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Abstract
The role that communication plays in social organization and processes of orga-
nizing has received considerable scholarly attention from multiple disciplines
over several decades. This paper provides a review of the diverse literature
that has sought to contribute to the understanding of communication and its
implication for management and organization studies. An analysis of the SCO-
PUS database for the period 1980–2022 enabled us to cluster reference material
and identify five perspectives which emerge from a review of the literature:
communication as transfer, discourse, conversation (analysis), narrative, and
Communicative Constitution of Organizations. These categories are not intended
to be exhaustive, but they do provide a useful critical heuristic for navigating a
field of study that might otherwise appear overwhelming. To map the terrain’s
theoretical underpinnings, our study also adopted a problematizing approach
to the review which revealed various conspicuous conceptual and empirical
absences at a ‘field level’ whichmerit further attention. The paper offers provoca-
tions and suggestions that we expect will inform future studies of organizational
communication. Possibilities for developing the field include paying attention to:
(a) paralinguistic dimensions of communication; (b) communication in relation
to actual work practices; (c) monologic communication and (d) organizational
communication in non-Western contexts.

INTRODUCTION

The historical record is replete with thinkers from diverse
backgrounds and disciplines who make the claim that
the capacity for high-level communication—particularly
through language—is what characterizes humans and
human interaction (Dunbar, 2009; Hauser et al., 2022;
Ristau & Robbins, 1982; Wittgenstein, 1953). Human com-
munication in manifold forms is themedium of social and
imaginary possibility. Signs and signifiers that comprise
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the myriad language systems across the globe are what
afford human intention, interaction, identification and
reflection; mediating just about every aspect of psycholog-
ical and social life, laying foundations for argumentative
exchange and potentially facilitating concerted and coop-
erative ‘communicative action’ (Habermas, 1984). Such
capacity for coordinated action enabled by communica-
tion is vital for creating the conditions of possibility for
the basic exchange mechanism underpinning ‘the social’.
From basic dyadic exchanges through to the most complex
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forms of organization and international governance, the
facets of society are underpinned by communication: its
scientific activities (Popper, 1972), institutions it builds
(Berger & Luckman, 1966), and schemes of perceptions
which it shares (Bourdieu, 1977). Beyond the increasingly
suspicious foundational mythology of homo economicus
(Fleming, 2017), if we accept that the individual is bound
to society (Durkheim, 1956) and is under obligation to
fulfil social roles through interdependent interactionswith
others (Weale, 1992), communication conduct must be
taken as the defining feature of homo sociologicus. Accord-
ingly, it is unsurprising that communication processes
have garnered a great deal of attention from scholars and
researchers working in diverse fields: from ethnology
and anthropology (Geertz, 1973; Hymes, 1974) through to
linguistics (Chomsky, 1965) and, as such, it also imposes
itself as a fundamental consideration for management
and organization studies. As this review will demonstrate
and evidence, considerable effort has been expended on
seeking to understand the nature, forms and implications
of human communication in organizational contexts.
Organizational scholars take a sustained interest in com-

munication work from a variety of theoretical angles,
each adopting specific conceptual vocabulary and build-
ing on their own basic principles to generate insight
(see, e.g., Vaara & Langley, 2021). Based on an exten-
sive exploration of the literature, we begin by mapping
the central approaches to studying communication in
the field of management and organization research. The
aim is to assist scholars orient themselves within this
complex field, providing a novel perspective that acknowl-
edges: (a) the significant breadth and richness of research
domains in this area, and (b) noteworthy patterns of
exclusion across the field that imply and invite further
development. Despite an extensive search, we have been
unable to locate a previous review that addresses these
particular objectives, or sets out a strategic platform to
support future research (Gatrell & Breslin, 2017). Our
review identifies five streams of cross-disciplinary work
(see Greenslade-Yeats et al., 2023), consolidating multifar-
ious forms of research and scholarship on organizational
communication into broad categories. Given the inevitable
permeability of ‘borders’, any attempt to ‘categorize’ is
fraught with difficulty but, nonetheless, we hope that our
work provides a set of ‘placeholders’ that can be used
heuristically by colleagues. Our endeavours also revealed
areas of study which appear to have been overlooked,
neglected, or are otherwise missing from the picture. The
intended contributions of our review are threefold: (1) to
provide an overview and set of literary resources that will
prove valuable to Early Career Researchers and scholars
new to the field of organizational communication; (2) to
develop an heuristic—summarized in Table 1—that will

help orientate researchers and provide a conceptual device
to guide further enquiry; (3) to develop a strategic plat-
form, comprising conceptual provocations and agendas for
future studies of communication in organizational con-
texts, to assist newcomers and experienced researchers
alike.
Our contributions are aligned with the International

