’, a
model of productive interaction that recovers indeterminacy and suppressed
discord and conflict across a broad spectrum of differences, language processes
that avoid discussion blockage and promote free and open discourse, and collab-
orative interaction skills designed for creative fulfilment of multiple goals.

Perhaps one of the greatest challenges and most exciting potential contribu-
tions of organizational communication today is to recognize the role that we
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Box 11.1 Adversarial and collaborative communication

Adversarial communication Collaborative communication

Members are adversaries. Members are joint problem solvers.

Speaking comes from a position Speaking comes from an outcome
or preferred means of wishing to be accomplished.
accomplishment.

Discussion becomes polarized Dialogue focuses on complex 
around positions. underlying interests.

Discussion narrows options. Dialogue broadens field of options.

Facts are used to support positions. Joint search is used to discover the
facts.

Seeks winning arguments. Seeks workable options.

Definition of the problem is Definition of the problem is a joint
accomplished before meeting. achievement.

Final responsibility for the Final responsibility for the decision 
decision rests with others. rests with the group.



 

can play in challenging native, common-sense assumptions about communica-
tion and participation that privilege the self at the expense of the other. Failure
to attend carefully to the ‘otherness’ around us limits our own perspective, pro-
duces incomplete and inadequate decision-relevant information, and does viol-
ence to those others whose positions are often already institutionally and
culturally marginalized. Encounters with another must go beyond notions of
exchange, move past understandings of communication as the transmission of
internally located meaning, and revitalize conceptualizations of participation
that recognize the central importance of radical difference to our own capacity
for growth in understanding.

Native actors in organizational contexts already believe in participation as a
powerful tool rich with promise. Yet the commonly held assumptions about
communication derived from liberal democracy inherently privilege the already
dominant set of understandings. Participatory communicative processes perpet-
ually recover a space for exceeding personal and systemic restraints and distor-
tions. Responsiveness is greatest in chance and transformative events that defy
routines and standard recipes. Such chance events make possible reclaimed con-
flicts and transformations. But openings can also be encouraged, especially in
periods of transition.
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12 Motivating critical upward
communication
A key challenge for management
decision making

Dennis Tourish and Owen Hargie

The temptation to tell a Chief in a great position the things he most likes to
hear is one of the commonest explanations of mistaken policy. Thus the outlook
of the leader on whose decision fateful events depend is usually far more san-
guine than the brutal facts admit.

(Winston Churchill, 1931)

Introduction

Communication in organizations involves the transmission of information (mes-
sages) between senders and receivers (sources), utilizing a variety of means
(channels). Such information can flow horizontally (across similarly placed
levels in the organizational chart), vertically (from managers to non-managerial
staff, or vice versa) or diagonally (from non-managerial staff to managers,
bypassing intermediate layers, and vice versa). The meanings of the messages
are affected by the cognitive set of the individuals who receive them and the
context in which they occur. Organizational communication research has
therefore often been construed in terms of an information exchange cluster,
involving information, networks, uncertainty, messages, load and (more
recently) technology (Conrad and Haynes, 2001). The purpose of this chapter
is to suggest that important issues involving information transmission from
those without managerial power to those with such power have been insuffi-
ciently explored in the literature. Power itself is a frequently unacknowledged
variable in organizational science (Clegg, 2000), while it has been argued that,
whatever other changes have occurred, ‘corporate organizations have remained
largely autocratic in form’ (Deetz and Mumby, 1990: 19). In particular, the need
for upward communication that is critical of organizational goals and manage-
ment performance has been little recognized, or researched. Primarily,
researchers in the general area of feedback have been concerned with the
nature and efficacy of appraisal systems. Here, we argue that this is no longer
sufficient.

Feedback and knowledge of results have long been known to be essential
to effective human performance in any task (for example, Annett, 1969).
The more channels of accurate and helpful feedback we have access to, the



 

better we are likely to perform. Likewise, if channels are cut off, performance
deteriorates. As Dickson et al. (1997) noted, practice does not make perfect –
it makes permanent. If we carry out a certain behaviour often enough it
merely becomes habituated. It is practice with apposite feedback that steers us
in the direction of perfection. Most businesses recognize the importance of
obtaining feedback from key markets to assess how their product is being
received, yet in relation to staff communications many implicitly or explicitly
take the view that feedback is only required from the top down. Often, no
more than lip service is paid to the notion of ‘addressing staff concerns’.
Our intention in this chapter is to explore the extent of upward feedback at
present, what organizations gain if they institutionalize systems for critical
upward feedback into their decision making process, the main barriers that
often impede efforts to implement such ideas, and the most important lessons
that can be drawn from the research into how practice in this area can be
improved.

Benefits of upward feedback

Research into upward feedback in organizations has burgeoned over recent years
(Atwater et al., 2000), although most of this has focused on upward appraisal.
One survey of 280 Midwest companies in the USA found that 25 per cent used
annual upward appraisals, 18 per cent peer appraisals and 12 per cent used 360-
degree appraisals (De Nisi, 1996). Companies such as AT&T, the Bank of
America, Caterpillar, GTE and General Electric have been pioneers with 360-
degree appraisals (Hargie et al., 1999). Nearly all the Fortune 500 companies
have now embraced the approach, while it is rapidly gaining ground in the UK
(Mabey, 2001). Thus, upward feedback itself seems to occur mostly as part of
the appraisal process, rather than through the daily utilization of informal com-
munication channels (Atwater et al., 1995; Waldman and Atwater, 2001). The
relatively low profile of the issue, from a research perspective, itself suggests an
extreme sensitivity to the whole question. Nevertheless, the notion that man-
agers might benefit by obtaining feedback from those traditionally classed as
subordinates is no longer regarded as revolutionary. It has even become part of
the mainstream in terms of management practice.

It has been argued that upward feedback, upward communication and
open door policies deliver significant organizational benefits (see Box 12.1).
Such findings are consistent with perspectives that see organizations as infor-
mation processing entities (O’Reilly et al., 1987). Moreover, as uncertainty
and complexity increase it is likely that the need for information processing
will grow (Brashers, 2001). An upward flow of information is therefore likely
to become an increasingly important issue. Yet it is also clear that a smooth
flow of critical upward communication does not always occur, and that this
failure exacts a significant toll on organizational functioning (Tourish and
Robson, 2001). What, therefore, tend to be the obstacles in the way of its
development?

Motivating critical upward communication 189



 

Fear of feedback

As identified by Morrison (2002), and summarized in Box 12.2, there are a
range of considerations that influence the extent to which we actively look for
feedback. Not all of these are positive, since negative feedback can both be per-
sonally upsetting and may impact adversely upon one’s public image. Thus,
people at all organizational levels are often fearful about seeking feedback on
their performance (Ashford and Northcraft, 1992). For example, feedback to
the effect that a cherished course of action is failing is unpleasant. People may
also worry that seeking feedback is a sign of weakness.

It can therefore be suggested that managers discourage critical feedback. The
effect is to distort both downward and upward communication processes. To
deny fault and avert the possibility of blame, senior managers sometimes
conceal negative organizational outcomes (Abrahamson and Park, 1994). Man-
agers suppress information (Ashforth and Gibbs, 1990), they cover up negative
financial data (Whetton, 1980), they deny failure (Sutton and Callahan, 1987),
and they have been shown to ‘launch propaganda campaigns that deny the
existence of crises’ (Starbuck et al., 1978: 118). Such campaigns are the equival-
ent of an out of form marksman deciding that whatever he hits will be declared
the target. Improvements in performance are unlikely, while the necessary sus-
pension of disbelief requires the elimination of critical feedback. As Clampitt
(2001: 17) has observed: ‘Sending the good news up is only natural for those
who wish to get ahead in the organization.’ No one wants to be a dead bad news
messenger!
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Box 12.1 The benefits of upward feedback

• the promotion of shared leadership, and an enhanced willingness by
managers to act on employee suggestions (Moravec et al., 1993)

• a greater tendency by employees to report positive changes in their
managers’ behaviour (Hegarty, 1974)

• actual rather than perceived improvements in management behavi-
our following on feedback, beyond what could be attributed to regres-
sion to the mean (Reilly et al., 1996)

• a reduced gap between managers’ self-ratings and those of their sub-
ordinates (London and Wohlers, 1991)

• the creation of improved forums for obtaining information, garnering
suggestions, defusing conflict and facilitating the expression of dis-
content (Shenhar, 1990)

• an enhancement of organizational learning (Belasen 2001; Weick
and Ashford, 2001)

• better decision making (Nutt, 2002)
• enhanced participation (Stohl and Cheney, 2001)



 

It seems that ‘we are left with a paradox: the most successful leaders appear to
be those who cultivate the least compliant followers, for when leaders err – and
they always do – the leader with compliant followers will fail’ (Grint, 2000: 420).
Nevertheless, research has shown that when managers openly solicited and
accepted negative feedback they gained a more accurate picture of their actual
performance and were rated more favourably; when they looked for positive feed-
back they acquired no insight into their true performance and were viewed less
favourably (Ashford and Tsui, 1991). Clearly, followers who are less compliant
are more likely to deliver upward and critical feedback. Unfortunately, managers
may be more likely to fire such recalcitrants than to encourage them.

Groupthink

Problems with upward feedback have consistently been shown to be a key
part of what is known as ‘groupthink’ (Janis, 1982). This proposes that groups
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Box 12.2 Feedback considerations

Reasons for feedback-seeking

• high level of uncertainty and the desire to reduce this 
• the goal of becoming competent in a task 
• a wish to correct perceived errors in performance
• wanting to regulate and improve one’s performance.

Factors that influence the decision to seek feedback

• the perceived credibility and expertise of the feedback source
• receptivity of the source – the extent to which the person is likely to

be available, and willing, to give considered feedback 
• the importance of achieving a definite set target or goal
• concern about developing rather than demonstrating competence
• level of self-esteem – those higher in self-esteem seek more feedback
• performance expectations – those with high expectations seek more

feedback
• going with the flow – if significant others are seeking feedback, the

probability is that we will follow suit
• tactics – we are more likely to ask for feedback if we think our

performance is good as this shows us in a good light.

Potential costs of negative feedback

• damage to one’s ego
• a less positive public image in the organization
• the effort involved in having to change one’s performance.



 

insulated from critical outside feedback develop illusions about their own invul-
nerability, excessive self-confidence in the quality of their decision making and
an exaggerated sense of their distinctiveness from other groups. Furthermore, as
a result of groupthink, groups:

• deny or distort facts (Janis, 1982)
• offer rationalizations for their activities (Laughlin, 1970)
• use myth and humour to exaggerate their sense of worth (Filby and Will-

mott, 1988)
• attribute the failure of their decisions to external factors (Ross and Staw,

1993).

It follows that a group so inclined will also have a tendency to disparage criti-
cism from outside its own ranks, since it will conflict with the group’s ideal self-
image and depart from its well-entrenched norms.

The absence of critical feedback may become a vicious rather than a virtuous
cycle, in which:

• poor decisions result
• the group responds by belittling or denying the existence of crisis
• feedback pointing to the crisis is disparaged as coming from tainted sources

outside the magic circle of key decision makers
• those attempting to offer feedback respond by minimizing much needed

future critical feedback.

In turn, this is likely to reinforce the conviction of those at the top that (rogue
indicators aside) things are much better than they are, and that the group does
not require additional outside input.

Problems of ingratiation

One of the most potent explanations for difficulties with upward feedback can be
found in ingratiation theory. This proposes that those with a lower level of status
habitually exaggerate the extent to which they agree with the opinions and
actions of higher status people, as a means of acquiring influence with them
(Jones, 1990). Studies conducted with students in hypothetical situations indicate
that decreased power among subordinates is accompanied by an increased tend-
ency to employ some form of ingratiation (Michener et al., 1979) and an
increased use of ‘politeness’ strategies (Baxter, 1984). A culture of sycophancy has
been identified as a key factor in the profits collapse that afflicted one of the UK’s
best-known businesses, Marks & Spencer, in the late 1990s (Bevan, 2001). The
company chairman’s direct reports have confessed that they actively avoided
bringing bad news to his attention, fearing his wrath. However, as De Vries
(2001: 94) has put it: ‘Effective organizational functioning demands that people
have a healthy disrespect for their boss, feel free to express emotions and opinions
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openly, and are comfortable engaging in banter and give and take.’ Otherwise, the
CEO may end up like Hans Christian Andersen’s Emperor, left exposed as a result
of obsequious and totally misleading feedback from subordinates.

Particularly when contemplating dissent, employees consider whether it will
result in retaliation, or whether it will be perceived as constructive (Kassing,
2001). Trust, or its absence, is therefore a key issue in determining the availabil-
ity and efficacy of upward feedback. Without trust, such communication is
limited. Moreover, the frequency and openness of inter-organizational commu-
nication is a vital precondition for the development of trust (Sydow, 1998) – a
construct which is itself increasingly acknowledged as a positive contributor to
business effectiveness (Sako, 1998; O’Brien, 2001). It has been noted that ‘sub-
ordinates who do not trust their superior are willing to suppress unfavourable
information even if they know that such information is useful for decision
making’ (O’Reilly et al., 1987: 612). The result is yet more ingratiation behavi-
our, and a further weakening of critical upward feedback.

Managers’ own behaviour is not immune to these dynamics. One review
concludes that ‘managers are less likely to employ “assertiveness” with superiors
than co-workers, less likely to employ “sanctions” with superiors or co-workers
than with subordinates, and less likely to employ “exchange” with superiors
than co-workers’ (Krone, 1992: 2). In addition, self-efficacy biases suggest that
most of us imagine we are better on various crucial dimensions of behaviour
than we actually are (Hill et al., 1989; Myers, 1996). Accordingly, researchers
have generally found that managers view the defective and uncritical feedback
they receive from subordinates as accurate, sincere, and well meant (Rosenfeld
et al., 1995) – it is in line with their self-efficacy biases. Since they are therefore
inclined to think that the inaccurate and ingratiating feedback they receive
daily is accurate, they grow even less inclined to seek mechanisms that institu-
tionalize critical upward feedback into the decision making process.

Single loop versus double loop thinking

Single loop learning has been defined as asking a one-dimensional question to
get a one-dimensional answer (Argyris, 1994). This is in contrast to taking
several additional steps, to explore context, causes and underlying rationales.
Thus, managers might seek people’s input in terms of identifying a particular
problem, and how it might be solved – single loop learning has occurred.
However, they might not explore such additional questions as: how did this
problem arise in the first place? How come nobody either told us about it or did
anything about it before? What systemic problems does it reveal, and what must
be done to correct them? As defined here, the tendency towards single loop
learning limits the range of issues on which organizations seek people’s input. If
the only tool you want to use is a hammer everything starts to look like a nail. It
is better to employ the full range of implements in the managerial toolbox, so
that the shape of problems can be accurately assessed.

Likewise, employees often resist asking these hard questions, contenting
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themselves with blaming other departments, management or nameless proce-
dures for their own inertia. We have conducted many communication audits, in
a variety of organizations. One of our most consistent findings has been that
although employees regularly complain that little information is circulated, they
also do not believe that they themselves should transmit much more (for
example, Tourish and Hargie, 1998)! The need for more and better communi-
cation is widely acknowledged, but so also is the tendency to assume that it is
someone else’s obligation to provide it. Argyris (1994) identified many reasons
for such mindsets, including a profound human need to save face, an excessive
diplomacy couched in terms of the need to be thoughtful and caring towards
others, combined with the urge to blame others rather than engage in critical
self-analysis.

Narcissism and group identity

This chapter suggests rather more than that upward feedback is hard to come
by. It is systematically distorted, constrained and eliminated. This finding is
consistent with the notion of a narcissistic group identity. As Brown (1997:
643) has pointed out, groups may be as prone to this problem as individuals,
through such ego-defence mechanisms as ‘denial, rationalization, attributional
egotism, sense of entitlement, and ego aggrandizement’. People have a need to
nurture a positive sense of self, and they embrace ego-defensive behaviour in
order to maintain self-esteem. Eliminating or disparaging critical feedback is
one obvious means of doing so.

Furthermore, there is an interaction between employee responses to upward
communication opportunities and the facilitative/constraining role of manage-
ment, creating major paradoxes. A number of studies have explored how social
actors discursively develop organizational identities that are simultaneously
constraining and enabling, debilitating and empowering (for example
Collinson, 1988). Likewise, we often see a simultaneous affirmation by senior
managers that they want an empowered staff to take decisions and feel liberated
to transmit upward feedback. This co-exists alongside the elimination of dis-
senters from the ranks of senior management teams; fear by dissident members
of such teams and other groups to openly express their critical views (views that
the evidence suggests will either wither, or see the person leave the ranks of the
group); and a number of management behaviours widely perceived as hostile to
dissent, and hence punitive in nature. The danger is that top managers can
become like rock stars surrounded by a sycophantic entourage – they may fall
for their own propaganda. A narcissistic self-image can result (Maccoby, 2000).
The solution requires experimentation with power sharing, and a downsizing of
entourages. However, it has been pointed out that ‘Relinquishing power and
control does not come easily for many leaders’ (Kirkman and Rosen, 2000: 55).
The evidence suggests that the first steps in such a direction (for example the
acknowledgement of problems and an open discussion of mildly critical
information) are frequently never taken.
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Irrational belief systems and naive story construction

People have a fundamental need to make sense of the social word around them,
and indeed spend a great deal of time constructing plausible-sounding narratives
to achieve this end. It is a question of structuring the unknown (Waterman,
1990). However, the process is fraught with error. In particular, sense-making is
often driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995). Here, we
suggest that irrational belief systems and naive story construction contribute to
a limited understanding on the part of managers, so that they often have serious
problems with upward communication.

