
Communication and 
Work Systems 



 



Communication and 
Work Systems: 

Theory, Processes, Opportunities 

R. Wayne Pace, Ph.D. 
 
 



Communication and Work Systems: Theory, Processes, Opportunities 
 
By R. Wayne Pace, Ph.D. 
 
This book first published 2018  
 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 
Lady Stephenson Library, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2PA, UK 
 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 
 
Copyright © 2018 by R. Wayne and Gae T. Pace Family Trust 
 
All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 
ISBN (10): 1-5275-0809-9 
ISBN (13): 978-1-5275-0809-5 



CONTENTS 
 
 
 
Lists of Tables and Figures .......................................................................... x 
 
Preface ....................................................................................................... xv 
 
Acknowledgements .................................................................................. xxi 
 
Part I: Theoretical Bases of Organizational Communication 
 
Chapter One ................................................................................................. 2 
Ways of Thinking about Organizational Communication 

Section 1.1 Living Systems Theory ....................................................... 2 
Section 1.2 General Systems Theory ..................................................... 3 
Section 1.3 Open Organizational Systems ............................................. 6 
Section 1.4 Paradigms and Perspectives ................................................ 7 
Section 1.5 Why People Study Organizational Review ....................... 10 
 

Chapter Two .............................................................................................. 13 
The Context of Organizational Communication: Work Systems 

Section 2.1 The Ideas of Work and Organizing ................................... 13 
Section 2.2 Model of a Work System .................................................. 14 
Section 2.3 Elements of a Work System  ............................................. 14 
 

Chapter Three ............................................................................................ 27 
Communicative Theoretical Foundations 

Section 3.1 Communication Theory .................................................... 28 
Section 3.2 Interpersonal Communication   ......................................... 31 
Section 3.3 Positional Relationships .................................................... 35 
Section 3.4 Serial Relationships and the Relayor Role ........................ 39 
Section 3.5 Communication Rules   ..................................................... 43 
Section 3.6 Personal Factors Distort Messages .................................... 45  
Section 3.7 Building Efficiency into Organizational  

Communication .............................................................................. 47  
  



Contents 
 

vi

Chapter Four .............................................................................................. 57 
Theoretical Foundations of Organizing and Managing  

Section 4.1 Theories of Organizing ..................................................... 57 
Section 4.2 Theories of Managing ....................................................... 63 
Section 4.3 Organizational Factors Distort  ......................................... 77 
Section 4.4 Reducing Problems by using  ............................................ 81  
 

Chapter Five .............................................................................................. 86 
Cultural and Critical Theoretical Foundations  

Section 5.1 Cultural Theory ................................................................. 87 
Section 5.2 Globalization and the Culture of Language ...................... 92 
Section 5.3 A Postmodernist Perspective ............................................. 95 
Section 5.4 A Postmodern Theory of Culture  ..................................... 97  
Section 5.5 Critical Theories .............................................................. 100   
 

Part II: Identifying and Solving Communication Problems  
      in Organizations  

 
Chapter Six .............................................................................................. 108 
Identifying Communication Problems 

Section 6.1 Get Information before You Recognize Symptoms ......... 108 
Section 6.2 Model of a Problem ............................................................. 111 
Section 6.3 Analytical Processes ....................................................... 113 
Section 6.4 Organizational Communication  ..................................... 115  
Section 6.5 Other Tools for Identifying  ............................................ 116  
Section 6.6 Communication Rules Analysis ............................................ 128 
Section 6.7 Analyzing Organizational Culture ........................................ 131 

 
Chapter Seven .......................................................................................... 137 
Making Changes to Solve Problems  

Section 7.1 Eight Points about Change .............................................. 138 
Section 7.2 Natural Change Solves Some  ............................................. 139  
Section 7.3 Intentional Change Solves More  ........................................ 142  
Section 7.4 Resistance to Change .......................................................... 144 
Section 7.5 Six Stages in the Change Process .................................... 148 
Section 7.6 General Strategies of Change ................................................ 151 
Section 7.7 Four Strategic Interventions ................................................ 156  
Section 7.8 Nine Other Ways to Bring about ........................................ 163 
 
 

  



Communication and Work Systems: Theory, Processes, Opportunities vii 

Part III: Information and Learning Processes 
 
Chapter Eight ........................................................................................... 168 
Encouraging the Flow of Information   

Section 8.1 Nature of Flow ................................................................ 168 
Section 8.2 Ways to Disseminate Messages ...................................... 169 
Section 8.3 Communication Network Roles ...................................... 172 
Section 8.4 Information Flow Analysis ............................................. 180 
Section 8.5 Directions of Information Flow ...................................... 184 
Section 8.6 Some Current Issues ........................................................ 198 
Section 8.7 New Technologies for Informing Others ........................ 201 
 

Chapter Nine ............................................................................................ 210 
Cultivating Organizational Learning  

Section 9.1 The Link between Communication and Learning ........... 210  
Section 9.2 Informational Processing Theory of Learning ................ 213 
Section 9.3 Phases in Learning .......................................................... 215 
Section 9.4 Organizational Learning versus Learning  

Organizations ............................................................................... 219 
Section 9.5 What Workers Learn in Workplaces ............................... 220  
Section 9.6 Organizational Learning ................................................. 225 
Section 9.7 Learning Organizations ................................................... 234 