Journal of Management Reviews’ ambition to publish arti-
cles which trace developments in the field, identify the
gaps in knowledge through a methodologically strong
review process and thorough analysis of findings in order
to go beyond the synthesis by presenting ‘new conceptual
insights to enable leaps forward in knowledge’ and devel-
oping ‘an agenda for future research’ (Allegre et al., 2023,
p. 234). The analysis presented below goes well beyond
synthesizing the different perspectives on communica-
tion in that it identifies explicit conceptual criteria, thus
enabling comparison between them (in Table 1). In the
second part of the paper, we identify four distinct areas
within the field which are relatively under-represented
and four corresponding agendas for future research. In
pursuit of these contributions, we are committed to pro-
viding a clear account of overlaps as well as divergencies
in the field (Allegre et al., 2023, p. 237). For example, in
the analytic section of the paper (‘Five Perspectives’) we
offer new conceptual insights that afford improved study
of organizational communication from the perspective of
five categories we advance (Table 1). We trust, therefore,
that our article will serve in some measure as a reference
point for future work in this field (Allegre et al., 2023, p.
237).
The paper unfolds as follows: we begin by setting out

the methods used to conduct and expand our survey of
the literature as a prelude to presenting five perspectives—
communication as transfer, discourse, conversation, narra-
tive, and lastly the Communicative Constitution of Organi-
zations perspective—under which we cluster and review
relevant source material. Our analysis of the principal lit-
erature on communication in organizational settings leads
us then to postulate and investigate key areas that we
consider have thus far been overlooked; lacunae that, we
contend, provide fecund opportunities for future research.
The paper concludeswith a recapitulation of our study and
the way the review and research agendas provide a strate-
gic platform on which to build and expand the study of
organizational communication.

METHOD

The initial search involved accessing the SCOPUSdatabase
and searching the terms ‘communication’; ‘communica-
tion’ and ‘organization’∖’organisation’ and ‘organizational
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communication’∖’organisational communication’ for the
period 1980–2022. The search using simple terms ‘orga-
nization’ and ‘communication’, perhaps unsurprisingly,
returned a plethora of entries in the ‘Business, Manage-
ment, Accounting’ area alone (nearly 10,000) using title,
abstract and keywords as field codes. A more focused
search using keywords ‘organizational communication’
and ‘organisational communication’ returned 865 results.
This wealth of material, however, was deemed largely
irrelevant to the scope of this review due to multiple pub-
lications using the term (in one or more field codes) in
the contexts of such disciplines as, inter alia, linguistics,
mining, public health, psychiatry and environment stud-
ies. Closer scrutiny, involving a more focused reading of
the title and, if and when still needed, the abstract and
list of keywords, revealed that these articles were not of
immediate interest or relevance to our study. The focus
on the review of theories of, and approaches to, commu-
nication in organizational and managerial contexts, by
contrast, enabled us to identify a much smaller range of
publications. On reviewing these materials, we discov-
ered that they were largely published in a relatively small
number of academic journals which frequently attracted
and published articles on themes that fell within the
scope of interest. The following academic journals were
identified as main sources for our review: Organization
Studies; Human Relations, Academy of Management Jour-
nal, Management Learning, Management Communication
Quarterly, Academy of Management Review and Com-
munication Theory. We also identified a relatively small
number of books, which we include in this review. At
this point, a further search using the SCOPUS database
was deemed no longer practical or necessary; instead, we
turned our attention towards reviewing the outputs pub-
lished in the identified outlets with the aim of identifying
the main discussion threads. The content search involved
researching the journals and terms identified above for
the period 1980–2022 wherever practical.1 As a result, we
identified publications—peer-reviewed academic articles
as well as books—which explicitly identified themselves
with a conceptual and/or methodological perspective on
communication in organizational context. The journal
which turned out to be most prolific in offering such
theoretical and empirical positioning appeared to beOrga-
nization Studies, which is unsurprising taking into account
the aims and scope of this publication. Accordingly,
much of the material in our review is sourced from this
journal.
The process of selecting the main perspectives was not

linear. At the inception, the pool of identified resources

1 Some journals, such as Management Communication Quarterly started
their operation after 1980.

was analysed in order to determine the underlying threads:
theories of, or positions taken towards communication.
The process involved all three authors and multiple iter-
ations of study. Some initially promising themes were
later discarded as fully fledged ‘perspectives’ due to the
fact that they either: (1) turned out to constitute a rel-
atively insignificant body of work in terms of volume
and followership; or, (2) could have been readily regarded
as subsets of broader perspectives. For example, we dis-
carded ‘polyphony’ as a separate category, mainly because
it contained a relatively small number of papers directly
relevant to it, which also showed significant overlap with
the ‘Conversation (analysis)’ perspective. Therefore, we
decided to include this body of work within the latter
cluster). Similarly, althoughwe acknowledge certain diver-
gence between storytelling and narrative perspectives,
significant conceptual overlap between them motivated
our decision to subsume the former under the ‘Narra-
tive’ perspective. The resulting set of five perspectives
on communication in organizational settings—transfer,
discourse, conversation (analysis), narrative, and Com-
municative Constitution of Organizations—results from
the iterative refinement of emerging clusters deriving
from collected data, analysis, and our authorial judg-
ment based on subject knowledge. For example, in our
view, while there are reasons to distinguish between
Conversation Analysis (CA) and dialogue perspectives,
introducing them jointly and explaining their interrela-
tionship is helpful in terms of juxtaposing them against
alternative perspectives. We fully recognize, however, that
different decisions could have been made with respect to
clustering.
In sum, we engaged in an inductive procedure through