Many irrational beliefs (i.e. unfounded assumptions about the nature of the
physical and social world) take deep root because people construct plausible
sounding stories that posit causal relationships between what are actually unre-
lated variables (Dawes, 2001). The inherent motivation appears to be the
reduction of uncertainty, through the construction of convenient stereotypes
into which unpredictable or mostly unrelated events, people or physical attrib-
utes can be slotted (Tourish and Wohlforth, 2000). In particular, it appears that
unusual events stand out in our minds, because they are atypical. However, in
the process of retelling, they acquire an added vividness. Those involved in the
discourse gradually become convinced that what they are describing is more
typical of the category than is actually the case (Dawes, 1994). This is a good
illustration of what has been termed the availability error (Sutherland, 1992) –
information that is more readily available to us (such as an unusual event) influ-
ences our perceptions much more than information that is harder to access. The
effect, however, is that implausible stories become widely circulated, corre-
spondingly more available to our minds and hence deeply believed.

The point, in relation to upward communication, is illustrated in a case study
by Tourish and Robson (in press) of one senior management team’s (SMT)
response to critical feedback. The SMT had appointed a layer of important
general managers within the previous eighteen months, but still encountered
problems with slow decision making, delegation, communication and over-work
at senior levels. In particular, critical upward communication, from any level of
the organization, was wholly absent. Other researchers have also found that
middle managers frequently have little influence, either upwards or downwards,
and that business planning processes can be of an exclusionary and top-down
nature (Currie, 1999). In the Tourish and Robson case study, the main narrative
developed by the SMT to explain this state of affairs was the alleged incompe-
tence of the general managers they themselves had recently appointed. Without
exception, all were deemed to be failing. In line with what has been described as
the ultimate attribution error (Pettigrew, 1979), which posits a tendency to over-
ascribe the behaviour of others to their personality while explaining our own
problematic behaviours to the situation in which we find ourselves, this was
viewed exclusively as a personal failing. The possibility that it reflected an inher-
ently impossible job description or unsupportive management structure was not
considered. It suggests a tendency on the part of busy managers to:
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• look quickly for causal explanations of organizational problems
• construct such explanations through the dynamics of story construction

rather than empirical exploration
• create such narratives with minimal awareness of attribution processes (and

thus with a strong tendency towards error)
• develop an environment characterized by extraordinarily limited feedback

from outsiders.

This further strengthens the alluring power of a narrative that both explains
events, and exonerates the managers themselves from responsibility for organ-
izational problems.

Tourish and Robson (in press) suggest that a blame realignment theory can be
posited as shedding further light on this dynamic – a tendency of people in a
failing or difficult situation to realign blame in such a manner that it is placed
on others rather than the self.1 Such a dynamic may underlie the attribution dif-
ficulties discussed here. It also seems likely that this misdirects management
attention from the real sources of their problems and so intensifies the spiral of
crisis. Thus, managers may perceive some of the problems thrown up by limited
upward feedback, but attribute these to the personal failings of subordinates
rather than systemic weaknesses in their own practice, or in the design of their
own organization (Tourish and Vatcha, 2003). With the deeper issues ignored,
underlying problems can only grow worse. In turn, this lends illusory substance
to narratives that extol the personal inadequacies of hapless underlings. The
opportunity to grapple with the real problems recedes ever further into the mist.

Over-critique of negative feedback

Research suggests that feedback tends to flow mainly from persons in authority
to their subordinates (Luthans and Larsen, 1986). Significant problems have
been reported with the delivery of upward feedback. Moreover, the limited
feedback that occurs tends to be flawed. As discussed earlier, positive upward
feedback is a more common occurrence than negative upward feedback (Baron,
1996). Baron’s study also suggests radically different perceptions between man-
agers and staff on this issue. The managers concerned perceived many more
instances of negative feedback than their subordinates. However, both man-
agers and subordinates perceived the same level of positive feedback. In essence,
each instance of negative feedback acquired a heightened sense of vividness for
its recipient. Managers then assumed that their heightened awareness of the
event rendered it more typical of the feedback category than was the case.
Moreover, for most people, negative feedback is less accepted and is perceived
as less accurate than positive feedback (Fedor et al., 2002). It thus appears that
people are especially sensitive to negative input – what has been termed the
automatic vigilance effect (Pratto and John, 1991). Intentionally or otherwise, it
is therefore likely that their less than enthusiastic response will discourage it.
This manifests itself in various ways.
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For example, the case study by Tourish and Robson (in press) cited above
suggests that senior managers have a tendency to over-critique negative feed-
back, while instantly agreeing with positive feedback. The SMT of the organi-
zation concerned rejected any feedback that implied weaknesses in their
performance, while instantly accepting feedback (derived from the same
methods) that praised their actions – thus, the data were simultaneously
regarded as prescient, but fatally flawed. Schutz (1998) analysed the strategies
that people use to account for negative outcomes. One of these is termed dissoci-
ation, wherein the individual rejects any responsibility and someone else is
blamed for the failure. Interestingly this is associated with a change in the
pronominals employed to associate or dissociate with the event (for example, ‘I
succeeded’ but ‘They failed’).

It is evident, however, that unless senior managers adopt an equally rigorous
approach to both forms of feedback they will inevitably acquire a lop-sided view
of their own organization. We would describe this process as one of unconscious
feedback distortion. For example, Waldron and Krone (1991) found that some
subordinates who had experienced extremely negative emotional encounters
with their supervisors edited their communication to make it more formal,
superficial, task-oriented and devoid of personal messages (for example, self-
disclosures). The consequence is likely to be that the only people surprised by
critical results from research investigations are a SMT, nominally the people
best placed to have an overall view of their organization. Thus, motivating
truthful upward communication is widely recognized as a serious problem
(Chow et al., 2000).

Characteristics of top teams and communication networks

Top teams ‘refers simply to the relatively small group of most influential execu-
tives at the apex of an organization’ (Hambrick, 1995: 111). How this apex is
defined varies widely from organization to organization, but is not correlated
with its size. Nevertheless, top teams are responsible for setting strategic direc-
tion, and communicating it widely among teams, team members and other
emergent communication networks. Communication networks are widely
regarded as the patterns of contact between those engaged in a communication
exchange and who transmit messages though time and space (Monge and Con-
tractor, 2001). However, larger organizations have greater distances between
team members, between teams, and between teams and senior managers. Never-
theless, strategic alliances in general, and inter-organizational collaborations in
particular, have grown in importance, in response to such management initi-
atives as delayering, downsizing, re-engineering and empowerment (Cravens et
al., 1996). In essence, communication networks are more important than ever.

Krackhardt (1994) has pointed out a number of problems with the emer-
gence of rich communication networks. The ‘law of N-squared’ proposes that
with more and more people in a given organization the number of potential
links in a network organization increases geometrically, and soon exceeds
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everyone’s capacity for communicative action. The law of propinquity also
recognizes that ‘the probability of two people communicating is inversely propor-
tional to the distance between them’ (Krackhardt, 1994: 213). Thus, the number
of communication options, as well as obligations, combined with such prosaic
matters as physical distance, renders contact between senior managers and those
further down the hierarchy increasingly problematic. Although much can be
done to at least partially compensate for these difficulties (including the use of e-
communications), it is unlikely that anything will be done if senior managers
themselves do not recognize the absence of upward communication as a problem.

Dominant models of leadership

Managers are influenced by general trends. It has been shown that feedback
seeking is less likely when individuals believe that significant others do not seek
such feedback (Morrison, 2002). Thus, if there is a general ethos in society of
managers being expected to ‘take the lead’ and ‘make the tough decisions’, the
individual manager is less likely to take cognizance of what employees think or
say. In recent decades, the study of leadership has been heavily influenced by
the distinction drawn between transactional or transformational leadership
(Tourish and Pinnington, 2002). With transactional leadership, the independ-
ence of both leaders’ and followers’ goals is a given (Flauto, 1999). The resul-
tant culture is likely to be one characterized by dissent, which may be more or
less tolerated, and possibly reduced cohesion.

Transformational leadership (TL) is different. Here, the leader changes the
goals of followers, subordinates or devoted members. Put in its most positive
form, the new goals are assumed to be of a higher level in that, once trans-
formed, they represent the ‘collective good or pooled interests of leaders and fol-
lowers’ (Burns, 1978: 426). By definition, transformational leaders need more
power rather than constraints (or ‘regulation’), presumably in order to restrain
the power of their potential dissidents.

However, from the standpoint of critical upward communication, the
dangers are considerable. Research has long shown that new group members, or
those with low status, only acquire influence within a group by over-conforming
to its emergent norms (Brown, 2000) – i.e. they minimize the amount of critical
feedback that they are prepared to offer. If they are perceived not to be ‘fitting
in’, they are penalized, usually through the withdrawal of valued social rewards.
Leaders, on the other hand, have greater status, authority and power. They
therefore have more freedom than followers to violate long-established norms.
The risk for non-leaders is of followers prematurely complying with destructive
forms of action, thereby ingratiating themselves with leaders (Jones, 1964). The
leader, meanwhile, takes the absence of overt dissent as assent, and moreover
views it as supplementary evidence that the given course of action is correct –
what has been termed consensual validation (Zebrowitz, 1990). TL is liable to
exacerbate these problematic processes yet further, with negative consequences
for decision making.
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The handling of dissent, and hence of critical upward feedback, is one of the
most problematic aspects of TL theory. Even managers introducing change who
are not explicitly guided by the precepts of TL theory frequently view resistance
as something to be overcome, rather than as useful feedback (Lewis, 1992).
Researchers into TL are especially prone to this conceptualization (Yukl,
1999a). An alternative perspective, based on the institutionalization of feed-
back into organizational decision making, is rarely considered (Tourish and
Hargie, 2000a). The problem is inherent to myths of heroic leadership, and the
behaviours that are associated with it. As Yukl (1999a: 40) has argued: ‘express-
ing strong convictions, acting confident, and taking decisive action can create
an impression of exceptional expertise, but it can also discourage relevant feed-
back from followers.’

The problem is that influence is conceived of in unidirectional terms – it
flows from leaders to subordinates, rather than vice versa (Yukl, 1999b). These
issues relate to the questions of corporate culture (see Chapter 13). Within the
rubric of theories that prioritize transformational leadership, the implied ideal
state is one of monoculturism (Tourish and Pinnington, 2002). Difference,
dissent, debate and critical feedback are banished to the margins of the group’s
tightly policed norms. Critics are perceived as party poopers, injecting venom
into what might otherwise be a celebratory occasion. It has long been known
that in a coercive environment, instead of facilitating dissent, ‘tremendous
overt and covert pressure is brought to bear on everyone to conform publicly, to
participate actively, and to work hard, while a façade is maintained that such
conformity and dedication is entirely voluntary or the product of successful
ideological persuasion’ (Schein et al., 1961: 80).

The consequences of such defects are clear. They include:

• the elimination of dissent
• an insufficient flow of critical upward communication
• the accumulation of power at the centre
• a failure to sufficiently consider alternative courses of action, when they

appear to conflict with a centrally ordained and divinely inspired vision
• a growing belief on the part of the leader that, other evidence notwith-

standing, he or she is ever more essential to the organization’s success.

In any event, a deliberate attempt to seek out critical upward communication
would seem unlikely.

Implications for practice

Many senior managers are clearly aware that the feedback they receive is
limited. Hambrick cites one CEO as follows:

There’s a lack of genuine debate. Sometimes there’s a half-hearted ‘devil’s
advocate’ gesture, but they really don’t confront each other or me on the
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big issues. We’re too comfortable, too self-congratulatory. It’s gotten
obvious to me in the past few months. I have to find a way to shake things
up.

(Hambrick, 1995: 115)

The question is: what can senior managers do to ‘shake things up’? Based on the
available research, we tentatively offer the following suggestions:

1 Experiment with both upward and 360-degree appraisal. Such practices are no
longer regarded as revolutionary, and as we have pointed out are commonly
employed in many leading corporations. They are a powerful means of institu-
tionalizing feedback. Moreover, there is now growing evidence to suggest that
they genuinely stimulate more focused self-development activities (Mabey,
2001). It is of course vital that the underlying organizational culture is gen-
uinely supportive, and that the feedback obtained is utilized to shape changes in
behaviour. Feedback without follow-up action is akin to diagnosis minus a treat-
ment regime. The malady has been identified but nothing is done to remedy
the complaint. Eventually, both sides grow discouraged and give up on their
relationship.

2 Managers should familiarize themselves with the basics of ingratiation theory.
They should recognize that they will be subject to its effects, whatever their
intentions. This suggests the need for a quizzical attitude in the face of all feed-
back obtained from those with a lower status, particularly when such feedback is
positive in tone. Jonathan Swift, author of Gulliver’s Travels, expressed it best:
‘The only benefit of flattery is that by hearing what we are not we may be
instructed what we ought to be’ (cited by De Vries, 2001: 89).

3 Positive feedback should be subject to the same, or greater, scrutiny than negative
feedback. Otherwise, positive feedback will come to predominate, and managers
will develop a dangerously rose-tinted view of the climate within their own
organizations. In turn, this means that key problems will remain off the agenda,
and will therefore grow worse. Management meetings should regularly focus on
such questions as:

• What problems have come to our attention recently?
• What criticisms have we received about the decisions we are taking?
• How are we going to respond to them?
• How can we get more critical feedback into our decision making processes?

4 Managers should seek out opportunities for regular formal and informal contact
with staff at all levels. This should replace reliance on official reports, written
communiqués or communication mediated through various management layers.
A key focus during such contact should be the search for critical feedback. As a
rule of thumb, the more reliant a manager is on official channels of communica-
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tion the more likely it is that s/he will be out of touch with the mood of his or
her people.

5 Promote systems for greater participation in decision making. Participation
inevitably involves the creation of structures that empower people, and enable
them to collaborate in activities that go beyond minimum co-ordination efforts
characteristic of much work practice (Stohl and Cheney, 2001). Organizations
that do not sufficiently utilize upward communication systems which includes
positive and negative comments pay a considerable cost. In particular, it seems
certain that the quality of decision making by the top management team suffers,
and this has a detrimental impact upon the whole organization. For example,
Nutt (2002) studied 400 decisions in medium to large organizations over a
twenty-year period. He concluded that half the decisions made within such
organizations failed. Nutt’s analysis suggested that among the key factors
explaining such failures were a tendency by managers to impose solutions, limit
the search for alternatives, and use power rather than influence/persuasion to
implement their plans. Successful decisions were more likely when managers
made the need for action clear at the outset, set objectives, carried out an unre-
stricted search for solutions and got key people to participate. However, partici-
pation was used in just one of five decisions. Nevertheless, on this crucial issue,
many communication efforts remain rudimentary. In working with senior man-
agers, we have frequently been astonished by how many admit that their organ-
izations do not even have a formal suggestion scheme in place. Its benefits have
been documented over several decades. Yet a recent survey of members of the
Institute of Management in the UK found that no more than 42 per cent of
them made significant use of what is an elementary practice (O’Creevy, 2001).
A more creative and determined application to this issue is clearly required.

6 Create ‘red flag’ mechanisms for the upward transmission of information that
cannot be ignored. Organizations rarely fail because they have inadequate
information. It is clear, for example, that the spectacular bankruptcy of Enron
in 2001 (one of the biggest in corporate history) occurred in spite of the fact
that many people who worked for the organization fully realized the weakness of
its position and the unethical nature of its practices. One other aspect of the
Enron scandal was the fact that whistle-blowing occurred. This was a good
example of how, when they feel that they cannot safely feed back negative
information up the hierarchy, employees are liable to leak this information
outside the organization (Hargie et al., 1999). To circumvent such a state of
affairs, organizations should create the type of mechanisms we propose in this
chapter. We give one example of a communication system that achieved at
least some of these aims in Box 12.3. These have been found to help organ-
izations make the transition from being merely good in their field to achieving
sustained greatness (J. Collins, 2001). Organizations need to develop similar
mechanisms, appropriate for their own circumstances, and rigorously pursue
their implementation.
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7 Existing communication processes should be reviewed to ensure that they include
requirements to produce critical feedback. With very few exceptions, team briefings
tend to focus overwhelmingly on the transmission of information from the top
to the bottom. This is akin to building an elevator capable of travelling only in
one direction – downwards. Team briefings should also include a specific
requirement that problems and criticisms be reported up. Targets should be set
for precisely such feedback, and closely monitored.

8 Train supervisors to be open, receptive and responsive to employee dissent. It has
been suggested that when supervisors behave in such a manner they are sig-
nalling receptiveness to entire workgroups (Kassing, 2001). However, training
in the appropriate skills is often lacking. As with many other vital communica-
tion skills, it is frequently just assumed that employees will have access to the
right toolkit. This optimistic assumption is unwarranted. Even if people have
some notion of which tools are available to them, training is required so that
they select the right one for each task. Otherwise, those trained only in how to
use a hammer may instinctively reach out for it, even when a screwdriver is
more appropriate.

9 The CEO, in particular, needs to openly model a different approach to the receipt
of critical communication, and ensure that senior colleagues emulate this openness.
Repeatedly, studies have shown that when people are asked to gauge the effi-
cacy of communication in general and the role of senior managers in particular
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Box 12.3 Creating systems for information flow that cannot be ignored

An excellent example of a robust system for internal communication is
provided by Tompkins (1993). Tompkins interviewed engineers at Mar-
shall Space Flight Centre in the 1960s, when Werner von Braun was its
director. Repeatedly, people told him that the communication device that
worked best was ‘The Monday notes’. This referred to a practice that had
sprung up when von Braun had asked twenty-four key managers across
several units to send him a one-page memo every Monday morning, in
which they described the preceding week’s progress and problems. Von
Braun read their comments, initialled them, and added his own questions,
suggestions and praise. The collected notes were then arranged in the
order of the authors’ names and returned as a package to all contributors.
Closer investigation showed that the key managers involved had compiled
their own Monday notes by asking their direct reports for a ‘Friday report’
about their activities. Some of them even organized meetings to gather the
required information. Many of them also circulated von Braun’s eventual
report back down the line. In short, a simple request had triggered a robust
mechanism for the transmission of information, and ensured that whatever
was contained in the Monday notes was not ignored.



