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Ithough the “ages” of scholarly fields are notoriously hard to pinpoint, most
would agree that organizational communication has been around for a half cen-
tury or more. The infancy of the discipline was marked by struggles for survival
and nurturance from other disciplines. The teenage years saw a questioning of
identity and fights for autonomy. Today, most would agree that organizational
communication has reached a maturity few would have envisioned 40 years ago,
and the field now encompasses a healthy eclecticism in that a variety of theoreti-
cal approaches provide contrasting accounts of the ways in which communicat-
ing and organizing intersect.

This book attempts to reflect the eclectic maturity of the field of organiza-
tional communication. When I began writing the first edition of this text almost
ten vears ago, my first conceptual decision was 7ot to advocate a particular ap-
proach to the field. Instead, in the first, second, and now third editions, I try to
show that both traditional and contemporary perspectives provide potentially il-
luminating views of organizational communication processes. For example, a
critical theorist, an ethnographer, and a systems researcher may all look at a par-
ticular organizational communication phenomenon—say, socialization prac-
tices—and see very different things. A systems theorist might see a cybernetic
system in which the goal of organizatiorial assimilation is enhanced through a
variety of structural and individual communication mechanisms. A cultural re-
searcher might see socialization as a process through which the values and prac-
tices of an organizational culture are revealed to—and created by—individuals
during organizational entry. A critical theorist might see socialization as a process
through which individuals are drawn into hegemonic relationships that reinforce
the traditional power structure of the organization. All these views of the organi-
zational socialization process are partial in that each obscures some aspects of or-
ganizational entry. But each view is also illuminating. Thus, the first two parts of
this text cover a gamut of academic approaches—from classical through human
relations and human resources to systems, cultural, and critical—as lenses
through which organizational communication can be viewed. The strengths and
weaknesses of each approach are considered, but no particular approach is privi-
leged as an inherently superior theoretical approach.
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PREFACE

My second important choice in writing this book was deciding how to or-
ganize the burgeoning research literature on organizational communication. To
date, most textbooks have taken a “levels” approach, considering, in turn, orga-
nizational communication at the individual, dyadic, group, and organizational
levels. I have been frustrated by this approach, both because there are some
things that happen at multiple levels (for example, we make decisions alone, in
dyads, and in groups) and because there are processes that are not easily linked
to any of these levels. (For example, where does communication technology fit
in? At what level do we consider emotion in the workplace?) Thus, the third and
fourth parts of this textbook involve a consideration of organizational commu-
nication processes.

My goals in the “processes” portion of the book were threefold. First, I
wanted the processes considered to be up to date in reflecting current concerns
of both organizational communication scholars and practitioners. Thus, in addi-
tion to looking at traditional concerns such as decision making and conflict, this
textbook highlights communication processes related to cultural and gender di-
versity, communication technology, organizational change, and emotional ap-
proaches to organizational communication. Second, I wanted to be as compre-
hensive as possible in describing relevant theory and research on each topic,
Thus, each “process” chapter highlights both foundational and current research
on organizational communication processes from the fields of communication,
management, industrial psychology, and sociology. Third, I wanted students
to understand that each of these communication processes could be viewed
through a variety of theoretical lenses. Thus, Chapters 7 through 13 conclude
with a section on the insights of the approaches considered in the first half of

the book.

Organization of the Text

This textbook, then, explores the world of organizational communication in
terms of both scholarship and application. It is divided into four major parts.
Parts A and B review approaches to the study of organizational communication.
Part A considers founding approaches that have shaped our beliefs about orga-
nizational communication practice (classical, human relations, and human re-
sources approaches), and Part B considers contemporary approaches that influ-
ence the way we study organizational communication today (systems, cultural,
and critical approaches). Specifically, the three chapters that make up Part A
take students on a historical trip through the study of organizational communi-
cation. Chapter 1 takes readers back to the early part of the twentieth century in
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an exploration of classical and bureaucratic approaches to the understanding of
organizational communication processes. The text considers three separate clas-
sical approaches and looks at the “machine metaphor” undergirding them. In
Chapter 2, the focus moves to the middle part of this century when human re-
lations approaches to organizational study took hold. Chapter 3 examines the
human resources approaches that gained prominence in organizational study in
the 1960s.