 
Chapter Ten ............................................................................................. 238 
Knowledge Management  

Section 10.1 Introduction ................................................................... 238 
Section 10.2 The Management of Knowledge ................................... 242 
Section 10.3 Technologies for Knowledge ........................................ 248 
Section 10.4 Responsibilities of Knowledge Managers ..................... 251 

 
Part IV: Energizing and Empowerment Processes 
 
Chapter Eleven ........................................................................................ 254 
Energizing Organization Embers  

Section 11.1 So-Called “Forces” that Cause People to Act ............... 254  
Section 11.2 The Energizing Continuum ........................................... 261  
Section 11.3 Communication Climate as an Energizing Factor ......... 271 
Section 11.4 Evolving Commitment to the Organization .................. 279 

 
  



Contents 
 

viii

Chapter Twelve ....................................................................................... 281 
Using Power and Empowering Others  

Section 12.1 The meaning of Power .................................................. 281 
Section 12.2 Even Chaos Must be Managed ...................................... 285  
Section 12.3 Communication is the Mechanism of Power ................ 287  
Section 12.4 Empowerment and the Communication Process ........... 291 

 
Part V: Leadership and Team Processes 
 
Chapter Thirteen ...................................................................................... 300 
Acquiring a Leadership Style  

Section 13.1 The Meaning and Goals of Leadership ......................... 300 
Section 13.2 Assumptions about Leadership that Underlie Styles ..... 301  
Section 13.3 Models of Leadership Styles ......................................... 304  
Section 13.4 Communicative Behaviors and Leadership Styles ........ 313 
Section 13.5 The One Most Effective Leadership Style .................... 316 
 

Chapter Fourteen ..................................................................................... 322 
Facilitating Work Teams and Groups 

Section 14.1Changes in Values and Assumptions ............................. 323 
Section 14.2 Common Elements in Teams and Groups ..................... 325 
Section 14.3 Team Building .............................................................. 345 

 
Part VI: Conflict, Stress, and Burn-Out Processes 
 
Chapter Fifteen ........................................................................................ 352 
Handling Conflict, Stress, and Burn-Out   

Section 15.1 The Nature of Conflict .................................................. 352 
Section 15.2 The Nature of Stress ...................................................... 358 
Section 15.3 Burn-Outs, a Special Type of Job Stress ....................... 363 
Section 15.4 General Strategies to Reduce Stress and Burnout ......... 364  
Section 15.5 Communication Strategies to Manage Stress ................ 368 
 

Part VII: Opportunities in Organizational Communication 
 
Chapter Sixteen ....................................................................................... 382 
Careers in Organizational Communication  

Section 16.1 Planning a Career .......................................................... 382 
Section 16.2 Where Organizational Communication Students Find 

Employment ................................................................................. 386 
Section 16.3 Ethical Issues in Organizations ..................................... 393 



Communication and Work Systems: Theory, Processes, Opportunities ix

References ............................................................................................... 401 
 
Index ........................................................................................................ 432 
 
 



LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES 
 
 
 

Chapter One 

Table 1.1 Tenets of General Systems Theory   
Table 1.2  Main Differences between an Interpretive and a Functionalist 

Paradigm       
Table 1.3 Why People Study Organizational Communication      

Chapter Two  

Figure 2.1 Cloverleaf Model of the Elements of a Work System    
Table  2.1 Critical Elements that affect How People Communicate in 

Work Systems         
Table 2.2  Elements of the Work Itself      
Table 2.3  Management Practices and Processes     

Chapter Three 

Table  3.1 Four Sets of Activities that Affect Communication Processes   
Figure 3.1 Simplified Model of Communication Process   
Figure 3.2 Communication Unit            
Table 3.2 Characteristics of Effective Interpersonal Relationships        
Table 3.3 Fifty Principles of Supervisor-Subordinate Communication 
Table  3.4 Functions of Relayors in Communication Systems    
Table3.5 Definitions of Types of Communication Rules             
Figure 3.3 Some Typical Questions Used to Analyze  Communication 

Rules             
Table  3.6 Personal Factors That Distort Messages    
Table  3.7 Costs Associated with Organizational Communication Case 

Study Communication Effectiveness     
Table 3.8 Communication Effectiveness       

          



Communication and Work Systems: Theory, Processes, Opportunities xi

Chapter Four 

Table  4.1  Characteristics of a Bureaucracy     
Table  4.2  Features of Scientific Management   
Figure 4.1 Zone of Indifference    
Table  4.3  Authority/Communication Theory     
Table 4.4  Human Relations Theory      
Table 4.5 Contributions of Fusion and Linking Pin Theories    
Table 4.6 Tenets of General Systems Theory        
Table 4.7 Contributions of Social Systems and Adhocracy Theories  
Table 4.8 Characteristics of Loosely Coupled Systems    
Table 4.9 Reactions to Message Overload     
Table 4.10 Organizational Factors that Distort Messages    
Table 4.11 Anti Distortion Actions      

Chapter Five 

Table 5.1 Modernist’s View of What Creates a Culture Case Study  An 
Ideal Organization        

Table 5.2  Eight Features of an International Culture         
Table 5.3  Characteristics of Postmodernism     
Table 5.4 Strategies of Deconstruction      