which the five perspectives on the topic emerged from
a ‘bottom-up’ process. The motivation for our review
was not influenced by theoretical-foundationalist senti-
ments which otherwise often inform literature reviews,
that is, starting from an unquestionable premise (Hartwig,
2007). Ours was a broad scope review of the field with-
out resorting to any pre-defined perspective or viewpoint
(although we acknowledge that analytical subjectivity and
inter-subjectivity will inevitably have coloured our choice
of clusters). The review process was informed by prag-
matism (Rorty, 1979) and conceptual economy, enabling
the consolidation of related themes or exclusion of cer-
tain perspectival possibilities from the final set. Within
each of the identified perspectives we discovered basic
premises which, in our reading, informed the concep-
tual and methodological framing of each approach. Our
analysis involved employing a version of ‘immanent cri-
tique’ (Bhaskar, 2016), that is, identifying a premise or
premises widely accepted within each of the perspectives
we induced (Isaksen, 2018).
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As there was no ready-made template for such an analy-
sis, the process of identifying the premises was non-linear
in that it involved numerous discussions between the
authors in order to capture the main thread of reasoning
within each perspective. As the main goal was to identify
the set of dominant assumptions driving the perspectives,
the less central threads were—after exchange between the
authors—removed from the consideration or downplayed
(e.g., as a result of this process the discussion of rhetorical
devices was confined to aminormention in the ‘Discourse’
perspective section).
Our approach aims to combine the synthesizing quali-

ties of an integrative literature review (Cronin & George,
2023) with the questioning qualities of the ‘problematiz-
ing review’ model (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2020; Dzhenghiz
et al., 2023), in which the review is ‘broad and selective’
(Strader et al., 2023, p. 1) yet simultaneously critical and
inclusive. That said, we did not seek to engage critically
with each of the respective theories that we reviewed but,
rather, to reveal patterns of conceptual relationship. In
the spirit of the ‘mapping review’ (Grant & Booth, 2009),
we categorized the existing literature on a particular topic
in order to identify gaps in it and set the agenda for
further research. We subsequently generated systematic
reflection on the map of the terrain in order to afford iden-
tification of generic, or ‘field-level’ analytical gaps that,
we contend, merit further attention and investigation (as
recommended by Allegre et al., 2023). In other words,
the consolidation of themes enabled us to identify topics
that were conspicuous by their absence; various lacunae
which we discuss towards the end of the review. Hav-
ing explained our approach, we are now in a position to
outline each of the five perspectives under which we clus-
ter relevant literature on communication in organizational
settings.

COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATIONS:
FIVE PERSPECTIVES

Communication as transfer

Derived from the natural sciences, the classic model of
‘communication as transfer’ (Shannon & Weaver, 1949)
assumes that meaning is the property of the message
itself and thus is ‘irrelevant to the engineering problem’
(Shannon, 1948, p. 379). Rather than being, for example,
embedded in the sensemaking of actors participating in
the communication process, the elements of the commu-
nication process are aligned in linear fashion (Mengis &
Eppler, 2008) from the sender at one end to the receiver
at the other. The rationale underpinning the Shannon and
Weaver model of communication is effectiveness of this

transfer: ‘reproducing at one point either exactly or approx-
imately a message selected at another point’ (Shannon,
1948, p. 379). Noise, such as static, affecting the signal
as it transfers between the transmitter and the receiver,
is an unwanted addition to the signal not intended by
the information source and causing errors and distortions
(Shannon&Weaver, 1949, p. 7). Themodel’s aim is to attain
‘a noiseless channel transmitting discrete symbols’ (p. 17)
at the expense of the amount of information transmitted,
as information can be ‘spurious’. It is the model’s ambi-
tion to capture the mechanism by which ‘spurious and
undesirable information [that] has been introduced via the
noise is [. . . ] subtracted, [in order to keep only] the useful
information’ (Shannon &Weaver, 1949, p. 19).
While it is uncommon to see any ‘pure’ or unmodi-

fied version of this model in recent academic writing, it is
nonetheless possible to discern traces of its basic premises
in the management and organization studies corpus, par-
ticularly in that body of work concerned with knowledge
transfer between individuals (e.g., Tasselli, 2015) and orga-
nizations (e.g.,Muthusamy&White, 2005). The focal point
of this perspective is concentrated on identifying obsta-
cles to an optimal transfer of knowledge due to the tacit
nature of organizational knowledge (Lam, 1997), for exam-
ple, or predictors of a ‘good transfer’ that would derive
from occupying a central position within the network
(Tasseli, 2015). The perspective also informs studies that
propose ways in which ‘better knowledge transfer’ can be
achieved through, for instance, securing ‘reciprocal com-
mitment’ (Muthusamy & White, 2005). How to optimize
the knowledge transfer (Lam, 1997), therefore, and how to
identify factors directly enhancing knowledge and learn-
ing (Muthusamy & White, 2005) are among the typical
questions posed in the context of this perspective,while the
impact of social media culture on the effectiveness of this
transfer is actively researched (Berditchevskaia et al., 2017)
and often treated with suspicion (Van Osch et al., 2019).
The transfer perspective is well-embedded in the main-
stream approaches to communication in the context of
business and organization, through an emphasis on ‘effec-
tiveness’ and ‘communication skills’ (e.g., Guffey&Loewy,
2022, p. 3). Equally, it is present in the contexts such as
science communication to broader audiences, in which,
by definition, the position of the actors participating in
the process is unequal. Typically, for instance, scientists
communicate to lay audiences (Schäfer & Fähnrich, 2020)
through planned and managed communication activity
(Zerfass et al., 2018), as well as in creating blueprints
for e.g., efficient innovation and technology adoption by
employees in the organization (Schibany et al., 2000).
This classic perspective on knowledge and communication
serveswell as a critical springboard fromwhich to consider
the other four perspectives we introduce.
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COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATIONS 633