 

they personalize the issue into the role of the CEO (for example Young and
Post, 1993). Without a clear lead at this level it is unlikely that progress on the
issues we have discussed can be made.

Conclusion

This chapter has revealed fundamental problems with critical upward commu-
nication, illuminated some of the mechanisms whereby it is obstructed and sug-
gested means by which the problem can be addressed. Upward feedback,
especially of a critical kind, would seem to be generally inadequate. This con-
clusion is consistent with the observations of Heller (1998: 1425), based on two
twelve-country studies on industrial democracy and a five-year longitudinal pro-
gramme in seven companies in three countries: ‘organizational influence sharing
appears to have made only limited progress during the last 50 years’. A work-
place industrial relations survey conducted in Britain in the late 1990s con-
cluded that: ‘Britain is approaching the position where few employees have any
mechanism through which they can contribute to the operation of their work-
place in a broader context than that of their own job’ (cited by Caulkin, 1997:
6). Even the minimal influence that comes from being able to articulate differ-
ent perspectives is often lacking. Evidently, those with power hang on to it,
while frequently lamenting the reluctance of subordinates to exercise more
initiative. On the other hand, we have argued that senior managers receive
plenty of positive upward communication – much of it inaccurate. The problem
is not with upward feedback per se. It is with ensuring that the feedback is open,
honest, dissenting and, above all, critical.

The issues raised are fundamental to the theory and practice of management.
No one individual or any one group has a mastery of problems, as a result of
organizations’ inbuilt interdependence and complexity. Thus, the search for
solutions to problems that are multi-causal in nature involves creative input
from different disciplines, departments and from people of varied managerial
rank. Openness is therefore critical to organizational learning (Senge, 1994).
However, as Weick and Ashford have noted:

Not only do executives often prefer to hear good news but, in fact, subordi-
nates often get promoted up the career ladder because they tell only good
news. Thus, as managers move up in the organisation, it becomes more dif-
ficult for them to get honest feedback on their efforts as their subordinates
are busily portraying every effort as a success. These processes in which
learners defend their own egos or their subordinates do it for them would
seem to impede organisational learning since they create an impoverished
and distorted information base from which to take action.

(Weick and Ashford, 2001: 716)

Without a willingness to even acknowledge the existence of problems, it would
seem unlikely that managers can engage their people in a wider debate on
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strategic direction and how to build an impregnable competitive advantage.
Thus, the difficulties discussed here are a recipe for chronic organizational
decline.

An organization without a coherent and cohesive system for facilitating
upwards feedback is like a bird with one wing. Under certain circumstances it
can survive, and even thrive. However, in adverse conditions, especially when
predators are circling, it will experience severe difficulties. It will certainly fail
to take off and reach the heights it could have. Internal communication is
indispensable for organizational learning, corporate cohesion and the achieve-
ment of business objectives. We have suggested that many of the obstacles to
the emergence of good internal communication do not arise from external
environmental considerations, but rather from the approach that senior man-
agers often display towards critical feedback. The challenges posed are consider-
able, but need to be met for optimal organizational functioning.

Note

1 Oscar Wilde, who was asked by a friend how the first performance of a new play had
gone, once provided an amusing illustration of blame realignment. Wilde replied: ‘My
play was a complete success, but the audience was a disaster.’ The SMT of the HCO in
this case study seemed to have a similar approach to analysing their problems.
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13 Organizational culture
Liberation or entrapment?

Ashly Pinnington

Introduction

Over the last twenty years, organizational culture has become a topic of every-
day conversation. To talk about the previous place where one worked as having
a ‘different’ culture to the present establishment is unlikely to surprise anyone,
so long as the respective organizational cultures are then distinguished through
either general explanation or by giving examples. For instance, we might say
that in organization A, the management–employee relationship is characterized
by an ‘us and them’ culture, whereas by contrast in organization B culture is
such that ‘your manager is your friend as well as the boss’.

Research studies of companies reputed to possess ‘strong’ cultures have found
the employees don’t just talk about it, but their firms establish meetings and
workshops on culture and culture change (Kunda, 1992; Stiles, 1999). The
concept of organizational culture can, therefore, at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, be considered to be part of our common sense reality, although
clearly the term is a relatively recent addition to popular discourse. Indeed, ref-
erences to culture, and more rarely concepts akin to ‘organizational culture’,
would have tended to focus, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, on
distinguishing such things as: the organization of agriculture and manufacturing
labour (Carlyle, 1941; Kropotkin, 1974); or civilized and uncivilized manners
and the state (Arnold, 1978; Elias, 1978a, 1978b); or class, high brow and
popular taste (Williams, 1961; Hoggart, 1977; Adorno and Horkheimer, 1989).

So, given that people nowadays readily talk about organizations as having a
culture, do they all possess one? Assuming further that there may exist several
cultures in most organizations, will there invariably be one which is predomi-
nant? And if there is a dominant organizational culture, to what extent might it
be a source of freedom on the one hand and a prison cage on the other? In this
chapter, the aim throughout is to answer these questions and make some recom-
mendations for communication practice. This is done with the conviction that
people can influence their organizations to become more liberating and less
constraining places than they presently are.



 

Do organizations invariably have an organizational culture?

Culture is a many-headed phenomenon applied routinely in the management
literature to organizations, occupations (notably professions), ethnic groups
and societies (Eisenberg and Riley, 2001). Further, we talk more and more
about an emergent ‘global’ culture, usually meaning by this term ‘compression’
of the world and intensification of our consciousness of it as one totality
(Robertson, 1992). Some writers speak of the 1980s as a period for the ‘cultural
turn’ when academe and management practitioners proliferated new and
rehashed concepts of organizational culture. Much of the jargon and terminol-
ogy for speaking about changing the culture of an organization bears analogy
with traditional religious discourse: organizational culture in crisis but with an
idea of the way forward (in hell with a ‘vision’); a new culture of high perform-
ance (in heaven and ‘mission’ achieved); employee resistance to change and
no clear way forward (in hades and lacking ‘charismatic’, ‘transformational’
leadership). As a concept, culture essentially encourages us to consider collect-
ive properties and groups of people, and, for the purposes of this chapter,
culture will be defined as:

A collective (for example society, organization, group or sub-group) interpreted for its
sense of social integration, differentiation, and fragmentation.

The above definition is taken from mainstream qualitative research on culture
exploring issues of consensus, conflict and ambiguity (Martin and Meyerson, 1988;
Frost et al., 1991; Martin, 1992; Alvesson, 1993, 2001). It has been chosen for
its emphasis on a range of sources of cultural consensus and dissensus.

Culture and organizational performance

In the 1980s, partly in response to the rising strength of companies from Asia
and the Pacific Rim, management interest in culture grew rapidly. Amongst
others, Ed Schein (1992: 12), from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
has been influential in the management field, defining the culture of a group as
the pattern of shared basic assumptions learned as it has ‘solved its problems of
external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be
considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way
to perceive, think and feel in relation to these problems.’ Schein believes
leaders have the capacity to create group culture, as do Deal and Kennedy
(1982). Their recommendations on changing organizational culture met a clear
need amongst senior executives in the 1980s, many of whom were running
organizations that were facing difficult business conditions.

Deal and Kennedy’s (1982) portrayal of culture change in Corporate Culture
focuses on symbolic aspects of management, highlighting differences in
performance and their possible relationship to organizational culture. They
especially extolled the virtues of charismatic leadership, entrepreneurialism,
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vision and values, and the rites and rituals of corporate workplaces, which were
part of a new wave of thinking on the management of change emerging in the
USA during the 1980s. They proposed that management and employees should
distinguish ‘strong’ from ‘weak’ cultures. America’s great companies, they
claimed, were high-performing and successful human institutions. High per-
formers ascribed by Deal and Kennedy the status of ‘strong’ cultures included
such organizations as 3M, GE, IBM and Hewlett-Packard.

In the same year, Peters and Waterman (1982) produced a set of anecdotal
case studies on a group of high-performing US corporations, which they con-
sidered were successful organizations because they had the right culture. Their
set of stories about excellent companies published in the book titled In Search of
Excellence popularized the approach of managing culture. The ‘excellent
company’ and ‘strong culture’ approaches emanate from a similar network of
people affiliated to high profile educational establishments such as Harvard
Business School and consulting companies such as McKinsey. One measure of
the considerable interest at the time in the ‘excellent company’ approach was
that, at the height of its popularity, the book was selling more copies than the
bible. During the 1980s, advocates of the ‘excellent company’ approach
appeared to become increasingly convinced by the argument that a strong
culture is the major key to business success. However, events have called this
into question. The following companies were among those held up as exem-
plars, but which then experienced profound problems:

• Walt Disney: it produced a string of films that were failures
• Caterpillar: it experienced declining demand for its heavy plant machinery
• Atari: its name was once synonymous with computer games, but it has now

disappeared
• Hewlett Packard: it underwent considerable downsizing during the 1990s.

A possible explanation for the appeal of these ‘guru writings’ on culture lies in
the simplicity and cultural acceptability to US organizations of the ‘strong’ and
‘excellent’ culture messages. The overall tenor is rigorously individualistic, prag-
matic, optimistic and uncomplicated, as is the vision of successful leadership,
management and culture. However, evidently the link to performance was not a
reliable one nor was it especially sustainable.

Societal culture – liberation or entrapment?

In theoretical and empirical research on culture the notion of entrapment often
still figures strongly. This dilemma remains apparent in much of the case study
research by people who don’t subscribe to the positivist scientific paradigm, but
their findings nevertheless reveal ways in which culture is a regular constraint
on our freedom of action (Jones et al., 1988; Kunda, 1992). Recent qualitative
research studies majoring on culture, as far removed from one another as a
division of a major UK multinational conglomerate (Watson, 1994a), a UK
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Midlands-based building society, a manufacturing company and a North of
England town hospital (Parker, 2000) and a Swedish computer consultancy
(Alvesson, 1995), all reveal the capacity of a small group of fallible, but power-
ful, senior executives to influence the daily working lives of their employees.
Even at those very moments when the three researchers – Watson, Parker and
Alvesson – are at pains to emphasize limits to managerial control by highlight-
ing the autonomy, localness, individuality and specificity of organizational
culture(s), the perceptive reader cannot help but notice trends across Western
societal contexts (Ulizin, 2001). Often, their observations on specific details of
organizational culture – its symbols, languages, ideologies, beliefs, rituals and
myths (Pettigrew, 1979) – highlight commonalities running across many
organizations. We will return to the contribution of recent qualitative research
on organizational culture, including the above three mentioned studies, later on
in this chapter.

Organizations entrapped by uncertainty and change

In their book The Cultures of Work Organizations (1993) Trice and Beyer argue
against the entrapment perspective by emphasizing the liberating forces of
organizational uncertainty and change. They observe that there is research
evidence that cultures in organizations are being changed, and therefore can in
principle be changed. With regard more specifically to corporate culture, Trice
and Beyer propose the chances of success increase whenever managers are clear-
headed about their approach to cultural innovation – replacing an ‘old’ culture
with a ‘new’ one.

Trice and Beyer (1993) define human cultures in general terms as arising
from people’s dealings with uncertainty and attempts to create order in social
life. They observe that there exist many problems of uncertainty and order
in organizations, and propose that, as in other cultural contexts, people
will thus seek to create cultures in organizations. Trice and Beyer’s approach
to organizations as cultures concentrates on the cultures of modern capitalist
corporations in both the private and public sectors. Their ideological presenta-
tion of culture is one that takes for granted many current developments in
the globalization of business. They prioritize the roles of top executives and
managers in leading change and implementing cultural innovation. Returning
to the question of whether or not there are organizational cultures, these
authors resolutely answer in the affirmative and provide evidence in their
favour through a substantial review of the management and organization studies
literatures.

Trice and Beyer offer prescription and aphorisms for the proactive manage-
ment of change. Whereas their research approach for studying management
might be accused of liberation on the surface but entrapment within its ideo-
logical framework of American capitalist democracy, some of their general pro-
posals for changing culture apply to other societal cultures because, as they
observe, in principle organizational cultures can always be changed. More
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specifically, in terms of measuring and changing culture, a variety of tools and
techniques are available for use in organizations (Ashkanasy et al., 2000). In so
far as Trice and Beyer can be seen as advocates of cultural change that is liberat-
ing for managers and for employees, then they can be considered promoters of
organizational culture as a source of liberation.

Organizational cultures contain a multiplicity of voices

Notwithstanding Trice and Beyer’s views on corporate culture change, the ques-
tion as to whether organizations routinely possess a distinctive organizational
culture is hard to answer. What the disciplines of cultural anthropology and
sociology advise us, then, is to be cautious whenever ascribing to organizations
notions of culture that are individual and unique properties. An organization’s
culture is complex and contains a number of societal influences, which may be
tantamount to culture (Geertz, 1973).

Our age, gender, education, ethnicity, religious, occupational, professional
and family allegiances are all potent sources of culture. Nelsen and Barley’s
(1997) work, for example, is interesting for its exploration of how groups of
employees promote and exploit occupational cultures through what the authors
call ‘occupational mandates’. Occupational affiliations can play a critical role in
whom people associate with inside and outside the organization, and the rela-
tive social status of occupations almost invariably affect monetary and social
rewards. The role of gender specifically in organizational culture has been
researched in companies such as Body Shop International. Martin et al. (1998)
found that organizations staffed by a high proportion of women may dispense
with some communication practices typical of a male-dominated organization
that places high significance on an impersonal, technical and emotionally con-
strained style of interaction. They argued that Body Shop International encour-
aged a different sense of workplace community, tolerating more open expression
of emotions, expecting greater self-disclosure and taking private life concerns as
being central to personal well-being.

Alvesson (1995, 2002) has argued persuasively for a ‘plurivocal’ conceptual-
ization of culture. He noted the tendency of some people to associate culture
with unitarism, whereby we perceive everyone in the organization has the same
ultimate interests and goals. This refusal to accept there might be a plurality of
valid alternatives is frequently accompanied, he says, by a concentration on
culture as a metaphor for instilling harmony, integration, clarity and consis-
tency (Alvesson, 1995). Unfortunately, it is only a short step from here to insti-
tutionalized intolerance where other perspectives are stereotyped as not
‘fitting-in’ with the dominant or desired organizational culture (Tourish and
Pinnington, 2002).

Alvesson’s (1995) solution to over-simplification of cultural realities in
organizational life is to treat cultural meaning and symbolism as involving on
the one hand, ‘consensus, consistency and clarity’ and on the other hand, ‘dis-
sensus, inconsistency and confusion’. Examples of the consensus side of culture
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include: shared meanings and understandings within the organizational culture,
unquestioned assumptions in the company, normative agreement on the ‘right’
and ‘wrong’ ways of doing things, harmonious ways of working together, and
non-contentious forms of coordination and control. Whereas examples of the
dissensus side of culture would be: unharmonious social conflict and organi-
zational politics, aggressive turf wars between departments or cliques in the
organization, lack of common understanding between groups, unfair discrimina-
tion, widespread cynicism, long-term resistance, strongly contested forms of
coordination and control, and fundamental disagreement over the core values,
basic assumptions and priorities of work.

Embedded in this research perspective is the idea that cultural phenomena
are deep and multifaceted. Alvesson offers a helpful framework for research on
culture that places organizational culture on a continuum located in between
two poles. On the one side culture, he suggests, can be seen in very broad,
macro-level terms as a ‘form of life’, and on the other side it can be narrowly
conceptualized as denoting solely artistic activity. Positioned somewhere
towards the middle, he proposes, is organizational culture conceptualized as a
collective consciousness or, alternatively, as a set of common values, ideas and
norms.

To sum up the argument so far. Organizational cultures are rarely going to be
entirely original and unique; possibly a historical period of isolation from the
host societal context may be the most likely way that an idiosyncratic indi-
vidual culture might develop, such as religious communities and political groups
(Tourish and Wohlforth, 2000). This is because organizational culture com-
prises an amalgam of sources of culture, most of which are shaped within soci-
etal contexts rather than solely being the product of individual cultural
histories. Therefore, it makes more sense to consider organizational culture as
constructed out of a plurality of sources of cultural identity (Hall and du Gay,
1996).

It may be useful to close this section by inviting the reader to consider com-
munication and culture within an organization where you work now, or have
worked in the past (see Reflective Exercise 13.1).

Organizational culture as multiple sources of culture

The previous section has argued that cultures are composed of ‘a multiplicity of
voices’. It has been argued that research on organizational culture must distin-
guish the organizational collective – its organization-specific ideologies, symbols
and cultural forms – from general societal change. A review of the literature
soon reveals that many of the techniques of managing culture change have been
in use for over two decades and some for considerably longer. For instance,
Biggart (1977) tells the story of the creative–destructive process of organ-
izational change in the US post office, involving the replacement of old ideo-
logies, cultural forms and symbols with new ones. The changes included the
following:
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• a new chief executive
• name changes, new logos, new stationery
• early retirements with ‘happy exit’ ceremonies
• birthday celebrations for anniversaries of new parts of the organization.

A question that immediately has to be asked is, together do these constitute a
unique culture or are they ‘generic techniques’ applied across a variety of
organizations? Whichever organization instituted these cultural changes for the
first time in all probability would have had a highly distinctive organizational
culture, and there is evidence that some original organizational cultures will
endure for a long period of time. To give one example, Gratton et al. (1999)
found that Hewlett Packard in the UK had a very resilient culture when com-
pared with other large corporations in their research sample. This company had
the most committed and flexible workforce, which was part of its cultural her-
itage created by the views of the founding partners and reinforced through con-
sistent ownership by line management of responsibility for ‘people
management’. Consequently, the company’s business strategy was implemented
within an organizational culture of genuine and continuous investment in
employees. Interestingly, even a severe period of organizational downsizing did
not destroy employees’ commitment and loyalty (for more on this topic see
Chapter 2 by Tourish and Hargie).