Chapter Six 

Table 6.1 Illustrative Causal Relationships      
Figure 6.1   Model of a Problem       
Table  6.2   The Analytical Process                               
Table  6.3 Definitions of OCP Variables.     
Table  6.4   Sources of Documents
Figure 6.2  Model of Organizational Communication Variables                   
Table  6.5   Nominal  Group Process                                 
Figure 6.3   Pareto Diagram of Ineffective Behaviors                         
Figure 6.4  Sample Diagnostic Questionnaire                    
Figure 6.5  Consensus Instructions                         
Figure 6.6   Force Field Analysis     
Figure 6.7 Sample Items from a Communication Rules Questionnaire        
Figure 6.8  Calculation of Associative Group Analysis Culture Scores                  



List of Tables and Figures 
 

xii

Chapter Seven 

Table 7.1 Eight Points about Change      
Table 7.2 Tasks of a Change Agent       
Figure 7.1 Formula for Making Change     
Table 7.3 Checklist for Managing the Change Project     
Table 7.4 Ten Optimal Goals to be Achieved by Change Efforts  
Table 7.5  Steps in Consultative Communication Improvement  
Table 7. 6 Process Consultation Interventions      
Table 7.7 Techniques to Bring about Change     

Chapter Eight 

Figure 8.1 Simultaneous Message Dissemination     
Figure 8.2 Serial Dissemination of Messages—Line Pattern    
Table  8.1 Effects of the Wheel and Circle Patterns     
Table  8.2 Objective Characteristics of Liaisons  
Figure 8.3 Effects of Five Patterns of Information Flow    
Figure 8.4 Headings for Contact Diary      
Figure 8.5 Sample Network Analysis Form      
Table 8.3 Perspectives from which Network Data can Be Analyzed  
Table 8.4 Effectiveness of Communication Methods    
Table 8.5 Criteria Used in Selecting Methods    
Table 8.6  Values of Upward Communication     
Table 8.7 Principles of Effective Upward Communication   
Table 8. 8 Reasons to Engage in Horizontal Communication   
Table 8. 9  Characteristics of Informal Grapevine Communication   
Table 8. 10  How to Increase the Effectiveness of Emails Case Study of 

Use of New Media        

Chapter Nine 

Figure 9.1 Model of a Simple Learning System 
Table  9.1 What Organization Members Learn in Organizations   
Table 9.2  Team Learning Processes      
Table 9.3 Goals of Organizational Learning      
Table 9.4  Questions to Answer for Collaborative Reflection    
Table 9.5 How Organizational Learning Facilitates Organizational  
 Functioning  
Table 9.6 Specific Actions that Build Learning Organizations    



Communication and Work Systems: Theory, Processes, Opportunities xiii 

Chapter Ten 

Table 10.1 Hierarchy of Communication and Learning Concepts  
Table 10.2 Elements of a Knowledge Management System   
Table 10. 3 Five Steps in Managing Knowledge   
Table 10. 4  Features of Knowledge Portals   

Chapter Eleven 

Table  11.1 Factors in Theories of Action     
Table  11. 2  Common Features and Mechanisms of Goal-Directed Action  
Figure 11.1 Types of Goals       
Table  11.3 Sample Technical Goals     
Table  11.4 Natural Goals      
Figure 11.2 Features of Goals      
Figure 11.3 Hertzberg’s Two Scales     
Figure 11.4   Motivation Scale      
Figure 11.5   Energizing Scale      
Figure 11.6 Exercise on Distinguishing Among Three Action- Inducing 

Factors   
Figure 11.7   Elements of an Organizational Communication Climate  
Figure 11.8   Development of an Organizational Communication Climate 
Table 11.5   Three Orientations to Commitment     

Chapter Twelve 

Table  12.1 Types of Power    
Figure 12.1   Model of Empowerment     

Chapter Thirteen 

Table  13.1  Assumptions Made by Theory X Managers   
Table  13.2  Assumptions Made by Theory Y Managers   
Figure 13.1  Grid Leadership Styles      
Figure 13.2  Situational Leadership Variables    
Figure 13.3  Contingency Leadership Variables    
Figure 13.4  Stylistic Inclinations of Operating Styles   
Figure 13.5  Excerpt from the Operating Styles Profile  

  



List of Tables and Figures 
 

xiv

Chapter Fourteen 

Table 14.1 Matrix of Scores on the FIRO-B Inventory   
Table 14.2 Conditions for Work to be Done by a Team   
Table 14.3 Stages in Team or Group Development    
Table 14.4  Phases in Problem Solving     
Figure 14.1 Components of a Problem     
Table 14.5 Methods for Making Decisions     
Table 14.6 Purposes of Team Building     
Table  14.7 Illustrative Agenda for Team Meeting    

Chapter Fifteen 

Table 15.1   Conflict Resolution Styles     
Table 15.2   Resolving Differences Based on Feelings    
Table 15.3   Stages in Intergroup Conflict Development   
Figure 15.1  A Communicative Model of Stress Development Case Study:  

A Real Incident of Stress Case Study Involving a New View   
Figure 15.2 The Forgiveness Cycle      

Chapter Sixteen 

Table 16.1  Five Ways to Wisdom   
Table 16.2  Career Areas for Organizational Communication   
Table 16.3  Organizational Ethical Practices   
Table 16.4  Individual Ethical Decisions     
Table 16.5  Ethical Guidelines    



PREFACE 
 
 
 
This manuscript subscribes to the long-standing adage that the study of 

organizational communication has the important mission of making 
knowledge useful.  