Discourse

Instead of assuming that language is a tool used to clarify
and report on reality—that is, a conduit for transfer-
ring information—a discourse perspective builds on the
assumption that language communicates socially and sub-
jectively construed realities. Rather than treating language
as a conduit for communicating information which accu-
rately or inaccurately reflects reality, language is then
seen as producing and mediating social realities (Phillips
& Oswick, 2012). An analysis of discourse highlights the
ways in which language ‘constructs organizational reality,
rather than simply reflects it’ (Hardy et al., 2005, p. 60).
Discourses, defined narrowly as focusing on all written
and spoken texts or, more broadly, as all symbolic forms
of manifestation (words, objects, pictures, gestures, and so
forth), provide ‘a language for talking about a topic and . . .
a particular kind of knowledge about a topic’ (duGay, 1996,
p. 43) and, thereby discourses, ‘systematically form the
object of which they speak’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 49). Through
studying words, acts and objects as the medium of, and
resource for, meaning-making in organizational settings,
this perspective conceives and analyses social realities as
talked into existence. This point is emphatically declared
byMumby andClair (1997, p. 181): ‘organizations exist only
in so far as their members create them through discourse’.
Although the ‘constitutive-ness’ of language often lends

a measure of concreteness and factuality to the concepts
that words embody, a discourse perspective resists such
reification, punctures the appearance of ‘matter of fact-
ness’ and prefers to conceive phenomena as discursive
constructions. It may, indeed, analyse how such tex-
tual claims represent subjectively construed phenomena
as if they are solid facts and objective truths; a natu-
ral, inevitable, or necessary state of affairs. For instance,
politicians, policymakers and administrators may strive to
achieve ‘more efficient healthcare’, ‘high-quality teaching’
or ‘better chances of organisational survival’, firmly believ-
ing these objectives represent or create a non-linguistic
reality. However, they know such ‘realities’ only as text, in
the form of reports, numbers or by word of mouth (Felt-
mann in Kaulingfreks, 1996, p. 58). They know them in
and through these discourses. Instead of regretting the sub-
jectivity language confers on realities, a discourse analyst
takes a keen interest in it; zooming in on, for instance,
selective attention or political bias in actors’ micro dis-
course, as well as the effects of institutional categorization
or regulation of subjects through macro discourse. A dis-
course perspective analyses how language constructs and
mediates realities, ‘using’ objects, events, actors, relations,
and situations to provide a point of view within which
organizational members ‘know’ reality and orient their
actions (Boje et al., 2004).

Highlighting how social actors frame social realities in
discourse, or are framed by discourse, ‘the study of orga-
nizational discourse is about understanding the processes
of construction that underlie organizational reality. . . ’
(Philips & Hardy, 2002, p. 3). To study organizational dis-
courses, ‘including the identities that populate them, the
knowledge that informs them, and the power relations that
permeate them’ (Hardy, 2022a, p. 3), means to remain sen-
sitive to the ways in which dominant meanings emerge
from the power-laden nature of organizational contexts
and to be able to identify, for example, rhetorical devices
that are used in struggles over contested meanings (Grant
& Hardy, 2004, p. 5). By paying close analytical atten-
tion to metaphors (Oswick et al., 2002), rhetoric (Symon,
2005), frames and framing (Cornelissen & Werner, 2014)
and the like, it becomes possible to gain insight into the
construction of identities (Ybema, 2020) and to shed light
on the processes of organizational change (Buchanan &
Dawson, 2007), mergers and acquisitions (e.g., Vaara &
Monin, 2010), inter-organizational relationships (e.g., Ellis
& Ybema, 2010), power (Mumby et al., 2004), identities
(e.g., Ainsworth & Hardy, 2004) or cross-cultural commu-
nication (Ybema & Byun, 2011). Although organizational
discourse research has been accused of failing to address
materiality by prioritizing textual information (Hardy,
2022b), discourse scholars have taken up the challenge
of addressing organizational practices (Iedema & Wodak,
1999), multimodality (Iedema, 2003), and discursive-
material entanglements (e.g., Phillips & Oswick, 2012).
It engages empirically with visual data (e.g., Hardy &
Phillips, 1999; Iedema, 2003), corporeal dimensions (Cou-
pland, 2015; Courpasson &Monties, 2017), and sociomate-
rial or material-discursive assemblages (Hultin et al., 2022;
Paring et al., 2017). Therefore, irrespective of which of
many different theoretical standpoints is adopted as a point
of departure for studying discourse (e.g., sociological, psy-
chological or linguistic), the research questions typically
address the ways in which meanings travel, are transposed
in the process, and what they are transformed by. To this
extent, these variegated studies of discourse constitute a
unique perspective on organizational communication.