Mats Alvesson (1995), nearly twenty years after Biggart’s article was pub-
lished, tells a somewhat different story of the creative–destructive process of
organizational change in Enator, a Swedish private sector, computer consul-
tancy company. Enator was a ‘knowledge intensive firm’ that was characterized
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Reflective exercise 13.1 Exploring communication and culture in your organization

• Select a group employed in your organization, or one in which you
have previously worked, and distinguish those values and behaviours
which are specific to the culture of the organization from those that
you might find in many other similar organizations.

• Describe the culture of your organization in a few sentences. Jot
down three short stories which demonstrate its culture of, on the one
hand, ‘consensus, consistency and clarity’, and on the other hand,
‘dissensus, inconsistency and confusion’.

• Select three individuals who seem to you to be very different people.
Make a list of the sorts of things you would expect them to say about
the ‘old’ culture and the ‘new’ culture of your organization.

• Identify what aspects of your organization ‘cause’ people to behave in
ways that are harmful or unproductive.

• Make a list of key things that should change in your organization and
what should stay the same. Then, identify what changes may need to
occur in the organizational culture for this to happen.



 

by its reliance upon rare, specialist, esoteric expertise and idiosyncratic know-
ledge and skills (Starbuck, 1992; Alvesson 2001). He recounts a story of growth,
not unlike the one typified in Greiner’s (1972) well-known article on issues of
leadership, autonomy and control, in what might be thought of as those
inevitable growing pains when making the cultural transition from the relat-
ively small business concern to a massive corporation. Alvesson’s (1995) story
of culture change in Enator is not ‘revolutionary’. However, it similarly involves
the replacement and modification of old ideologies, cultural forms and symbols
with new ones. The changes related include:

• growth of a cohort of senior managers steadily increasing over time their
power and influence in Enator relative to the original three owner-directors

• personal leadership, especially during the early years of business operation,
by three owner-directors

• name changes following merger with another company, joint ventures and
creation of new international subsidiaries

• glossy promotion photographs of managers shot in impressive landscape
settings

• publicity stunts and gimmicks at get-togethers and company conferences,
such as having the plane seats removed to enable dancing ‘in-flight enter-
tainment’ for employees travelling from Scandinavia to London

• talk of plans for ‘happy exits’ by senior staff
• birthday celebrations for the main company and its subsidiaries
• regular informal company socializing, such as five o’clock beer, and so on.

Alvesson characterizes Enator’s corporate culture as open, positive, loyal, gener-
ous, informal, non-bureaucratic, friendly and participative. These are all famil-
iar qualities recommended in prescription in texts on managing culture change
(for example Deal and Kennedy, 1982, 1999). Alvesson is adamant, however,
that they genuinely distinguish Enator as a unique organizational culture. In
keeping with his concept of culture as containing positive and negative aspects,
he does though draw attention to the reverse side of these positive attributes:

• anti-unionist culture
• thorough-going public criticism and debate being sanctioned in socializa-

tion events such as the induction training
• discussions on pay being taboo except in private on a one-to-one basis with

an appropriate manager
• employees being expected to (over)work compulsively for long hours on

projects and to have a limited private life with regular company socializing
being an obligation during non-work time.

Both of the above stories on organizational culture, related respectively by
Biggart and Alvesson, convey ideological change in societal-level culture. In
Western countries, this ideological move from a paternalist, and sometimes
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autocratic culture to a more managerial culture has been well-documented in
the practitioner and academic press, and in both private and public sector con-
texts (Hinings et al., 1991; Morrill, 1991; Whittington et al., 1994; Greenwood
and Hinings, 1993, 1996). Ideological pressure to become more ‘business-like’
has influenced people employed within traditional as well as the new profes-
sions (Cooper et al., 1996; Brock et al., 1999). Enator had been in the IT and
consultancy business for about ten years before Alvesson studied it, and he
asked the question: ‘How long does it take for culture to develop?’

If we understand organizational culture as being enmeshed within societal
culture(s), then a liberating perspective might suggest its development can be
almost instantaneous. This may not suit the palate of those people who view
the development of organizational culture as being analogous to that of a matur-
ing, local and unique wine. However, if we accept that any culture comprises a
selection from many potential sources, then there are reasonable grounds for
assuming that individual identities and a collective culture can fuse together
rapidly to form a new organizational culture. Such change is unpredictable, but
is thought more likely to occur during moments of fundamental crisis (Petti-
grew, 1985; Bourdieu, 1988).

Culture as craft

A more recent and similarly intriguing study of culture is Tony Watson’s (1994)
one-year participant observation study of ZTC-Ryland, titled In Search of Man-
agement. The overall corporation, of which ZTC-Ryland is just one business
unit, is a massive British manufacturing conglomerate that has been criticized
over the years in the financial press for being risk averse in its core markets and
not investing sufficiently in new high-growth businesses. Watson (1994)
adopted a political treatment of culture, portraying the organization as a coali-
tion of interests in contest with one another, although less of the documentary
history of the organization was related than has been done in other case studies
of organizational culture such as Pettigrew’s (1985) well-known longitudinal
case study of ICI.

During the study of ZTC-Ryland, Watson concentrated on reflecting upon
managers’ own experience and understanding of what they were doing. Culture,
as observed from the outset of this chapter, is a collective phenomenon and
thus the portrayal of organizational culture presented by the individual
researcher should be appropriately explained and justified to others. Purpose-
fully, to ground his own study of culture in their sense of culture, Watson there-
fore asked a number of managers who had been involved in culture change
programmes what they thought the word ‘culture’ meant. They variously
defined it as:

• acceptable behaviour
• getting people thinking on the same lines
• values
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• below the surface patterns
• a valuable means of comparing one organization with another.

These ad hoc definitions of culture, it is worth noting, are not dissimilar to their
basic idea of management practice, which, when asked by Watson, they
described in consensual and prescriptive terms specifying how any manager
should behave, especially:

• listening to people, treating them fairly and building trust.

Watson tried hard not to force the stories they told him into his own precon-
ceived ideas (Gabriel, 2000), observing that his study was not meant to be
delivered from ‘on high’, but be based on a sociable ‘mixing-in’ of the researcher
with managers going about their daily business. He sees management as being
an emergent, social and moral craft (Watson and Harris, 1999) and con-
sequently his preferred research focus is on managers’ continual involvement in
enacting, thinking and learning about the craft of management. Watson’s study
of ZTC-Ryland conveyed a sensitive acknowledgement of the danger of
researchers becoming entrapped within their own academic conceptualizations
of organizational culture. His belief is that researchers do not convey ‘facts’ so
much as construct ‘fictions’ (Czarniawska, 1999) that are of varying degrees of
plausibility to the reader. Therefore, Tony Watson’s story of ZTC-Ryland,
sometimes revealed more about his assumptions than it uncovered the
culture(s) of the researched.

Culture as an archipelago: unity and division

Martin Parker (2000) contends that organizational cultures should be seen as
‘fragmented unities’. By this phrase he meant that culture is a complex process
that is, at the same time, both inclusive and exclusive of people in the organi-
zation. Parker identified distinctive areas of cultural difference, which he argued
can help us understand how organizational culture is a collective and divisive
process.

In his book titled Organizational Culture and Identity Parker (2000) relates, in
detail, three case studies of technology and culture. From this he identified
several key influential cultural factors. His first case study was a hospital in
which he concentrates on the ‘us and them’ relationships between different
occupational and professional categories, namely doctors, managers and IT pro-
fessionals. Problems of communication were compounded by distinctions arising
from different positions in the hospital hierarchy and people working in differ-
ent spatial locations, particularly different hospital sites. The second case, of a
manufacturing company, illustrated cultural differences arising from locality
(bottom and top sites) departmental divisions (production and marketing), age
(older and younger engineers) and their related different allegiances to produc-
tion technologies (mass production and flexible production systems). The third
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case, of a small building society, revealed cultural differences arising from ten-
sions between HQ and branch offices. The organization had been led for a long
period by a paternalist, domineering and rather autocratic traditionalist, creat-
ing cultural differences between an older group of nostalgic (Gabriel, 1995)
conservative managers and a younger more radical set who had been appointed
since his demise.

In summary, divisions internal to the organization, considered by Parker, are:
spatial, functional (for example departments) and hierarchical. Divisions arising
from outside the organization are: occupational and professional, generational,
regional and gender-based. Members of the organization created culture, he
argued, through understandings and identities that were local and specific on
the one hand and societal on the other. Distinctive organizational cultures
arose out of organizations having particular histories, geographical reach, key
people and so on.

To conclude this discussion on the plurality of sources of culture making up
an organizational culture, researchers and practitioners must focus on what is
distinctive in the organization. The representation of organizational culture
should be situated in an analysis of the local organization of broader culture, the
organizational culture being a particular manifestation of societal culture. Mass
media communications industries, for example, utilize sources of distinctive
‘local’ culture and contribute towards the production of collective or ‘global’
cultures. The twentieth century saw the rise of culture industries, and
Bjorkegren’s (1996) study of publishing, music and film production of popular
culture highlights well the tension that routinely occurs whenever large sums of
capital are involved between local innovation and the herd effect of global
financing and promotion strategies. Research on organizational culture should
attempt to understand what sources of culture are used, and attend to its
obverse, what sources are discarded or silenced. Identities and allegiances
arising from religion, occupation, generation, gender and family will likely be
found to be important sources of culture. We should consider both the current
situation and its historical development because organizations are at the same
time embedded in culture and perpetually in transition (Hughes, 1992). It
might be worth, again, checking this idea in the context of where you either
work now, or have done in the past (see Reflective Exercise 13.2).

Returning to the issue of liberation and entrapment: a consensual view of
culture that deliberately seeks to minimize difference for its own sectional group
ends will tend towards entrapment of the majority. Mills et al. (2001) show just
how sophisticated some corporate cultures have become at creating a sense of
belonging and community, inclusive of members of the corporation, trading
companies and end-consumers. Even the case research reported by Alvesson
(1995) and Watson (1994) periodically slipped into the trap of accepting the
status quo by not clarifying for the reader the extent to which an influential
group of managers have moulded their organization’s culture (Rose, 1996). By
the end of their studies, it is unclear to the reader how far the dominant coali-
tion of managers had successfully biased the organization’s ideology, structure,
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culture, systems, values and beliefs to suit their own social advancement, in
preference to other members of the organization. On this point, Kallifatides’
(2001) study of interaction between top management and selected fast-track
managers provides a good example of how the organizational culture can be
evaluated in terms of organizational interaction and interpersonal politics. It
showed how interpersonal relationships in the company were socially con-
structed according to dominant societal and organizational cultural values that
reinforced particular ways of behaving. Kallifatides identified a virtue of ‘tough-
ness’ in the company, which determined managers’ promotion chances, influ-
enced their sense of managerial identity (‘being made of the right stuff – i.e.
tough’) and regulated details of everyday social interaction, especially patterns
of conversational turn-taking – who talks, when and for how long?

A contested view of culture, accepting the many sources of culture and
encouraging people to make use of them, is likely to be more liberating than
entrapment within a consensual viewpoint or a modernizing perspective
(Foster, 1985). Parker’s (2000) case studies portray specifically the contested
nature of culture more so than the other studies by Watson and Alvesson. This
is not to say that cultural sameness and unities aren’t significant: they are.
Essentially, the cultural perspective should be a varied one that can reflect issues
of homogeneity and heterogeneity. In this regard Alvesson (1993) has offered
a helpful framework for thinking flexibly about culture by viewing it in four
distinct ways:
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Reflective exercise 13.2 Analysing culture and communication practice

• Select a group of managers in your organization. How might they be
encouraged to mix socially more with other employees? How might
they be encouraged to reflect more on their management practice as
an ethical craft?

• Assess how far demographic diversity creates a conflictual culture in
terms of: gender, age, occupation/profession, ethnicity. How might
this conflict be made more productive/creative?

• Assess how far divisions internal to the organization support a culture
of conflict in terms of: spatial, functional (for example, departments,
teams), hierarchical. How might this conflict be made more
productive?

• Identify how your present organizational culture has been shaped by
its history, geography and key people.

• Subdivide your organization into a dominant coalition and con-
tender groups. In what ways do the dominant and dominated groups
contribute to the present organizational culture? What interventions
can be made to help these groups communicate more effectively with
each other?



 

1 unitary and unique organizational culture
2 organizations as meeting points of ‘fields’ of culture
3 local subcultures
4 ambiguous cultural configurations.

Understanding organizational culture as unitary and unique means making the
assumption that the culture really is not like any other and thus is different from
the rest. By contrast, understanding organizations as meeting points of ‘fields’ con-
ceptualizes all organizational culture as being composed of societal-level com-
monalities and divisions. An individual organization culture following this way
of thinking therefore can never be entirely distinctive or unique because it is
entirely a manifestation of macro-social phenomena. The local subcultures
approach plays down the macro-societal issues conceptualizing the organi-
zational culture as constructed out of a variety of local, contextual influences.
The fourth approach, understanding organizational culture as comprising
ambiguous cultural configurations, assumes a plethora of sources of culture, simple
and unique, macro and shared, local and others, complex and confused. Alves-
son recommended using all four approaches to gain a more informed and com-
prehensive insight into organizational culture.

So, on the question of liberation or entrapment, it is hoped that a liberating
approach to organization culture can actively encourage ongoing democratic
dialogue within a plurality of perspectives. Moreoever, it should challenge
members of the organization to discuss various sources of culture as a way of
assisting them with reformulating aspects of their cultural identity and under-
standing of work. The next section explains how this liberating approach might
be put into practice in organizations.

Re-invigorating workplaces by continuously challenging
dominant organizational culture

In the spirit of Watson’s (1994a) plea for management and organization
researchers not to criticize from ‘on high’, this last section makes recommenda-
tions for how communication might be improved, building on the lessons of the
research on organizational culture reviewed in this chapter. It has been argued
that organizational culture conceptualized as the unitarist imposition of man-
agerial prerogative in almost every aspect of working life – what employees
think, feel, value and how they act – is a form of entrapment. It is unreasonable
for employees to be expected by senior management to trust and accept the
assertion of prerogative in critical decisions, such as on rewards, allocation of
resources and organization of work (Reed, 2001). Extension of corporate culture
across work and home life, and throughout networks of suppliers, producers and
consumers, may be an effective way of maximizing shareholder wealth, but it
grossly undervalues the diverse sources of available culture. What might, on
occasions, be to the short-term advantage of some investor or managerial
group is likely to disadvantage the majority, especially when there is a lack of
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participation and involvement of the many voices inherent to the organi-
zational culture. The recommendations in Table 13.1 present a challenge to
unitarist, stereotypical ‘old’ and ‘new’ conceptualizations of organizational
culture in management practice and research, and the reader is respectfully
asked to interpret them within the context of the overall argument of this
chapter for a pluralist conception of organizational culture.

Conclusion

It has been argued that organizational culture might be a source of entrapment
in so far as it is shaped by societal ‘forms of life’, and it is often a social con-
straint and source of repetitive collective behaviours. The culture of manage-
ment and employment practices in Western countries, for example, reveal many
commonalities and patterns that seem unavoidable (Barley and Kunda, 1992).
Culture also can be a source of entrapment in our communication by shaping
theoretical assumptions and creating deep meanings, which then make it diffi-
cult for us to rise above them into other modes of cultural understanding (Hera-
cleous and Barrett, 2001; Wicks, 2001). However, such characteristics of
cultural entrapment do not add up to an inescapable cage. We are able to think
and behave in ways that go beyond and contrary to the cultural context.
Culture is a means of liberation in its very make-up because it is a plurivocal
source of identity. Organizational culture is to an extent malleable as has been
alluded to by the culture change typifications of ‘old’ and ‘new’ cultures.

This chapter has argued that it is rather idealistic to assume that culture is
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Table 13.1 Culture as entrapment, or source of liberation

Entrapment Liberation

Seeing organizational culture as: Seeing organizational culture as:

• conformity to senior management • capacity to reformulate senior 
strategy management

• ‘the way we do things round here’ • different ways of doing things around
here

• forging a new culture • creating a culture out of many sources
of unity and difference

• a ‘can do’ (anything) outlook • a ‘some do’ outlook
• corporate symbols • democratic symbols
• corporate rites • multiple dialogues
• one best way forward • many roads to success
• managerialism • pluralism
• performance-based rewards for all • equitable rewards for all
• We don’t talk about our pay and • we frequently discuss pay and 

conditions conditions
• an environment of over-work • place(s) of work
• a total corporate-consumer community • a partial community in a network of

communities and neighbourhoods



 

purely functional or that it is a causally determining nexus of variable influences
on our behaviour and thought. Organizational culture is not all-encompassing,
nor wholly liberating, nor a total trap. We need to understand more clearly its
unitarist and pluralist elements, its rationalism and irrationalism, and its posit-
ive and negative processes of creation and destruction. From a communication
perspective, our acknowledging that organizational culture is not a fixed entity,
but a complex of sources of culture, will help to liberate us from a fruitless, over-
simplified conceptualization (Burrell, 1997).