I’ve had articles about “the contributions of knowledge management to 
workplace learning” (The Journal of Workplace Learning), the organizational 
learning audit (Management Communication Quarterly), and communication, 
work systems, and HRD (European Journal of Training and Development). 
Out of those ideas, I have designed a new approach to organizational 
communication, incorporating concepts of work systems, energizing 
workers, organizational learning, and knowledge management into the 
organizational communication framework.  

Some reviewers have wondered about referring to work systems as the 
focus of a book on organizational communication. I’ve observed that the 
context in which organizational communication occurs is the place where 
people engage in productive activities. Regardless of whether the location 
concerns providing healthcare, engaging in educational activities, conducting 
community service activities, engaging in union activities, building houses 
or automobiles or roads, or participating in recreational activities, or 
running a city, state, or nation, or selling insurance, groceries, toys, or 
homes, or drilling for oil or gas, or raising cattle and growing vegetables, 
or marketing corn or computers or gadgets, or raising a family unit, they 
all occur in what may be called a work system.  

Stability versus Unpredictability 

A work system model allows us to make sense of the burgeoning 
complexities among all of the elements involved, just as models of the 
communicative processes provide guidance in comprehending the 
complexities of communicating interpersonally. I have concerns about the 
efforts of some to call this a “container” approach to organizational 
communication. That isn’t the case at all. Every living creature, including 
human beings, exists in an environment. Fish don’t live in a container of 
water, they flourish in an environment. People don’t live in an 
organizational container; they exist in an environment of buildings and 
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offices and other people that, for purposes of comprehension and 
understanding, we call an organization. 

 People create organizations. We plan and design and construct the 
buildings; we devise and specify relationships; we conceive of and write 
rules and regulations and evolve standard operating procedures to guide 
our actions. We select individuals to carry out the work and describe ways 
in which they can achieve the objectives in efficient and effective ways. 
We appoint individuals to assist the workers and report on their 
accomplishments. On occasion, we pay big bucks to someone to oversee 
the entire operation so that more people can benefit by achieving the goals 
and objectives, whether the organization was devised to provide goods or 
services, to facilitate recreation and enjoyment, to help maintain an orderly 
society, to assist in the education of individuals, or to provide protection 
for citizens. 

People have been endowed with the ability to make decisions and to 
evolve ways to make organizations more livable, more resilient, more 
responsive, and more productive. Two processes--what Bakke and Argyris 
called the personalization of the organization and the socialization of the 
individual--merge into a fusion process that constantly maneuvers to 
achieve the best results. All things change naturally and by design; we get 
older, objects deteriorate, the population changes, people travel and visit 
and experience things in ways different from what they knew as 
youngsters, and out of their creative impulses new structures and ways of 
doing things evolve.  

Interestingly, with all of the natural and artificial changes that occur 
during one person’s lifetime, we still recognize the mountains and valleys, 
the paths and roads, the buildings and people, and the rules and guidelines. 
We still find it necessary to have order and mission statements and 
procedures and goals and objectives. We still coordinate the activities of 
many in order to cooperate and achieve small and great things. Golf 
courses and lawn bowling greens are constructed somewhat systematically 
and players use orderly procedures to access and play the games; both 
games are played by the rules and everyone reaps the rewards of orderly 
play. 

We certainly acknowledge that deviations occur, that play is often 
disrupted by the weather, that individuals sometimes can’t attend, that 
physical ailments require modifications in facilities and routines, that 
disagreements emerge, that interpretations differ, but we still have rules of 
play and fairly stable facilities, and ways to accommodate all of the 
differences. In fact, it is by the system that we are able to exercise 
constraint, marshal resources, and focus energy to achieve goals.  
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I’m quite convinced that deviations occur in nearly all organizations; 
however, to recognize a deviation, one must have some idealist image of 
what an organization consists and of how it should operate. For the most 
part, we derive our concept of organizational functioning from concepts 
developed by organization, management, and behavioral theorists. Some 
say that, regardless of the type of organization in which one is involved, it 
must (1) be high in egalitarianism, have broad participation in leadership, 
involve wide ranging contributions by all members, seek lifelong learning 
and educational opportunities, provide for compassion and service to 
others, have high tolerance toward others, and develop strong feelings of 
community, (2) be low in inequality, hierarchy, privilege, and class 
distinctions, and (3) be low in resistance to new ideas, self-centeredness, 
intolerance, and separateness. These are simply visions of ways in which 
the system ought to work. They do not dispute the elements of the system 
itself. These guidelines for how the system should function often evolve 
from strongly held ideologies and philosophies, not from relevant theories 
of organizations and systems. But, our goal is to work toward the ideal. 