Conversation (analysis)

The perspective on communication focused on conversa-
tion and dialogue is deeply, if heterogeneously, rooted in
post-war era developments in sociology and philosophy of
language, which—albeit for different reasons—converged
upon attempting to investigate shared patterns of under-
standing of communicational codes. If ‘language games’
can only be played according to the rules of interac-
tion from which individual words derive their meaning
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634 IZAK et al.

(Wittgenstein, 1953) and utterances are socially performa-
tive (Austin, 1976; Searle, 1977), then the task of those trying
to understand how social order is produced and main-
tained becomes to analyse programmatically the minutiae
of rules governing interlocution. By recovering how peo-
ple make what they are doing ‘instructably observable’
and how others act upon the basis of such ‘instructions’
(Garfinkel, 2002), the localized rational accountability of
interaction is revealed. In this regard, ethnomethodology
(Garfinkel, 1967) provided a particularly germane ratio-
nale for the ever-closer scrutiny of ‘singled out specific
discrete interactions’—conversations—throughwhich ori-
entations are displayed, for other parties and analysts alike
(Sacks et al., 1978, p. 44). Crucially, as access to individ-
ual worlds of experience is barred (Wittgenstein, 1953) the
focus of such analysis is not on an individual, but instead
on reasonings which are publicly displayed and thus lend
themselves to intersubjective examination (Llewelyn &
Spence, 2009). Communication’s aim—in the broader per-
spective wemap here—is therefore not to convey objective
information, but rather to understand how interlocuters
relate to each other in pursuit of a socially shared real-
ity (Goffman, 1967) and mutual accountability (Garfinkel,
1967). When such conversational exchanges open up mul-
tiple perspectives and contestation, it becomes necessary
to explore the whole among the parts and see the connec-
tions between the parts (Mengis & Eppler, 2008). At this
point, the exchanges become ‘dialogues’ (Argyris, 1996).
Such ‘living conversations’ brimwith ‘relational moments’
which entwine ‘anticipations, responses and relationships,
by the interplay of multiple and contested interpretations
and intentions that both generate and impede possibilities
for moving on’ (Cunliffe & Locke, 2020, p. 1080). Whilst
there are various approaches that take conversation and
dialogue as their focus—someofwhichwe address in other
sections of this review—in what follows, we shall con-
centrate our attention on Conversation Analysis as it is,
arguably, a perspective that has had a strong influence in
the field of management and organization studies.
The CA perspective arguably offers a highly distinctive,

if not unique, methodological approach to studying talk
in workplace and other ‘settings’ (e.g., inter alia, Holmes
et al., 2011; Koester, 2004, 2006; Svennevig, 2012; Wee,
2015). CA is radically empirical, if not empiricist, in ori-
entation, insisting on the careful interpretive interrogation
of situated talk. It is worth noting in this regard that
CA’s emergence as a post-warmethodologywas dependent
on the availability of relatively inexpensive and portable
recording technologies (and, in more recent years, video
technologies) that enabled interactions in natural settings
to be recorded and repeatedly replayed. For example, audio
recordings and transcriptions—typically using the spe-
cialist method pioneered by Gail Jefferson (see Hepburn

& Bolden, 2012)—have figured strongly as data sources.
These have typically included recordings of telephone
conversations, verbal interactions in courtrooms, thera-
peutic and healthcare interactions, and so forth (Mondada,
2012). Likewise, the Internet has given CA research access
to a range of Computer Mediated Communication data
sources, such as, Facebook and YouTube, which, as with
direct video recording, widen the scope of CA research
(Giles et al., 2015; Lester & O’Reilly, 2018; Meredith, 2017;
Stommel & Meijman, 2011).
CA’s preoccupation with the structure of talk and inter-

action can be understood in large measure as a method-
ological reaction to Parsonian and Mertonian theorization
and study of social structure which, according to CA’s
proponents, all too easily ‘glossed’ and abstracted the
components of social order to the neglect of moment-
by-moment production and accomplishment of the very
structures it was concerned to articulate. These structures
of organizing, according to CA, are implicated in talk itself.
As ‘competent members’ of society, we each routinely
invoke particular social identities and orientate ourselves
to settings or organizational contexts in the talk and com-
munication we do. It is the task of professional social
scientists to analyse and reveal that organizational work
by closely scrutinizing situated talk. As Schegloff (1992,
p. 128) puts it, ‘the issue is how to convert insistent intu-
ition [our common sense understanding of “what is going
on”] . . . into empirically detailedmethodic analysis’, and to
address the question: ‘How can we show that what seems
inescapably relevant, both to us [social scientists] and to
the participants, about the “context” of the interaction is
demonstrably consequential for some specifiable aspect of
that interaction?’.
In these formulations of CA’s problematic, one wit-

nesses a direct inheritance of the concerns of ordinary
language philosophy and, in particular, the performa-
tive possibilities of socially situated interlocution. As a
result of this general preoccupation, CA set itself the
task of paying rigorous attention to the organization of
turn-taking in conversations and to interpreting the work
that is being done in and through turn taking. Sacks
et al. (1978) published a seminal article that set the stage
for this form of analysis and also, importantly, devel-
oped a specific form of transcription designed to assist
conversation analytics (see Hepburn & Bolden, 2012).
Conversation analysts’ research questions are typically ori-
entated toward analysis of the organization of sequences,
formats of communicative exchange and the mutual work
that is done by interlocutors and interactants in making
each other socially accountable. They are also interested
in acts of remediation or ‘repair’ that occur interaction-
ally when misunderstandings occur (e.g., Henke, 1999;
Heritage et al., 2019).
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COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATIONS 635