In favour of constructing a clear dividing line between organizational culture
and societal culture, this chapter has provided some empirical evidence for
organizations ‘having a culture’. It also has drawn attention to the importance
of people – both researchers and practitioners – reflecting upon the interplay of
societal sources of culture when analyzing organizational culture. Further, it has
been contended that conducting qualitative, single case studies does not absolve
organizational culture researchers from considering in-depth, societal common-
alities. Otherwise, they will inevitably fall into the trap of over-ascribing
uniqueness to the organizational culture under study. Finally, it is proposed that
more inclusive and consensual organizational culture flourishes when differ-
ences and pluralist sources of culture are given opportunity for voice and
participation, rather than ignored or treated merely as ‘employee resistance to
change’.
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14 Organizational communication
ethics
Directions for critical inquiry and
application

Matthew W. Seeger

Introduction

Questions of right–wrong, good–bad, and ethical–unethical are endemic to any
purposeful human activity that affects others (Johannesen, 2002). Organ-
izations, by virtue of their size, power, and prominence in society profoundly
affect the lives and welfare of a wide variety of stakeholders. Organizations are,
therefore, moral domains pregnant with ethical significance. Moreover, the
ethical questions organizations face are highly equivocal and increasingly char-
acterized by competing values of individuals, organizations, and a wide variety
of stakeholders (Seeger, 1997). Communication is the fundamental process
whereby organizations sort through this equivocality and reach consensus
regarding what constitutes ethical conduct (Seeger, 2001).

Questions concerning the ethics and values of organizational communica-
tion have recently become more prominent in both the study and practice of
organizational communication. Cultural and interpretive metaphors of organ-
izational communication (Putnam, 1982; Putnam and Fairhurst, 2001), efforts
to detail the moral dilemmas organizations face (Jackall, 1988) and dramatic
cases of ethical failure such as the Prestige oil spill, the Archer Daniels Midland
price fixing scandal, the continued deception and consumer harm caused by
tobacco companies, and the Enron collapse, have pushed questions of right and
wrong to the forefront of organizational inquiry.

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the role of ethics in organization
communication. The position of ethics in the larger domain of organizational
communication is outlined, including the kinds of issues explored. Three frame-
works for facilitating communication-based inquiry into the ethical dimensions
of organizations are presented. These include culture, sensemaking and applied
ethics. Finally, future directions for ethics and organizational communication
are offered.

Ethics and organizational communication

Organization communication, as a domain of research and practice, has typ-
ically privileged questions of effectiveness and efficiency over questions of ethics



 

and values. Deetz (1992) for example, has suggested that organizational commu-
nication suffers from a management bias and that practices have emphasized
hierarchical domination through language, access to information and voice.
Redding (1996) has charged organizational communication scholars with culpa-
ble neglect for their failure to give even most modest attention to ethical ques-
tions. This neglect has occurred despite the fact that ‘The preponderance of
everyday problems that plague all organizations are either problems that are
patently ethical or moral in nature or they are problems in which deeply
embedded ethical issues can be identified’ (Redding, 1996: 18).

This lack of attention has occurred in the presence of an impressive litany of
ethical misdeeds with organizational communication implications. These
include the Bhopal Union Carbide accident, Jack-in-the-Box tainted beef, the
sex scandal in the American Catholic Church, Chernobyl, the outbreak of mad
cow disease in Britain, and the WorldCom collapse, as well as many more
mundane cases of deception, violation of employees’ rights, exploitation of
labour, violation of human dignity and environmental mismanagement.

One of the fundamental questions facing communication investigators con-
cerns the relationship between ethics in organizational contexts and organ-
ization communication. This question may be addressed in two ways.

1 First, communication in organizations is a target of ethical reasoning and
judgments. That is to say, the practice of communication in organizations
involves a variety of ethical questions and issues.

2 Second, communication more broadly is the process whereby organizations
constitute and reconstitute a moral frame or ethical climate. That is to say,
communication is the process whereby organizations come to discover what
they believe about ethics and whereby those beliefs and associated stand-
ards are both disseminated and reified.

Communication in organizations includes a wide variety of ethical issues
(Redding, 1996; Seeger, 1997) associated with:

• employee privacy and voice
• free speech
• honesty
• deception
• social influence
• persuasion and coercion
• diversity
• whistleblowing
• change
• power, authority and control
• leadership
• legitimacy
• recruitment and socialization
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• management style
• advertising
• public relations.

These issues may be clustered according to two general foci; those concerning
ethics and values in internal communication with internal audiences, and those
concerning ethics and values in external communication with external audi-
ences. For example, a set of ethical issues including legitimacy, advertising and
public relations, are principally external and concern the organization’s larger
role as a social actor. These issues also relate to the organization’s position as
part of a larger social structure with larger moral obligations and sense of social
responsibility.

The concept of corporate social responsibility, or CRS I, has been a domin-
ant part of business ethics since at least the early 1900s. It can be traced to the
community chest movement, whereby organizations were expected to con-
tribute to charitable efforts to offset the harms they helped create (Buchholz,
1990). CRS I programmes were criticized, however, for supporting narrow sets
of middle class lifestyles and values, for their status as mere public relations, and
for the influence they sometimes exerted on social policy. Organizational phil-
anthropists also complained that they could not serve as social agency and that
only government had the resources and social legitimacy to provide broad-
based, long-term social services (Buono and Nichols, 1995). Following this crit-
icism, a new orientation called corporate social responsiveness, or CRS II,
emerged based on organizational openness, sincerity and flexibility. Closely con-
nected to the stakeholder model of organizations, CRS II was grounded in
processes that encouraged organizations to understand and accommodate the
needs and interests of groups with a legitimate stake in the organization (Sethi
1987; Buono and Nichols, 1995).

Cheney and Christensen (2001) argue that the external organizational com-
munication designed to create and maintain organizational identity includes
several ethical and moral dimensions. These include:

(1) the posited character or integrity of the source of the messages, (2) the
defensibility of a particular message, (3) the legitimacy or pattern of cam-
paign of messages, (4) the practical impact of messages or the cumulative
effect of a series of message, (5) the openness of the structure of communi-
cation between an organization and its publics/audience, (6) the articula-
tion or representation of general public interests and (7) the question of
shared responsibility.

(Cheney and Christensen, 2001: 259)

Ethics of external organizational communication are the most visible and gener-
ally garner the widest public attention. In fact, dramatic instances of managerial
moral misconduct often result in widespread attention to issues of ethics and a
heightened awareness of these issues.
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The second general cluster of ethical issues involve essentially internal com-
munication processes and audiences. These include employee privacy and
voice, free speech, diversity, whistleblowing, change, power, control and leader-
ship. These internal aspects of organizations represent a different moral domain
because organizations generally have greater authority to establish and enforce
internal standards. The principle of organizational legitimacy, however, suggests
that there should be at least a general correspondence between internal and
external standards. These internal ethical domains have been described as the
moral climate or culture and relate to how values are modelled, communicated
and enforced, and how rights of internal employees are framed and maintained.
Ethical climate is the ‘shared perception of what is ethically correct behaviour
and how ethical issues should be handled’ (Victor and Cullen, 1988: 104).

Although internal and external ethics may be viewed as distinct, they are
also related. Ethical failures in internal communication, such as stifling
employee voice and dissent, may lead to ethical failures in external communica-
tion, such as investor deception and fraud. In fact, this pattern of ethical decay
was characteristic of the recent Enron scandal.

Research traditions and conclusions

Although questions of values and ethics have traditionally been at the fringe of
organizational communication inquiry, recent efforts have been helpful in artic-
ulating basic issues and principles. These include communication and leader-
ship, external responsibility and responsiveness, and questions of internal
employee communication such as employee voice, free speech, whistleblowing,
and democracy.

Leadership

Questions of credibility, honesty and truthfulness are traditionally described as
components of leadership effectiveness in political or social contexts. Recent
efforts have focused more explicitly on the communication ethics of organ-
izational leaderships, primarily through the lens of virtue ethics (Seeger and
Ulmer, 2001; Cavanagh and Bandsuch, 2002; Johnson, 2002). Virtues are a set
of relatively fixed aptitudes, attributes, or traits that are broadly recognized
within a society or community as ethical or moral. Johnson (2001: 50) suggests
that ‘The premise of virtue ethics is simple. Good people (those of high moral
character) make good moral choices’. The virtuous person, then, serves as a
model of appropriateness, credibility, suitability and character. Aristotle regarded
a moral virtue ‘as a form of obedience to a maxim or rule of conduct accepted by
the agent as valid for a class of recurrent situations’ (Smith, 1946: xiv, emphasis
added). As a fixed attribute or rule, a virtue represents a moral touchstone of
stability and order. Moreover, because the virtuous person models ethics, those
in visible leadership positions, including CEOs, can be expected to exemplify
admirable and laudable traits (Liebgig, 1990; Seeger and Ulmer, 2001).
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Seeger and Ulmer (2001) examined the behaviour of two CEOs, Aaron
Feuerstein and Milt Cole, following devastating fires that destroyed most of
their companies. They argued that an underlying entrepreneurial ethic motiv-
ated the tendency of these leaders to act and communicate in highly commend-
able and virtuous ways. In both cases, these CEOs appeared to act out of habit
or inner drive rather than through strategic and calculated consideration. The
entrepreneurial ethic they described includes core values of corporate social
responsibility, long-term obligations to diverse stakeholders, and a need to
communicate immediately in ways that contained the harm and lead to rebuild-
ing. Both CEOs discounted the importance of short-term profitability in favour
of long-term issues of mutually supportive relationships with stakeholders and
involvement in the community. Both had a well-developed sense of community
obligation and commitment and saw their enterprises as closely connected to
the community. The two cases they describe both involve private rather than
publicly held corporations. Seeger and Ulmer (2001: 136) concluded that the
‘ability to respond to a crisis in virtuous ways, with regard to the strategic
implications for profitability, would likely not have existed in publicly traded
corporations’.

Leaders are also generally seen as playing a central role in establishing an
organization’s ethical climate through modelling desirable behaviours (Simms
and Brinkman, 2002). Gini argues that, ‘The ethics of leadership whether they
be good or bad, positive or negative affect the ethos of the workplace and
thereby help to inform the ethical decisions and choices of the worker’ (1996:
2). Leaders, their choices and behaviours are often very visible to other organi-
zational members and are often widely publicized. Leaders also serve as
spokespersons, describing and justifying organizational activities and decisions.
Followers take cues from leaders (Simms and Brinkman, 2002) based on:

• what they pay attention to
• how they respond to crisis
• their behaviour
• how rewards are allocated
• how they hire and fire others.

Overall, then, organizational leaders are moral models, emulated by others.

Ethics and external communication

The ethics of external communication on the part of organizations includes a
very broad set of principles, codes and standards largely because this form of
communication confronts community, social and professional norms of ethics.
Both public relations and advertising, for example, have well-developed codes
of professional conduct and norms regarding what constitutes ethical practice.
Moreover, responsibility and responsiveness described earlier both concern the
ethical conduct of external organizational communication. Heath (1997)
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suggests that part of the strategic issue management activities of organizations
should involve maintaining ethical conduct. In similar vein, Daugherty (2001)
argues that to survive organizations must address issues of social responsibility
through their public communications and public relations functions. Stake-
holder theory (Freeman, 1984; Freeman and Gilbert, 1987; Deetz, 1995b)
describes a set of ethical obligations organizations have to primarily external
groups with a stake in the organization, including customers, suppliers and
members of the community. These obligations concern the ongoing, mutual
exchange of messages leading to representation of stakeholder concerns in
organizational decision making. Organizations should solicit input from
employees, customers, members of the community, suppliers, professional
groups, governmental agencies, stockholders as well as other stakeholders so
that their needs and values are represented in organizational decision making.

Organizations also have specific obligations to communicate with external
stakeholders following accusations of wrongdoing, including cases of ethical
misconduct. Apologia, a genre of apologetic organizational discourse, is
grounded in these obligations. Benoit (1995) and Hearit (1995) have detailed
the range of explanations for wrongdoing offered by both organizations and
individual managers. These typically involve a set of strategies such as denial,
evading responsibility, reducing the offensiveness of the event, corrective
action, and mortification. Organizational apologia explicitly addresses questions
of ethics and values including issues of blame, responsibility, culpability, and
accountability. Strategies of apologia are designed to meet audience expecta-
tions by complying with ethical standards regarding taking responsibility for
actions, apologizing and asking for forgiveness, offering restitution when harm
has occurred, and offering plausible assurances that the offence will not happen
again.

Finally, organizational legitimacy concerns the correspondence of organ-
izational activities and processes with larger social values. This legitimacy, then,
may translate into a broader basis of stakeholder good will and support (Metzler,
2001). Dowling and Pfeffer (1975: 122) explain that organizations are viewed as
legitimate when they ‘establish congruence between the social values associated
with or implied by their activities and the norms of acceptable behaviour in the
larger social system of which they are a part’. When organizations violate norms
of legitimacy, they no longer meet ‘certain expectations on the part of citizens
with regard to the policies of the official order and its personnel’ (Friedrichs,
1980: 549). To overcome such incongruity, organizations must communica-
tively engage stakeholders. This may involve actively promoting the organ-
ization’s social record, discussing strategic changes made to accommodate social
values, as well as creating opportunities for stakeholder input into organ-
izational operations. Seeger argues that for organizations, the process of securing
or regaining legitimacy is ‘rhetorical and involves offering adequate justifica-
tions within a consensus producing dialogue concerning the value of the insti-
tution and its activities’ (1980: 148). Much of the public discourse offered by an
organization is at least partially designed to maintain or bolster legitimacy.
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Employee voice, free speech, whistleblowing, and democracy

A third set of inquiries concerns a loosely related body of principles regarding
internal communication issues and practices. Employee voice, free speech in
organizations, whistleblowing, and workplace democracy relate to values of
individual empowerment, freedom, participation and equality. ‘Employees as
citizens,’ for example, ‘should not just be compliant [sic] but should be influ-
ential in shaping the culture of their work place. They should engage appropri-
ately in the dialectics of managing those institutions that significantly affect
their lives’ (Gorden and Mermer, 1989: 4). Free speech in organizations sim-
ilarly suggests that when employees are free to express themselves, they are
more likely to innovate, call attention to problems, and be satisfied (Seeger,
1997). Free speech is closely connected to both workplace democracy and
employee participation. Democracy refers to ‘those principles and practices
designed to engage and represent (in the multiple sense of the term) as many
relevant individuals and groups as possible in the formulation, execution and
modification of work-related activities’ (Cheney et al., 1997: 39). Democracy is
grounded in values and practices of free expression and participation. Whistle-
blowing concerns efforts on the part of employees to call public attention to
issues of organizational wrongdoing. Often, this requires reporting the wrong-
doing to outside agencies or the press, usually at considerable personal risk to
the whistleblower. In this way, whistleblowing spans organizational boundaries,
and uses broader social values, norms and public opinion to correct some wrong.
These views emphasize the positive values associated with the free movement
of messages within organizations and the creation of more equitable power
relations.

Internal conversations about ethics

A final body of work in organizational communication ethics more generally
examines internal conversations and dialogue about ethics. A number of schol-
ars have documented the fact that ethical issues are rarely discussed in most
organizations. Toffler (1986), for example, concluded that managers avoid
engaging employees in discussions of ethics so as to maintain ethical ambiva-
lence. This ambivalence, then, translates into plausible deniability in case
something goes wrong. Deetz et al. (2000: 125) describe an ‘ethics code of
silence’ in organizations that drives ethical issues underground until they erupt
as significant problems. Seeger (1997) offered a somewhat less jaundiced expla-
nation as to why ethics are not part of the ongoing discourse of organizations,
arguing that managers are usually not trained to discuss ethics and so often
suffer from perceived powerlessness and general ambivalence with regard to
ethical questions. Jackall (1988) similarly suggests that participants in organ-
izations avoid discussions of critical values because these issues are politically
sensitive. The fact that conversations about ethics are rare suggests that ethical
questions often go unaddressed in systematic ways (Brown, 1990). Moreover,
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because ethics and values do not become part of the overt discourse of the
organization, the ethical framework used to make decisions often remains
hidden from view. Frequently, this means that the more prominent and habitu-
ally discussed issues of profitability dominate.

As Cheney and Christensen note: ‘To talk about the value of behaving ethi-
cally in itself is frequently not persuasive. A measurable economic end product
becomes the warrant for making a case for “good business”. And “just business”
becomes a short-hand justification for all sorts of questionable corporate prac-
tices’ (2001: 262). Ethical issues are often positioned in opposition to the more
dominant issues of organizational profitability in ways that privilege profitabil-
ity. Value questions are secondary, a luxury only to be considered when eco-
nomic goals are met. In fact, a significant body of work suggests that many
managers view their jobs as necessitating moral compromise (Jackall, 1988;
Deetz, 1995a).

Frameworks for organizational communication ethics

The recent surge in interest regarding organizational communication ethics and
values is associated with the development of new research paradigms and frame-
works (Seeger 2001). In some instances, these developments have followed
other, more general, theories of organizational communication while other
areas of research have emerged to focus specifically on ethical issues. These
frameworks include cultural based views, sensemaking and applied ethics and
professional codes.

Culture

As noted by Pinnington in Chapter 13, the term ‘organizational culture’ has
now entered the everyday lexicon. Indeed, arguably, interpretive and cultural
views of organizational communication have become a dominant paradigm for
inquiry (Eisenberg and Riley, 2001). Culturally based metaphors and method-
ologies of organization emerged in the 1980s (Deal and Kennedy, 1982; Peters
and Waterman, 1982) and interest in value dimensions of culture soon fol-
lowed. This interpretive turn in organizational inquiry focuses on the organ-
ization as a symbolic and linguistic place where meaning is constructed and used
to make sense of experiences (Eisenberg and Riley, 2001). Culture intersects
with ethics in at least three ways.