Having grown up working in various systems, including operating a 
family-owned general merchandise store, a large cattle and range ranch, a 
trucking company, and large dairy farms, as well as being a faculty 
member in both small and large private colleges and small and large state 
universities, and serving as a consultant to major government land 
agencies and private businesses, I have often struggled with what people 
ought to know about the context or the work system in which they devote 
a large portion of their lives. I have resolved that issue for myself and now 
feel that those preparing to leave college and pursue life in a “real” 
organization—one based in large part on the principles of a bureaucracy, 
rather than a “pseudo” hierarchy such as is exhibited in most colleges and 
universities—ought to be acquainted with (1) a practical definition and 
explanation of the phenomenon of “communicative behavior,” (2) the 
structure and elements of a work system, (3) some of the contributing 
theories that explicate or inform us about systems coming from 
organization and management theorists, (4) theories that provide an 
understanding of communicative processes and organization practices, 
which evolve into a phenomenon called organizational communication, (4) 
how to recognize and describe both communication and systems problems 
and strategies for solving the problems, (5) an analysis of the manner in 
which communication activities influence and are influenced by various 
processes that occur in the context of a work system, such as 
disseminating and retrieving information in a system, energizing everyone 
involved in the system, using power and empowering others, evolving a 
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leadership style that contributes to enhanced system functioning, 
facilitating groups and work teams, managing conflict and stress, and 
moving the system toward becoming a learning organization, and, finally, 
(6) a description of some of the most likely careers that graduates might 
enter upon graduation.  

Inclusions and Exclusions 

This book is structured around those key ideas with combinations of 
similar ideas serving as a Part, with appropriate Sections elaborating each 
Part. Because of limitations on length, broad social issues such as 
globalization, terrorism, climate change, and health delivery are mentioned 
only at moments when they impact directly on organizational 
communication processes. Entire books are available that address such 
issues in greater length and depth. This text provides specific summaries 
of methods, techniques, and strategies for identifying problems with which 
graduates will need to deal when they begin work in an organizational 
system and for ways to engage and solve those problems. This book 
describes how you can enhance key processes so as to help the 
organization function more fully and respond to visions of how a truly 
effective organization can deal with many of the personal issues so 
important at this time, such as resisting unnecessary and inappropriate 
change, showing respect for, dignity of, and the civil liberties for all, 
privacy issues, and inappropriate racial, sexual, religious, and political 
discrimination.  

Organizational versus Individual Imperative 

Overall, this book focuses on the individual and a person’s perceptions 
of various processes, but it acknowledges that the people associated with 
the system as volunteers or paid workers are not the guidelines of the 
system; however, they work with, live with, enliven the guidelines, and on 
occasion exert influence in making adjustments to and changes in the 
guidelines and some other parts of the system. At times, some people 
confuse the word with the thing and end up reacting emotionally and in a 
self-reflexive manner to what they “call” the system and how they “feel” 
about elements of the system, rather than the system itself.  

This book is a bit more inclined toward the preparation of students to 
confront actual work conditions in a system than it is to prepare students to 
elucidate complex theories and ideological similarities and differences, 



Communication and Work Systems: Theory, Processes, Opportunities xix

although some critical differences in approaches are addressed in the more 
theoretical chapters.  

A Fair and Balanced Approach 

This book was designed to provide a balance among the various 
ideologies for characterizing communication and organizing, but with a 
constant eye to making knowledge useful. The practical aspects of most 
chapters suggests strongly that it may be very useful when students enter 
what we call “the workforce,” whether as volunteers or individuals paid to 
enact a real and serious role. Just placing the book on a shelf in an office 
indicates that they are familiar with how organizations function and they 
are ready to assume a place in a work system. A colleague who had 
graduated in organizational communication and worked in an organization 
once observed that he had discovered that you need to know more than 
“communication theory” to function effectively in an organization. The 
work system is the context in which organizational communication occurs 
and an understanding of the work system and communication provide 
students with the knowledge they need to enter the world of work. 

Course Design  

The difficulty of designing courses about organizational communication 
tends to vary with the degree to which it emphasizes theory and the 
application of theory to understanding organizations versus the degree to 
which the course emphasizes understanding the elements of organizational 
systems and the impact of communication on the system and the system 
on communicative processes. This book looks more, for example, at how 
to energize organization members and less at the philosophy underlying 
energizing mechanisms, although theories of energizing are discussed. 
This book looks more at why and how teams fit into an organization and 
less on the philosophies of involvement. This book focuses more on how 
to encourage the flow of information in an organization than on the 
ideology of technology. This book treats more the practice of knowledge 
management and organization learning than specific contemporary 
electronic technology, which most students have been using for years 
before entering a college or university. Email, the World Wide Web, and 
smart phones are ubiquitous and used widely. How to keep people from 
using such phones at inappropriate times may be an issue that confronts 
employees where they work more than on an ideology of chaos or the end 
of work.  
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Instructional Methods 

Most seasoned faculty members have probably selected a particular 
approach to teaching and are probably quite comfortable with what they’re 
doing. That’s perfectly understandable. Having taught at about a dozen 
different schools, I’ve learned that one’s approach to teaching depends a 
great deal on how you phrase the objectives of the course. That is, if your 
goal is to help students see a relationship between theories of 
communication and communicative practices, you may be inclined to use 
incidents and have students read and critique the theoretical issues 
involved. If your goal is, however, to prepare students to recognized 
problems of communication in organizations, you may be more inclined to 
use structured experiences to involve students directly in exercises that 
expose them to problems and how to solve them. As an acquaintance said 
a while back, “I never heard anyone where I work ask about ‘the variety of 
cultural theories’ involved in this organization.”  