Given the express interest in the structures of talk and
exchange, it comes as expected that much empirical work
in CA has focussed on relatively ordered social settings,
such as those found, inter alia, in: doctor-patient inter-
actions (Atkinson, 1995; Gill & Roberts, 2012; Heritage &
Robinson, 2011; Maynard & Heritage, 2005; Peräkylä &
Silverman, 1991; Sarangi & Roberts, 1999; Stivers, 2002);
mental health settings (Hutchby, 2007; O’Reilly & Lester,
2017; Thompson & McCabe, 2016); the legal profession
(Atkinson&Drew, 1979; Kompter, 2012; Stokoe&Edwards,
2020); the education profession (Gardner, 2012; Redding-
ton &Waring, 2015; Waring, 2015) and policing (Whalen &
Zimmerman, 1987, 1990). There are also many studies that
focus on situated workplace talk. This includes research
that explores the boundaries between task-orientated
and domestic talk that occurs during workplace interac-
tions (Drew, 2002), as well as ‘small talk’ and mundane
exchanges (Holmes, 2000; Stefani & Horlacher, 2018). In
recent decades, certain researchers have also been using a
CA lens to examine gender and other diversity issues in
workplace contexts (Antaki & Wilkinson, 2012; Holmes,
2005, 2006; Holmes & Fillary, 2000; Holmes & Marra,
2004).
CA may be viewed as complementing other approaches

to communication we have reviewed in terms of provid-
ing the means by which radically detailed attention may
be afforded to the moment-to-moment construction of
institutional and organizational life. Such focus on the
accomplishment of social organization is, arguably, unique
to CA and therefore, by definition, absent in the other
perspectives we review in this paper. Whilst sharing an
interest in meanings, contexts and the production of social
order with the ‘discourse’, ‘narrative’ and ‘CCO’ perspec-
tives, CA conducts research from a different vantage point.
Viewed from other perspectives that interrogate meaning
and context, many examples of CA do not engage in an
explicitly critical assessment of organizational interlocu-
tion and interaction. Indeed, its purported apolitical stance
was a source of early criticism of the ethnomethodolog-
ical and interactionist sociology from which it emerged
(Gouldner, 1971).
That said, social critique and such issues as power, con-

trol, and domination have been addressed by some CA
authors who seek to transcend the micro-macro dualism
of social scientific enquiry (Thornburrow, 2014). Hilbert
(1990), for instance, adopts Collins’ (1981) concept of ‘inter-
action ritual chains’ to advance a theoretical case that
CA may collapse differences between social structure
and the moment-by-moment accomplishment of micro-
sociological order. Concepts of ‘state’, ‘economy’ and ‘social
class’ serve as gestalts that are ‘microtranslated’ within an
empirically observable interactional order that can be anal-
ysed using ethnomethodology and CA (Hilbert, 1990, p.

802). Similarly, in a review essay of feminist psychology lit-
erature, Speer (1999, p. 471) offers a rebuttal to critiques
of CA that claim it ‘cannot account for the ways that
“wider,macro power structures” exert a determining effect
on action’ and that it ‘leads to apolitical and reductionist
forms of analysis’. The ‘CA approach’, she maintains, ‘can
be applied to awhole range of feminist concepts and issues’
(1999, p. 476). Acknowledging these arguments, it seems
to us, nonetheless, that the treatment of social critique
within the CA tradition remains relatively scarce and that
this may, in part, reflect the difficulty faced in surmount-
ing barriers of paradigm incommensurability (Hassard,
1988). In other words, by virtue of CA’s unique empirical
research focus and integrity, it encounters limits in seeking
to address wider structural issues associated with power
and politics.

Narrative

The narrative approach to communication has been vari-
ously defined (Czarniawska, 1997; Gabriel, 2004). It might
be helpful, however, to begin by considering the specific
ways inwhich this perspective diverges from transmission-
oriented theories of communication (see our account of
‘communication as transfer’ above) the better to under-
stand its key characteristics. The focus of narrative com-
munication is not on conveying or imparting information
by means of ever more efficient channels and signs but,
rather, on how people’s experiences can be conveyed and
made sense of by means of stories they tell. Conversely,
attention is also paid to how the recipients of these stories
decode or ‘reflexively reconstitute’ accounts of the world
(Macbeth, 2001), recognizing in them (or not) familiar nar-
rative tropes. Thus, events, as they are experienced, are
assembled and reassembled into ‘meaningfully temporal-
ized narratives’ which enable meaning to be accessed and
conveyed (Rhodes & Brown, 2005, p. 72). Thus, unlike in
the CA perspective, the focus is not on how analysing the
situated talk can enlighten us with regards to the implicit
contexts in which they unfold; rather, attention is drawn
to the broader processes of creation of narratives and the
meanings they convey. Such processes do not necessarily
emerge directly from mutual interactions.
There are also subtle, but important, differences

between the narrative and discourse perspective. While
discourse emphasizes the mutually co-constitutive
relation between social actors and varieties of texts sur-
rounding them, narrative attempts to access meanings as
they are conveyed by actors. Thus, the focus on the actors’
sensemaking and sense-giving inherent in the narrative
perspective may be contrasted with the discourse per-
spective’s focus on how grander political and institutional
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636 IZAK et al.