Part B of the text deals with contemporary approaches that influcnce the
way today’s scholars attempt to understand and explain organizational commu-
nication. Chapter 4 introduces students to the systems metaphor for organiza-
tional operation by looking at several specific systems theories and considering
new developments such as “self-organizing” systems theory. Chapter 5 exam-
ines the culture metaphor, looking at the evolution of this metaphor and its
application to the study of organizations. Finally, Chapter 6 considers critical
approaches that emphasize organizational power and aspire to emancipate mar-
ginalized voices within the organizational context.

Part C of the textbook shifts the focus to a consideration of how these vari-
ous approaches to the study of organizational communication have been used
to understand specific organizational communication processes. The processes
considered in Part C are the “enduring” processes that have characterized orga-
nizational communication for many years. Chapter 7 looks at assimilation pro-
cesses, with special consideration of employment interviewing, information
seeking, role development, and organizational exit. Chapter 8 discusses the
rational and nonrational ways in which communication influences organiza-
tional decision making by individuals and groups. Chapter 9 presents theory
and research on the role of communication in organizational conflict. Finally,
Chapter 10 considers both organization-level and individual-level change pro-
cesses, because change may be one of the most enduring aspects of work life.

In the final four chapters of the book, Part D, the focus moves to a consid-
eration of organizational communication processes that have “emerged™ in the
past few decades as the nature of organizations—and the world in which they
operate—has changed. Chapter 11 introduces students to an important shift in
the way many scholars view organizations—the move from viewing the work-
place as a purely rational setting to one that acknowledges the importance of
emotion. Chapter 12 looks at the changing nature of the workplace by consid-
ering cultural and gender diversity. Chapter 13 examines the impact of our in-
creasing reliance on computer and communication technologies in organiza-
tional life. Finally, Chapter 14 looks forward at a number of issues that continue
to change the landscape of organizational communication. These processes—
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globalization, enhanced attention to image, increasing emphasis on service, and
a shifting relationship between organization and employee—conclude the book
with a look at communication in the workplace of the future.

Thosc familiar with this textbook will note a number of content changes
from the second edition that will enhance student understanding of organiza-
tional communication. All the chapters have been updated to include current
rescarch and theory. In addition, major changes were made in a number of
chapters. These include a new chapter on the changing landscape of organiza-
tional communication (Chapter 14) and major revisions in the chapters on or-
ganizational change and emotion in organizations (Chapters 10 and 11). In ad-
dition to these chapter-wide overhauls, sections were added to many chapters to
illustrate current thinking within the field. These sections include considerations
of self-organizing systems theory, feminist conflict theory, processes of organi-
zational exit, human resource management, workplace democracy, and home-
work balance. This updating led to the addition of more than 200 new refer-
ences, the vast majority from the past five years.

The third edition of Organizational Communication: Approaches and Pro-
cesses continues many features from the first two editions that are designed to en-
hance students’ abilities to integrate and apply the material. The third edition
continues to include the “Spotlight on Scholarship” feature, highlighting specific
research that illustrates concepts considered in the chapter. In an effort to stay
abreast of current research, however, nine of these spotlights are new to the third
edition. A number of other pedagogical features are maintained from earlier edi-
tions, including explicit links among the “approach” and “process” chapters,
tables and figures to illustrate key concepts, and case studies at the end of each
chapter to apply conceptual material to “real-life” organizational communication
situations. Several of the case studies are new, specially designed to link to cur-
rent happenings in organizational life (e.g., the Enron bankruptcy and the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001). Finally, like earlier editions, this third edi-
tion is accompanied by an Instructor’s Manual (written by myself, Dan Ryan,
and Erin Porter) that includes sample syllabi; paper assignments; key terms;
chapter outlines; true/false, multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, and essay test
items; suggestions for effective use of the case studies; and helpful Web sites.
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