The “learning objectives” for each chapter in this book indicate that 
students should be able to do things beyond describing a theory or 
differences between theories or familiarity with an idea. For example, 
objectives in this book state that students should be able to explain to 
others how to recognize the characteristics of a bureaucracy or how to 
conduct an analysis of the eight features of organizational communication 
in a real organization, rather than to be familiar with or know what or 
understand something or appreciate something. The focus is on making 
knowledge useful, not on what theory describes a hypothetical incident. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
 
In writing, rewriting, and writing again any manuscript, any author 

appreciates a clean, well-lighted place in which to work. I admire without 
restriction the enormous effort my spouse, Gae Tueller Pace has taken to 
provide a pleasant place to write and an uplifting environment in which to 
think and cogitate about issues. We’ve been married for over sixty years 
and she has seen the results of her oversight in bringing to fruition about 
one book every two years. This has been a monumental task that cannot be 
taken lightly. She exudes love and support and even caution at times, but 
she always stirs me emotionally, and a man is never old as long as he can 
be stirred emotionally by a woman of his same age. 

Lavinia Pace Mumford has been a dedicated stalwart in assisting me in 
the preparation of this manuscript and dozens of other publications. She is 
a talented graphic artist and a wonderful colleague in completing difficult 
tasks over the years. None of this would have been possible without her 
persistence and skill. 

Over the years, I have written literally dozens of manuscripts with 
others. I wish to acknowledge their influence in drawing out of totally 
unsophisticated writing propensities some fragment of cultured expression. 
Terry Radcliffe from Montana and Brent Peterson from Utah provoked the 
publication of a book of readings many years ago, then Robert Boren from 
Idaho, and I issued a provocative book called The Human Transaction the 
same year. Following that Gerald Goldhaber, living in New Mexico, 
collaborating with Brent Peterson, living in Utah, and I collaborated on a 
fabulously popular textbook called Communication Probes that extended 
through several editions. Don Faules, from Utah, and I completed two 
editions of a book on organizational communication. Dallas Burnett, from 
Utah, and Peterson and I completed a book on communication techniques, 
and Boren, Peterson and I published a package of two books about 
communication behavior and experiments. Gordon Mills, Peterson and I 
published a book about analysis in human resource training and 
organization development and Steve Krempl, living in Kentucky, and I 
produced a book on globalization of training processes called Training 
Across Multiple Locations. Phil Smith, in Hawaii, Mills and I collaborated 
on a seminal book on human resource development, and Eric Stephan and 
I wrote a book called The Perfect Leader, and then issued a book of 



Acknowledgements 
 

 

xxii

sayings, followed by an international book called Powerful Leadership. 
Adela McMurray and Don Scott, both from Australia, and I collaborated 
on a book called The Commonsense of Research. Finally, Peter Miller, 
from Australia, Stephan, and I published a book about the methods of 
gentle influence. I wrote the remainder of my thirty books without 
collaboration, but with the assistance and guidance of all of the above.  

I wish to acknowledge the inspiration and impetus provided by Shirene 
McKay at Salt Lake Community College and Dan Peterson at the Oregon 
Institute of Technology in moving this project ahead.  

 
R. Wayne Pace 

St. George, Utah 
 



PART I 

THEORETICAL BASES OF ORGANIZATIONAL 
COMMUNICATION 

 
 
 
This book has been arranged around parts representing theories, 

processes, and opportunities involved with organizational communication. 
Part I, theoretical bases, is devoted to five chapters that explain the 
foundations of the sub-discipline of the field of communication called 
organizational communication. The content and practice of organizational 
communication has roots in a variety of subject areas, including theories 
of communication, organization, management, culture, and criticism. For 
the most part, however, organizational communication derives the bulk of 
its foundational ideas from role theory, goal-setting theory, theories of 
organizing, and theories of interpersonal dynamics. It has been observed 
that to work in the field of organizational communication, you need to 
know more than just communication theory and practice. Since work 
systems constitute the context in which work and communication merge, 
theories of organization, managing, and behavior are conceptually and 
practically critical to understanding organizational communication. These 
chapters provide much of the substance out of which organizational 
communication has evolved. 

 
 
 
 



CHAPTER ONE 

WAYS OF THINKING ABOUT ORGANIZATIONAL 
COMMUNICATION 

 
 
 

Learning Objectives 

• Describe the principles of General Systems Theory. 
• Briefly characterize the meaning of Living Systems. 
• Explain why descriptions of organizations are essentially metaphorical. 
• Explain what is meant by the term “paradigm.” 
• Describe the key features of an “interpretive” paradigm. 
• Describe what is meant by a “functional” paradigm. 
• List some features that distinguish between the two primary paradigms. 
• List three reasons why people study organizational communication. 

Section 1.1 Living Systems 

The variety of systems is enormous, ranging from molecules, cells, 
organs, the comprehensive individual, groups, organizations, and society. 
Living systems consist of matter and energy organized by information. 
Matter consists of anything that has mass and occupies space, such as 
human beings. Energy represents the ability to do work. Miller explains 
that “the principle of conservation of energy states that energy can be 
neither created nor destroyed in the universe, but it may be converted from 
one form to another” (1965,193). 

Miller also explains that mass and energy are equivalent; one can be 
converted into the other in accordance with the relation that rest-mass 
energy (the energy that would be released if mass were converted into 
energy) is equal to the mass times the square of the velocity of light. Thus, 
Miller uses the term matter-energy throughout his discussion because 
living systems require matter-energy in specific types—heat, light, water, 
minerals, vitamins, and raw materials of various kinds-- to continue to 
exist.  
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Information, on the other hand, can be understood as “whatever is put 
in form or in order. Information signifies “the placing of several elements 
or parties—either material or non-material—into some form, into some 
classed system—that represents classification of something. Under this 
general form information is also the classification of symbols and of their 
relations in a nexus like the organization of the organs and of the functions 
of a living being or the organization of any social system or any other 
community in general (Miller, 194). 