narratives interplay with or manipulate ‘lower level’
narratives, potentially privileging some of them at the
expense of others (e.g., van Ooijen et al., 2018).
In narrative terms, therefore, organizations are per-

ceived as a multifaceted and dynamic nexus of interre-
lated interpretations (Phillips & Brown, 1993), spawning
perspectives and stories, which can be variously told
and read (Gergen & Gergen, 2006). The intersubjec-
tive co-construction of this organizational ‘story’ (Rhodes
& Brown, 2005, p. 178)—by organizational actors and
researchers alike—is the focus of attention for narrative
studies. Organizational research is therefore meaningful
if it brings their subjective experience into focus (Gabriel,
1995). Sensitivity towards interactions between, for exam-
ple, employees, researchers, or external actors, avoids
reducingmultifaceted communication to a single narrative
(Salzer-Morling, 1998).
Importantly, the outcome of such communication pro-

cesses hinge upon the narrative resources possessed by
the actors engaged in it; and since there can be as many
narratives as there are actors (Boje, 1995), establishing a
universal rule for how meanings should be understood
is not feasible. This shift in perceptual orientation—that
is, moving away from universalizing claims and towards
exploring how people create meaning, knowledge and
identity through narrative—is known as the ‘narrative
turn’ (Czarniawska, 2004). Language holds the key not
only to understanding the text itself (Propp, 1928/1968),
but also the modes of social production of those meanings
(Wittgenstein, 1953). Therefore, grasping the processes of
narration promises to better comprehend vital aspects of
socially mediated communication, such as the (narrative)
constitution of identities (Carr, 1986), innovation (Maclean
et al., 2021), sensemaking (Bruner, 1991) and perception
of time (Boje, 2001). For example, analysing (fictional)
narratives may reveal the emotional underpinning of com-
munication in organizations (Boudens, 2005), such as envy
(Patient et al., 2003), indignation (Sims, 2005), nostal-
gia (Gabriel, 1993) or ‘postalgia’ (Ybema, 2004). Similarly,
understanding hownarratives aremadehelps explore indi-
vidual identity work thatmotivates life-changing decisions
(Tomlinson & Colgan, 2014) and can offer insight into
how the status of individuals is preserved in organiza-
tions (Ren, 2021). Close analysis of narrative may also
reveal how individual reputation is gained and careers
are nurtured through the careful re-framing of life stories
(Maclean et al., 2012). As a consequence, this perspective
is often used in academic contexts in which ‘telling a good
story’ can have a tangible impact, for example, in studies
of change, identity, strategy and entrepreneurship (Vaara
et al., 2016).
The narrative perspective is by nomeans uniformor lim-

ited to ‘people in organizations speaking’. After all, whole

organizations can be perceived as storytellers (Boje, 1991),
as can those researching them. For example, the narrative
approach can shed light on the processes of narrative con-
struction of legitimacy (Golant & Sillince, 2007), formation
of organizational identity (Ernst & Schleiter, 2021), ratio-
nalizing action in complex and ambiguous environments
(Abolafia, 2010), and re-establishing sensemaking patterns
in a post-crisis context (Boudes & Laroche, 2009). Recent
analyses have delved into the situatedness of ‘speaking’
and ‘storytelling’ (van Hulst & Ybema, 2020) and extended
investigation beyond live ‘physical’ exchanges to embrace,
for instance, visual (Daskalaki et al, 2015) and digital
means of communication (Rossiter & Garcia, 2010).
The theme of ‘narrative identity’—perceiving oneself as

a kind of a story (Eakin, 2005)—further pushes the bound-
aries of the role of narrative in research and what could
be construed as a narrative in the first place. Narratives
may therefore be perceived as a means to identify our-
selves in front of ourselves, so to speak, and for the benefit
of others (Bruner, 1991; Gergen, 1999). They also serve as
vehicles for endowing our lives with a sense of unity and
purpose (McAdams, et al., 2006). Well-developed life sto-
ries ‘speak for themselves’ (Watson, 2009, p. 448). While
certain fragments of those broader narratives may be iden-
tifiable as, for example, ‘professional or work identities’, it
is the larger individual narrative that is deemed to hold the
key to situating and understanding them (Watson, 2009, p.
450). Arguably, it is the larger life narrative that, first and
foremost, needs comprehending by narrative scholars.
As Fenton and Langley (2011) usefully point out, there

exist at least three substantially different approaches to
communication in the context of the (post) narrative
turn, perhaps reflecting different sets of ‘stories’ shared
among different research communities: those that perceive
narrative as a certain form of (or paradigm for) commu-
nication; those that focus on macro and micro narratives,
for instance, grand narratives (Deuten & Rip, 2000) or
ante-narratives (Boje et al., 2016), respectively; and, finally,
those that—whilst aligning with a shared goal of decon-
structing dominant narratives about communication at
work (Lundholt & Boje, 2018)—see narrating as an act of
organizing itself (Humphreys & Brown, 2008). This latter
view is one of the core tenets of theCommunicativeConsti-
tution of Organizations perspective to which we now turn
our attention.