1 At the point of organizational values Conrad (1993) notes that while culture
does focus on values, it treats them largely as straightforward, unproblem-
atic and reflected in organizational operations and decisions. Values, from
the cultural perspective, are underlying assumptions, guidelines and unify-
ing themes for organizational life. Some investigations suggest that values
are broadly and persuasively communicated in organizations and actively
inform actions and decisions (Martin and Siehl, 1983; Valesquez et al.,
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1983). Values may be encoded and communicated in stories, language,
symbols, myths, and icons or more explicitly through codes, mission state-
ments or corporate value statements. Beyer and Lutze provide an extensive
review of the organizational values literature and model the relationship
between individual and organizational values. They suggest that individuals
hold complex sets of values before joining organizations and that ‘through
socialization processes inside an organization these values are moderated
and transformed into shared internalized values’ (Beyer and Lutze, 1993:
43). Feedback from the organization’s environment, then, interacts with
these values. Cheney’s (1993) examination of value premises of discourse
found in corporate documents and his detailing of the values processes at
the Mondragon cooperatives (Cheney, 1999) provide clarification of both
the larger value framework of ‘business’ and of how participatory values
function within one specific organizational culture. At this Spanish cooper-
ative, decisions have been made to ‘promote social values of long standing
importance’ including the ‘diverse expression of democracy’ (Cheney,
1991: 141–2). Moreover, the Mondragon cooperatives have been stable
and economically successful. Other investigations have focused on how
values are encoded and transmitted in organizations (Pribble, 1990) and
how values become part of the organization’s larger cultural discourse
(Waters and Bird, 1987). Pribble (1990) described ethical socialization as a
rhetorical process using identification to evoke commitment to organ-
izational values. Bird and Waters (1987) found that public discussions of
moral issues and explicit, public agreement regarding the standards of
appropriate conduct contribute to clarity regarding the moral dimensions of
organizational culture.

2 Over issues of organizational identity In addition to the focus on values, cul-
tural approaches also explore questions of organizational identity and
ethics. Drawing on issue management (Heath, 1997) and organizational
rhetoric (Elwood, 1995; Hoover, 1997), identity concerns issues of image,
reputation and legitimacy as organizations seek to craft a sense of ‘what the
organization “is” or “stands for” or “wants to be”’ for both internal and
external audiences (Cheney and Christensen, 2001: 233). Questions of
identity and ethics merge in the larger ethical assessment of organizations.
Those organizations assessed as good, worthy and appropriate, for example,
may enjoy a stronger reputation, legitimate image and favourable identity.
Cheney and Christensen (2001) identify a number of ethical concerns for
communicating externally and building and managing organizational iden-
tity. They include ‘1) Integrity of the source of the message; 2) the defensi-
bility of a particular message; 3) the legitimacy of a pattern or campaign of
a particular message; 4) the practical impact of a message or the cumulative
effect of a series of messages; 5) the openness of the structure of communi-
cation between an organisation and its audiences/publics; 6) the articula-
tion/representation of genuine public interests; and 7) the question of
shared responsibility’ (Cheney and Christensen, 2001: 258). These issues
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‘represent an important basis for ethically informed criticism of the commu-
nication that organizations carry on between themselves and their environ-
ment’ (2001: 262).

3 At the level of cultural critique A third trend within organizational culture is
a small but growing body of work focusing on organizational critique from
the perspective of critical theory. Deetz (2001: 26) suggests that of the
general orientations to organizational culture, ‘critical studies have the
most explicitly stated value commitments and most explicit attention to
moral and ethical issues’. Critical studies approaches organizational com-
munication from a specific value premise that seeks to eliminate domina-
tion and create workplaces that emphasize equality and democracy (Deetz,
2001). This work often draws on feminist and cultural perspectives, labour
studies, and multiple stakeholder views to promote diverse and genuine
participation in organizations (Mumby, 1988, 1996; Deetz, 1995b, 1995c).
As such, critical studies represents a radical shift in notions of organization
from conceptualizations that emphasize issues of investment, technology,
production and markets to those that privilege questions of participation,
development, equality, self-determination and empowerment of diverse
groups.

The study of organizational culture makes investigations of values, identity and
critique central to understandings of larger systems of organizational meaning.
Belief systems, norms, icons, symbols, language and values are the organization.
Values are assumed to have a direct effect on organizational action and
decisions as well as moral choices. Much of the cultural approach to organi-
zational communication, however, views values as simplistic and unproblematic
and fails to recognize how individual and organizational values intersect, how
competing values are negotiated, how values shift and are appropriated, and
how feedback, social influence, learning and reinforcement may affect values
and their expression (Beyer and Lutze, 1993). Nonetheless, cultural approaches
have helped clarify the role of values, provided insights about ethics and organ-
izational identity, and provided an initial framework for the communication-
based cultural critique of organizations.

Sensemaking

Closely associated with cultural approaches is the general theory of organ-
izational sensemaking (Weick, 1979, 1988, 1995). In developing a communica-
tion-based theory of sensemaking, Weick (1979) approached the concept of
organization from a unique stance. Rather than adopting a structural approach
whereby an established strategic structure influences behaviour or where struc-
ture follows the behaviour of members, it is argued that structure emerges or is
enacted from the collective efforts of members to make sense of or construct
their informational environment (Sutcliffe, 2001). Organizing is, therefore, a
dynamic and ongoing process of social construction. Weick summarized his
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broad view of the socially constructed nature of the organizing process as ‘How
can I know what I think until I hear what I say?’ (1979: 133). This process is
inherently retrospective as members look back on events and construct the
meaning of those events. Communication is central because members must
share their meanings to create a collective sense of the informational environ-
ment. The principle problem for organizations, Weick suggested, is resolving or
reducing environmental uncertainty, or equivocality. There is an ongoing need
to determine how to know what to think about information inputs. Equivocal-
ity, according to Weick, concerns the various possible interpretations associated
with some informational input.

Organizational members must interpret or make sense of the informational
inputs they receive. Communication processes allow for the development and
testing of various interpretations. Those interpretations that are useful in allow-
ing members to act are more likely to be adopted and retained in the form of
organizational structures, procedures, policies, methods, assumptions, and
responses. This process of reducing or resolving equivocality through shared
interpretations, or sensemaking devices and responses, represents the ongoing
process of enactment leading to organizing. Enactment, then, is a social process
whereby a material and symbolic record of action is laid down and made avail-
able for subsequent action.

Sensemaking has particular utility in understanding the ways in which
organizations make sense of issues with ethical implications (Seeger, 1997).
Weick’s view suggests that members must hear ethical issues and organizational
values discussed in order to be able to engage in moral reasoning and action.
Communication, therefore, is the process whereby a kind of ethical equivocality
is resolved in organizations. Without the opportunity to hear what is said about
ethics and values, members do not know what to think and ethical equivocality
remains unresolved.

Sensemaking may ‘problematize’ ethics in three specific ways (Weick, 1988;
Seeger, 1997).

1 In failure to perceive. For example, organizational members do not have the req-
uisite background, experiences, or sensitivity to perceive or attend to some
ethical issue. The ethical dimensions of an issue may simply not be recognized.

2 In failures of rules and cycles. Here, organizations do not have the retained
rules or opportunities to communicate about ethical issues. There may not,
for example, be established ethical codes, committees, fora or similar
venues for examining and discussing ethical issues.

3 In perceived powerlessness. Weick (1988) suggests that when members do not
believe they have the power to affect change in an issue, they cannot afford
to pay attention to that issue. Ethical issues may simply be too politically
sensitive for many members to attend to.

Finally, in stunted enactment, an unwitting collusion develops where members
learn to ignore some issue. New members, for example, may be socialized into
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an organization culture that ignores ethical issues and values conformity with
existing practices.

Sensemaking as a general theory of organizing and communication makes
explicit the link between dialogue about ethics and values, moral reasoning and
ethical conduct. As such, it suggests that enhancing the level of organizational
conversation about ethics and values may help members reduce the moral
equivocality of organizational life.

Applied ethics

One implication of sensemaking is that programmes and activities of applied
ethics may help reduce ethical equivocality. Applied ethics, as an area of both
inquiry and practice, focuses on issues of ethical decision making and problem
solving in professional and organizational communities (Singer, 1986). Applied
ethics typically focuses on moral issues or controversies with specific manifesta-
tions in professional or business contexts such as law, engineering, medicine
and bio-ethics, research, government and communication. Specifically, applied
ethics offers norms and guidelines of professional practice and methodologies for
promoting ethical decision making. The role of codes of conduct in promoting
discussion, informal decisions, and resolving practical ethical problems are
explored (Rosenthal and Shehadi, 1988).

Ethical codes and guidelines have been popular in organizations since at least
the 1970s and have become increasingly common among businesses and profes-
sional associations (Ethics Resource Center, 1997). In general, most large organi-
zations will also have at least some form of ethics code. They were initially created
by organizations and professional associations seeking to respond to specific
ethical wrongdoings. Codes vary significantly in form and structure, from highly
legalistic documents used to protect organizations from legal liability to much
more general aspiration value statements (Stevens, 1994; Schwartz, 2001). State-
ments of core values or mission statements sometimes serve as the organization’s
formal declaration of ethics. They vary widely in functions, including protecting
the organization from legal liability, constraining and focusing employee behavi-
our, and enhancing the image and reputation of the organization (Frankel, 1989;
Schwartz, 2001). In addition, codes serve as a means of communicating value
positions to stakeholders and as ways of facilitating discussions regarding ethics in
organizations (Stevens, 1994; Seeger, 1997). It is relatively common, for example,
for all new employees to receive copies of ethical codes. Codes and ethics pro-
grammes are related to an improved ethical climate and are particularly important
during times of transition (Ethics Resource Center, 2000).

One of the interesting developments in the area of applied ethics is the adop-
tion of professional codes of conduct for the communication discipline and pro-
posals for codes of conduct in organizational communication (Montgomery et al.,
1995; NCA, 1999). These codes, although not without controversy, have helped
identify important ethical issues, clarified the core values of communication, and
suggested methods for avoiding and resolving ethical dilemmas. Moreover, they
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promote discussions of ethical issues and help broaden understanding. Associa-
tional codes for communication professions have been used for a numbers
of years. These include codes for journalists, public relations professionals, mar-
keting and advertising professionals, and broadcasters (Johannesen, 2002).
Recently, the National Communication Association (NCA) also adopted a
Credo for Ethical Communication. The credo includes ten principles regarding
the ethical practice of communication. It notes, for example, that ethical ques-
tions occur whenever people communicate and that ethical communication is
‘central to responsible thinking, decision-making, and the development of rela-
tionships and communities’ (NCA, 1999). The NCA credo draws on a broad set
of ethical traditions including honesty, truthfulness, free speech, condemnation
of hate speech, the ethic of care, privacy, respect, social justice, protest, respons-
ibility and responsiveness among others. It includes an explicit statement regard-
ing responsibility; ‘We accept responsibility for the short and long term
consequences of our own communication and expect the same of others’ (NCA,
1999). The credo also suggests a clear link between ethical and effective commu-
nication: ‘We believe that unethical communication threatens the quality of all
communication and consequently the well-being of individuals and the society
in which we live’ (NCA, 1999).

The applied ethics approach addresses issues of responsibility and account-
ability, limitations on ethical conversations, and the argument that ethics are
not relevant when compared to issues of efficiency and profitability. Codes and
guidelines, for example, function in part by explicitly clarifying issues of
responsibility and accountability. Many corporate codes also clarify issues of
conflict of interest. Some of the more legalistic corporate codes require that
employees sign an affidavit indicating that they have read and agree to abide by
the code. Some organizations develop elaborate programmes to train employees
in the code, while others include ethics officers or committees, responsible for
enforcement. Many organizations use codes and guidelines to foster conversa-
tions about ethics and values. Johannesen (2002: 201) suggests that codes serve
an argumentative function, ‘to stimulate public and professional scrutiny of
major ethical issues’. Codes, along with ethics programmes, audits and reports
can serve to make ethics and values part of the organization’s larger agenda
(Seeger, 1997). Finally, codes and guidelines, as applications of ethics to prac-
tical problems, often explicitly address the relationship between ethical issues
and efficiency and profitability. Many codes, for example, discuss the value of a
good or ethical reputation. Codes and credos, however, are not panaceas for
ethical communication in organizations. Enron had an extensive ethical code,
which included explicit provisions about ethical communication (Bowen,
2002). The Enron code obviously failed to prevent fundamental moral decay.

Research directions and issues of practice

Although questions of ethics have migrated towards the centre of organizational
communication, understanding remains largely fragmented and a number of
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important areas are essentially unexplored. These areas of inquiry concern both
how communication functions in the doing of ethics in organization and how
communication practices may be a target of ethical standards.

Organizational communication scholars and ethicists, for example, should
turn their attention to examining how values are manifest and communicated
throughout organizational contexts. Although studies of socialization and codes
of ethics have begun to explore some of these processes, investigations of more
informal communication process such as modelling, storytelling, and learning
have not yet focused explicitly on ethics. In addition, important questions
concerning how practical issues of ethics are resolved and the role communica-
tion might play in that process require attention. There are also important
questions about how the moral climate in organizations changes over time.
How is it that a company can turn from a model of ethical conduct to corporate
pariah in a few short years? The ways in which codes, guidelines and even
ethics training are used and influence choices and behaviour represent poten-
tially fruitful areas of inquiry. What processes, structures and training
might facilitate conversations about ethics? Other than in the formal and
stylized cases of whistleblowing and apologia, little is known about how, when
and with what frequency organizational members discuss, question, explain and
argue about ethical issues. These communication processes are at the heart of
any comprehensive understanding of how ethics function in organizational
processes.

Conclusion

The systemic failure of organizational communication scholars to examine
ethics and values is slowly being corrected. Culture, sensemaking and applied
approaches are facilitating this examination into a wide array of internal and
external organizational communication phenomena. In the process, a much
more complete understanding of both organizational life and the impact of
organizations on society is emerging. This understanding includes a general
recognition that fundamental moral questions underpin most organizational
communication processes. Communication, in this way, is comprehensive to
organizational ethics as both process and product. As Conrad noted:

It is through discourse that individuals develop their own views of morality;
through discourse that organizations develop and inculcate core values and
ethical codes; and through discourse that incongruities within individual
and organizational value-sets are managed and contradictions between the
value sets of different persons are negotiated.

(Conrad, 1993: 2)

Failure to talk about ethics, to discuss and debate values, to publicly question the
ethics of decisions and actions promotes ethical equivocality and helps insure
that many fundamental moral issues organizations face will be largely ignored.

Organizational communication ethics 233



 

15 How are we doing? 
Measuring and monitoring
organizational communication

Owen Hargie and Dennis Tourish

Introduction

This book has examined a range of communication issues that are central to
effective organizational functioning. Running through all of these, however, is
the necessity to evaluate the extent to which any measures introduced to
improve communication are actually working. In this chapter, we explore the
process of auditing an organization’s communication performance, by examin-
ing the following questions:

• Why is it necessary to audit?
• What exactly is the audit process?
• How is the audit conceptualized?
• What methods are used in the audit process?
• Why don’t all organizations audit?
• What do audits tend to tell us?
• Can the audit be used as a teaching tool?

Why is it necessary to audit?

In the UK, BBC television broadcast an insightful series entitled Back to the
Floor, in which chief executives from a range of companies agree to spend a
week being filmed while working on the shop floor. In one of these, screened in
2002, the chief executive of Hoover’s vacuum cleaner manufacturing plant in
Cambuslang, Scotland was shown interacting with employees on various parts
of the production line. After hearing numerous very perceptive comments from
these (mainly female) operatives about huge communication hiatuses, the
visibly surprised chief executive concluded that: ‘The big message today was
communication. Issues that I thought we’d communicated pretty well on, and
we had in fact put a lot of effort in, it’s quite clear some of the issues are not
getting through so I think it’s how we can communicate more effectively.’ This
message was confirmed by one of the workers who commented about manage-
ment: ‘I think they live in cloud cuckoo land sometimes. Different planet from
us. They see it from a different angle you know.’



 

This is not atypical of what happens in many organizations, in relation to the
strategy of senior management teams. Communication initiatives are launched,
like missiles, by central command. But the missiles are not guided, and there is
no equivalent of mission control to track their performance. It is as if the
wonder and ballyhoo associated with the grand spectacle of the launch is suffi-
cient success in itself. How could anyone fail to be dazzled? The reality is likely
to be that many employees will have never heard that there even was a launch,
and the missile itself disappears into the corporate ether leaving little trace.
George Bernard Shaw noted such difficulties when he remarked: ‘The single
biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.’ The
female employee in the Hoover factory summed it up rather well in the above
quotation. Managers and workers often do inhabit two different planets, and
there may be very little contact between them. They speak different ‘languages’,
have divergent priorities, and perceive the organizational world through deviat-
ing filters. As we will show in this chapter, this is a recipe for organizational dys-
function. A communication strategy must be something that is carefully
thought through, widely disseminated to all employees, and its impact regularly
and objectively monitored and evaluated at all levels.

There is now a great deal of evidence to show that effective communication
is central to business success, and as such should form an integral part of the
strategic planning process for all organizations (Clampitt et al., 2000). In their
research in this area, Morley et al. (2002: 69) found that ‘Organizations that
develop effective communication processes are more likely to both have more
positive work environments and be more effective in achieving their object-
ives.’ A great deal of research into what constitutes effective human resource
management has also reinforced the role of communication, both directly and
indirectly. For example, O’Reilly and Pfeffer’s (2000) analysis of such top com-
panies as Southwest Airlines, Cisco Systems and the Men’s Wearhouse repeat-
edly highlights the methods used by the companies to maintain top quality
communication systems between management and employees. Recurring com-
munication themes in the general literature include:

• the need for adequate information flow concerning key change issues
(Tourish and Hargie, 1998)

• the central importance of supervisory communication, as a preferred com-
munication source (Synder and Morris, 1984)

• the importance of inter-departmental communication in promoting
enhanced innovation (Tjosvold, 1991)

• the role of participation as a means of enhancing corporate cohesion
(Brewer, 1996)

• the notion of communication as a foundation of teamwork and positive
employee attitudes, and thus as an agency for enhancing performance
(Rodwell et al., 1998)

• the need to maintain face-to-face communication as a primary method of
information transmission (Smith, 1991)
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• the benefits obtained from conceptualizing dissent as a source of useful
feedback, rather than simply as resistance to be overcome (Tourish, 1998).