In a communicative sense, information does not concern itself with the 
“matter” or content of the system, which we call meaning. Information is 
NOT the same as meaning. Meaning is the significance of information to 
the system that processes the information (Miller, 193). Some small bits 
(binary digit) have little information, but they carry vast amounts of 
meaning. Hence, in organizational communication, we are concerned 
about the kind, types, and amounts of Meaning associated with bits of 
information. 

The development of contemporary information technologies, making 
the markers of information smaller, has tended to decrease the costs of 
storing and transmitting information, but it has NOT reduced the number 
of misunderstandings or the meaning of information. Organizations are 
increasingly able to create more information, but without the ability to 
enhance the meanings associated with the information. This will tend to be 
a continuing issue in organizational communication. 

Section 1.2 General Systems Theory 

General Systems Theorists (Boulding, 1965; Bertalanffy, 1968, and 
Rapoport, 1968) identified some principles that apply to all types of 
systems; that is, machines, organizations, and organisms (people) all have 
similar processes and can be described with common tenets.  

Organizations as structural or people systems, they say, can be 
described by general systems theory and take into account structure, 
relationships, and idiosyncratic behaviors.  

The systems concept focuses on the arrangement of parts, relationships 
between parts, and the dynamics of the relationships that lead to unity and 
wholeness. The concept of systems is so encompassing that it defies easy 
definition. A simple definition would screen out the complexity and 
sophistication of the concept, and an extensive definition leads to 
intricacies that are not readily comprehensible. Yawson (2012, pp. 56-59) 
summarizes the key dimensions of systems, systems theory, and systems 
thinking that characterize a functional approach to theory. 
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Tenets of Systems Theory. Systems concepts enable one to conceive 
of an organization as a whole entity that is greater than the sum of its parts 
by virtue of its dynamics. Fisher (1978) explained that “system theory is a 
loosely organized and highly abstract set of principles which serve to 
direct our thinking, but which are subject to numerous interpretations” 
(196). Nevertheless, we shall paraphrase the tenets of systems theory, 
following Fisher’s explanations (196-204). 

Interdependence. The first tenant has to do with the notion of 
interdependence, which suggests that a mutual dependence exists among 
components or units of a system. A change in one component brings about 
changes in every other component. Understanding the idea of 
interdependence is critical to understanding systems thinking. In sum, 
systems theory is explained by six additional tenets: nonsummativity; 
structure; function; evolution; openness, and hierarchy. We shall briefly 
summarize each tenet. 

Nonsummativity. The second tenet suggests that a system is not just a 
sum of its parts, but when all of the components are related to each other 
in mutual dependence (interdependence), the system takes on an identity 
separate from the individual components. For example, what two people 
might bring to a situation through transactions with one another may be 
quite different from what might happen by adding up the results of each 
individual’s behavior. The nonsummativity of component parts of a 
system is more important, systemically, than the individual units 
themselves. 

Structure. Structure refers to relationships between components of a 
system. Superior/subordinate relationships, for example, may be 
distinguished on the basis of status, a structural element. Structure reflects 
order, and a bureaucracy represents a highly structured system that reflects 
a high degree of order.  

Function. Functions refer to actions and behaviors and constitute the 
primary means by which people are identified in a system. The actions a 
person performs in conjunction with others are considered part of the 
functional element of a system.  

Evolution. Evolution concerns the changes and non-changes that take 
place in a system over time. Evolution affects both the structural and 
functional elements of the system. The complexity of a system is related to 
the extent to which both functional and structural elements vary. 

Openness. The boundaries of a system are assumed to be permeable, 
allowing the system to interact with its environment and import energy 
and information into it. 
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Equifinality. Open systems are characterized by equifinality, which 
means that the same final state may be reached from different conditions 
and in different ways; equifinality also means that organizations that start 
with the same resources and initial conditions may reach quite different 
end states. 

Hierarchy. The components of the system are arranged hierarchically 
or in a pyramidal structure so that supra-systems and sub-systems both 
exist in the larger system. An analysis of communication in a system 
would involve both analyses of supra-systems and sub-systems as well as 
the system itself. It has been suggested that analyses at different levels, 
such as the individual, group, organization, society, for example, require 
knowing how they are all tied together, how one level interacts with 
another level (Weick, 1969, 45). 

Structure of Social Systems 

The concept of “structure” has been misunderstood on occasion, but 
most social scientists concur with the idea that social systems are 
comprised not of individuals, but of “roles.” A manager, for example, is 
not an individual, but it is a role into which different individuals step. A 
role is an organized set of behaviors of persons interacting with each other, 
a pattern of roles. The roles are the units of a social system. 
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Steady-State of Systems 

Specialists in systems theory have argued for years that “All living 
systems tend to maintain steady states (or homeostasis) of many variables, 
keeping an orderly balance among sub-systems which process matter-
energy or information. . . . systems also ordinarily maintain steady states 
with their environments and suprasystems. This prevents variations in the 
environment from destroying systems. 

Inputs and outputs that force system variables beyond the range of 
stability constitute stress. That is one reason why stress becomes an 
important organizational issue. Stress affects the steady state of an 
organization. Stress may be anticipated. Information that a stress is 
imminent constitutes a threat to the system, resulting in a strain on the 
steady state of the system and elicits processes that can counteract the 
stress. For example, fluctuations in a market may trigger stress or certain 
approaches to managing may signal stress in the system. The general 
principle is that a stable system under stress moves in the direction that 
tends to minimize the stress indicators (Miller, 224-225). 

To maintain a steady state, units within groups, organization, societies, 
and supra-national systems must keep in close enough contact to assure 
the effective operation of the physical channels among them that are 
essential to transmitting the meanings required for them to interact as a 
system. This makes communication processes central to system 
operations. 

Section 1.3 Open Organizational Systems 

  The urge, nowadays, is to create and maintain “open” organizational 
systems. In open systems, all of the elements or parts are “open” and 
responsive to one another rather than operating with forms of dysfunctional 
internal rigidity, departmental territoriality, and increasing controls. Mink, 
Schultz, and Mink (1991) argue that organizations of the future will be 
“open” systems that “consider process more important than structure, and 
free human interaction more effective than impersonal, chain-of-command 
hierarchy” (p. 7). We shall examine many of the main components and 
processes involved in open organizations and the communication variables 
and practices that help maintain effective organizational operations. 
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Section 1.4 Paradigms and Perspectives 

Organizations exist uniquely in the domain of the conceptual. That is, 
an organization cannot be directly apprehended by the senses. 
Organizations cannot be touched, heard, seen, smelled, or tasted. All we 
know of an organization is what we understand from reports—what people 
say about it, what they say in its name-- the physical structures built to 
house it, and the customs and behaviors adopted to express it. 

Because we cannot directly perceive an organization, we must imagine 
it. Things that we cannot actually see, touch, or hear, even though we 
accept that they exist, must be assumed to exist like something we already 
know about in a more direct, even physical way. We compare the idea of 
an organization with stairs and roads and other objects. We often say that 
we “imagine things through the use of metaphors.” Well established 
metaphors are often called “paradigms” or what we call “a consistent and 
sensible (to us) way of thinking about things.” 

The Nature of Paradigms 

Paradigms consist of a commonly held body of ideas, values, axioms, 
and theories. The shared values and beliefs held in the hearts and minds of 
organization members constitute what they call the “organizational 
paradigm.” Organization members use their paradigms to explain to 
themselves and to others how the organization functions. The paradigm is 
the base from which its leaders set organizational goals and which forms 
the foundation for policy formulation. Paradigms come into play whenever 
organization members—separately or in groups—ponder, decide, and 
justify their actions. Paradigms drive the organization’s structure, rules, 
processes, and, hence, the behavior of its members. 

The intent of this discussion is to help make some sense of the “social 
world” in which organizations exist. The fundamental idea that people 
experience the existence of physical things is an acceptable assumption, 
and the idea that individuals have their “agency” to make decisions about 
and interpret the experiences they have with people, things, and events 
also seems reasonable. The most important assumptions to understand are 
that (1) different people behave in different ways toward what they feel are 
worthy objects of scrutiny and that (2) the differences are based on how 
they think about the objects.  

A “social object” is something that has significance to people and may 
call for some action by them. Organizational communication involves the 
process of giving people, actions, and objects significance. In the field of 
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organizational communication, two somewhat different paradigms or ways 
of thinking about social processes have evolved over a somewhat lengthy 
period of time. Thus, here we can only summarize some of the key 
features of these two dominant paradigms.  

Interpretive Paradigm  

The Interpretive Paradigm asserts that the social world is created anew 
each moment, during encounters with everyday life as individuals interact 
and evolve meanings for events, people, and objects. They do so through 
the use of symbols—language descriptions and labels, routines and other 
symbolic modes. Thus, social affairs have no concrete status of any kind, 
and social reality is constructed through the use of symbols. This results in 
the development of multiple realities, which are shared and of which all 
are fleeting. Reality itself is confined to only those moments in which it is 
actively constructed and sustained.  

Human beings attempt to make the world intelligible to themselves and 
to others as they talk about it. Individuals may work together to create a 
shared reality, but that reality is still a construction that may disappear the 
moment individuals cease to sustain it. Reality appears real because of 
conscious or unwitting collusion by the parties involved. 

Functional Paradigm  

The Functional Paradigm asserts that the social world is an evolving 
process, stable in nature, but with everything moving and changing. 
Everything interacts with everything else, making it difficult to fix causal 
relationships among the elements. Most often the world exhibits general 
but contingent (depending upon) relationships among the more stable 
elements. Situations are fluid, but allow for opportunities for those with 
appropriate abilities to mold and manage relationships in accord with their 
interests. The world allows for individual agency so that people can make 
do with what they can while they struggle with various influences, each 
person attempting to achieve desired goals. 

In this view, human beings exist in interactive relationships; they 
influence and are influenced by forces within the context and environment. 
Exchanges operate in an essentially competitive atmosphere, with 
individuals seeking to interpret and manage the environment to achieve 
certain goals and survive. Relationships among individuals operate so as to 
express a pattern of activity necessary for the well-being and survival of 
individuals (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, 494-495).  