The dangers of ineffective communication have also been well documented. As
summarized by Hargie et al.:

Problems caused by breakdowns in communication are legion and have
produced effects ranging from, at one end of the continuum, job dissatisfac-
tion and stress, through to damaging strikes, operating losses, bankruptcies,
production line injuries, plane crashes, and, at the other extreme, mass
slaughter in the field of battle.

(Hargie et al., 1999: 4)

To circumvent such negative outcomes, internal and external communications
must be carefully and systematically monitored. Yet, in many organizations,
managerial activity takes the form of fire-fighting rather than the provision of
strategic leadership, while unstable communication systems create frequent and
unexpected conflagrations (Tourish and Hargie, 1998). The sad reality is that
communication is:

• all-pervasive, but often unplanned; in many instances communication is
what happens to companies when they are busy doing other things

• widely touted as a panacea for organizational ills, but given minimal
resources

• hailed as being of central importance in terms of what managers actually
do, but rarely investigated with the same rigour as is reserved for such other
functions as finance

• still seen as what managers do to their subordinates; in other words it is a
one-way street with in effect a ‘no entry’ sign for upwards communicators.

The result is a disabling gap between theory and practice. This is clearly dys-
functional, and can impact adversely upon the workforce, resulting in reduced
employee motivation, lower rates of production, greater industrial unrest,
increased absenteeism, and higher staff turnover (Hargie and Tourish, 2000).

Managers cannot rely upon their own ‘feel’ for the state of communications,
since this is notoriously unreliable (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2001). Research
suggests that when two or more people interact, those with a lower level of
status tend to ingratiate themselves with those of higher status by exaggerating
the extent to which they agree with their opinions, and to which they value
their performance (Jones, 1990). The research also suggests that most managers
are inclined to take this defective feedback at face value, and assume it is accur-
ate, sincere and well-intentioned (Rosenfeld et al., 1995). This has been called
‘the boss’s illusion’ (Odom, 1993). For example, our own work with audits over
a number of years has found that the people most surprised by critical audit find-
ings are the senior management team (Hargie and Tourish, 2000). The reasons
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for this were explored in Chapter 12, in that in the natural state of the organi-
zational world employees are disinclined to reveal unsavoury information to
managers. As a result, senior management are likely only to hear good news
stories and be spared unpalatable truths such as woeful internal communications
and rock bottom staff morale.

To avoid this vicious circle, systems must be put in place so that staff can
openly and honestly express their true feelings. This requires an objective, con-
fidential and anonymous mechanism for accessing and assessing employee
views. There is, therefore, the necessity first of all, to accurately evaluate the
organization’s present communication performance in order to devise and
implement worthwhile improvements.

What exactly is the audit process?

In broad terms, the key steps in measuring communication can be summarized
as follows:

• audit current levels of performance
• disseminate the results of the audit widely across all levels
• implement an action plan tailored to rectify identified deficits
• conduct a follow-up audit to evaluate the effects of the action plan.

Accurate information about the state of internal communications can best be
obtained through the implementation of a communication audit. The main
advantage of an audit is that it provides ‘an objective picture of what is happen-
ing compared with what senior executives think (or have been told) is happen-
ing’ (Hurst, 1991: 24). The findings provide reliable feedback and this in turn
allows managers to make decisions about where changes to existing practice are
required. A communication audit sheds light on the often hazy reality of an
organization’s performance, and exposes problems and secrets to critical
scrutiny. It enables managers to chart a clear course for improved performance.

The term ‘audit’ is ubiquitous. Financial audits are well established, and clin-
ical audits, medical audits, and organization audits are also now widely
employed. Three characteristics are, in fact, common to all audits (Hargie and
Tourish, 2000):

1 The accumulation of information This is the diagnostic phase of the audit. In
communication terms, managers need information about the quality and
quantity of communication flowing between different sectors of the organi-
zation.

2 The creation of management systems This is the prescriptive phase of auditing.
Once information has been gathered, systems must then be put in place to
further develop best practice, and to remediate identified deficits.

3 Accountability This is the functional aspect of the audit process. Specific
individuals should be made accountable for different aspects of internal
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communication, so that when problems are highlighted someone is specifi-
cally tasked with ensuring these are swiftly dealt with. If a problem is every-
one’s responsibility it is usually no-one’s responsibility.

All three of the above elements must be addressed within any audit. In essence,
an audit is the organizational equivalent of a personal physical. It pinpoints
those areas of the corporate body that are healthy, but also diagnoses if there is
organizational hypertension, whether tumours of discontent are growing in
certain sections, to what extent communication arteries are clogged, and the
current state of emotional and psychological well-being. The results of the
check-up then allow decisions to be made about how identified weaknesses can
best be rectified.

This chapter argues that assessments of communication effectiveness should
match the seriousness of intent evident when such functions as finance are
audited. As such, a communication audit has been defined as: ‘a comprehensive
and thorough study of communication philosophy, concepts, structure, flow and
practice within an organization’ (Emmanuel, 1985: 50). Various techniques
exist to achieve this outcome (Goldhaber and Rogers, 1979; Downs and
Adrian, 1997; Hargie and Tourish, 2000; Dickson et al., 2003), and these will be
summarized in the next section. Typically, data emerges on information under-
load and overload, bottlenecks within the organization, examples of positive
communication flow, and pressing communication concerns at all levels. For
example:

• Do management and staff perceive the organizational world differently?
• What must be done to achieve and sustain significant improvements in

communication?
• Where are the greatest threats and the greatest opportunities?
• When, how, and in what way, will future progress be monitored?

A key goal in all of this is to gauge the accurate views of employees. Thus, as
noted by Furnham and Gunter (1993: 204), ‘A communication audit is a posit-
ive and motivating exercise, being in itself an internal consultation process’.

How is the audit conceptualized?

Although the audit process attracted enormous attention and a large volume of
academic publications in the 1970s, academic interest tended to wane there-
after (Hargie et al., 2002). However, organizations continued to audit on a
regular basis, and audit methods were consistently taught on most organi-
zational communication courses (Zorn, 2002a). The number of publications
declined in the 1980s and was reduced to a trickle in the 1990s. The reason for
this was two-fold. First, among organizational scholars there was a general move
away from what were seen as applied concerns, and a desire to embrace what
were perceived to be more theoretical issues (Mumby and Stohl, 1996). Second,
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there was a growth of interest in iterative or interpretive collaborate approaches
to organizational investigation (Scott et al., 1999). The audit was regarded by
some theorists as a mechanistic tool that was ‘done to’ employees, while many
researchers preferred approaches that could be ‘done with’ them in a spirit of
collaboration.

For example, Jones (2002: 469) argued that the auditor should be ‘a skilled
and committed listener to, and within, organizational communication processes’
as opposed to ‘an outside expert, a diagnostician of communication problems,
and an enforcer of best practice standards’. Thus, auditing is often conceptual-
ized as two poles. At one of these, the audit involves a scientist rigorously apply-
ing validated investigatory tools using a fixed, inflexible procedure to obtain
answers to pre-determined questions. At the other the auditor is a keen-eyed
and intrepid explorer on a free-flowing voyage of discovery around the organ-
ization, with employees as the informed guides. This perspective is consistent
with the increasingly popular theoretical frameworks of critical management
studies. These hold that there has been a ‘near collapse of the positivist consen-
sus within social science’ (Grey and Willmott, 2002: 414), validating the role of
different epistemological traditions in generating new insights into the con-
tested and power dominated corridors of all organizations. Thus, Jones (2002)
criticizes an emphasis on the diagnostic and prescriptive roles of communica-
tion audits as reflective of a simplistic conception of organization life, over-
relying on an outdated metaphor of the organization as a machine. The argument
is that traditional approaches to auditing have implicitly endorsed the privi-
leged role of management in agenda setting, and therefore excluded competing
and equally valid perspectives from the equation.

However, in our view many theorists have beaten the straw man of the
mechanical auditor, who is portrayed as automaton-like, administering pre-set,
standardized, ‘one-size-fits-all’ survey questions to employees who are expected
just to acquiesce as passive participants in the process. Like extra-terrestrials,
such creatures may exist, but we have not encountered them personally.
Equally, the interpretive auditor could be portrayed as a rather naive ‘touchy-
feely’ type of individual, who believes in mom and apple pie, and engages in
much interaction with what are believed to be informed and informative
employees, but in the end only produces the communication equivalent of
pyrites (fool’s gold) – the data collected looks fine at first sight but upon deeper
analysis it is shown to be of no value. This, again, is a flawed stereotype.

The audit is itself a process of transaction and negotiation between those
who commission it and those who conduct it. In the scores of audits that we
have conducted we have experienced a wide variety of attitudes ranging from
those who see themselves as ‘paying the piper’ and therefore wanting to call the
tune, to those who enter the encounter with minds wide open, ready and
willing to listen to advice about the best way forward. In some of the private
sector manufacturing companies that we have worked with, the notion of the
audit as an interpretive exercise in which the auditor is someone ‘who can
listen with a trained interpretive ear’ and provide feedback ‘in an open and

How are we doing? 239



 

tentative spirit’ in a process of ‘ongoing self and peer evaluation’ (Jones, 2002:
469) would quite simply have been anathema to the CEO and senior managers.
We would have been perceived as ivory tower academics and quickly and
quietly shown to the exit. Furthermore, our experience in this sector has shown
that many employees have a mindset that does not easily facilitate interpretive
methods. For instance, one of our doctoral students attempted to use the critical
incident approach in an engineering company. However, it rapidly became
clear that this would be problematic. Managers and employees found it difficult
to conceptualize the notion of remembering and describing positive and negat-
ive communication ‘incidents’. One manager’s response was, ‘But I don’t go
around collecting incidents.’ In this organization a combination of question-
naire and depth interviews then proved more appropriate. By contrast, the crit-
ical incident approach provided invaluable data in an audit we carried out with
Catholic priests, who relished the prospect of detailing in great depth their
world of experiences (Hargie and Lount, 2000).

One difficulty is that interpretive approaches are often vague in conceptual-
ization – they are more of an ‘exercise’ than an audit. They can therefore be dif-
ficult to implement, especially in hard-nosed, hierarchical organizations, and are
more likely to succeed in corporations with flattened hierarchies and forward-
thinking management, and usually not in the manufacturing sector. For
example, interpretive audits have been reported in people-centred organizations
such as child-care centres and Alcoholics Anonymous (Meyer, 2002). However,
flexibility is the key to success in auditing. We would concur with Salem (2002)
that a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods is often the
optimum approach, and that ‘The final report is richer and more meaningful
when it comes from both types of methods’ (p.448).

Meyer (2002) produced a balanced overview of the two approaches. As he
put it:

Even many who are fairly sophisticated about and interested in communi-
cation look for the nuts-and-bolts kind of quantified data on communica-
tion flow and satisfaction that are typical and important parts of
organizational assessments. Alternative methods of study like narrative or
metaphor analysis generate ambivalence; such methods take more time,
effort and expenditure than practical-minded organization members may
have the patience for. However, eliciting the symbols that make up the
day-to-day life-world of communicators in organizations is crucial for assess-
ment, since they represent the key sense-making actions of organizational
members.

(Meyer, 2002: 472)

What methods are used in the audit process?

The answer to this question is that there is a wide variety of alternative
approaches, and the ones selected should be the ‘best fit’ for the organization
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concerned. The methods used should be tailored for the corporate body under
analysis, as ‘off-the-peg’ systems, like cheap suits, are rarely attractive and
inevitably fail to fit along some of the required dimensions. Furnham and
Gunter (1993) used the term ‘organometrics’ to refer to the methods used to
measure the various dimensions of organizational functioning. We will now
briefly review the alternative organometric tools relevant to communication
audits.

Survey questionnaires

This is the most widely used approach to auditing. Indeed, Clampitt (2000)
pointed out that organizational surveys are now as commonplace as weather
forecasts. This was confirmed by Goldhaber (2002: 451), who noted, ‘The
survey, however, has become the dominant method chosen by academics and
consultants – mostly due to its ease of development, administration, and inter-
pretation – both for clients and for research publication’. There are several vali-
dated audit questionnaires that can be tailored for specific organizations. The
two main ones are the Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire (Downs and
Hazen, 1977) and the International Communication Association Audit Survey
(Goldhaber and Rogers, 1979; Hargie and Tourish, 2000). The questionnaire
method allows the auditor to control the focus of the audit, enables a large
number of respondents to be surveyed, and produces benchmark rating scores
for various aspects (for example, ‘communication received from senior man-
agers’), against which future performance can be measured. The main drawback
is that it is limited in the extent to which it can gauge the deeper level thoughts
and feelings of respondents.

Interviews

Another popular audit approach is the structured interview. Indeed, in his text
in this field Downs (1988) concluded that if he had to select just one audit
method he would choose the interview. This is because it allows for communica-
tion experiences to be explored in detail, and as such can often produce interest-
ing insights that surveys may miss. Researchers have increasingly recognized that
people form different impressions of the same events, and that chronicling the
stories that typify organizational life is a key means of understanding what sense
people are making of their environment (Gabriel, 2000). Interviews, and focus
groups (discussed below), are an invaluable means of tapping into the stories,
folklore, myths and fantasies that people develop as part of the organizational
sense-making in which we all engage. On the down side, it is time-consuming
and expensive. Interviews, which can last up to two hours for managers and one
hour for non-managers (Millar and Gallagher, 2000), have to be recorded and
transcribed for analysis. As such, it does not readily allow for large numbers to be
involved in the audit. Furthermore, unlike surveys, interviews cannot be anony-
mous and so may be vulnerable to social acceptability responses.
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Focus groups

These are ubiquitous, and have permeated all walks of professional life, from
politics to marketing. They can be used to develop insights at a macro level
(such as the impact of strategic decision making) or on a micro level (such as
detailed responses to particular communication messages) (Daymon and Hol-
loway, 2002). In their comparison of audit methodologies, Dickson et al. (2003)
argued that the open-ended and interactive nature of focus groups produce
insights from respondents that are difficult to obtain through other methods.
Participants spark one another into action by sharing and developing ideas.
Two main disadvantages are that more introverted staff are reluctant to
participate, and some staff may be unwilling to express honest views in the pres-
ence of colleagues.

These are the three most widely employed organometric audit tools,
although there is a range of other approaches, such as critical incident analysis,
ECCO, data collection log-sheet methods, constitutive ethnography, social
network analysis, and undercover auditing (for a full analysis of these see Hargie
and Tourish, 2000; Dickson et al., 2003).

For those who conceptualize organizational assessment as a form of collabo-
rative or employee-centred enterprise the two main methodologies employed
(Meyer, 2002) are:

1 ethnomethodology, which seeks to understand how employees construct their
interpretations of the organizational world through interaction

2 textual analysis (or hermeneutics), which involves the thematic analysis of
written documents of all kinds (brochures, minutes of meetings, mission
statements, etc.) as well as transcripts of interviews or group meetings.

In interpretive audits, three main types of data are collected: naturalistic obser-
vations, transcriptions of relevant texts, and recorded responses to researcher
questions. These are, in turn, analysed using thematic analysis, metaphor analy-
sis or narrative analysis, in order to achieve a symbolic interpretation of organi-
zational communication (Meyer, 2002). The report produced from an
interpretive investigation is also different from a traditional audit report, being
more in the form of a narrative ‘tale’ of the researcher’s experiences in the
organization (Van Mannen, 1988; Gabriel, 2000).

Why don’t all organizations audit?

Any proposal to implement a systematic analysis of an organization’s commu-
nicative performance is not always met with wild cheering and whoops of
delight from management. Some senior managers will initiate the exercise and
warmly welcome the opportunity to ascertain their communication effective-
ness. Others, however, regard the audit process with suspicion. They perceive it
as akin to keeping an elephant as a household pet – an interesting challenge but
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not one they personally wish to undertake, especially given the potential
dangers. As a result, there may be overt or covert resistance to the audit from
managers at various levels. In relation to the latter, in our experience some
managers who ostensibly seem to welcome the procedure, especially when the
CEO is very upbeat about it, in reality harbour covert opposition and can be
obstructive at various stages of the cycle. For example, at the operational level
they may:

• create difficulties regarding the release of staff in their department for
participation

• try to bias their staff against the audit by derogating its rationale
• attempt to achieve such bias by casting aspersions on the knowledge base or

experience of the auditor
• be ‘unexpectedly unavailable’ for key meetings.

Given the benefits of the audit as outlined in this chapter, why should this be?
One main reason is that managers may be fearful of being exposed to scrutiny
and subsequently shown up in a negative light once the ‘truth’ is revealed. Or,
they may genuinely believe that the whole exercise is simply a waste of time and
that nothing of worth will come from it. In fact, following the large number of
audits we have conducted over many different types of organization, we have
identified the ten main attitudinal obstacles to the idea of an audit. The auditor
should be aware of these and take steps to deal with them. We summarize these
below, together with actual comments made by senior managers on occasions
when we were discussing with them the possibility of auditing their organization.

1 Smugness

Here, there is a conviction, usually formed without evidence, that communica-
tion performance is already satisfactory. Researchers have documented the per-
vasive nature of self-serving biases, in which people exaggerate their
effectiveness and the quality of their insights on all manner of issues (for
example, Dawes, 2001). It has been repeatedly found that ‘managements tend
to credit themselves for positive outcomes and blame negative results on the
environment’ (Tsang, 2002: 51). Indeed, there is a view that to ‘submit’ to an
audit is to admit shortcomings in the way one runs one’s department. In
essence, then, an audit would only tell managers what they already know
anyway – that everything is hunky-dory. So the whole exercise is unnecessary.
This problem was epitomized during one of our audits by the following
comment: ‘Things are fine in my department. Communications are good and
everyone is very happy. I don’t need an audit to tell me that. I already know it.’
However, even if one’s department is operating well (although in our
experience smug managers usually have little grasp of the true reality), this is
not a cause for inaction. As John F. Kennedy once said, ‘The time to repair the
roof is when the sun is shining.’
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2 Conformity

Here, managers feel they should emulate what other successful companies are
doing, rather than identifying the needs of their own organization and tailoring
actions specifically to meet these. The desire to be in style and up-to-date with
the current fashions and trends being embraced by one’s peers is a very potent
factor in determining behaviour from an early age (Hargie and Dickson, 2004).
This phenomenon, termed social proof, whereby we validate the acceptability of
something by dint of the fact that it is used by significant others, has been found
to be a highly effective compliance-gaining technique (Cialdini, 2001). As
shown by Rolfsen in her analysis of business gurus and fashionable ‘fads’ (see
Chapter 7), managers suffer from this pressure no less than adolescents. The
following quotation from a senior manager in a manufacturing company exem-
plifies this phenomenon: ‘Why do we need to examine our own performance in
detail? Is it not better to implement examples of best practice from elsewhere?’
The problem here is twofold. First, insights into what constitutes best practice
can only be generated through comparative analysis – in order to know what
constitutes best practice in some companies we must have a measure of what
many other organizations are doing against which to measure it. Second, every
organization is different. Remedies that will cure the ills of one may actually
cause damage to another. If I have a severe stomach ache I would be ill advised
just to take tablets that were successfully prescribed for my spouse’s abdominal
pains. The ailment is likely to be substantially different.

3 Inertia

We have discovered this to be a major issue in many organizations. Managers
often persist with what are essentially failing courses of action because this is
easier than devising a new approach. As discussed by Dawson in Chapter 4,
change is always problematic. Managers are happy just to leave things as they
are, and any new proposal is perceived as a threat to the status quo. Many of
them seem to be guided by the Latin maxim that was the modus operandum for
the first British Prime Minister, Sir Robert Walpole: ‘Quieta non movere’ (let
sleeping dogs lie). To vary the metaphor, there is a concern that an audit may
open a can of worms and so it is better to keep the lid firmly closed. A depart-
mental manager in one organization used a well-worn phrase to sum up this
approach: ‘If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.’ One wonders how these same managers
would feel about flying with an airline company that adopted a similar policy
towards their aeroplanes.

4 Authoritarianism

Many managers have set views about what the corporate structure should be.
They believe that there is a preordained order to the organizational jungle, and
this is the way things are meant to be. Therefore, there is no point in auditing,
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since employees do not have the authority to make any worthwhile contribu-
tion to the state of communication. Managers of this ‘Me Tarzan, You Jane’
school make comments such as the following from a CEO at a conference we
ran on the audit process: ‘Managers should manage and workers should work.
What you are proposing is tantamount to the lunatics running the asylum.’
Such an attitude is increasingly untenable and dysfunctional. At times of high
unemployment, when employees fear for their jobs, they may endure this style,
although they are also likely to covertly retaliate by using various forms of sabo-
tage. Sooner or later, however, they will either leave or openly rebel.

5 Cynicism

Some managers go beyond authoritarianism, and perceive workers almost as ‘the
enemy’. McGregor (1960) famously argued that managers are guided by the
assumptions they hold of employees. He purported that those who adhere to
what he referred to as ‘theory X’ believe that workers are basically lazy, want to
avoid responsibility, have selfish self-interests, do not care about the organi-
zation, avoid making decisions, and need to be given firm directions. Theory X
managers believe that employees must be driven by threats and punishment. In
our experience this type of person sees the audit as an entirely worthless exer-
cise. As one manager put it to us: ‘What is the point of carrying out an audit?
All it would do is give them the opportunity to complain.’ As with the authorit-
arian manager, this type of cynical individual is difficult to deal with.

6 Futility

People who hold this perspective see the entire exercise as misguided. Their
view is that audits are pointless, as you are seeking advice from those with no
real breadth or depth of knowledge base or insight. Thus, any information that
is collected is misinformed, misguided, and inherently valueless. Only managers
have the wider picture. As expressed by one such manager: ‘What we would get
would be unrealistic suggestions. Employees operate in a narrow world and don’t
understand the constraints we face.’ This viewpoint is becoming increasingly
untenable. It is now widely accepted that employees build up an invaluable
bank of insightful, and often individually unique, job-related information. This
knowledge must be shared if the organization is to function at its optimum level
(see Chapter 6, for a full discussion of knowledge management).

7 Paranoia

Some senior managers believe that information is a precious commodity to be
protected by being locked away and shared with only a very select few. The per-
ception here is that audits might endanger commercially sensitive information,
by compelling managers to disclose more of it than they would wish. It is
believed that if the audit leads to demands from employees for greater openness
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and more communication, this may have concomitant risks and inherent
dangers. One manager told us: ‘Staff should only be informed on a ‘need to
know basis’. If you ask, of course they will say they want more information. But
we can’t afford to give it to them.’ However, research has shown that this is in
fact not the case. In a follow-up audit study of a major organization, Hargie et al.
(2002) showed that when management increased their information flow on
topics desired by employees as identified in an initial audit, the desire for more
information decreased. In addition, the second audit also showed that
employees then demonstrated realistic objectives as to how much information
they could expect to receive from various managerial sources.

8 Defeatism

Managers who suffer from this condition believe that communication is inher-
ently problematic in large corporations, and there is very little that can be done
to alter it. Any change that can be implemented is viewed as likely to be minis-
cule and so not worth the effort. As one departmental manager put it: ‘Isn’t
communication like the weather? We’d all like it to be better but there’s not
much that we can do about it.’ Our answer to this was that an organization is
like a house that you have to protect from the weather. The audit allows you to
identify where repairs are required to be made so that the edifice is safe from the
operational rain and storms that may arrive at any time.

9 Exhaustion

Even those who might in principle favour the audit rationale can believe that
in practice it could be the final straw that will break their back. When people
are under pressure and feel stretched the notion of engaging in any additional
task can seem like a bridge too far. As one stressed senior executive put it: ‘I
couldn’t cope with an audit right now. It is all we can do just to do our jobs.’
This is often related to a feeling of ‘paralysis by analysis’ if the organization has
been carrying out a series of surveys or quality investigations. Paradoxically,
managers are often stressed by the consequences of poor communication – for
example, fractured relationships with their staff, low morale, absenteeism. The
effort of managing the mess can prevent them addressing its causes, like a sailor
too busy bailing out the vessel to ever plug a leak. But bail-outs that ignore the
primary problem simply prepare the ‘boat’ for even greater catastrophes in the
future.

10 Frugality

Some managers treat finance as a god to be worshipped – for them the only true
goal is profit. As such, monetary concerns take primacy and are valued well
above employee relations. Consequently, communication audits are viewed
simply as a non-productive drain on the fiscal purse. The following is a
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comment we have witnessed, in varying forms, in a number of organizations:
‘We have more important things to spend our money on than wasting it on
this.’ The notion that improvements in communication can actually lead to
higher profits, and so an audit should be seen as an investment rather than a
cost, can be difficult to sell to this type of manager.

In their analysis of how to overcome objections in the sales process, Hargie et al.
(1999) recommended the strategy of recognizing objections openly (even if
these are not expressed by the sales target) and then dealing with them. This is
a strategy we personally use, as a matter of course, when discussing the possibil-
ity of an audit with SMTs. As part of our presentation we list the above obs-
tacles, and highlight the fact that some of the managers present may harbour
one or more of these thoughts. We then try to overcome these objections with
persuasive counter-arguments, and have an open debate on the issues involved.
We also highlight the fact that audit opponents usually respond by attacking
the methodology, trying to sabotage the implementation, disputing the analysis
of data, or contesting the conclusions. In a majority of cases this acts as a pre-
emptive strike, allowing the audit process to flow smoothly. However, in other
instances the auditor may have to complete the exercise knowing that certain
people are opposed to it.

What do audits tend to tell us?

There is no substitute for completing an individual audit. Every organization is
different and will have specific needs. These can only be identified through a
specific, tailored assessment. However, in general terms, we have identified five
main recurring themes across a wide number of audits in a variety of different
organizations.

1 Immediate line managers are crucial for effectiveness

The most prominent finding from our research has been that the key to organi-
zational success is to have first line supervisors who are effective communica-
tors. This was confirmed by Clampitt et al. (2000: 43), who found that in
surveys: ‘Employees routinely report that they prefer to receive information
from their immediate supervisor.’ The importance of conducive leader–member
exchange (LMX) for effective organizational functioning has been well docu-
mented (J. Lee, 2001). The LMX is the linchpin of corporate communication,
and particularly in relation to the role of first-level supervisor. It is hardly
surprising that employees relate most closely to the person to whom they are
immediately responsible on a day-to-day basis. If this relationship is positive,
then there is a halo effect for the organization as a whole, whereas if it is negat-
ive there tends to be a horn effect. In one of our audits, in response to an open
question, one respondent noted rather enigmatically: ‘My line manager always
does his best to keep me informed, even when he doesn’t know what’s going on
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himself.’ Clearly, the honesty of this person’s immediate manager was a signific-
ant feature. Good supervisors also serve as ‘crap umbrellas’, in that they protect
their staff from unnecessary and unwarranted flak from above. In essence,
people want supervisors who:

• take a personal interest in their lives
• seem to care for them as individuals
• listen to their concerns and respond to these quickly and appropriately
• give regular feedback on performance in a sensitive manner
• hold efficient regular meetings at which information is freely exchanged
• explain what is happening within the company.

It is therefore important for organizations to disseminate information swiftly to
first line supervisors. They should also provide them with comprehensive com-
munication training so that they can optimize the impact they have upon the
workforce. Unfortunately, we have often found that many organizations are
reluctant to do this, assuming that their managers should be innately capable of
sustaining a world-class communication environment. Mutual frustration
ensues.

2 The views of employees should be regularly and systematically obtained

The results of our audits confirm the review of research presented in Chapter
12, that employees appreciate a climate in which bottom-up communication is
encouraged. They want to feel that they play an active part in driving the oper-
ating system, rather than being mere functional parts of the corporate engine.
Thus, in their study of the best UK companies to work for, Moskowitz and Lev-
ering (2001: 3) found that ‘The winners are providing an environment in which
their workers are treated as important contributors rather than as hired hands’.
The quality of communication is one of the most important determinants of
overall corporate reputation (Schreiber, 2001). This means that systems must
be put in place to allow vertical transmission of information and opinions up
the hierarchy. Such data must also be acted upon and feedback given on its
worth. This does not always happen. For example, Coles (1998) described one
company in which a total of £10m. was spent on internal communications, yet
only £50,000 was devoted to listening to and understanding the views of
employees; this latter sum also compared very unfavourably to the £800,000
spent on recruitment. This is far from atypical, but it is also dysfunctional.
Thus, Kassing (2000) showed that employees in workplaces where feedback is
encouraged have a high level of identification with the organization and openly
articulate dissenting views, knowing that these will be welcomed. By contrast,
where feedback is discouraged employees have a low level of identification with
the organization and are less likely to openly express their views. Repressed
dissent leads to resentment and a desire for revenge. Employees are then more
likely to try to sabotage management initiatives.
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3 Information should be widely shared

Staff want to be ‘in the know’ rather than being ill-informed. West (2000: 462)
illustrated how effective team functioning occurs when it is the case that: ‘team
members are clear about and committed to their objectives, that they have high
levels of participation (information sharing, shared influence over decision
making and interaction) and that there is an emphasis on equality and support’.
Likewise, in their study of over 2,000 employees across twenty-one organizations
in seven different countries, Shockley-Zalabak and Ellis (2000: 384) found that:
‘information reception has a stronger relationship to effectiveness and job satis-
faction than other measured communication activities. This supports the import-
ance of planning and monitoring the frequency of messages about organizational
performance, practices, policies, and a variety of job-related issues’. In other
words, audits are essential tools for measuring and monitoring this pivotal aspect
of information flow. There is clear research evidence to show that being ‘kept in
the dark’ leads to feelings of exclusion, rejection or betrayal (Finkenauer and
Rimme, 1998). The more ‘secrets’ that a company keeps from its employees the
lower will be their level of trust in what managers tell them. The norm of social
exchange will also operate in that staff are likely to reciprocate by keeping vital
information from management. This is bad practice, as businesses need to ensure
a smooth flow of knowledge across the organization. The traditional pyramid
management structure is rapidly being replaced and knowledge sharing is now
essential for effective corporate functioning. Furthermore, information seeking is
a natural human need (Morrison, 2002), and if formal organizational channels
do not satisfy this, then the grapevine will fill the vacuum. It is therefore impera-
tive that systems are in place for staff to disseminate and exchange information
rapidly. In organizations with disparate geographical locations, e-communica-
tions play a central role in this regard (see Chapter 5).

4 Maximum use should be made of face-to-face channels

It is perhaps a reassuring finding that in our ever-increasing technological
world, humans still prefer to interact with one another in person. Employees
especially want to meet and talk with senior managers. Interestingly, our find-
ings show that their expectations tend to be very realistic (Hargie et al., 2002).
They know that senior managers are busy people and do not expect huge
amounts of interpersonal contact with them. However, they do want to see
them from time to time. In all walks of life, individuals value being with power-
ful or famous people (Hargie and Dickson, 2004). The work setting is no differ-
ent. Thus, managers who hide permanently in their bunkers, and run their
operation by firing out salvos of e-mail directives, are missing out on a potent
influencing opportunity. Management by talking with staff is eminently prefer-
able. A related finding here is that staff also value video communication from
senior managers. We live in a televisual era, and so employees readily assimilate
information via this channel.
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5 Staff value communication training

This finding has two sides. First, employees report that they personally wish to
receive systematic training in the communication skills that are central to their
work. Second, they want their managers to be trained in the appropriate skills
to enable them to manage effectively. Communication skills training has been
shown to be effective across a range of professional contexts (Hargie, 1997), yet
many organizations fail to realize the full potential of their staff owing to a lack
of investment in such training.

Can the audit be used as a teaching tool?

In their analyses of the pedagogical value of having students carry out audits as
part of their organizational communication course, Scott et al. (1999: 67)
answered the above question in the affirmative, arguing that ‘the communica-
tion audit provides a unique educational tool that few other activities can
equal’. A number of positive aspects of the audit as a teaching tool have been
highlighted by various scholars (Conaway, 1994; Shelby and Reinsch, 1996;
Tourish and Hargie, 2000c), namely that it requires students to:

• consider different theoretical models of ‘organization’ and understand how
these carry with them differing assumptions about evaluation approaches

• link theory directly to practice; the audit can be a great motivator as it
brings the related textbook and classroom material to life

• review research findings into how effective organizations communicate, in
order to be able to assess how well the corporation being audited is
performing

• experience a ‘real world’ communication investigation with all its inherent
complications (this is almost impossible to teach in a classroom)

• understand the different audit tools that can be employed, and realize
which are likely to be best suited to particular contexts

• negotiate with the organization the exact methodology to be implemented,
sample to be studied, data collection technicalities, etc.

• develop and refine their own interpersonal skills when dealing with
employees and management at all levels

• write a tailored report based on their analyses (and present this orally either
to the organization or to the rest of the class)

• play the role of neophyte communication consultant.

Thus, the audit offers many benefits for both the student and the college lec-
turer. Indeed, Shelby and Reinsch (1996: 107), in recommending this as a
vehicle for teaching students about the full gambit of organizational communi-
cation, asserted that the use of audits ‘represents some of the best teaching we
have ever done’. We would concur with these sentiments. In our experience the
process of audit not only provides a platform for the discussion of a wide range
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of aspects of theory and practice in organizational communication, but it is
popular with and stimulating for students allowing them to appreciate the
import of what they are studying.

Conclusion

It is now widely accepted that organizations are changing radically and at a pace
hitherto unforeseen. As illustrated in Chapter 5, the speed of developments has
been accentuated by technology. The Internet, intranet and e-mail have
created a new shape to organizational geography. They have also led to an
information revolution. One outcome from this, as noted by Axelrod (1999:
116), is that ‘There is more information to manage just to keep up’. As a result,
the functions of management have been dramatically altered. We are moving
from an era of manager-as-role to one of manager-of-project. Management is a
function increasingly carried out by a range of people. A key implication of this
is that communications must flow smoothly in all directions. But this will not
just happen – it has to be facilitated. Many managers have assumed, wrongly,
that the role of communication is to duplicate the thoughts of leaders to ensure
that everyone follows a set script – what has been dubbed the photocopier
school of communication (Smythe, 2002). Audits can help move organizations
away from such conceptions, by rigorously evaluating communication in all its
multi-dimensional facets.

Thus, it is essential for organizations to monitor, or audit, the effectiveness of
their communications. One problem with many organizational mission state-
ments is that they lack mission control. As mentioned at the start of this
chapter, this is also true with many communication initiatives. Feedback is
essential for effective performance. This means that organizations must regularly
assess how well they are communicating with their publics. The main method
whereby this is achieved is through some form of audit. In this chapter we have
discussed the nature, functions and benefits of auditing, outlined different con-
ceptualizations thereof, and highlighted the main obstacles presented by those
opposed to this approach. We have also briefly noted the potency of the audit as
a pedagogical tool. In conclusion, it is therefore abundantly clear that the mea-
surement and monitoring of communication is a key issue for all organizations.
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