Communicative constitution of
organizations

The Communicative Constitution of Organizations (CCO)
perspective has become a popular model for understand-
ing organizational communication in the last two decades

 14682370, 2024, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ijm

r.12374 by U
niv O

f T
he W

est O
f E

ngland, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [01/10/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATIONS 637

(e.g., Brummans et al., 2020; Castor & Cooren, 2006).
This body of work can be broadly characterized by its
strong commitment to two main assumptions. Firstly,
by its own admission, CCO is not interested in explor-
ing aspects of communication as they unfold within
organization—instead it is focused on ‘how organization
happens in communication’ (Schoeneborn et al., 2019,
p. 475). In CCO’s view, any attempt to decouple orga-
nization from communication is a futile effort, because
both are ‘variant expressions for the same reality’ (Taylor
et al., 1996, p. 28) and it is in communication processes
that organizations are experienced, realized and identified
(Cooren et al., 2011). Through people speaking (Bencherki
& Cooren, 2011), organizations are ‘communicated into
being’ (Cooren, 2020, p.177). Actors are constantly inter-
acting and capable of creating meanings: in no way are
they passive recipients of pre-conceived contents; on the
contrary, they co-create them (Castor & Cooren, 2006;
Saludadez & Taylor, 2006; Taylor & Van Every, 2000).
Since organizational emergence is portrayed in inherently
agentic terms entailing communication events between
the actors, communication is deemed ‘precarious and
ultimately indeterminate’ (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p.
304). Hence what counts as communication extends well
beyond the transfer perspective characterized above.
To study communication, and therefore to study orga-

nization (Taylor & Van Every, 2000), involves investi-
gating both texts and reciprocal interactions (Blaschke
et al., 2012). While texts, such as reports or documents
enable researchers to describe organizations, comprehend-
ing them is possible only by focusing on interactions
which constitute them (Ashcraft et al., 2009). Impor-
tantly, the communicational modality is productive of the
textual one, as texts result from exchanges of declara-
tions and viewpoints, as well as from misunderstandings
(Ashcraft et al., 2009). The events of such conversation are
translated into a narrative representation and objectified
(transcribed) thus creating a text (Littlejohn & Foss, 2009).
Dialogue thus becomes a focal point of analytical attention
for the CCO perspective (Izak et al., 2022).
The epistemological claim that communication is syn-

onymous with organization extends into an ontological
one (Schoeneborn, et al., 2019, p. 476). Since organizations
are realized, experienced and identified in communication
processes (Cooren et al., 2011), ‘organization’ and ‘com-
munication’ are simply different ‘expressions for the same
reality’ (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 28). In other words, the
two become ‘equivalent’ (Smith, 1993). CCO breaks away
from perceiving communication as something happening
in organization (a ‘container metaphor’). Likewise, it dis-
tances itself from seeing the communication-organization
interrelationship as a process of ‘coproduction’ in which
communication is a discrete factor of organizational real-

ity rather than a commensurate aspect of it (Smith, 1993).
This ‘equivalency’means that communication, rather than
being one of many organizational modalities (Giddens,
1984), is rendered here as the essential modality for orga-
nizing (Taylor &VanEvery, 2000) and, therefore, inquiring
into its properties becomes imperative for organization
studies (Cooren, 2000).
The communication-organization equivalency assump-

tion similarly distances CCO from the narrative, conver-
sation (analysis) and discourse perspectives in terms of
problematizing the distinction between ontology and epis-
temology. In other words, knowing a story carries several
analytical implications. It entails knowing (part of) an
organization; decoding hidden aspects of interaction in
order to reveal previously hidden aspects of organization;
and, finally, accounting for the struggle for meaning taking
placewithin organization becomes tantamount to account-
ing for what organization is (Putnam et al., 2016). The
act of partially blurring the onto-epistemic distinction is
characteristic of CCO. Where other perspectives intend to
know something about organization (emotions underpin-
ning, contexts obscuring or discourses shaping it), CCO
extends knowing organization into being it. Organization
is thus portrayed in ontologically permissive terms. It is
deemed to be constituted by ‘anything or anyone that can
be recognized as representing it’ including its physical
architecture, logos bywhich it is identified, productswhich
it manufactures’ (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 292), as well
as technologies and other artifacts whichmaterialize orga-
nization (Rennstam, 2012). These elements, in addition to
people and texts, contribute to the emergence of an orga-
nization because they are ‘spoken in the name of’ and thus
made to ‘speak’ on the organization’s behalf. A famous
building—for example, Harrod’s of London—may be used
to symbolize the organization, but it equally means that
the organization itself becomes attached to the symbol it
uses, and therefore is ‘animated’ by it in a certain way.
CCO refers to such mutual animation as ‘ventriloquism’
(Cooren, 2012, p. 5). Organization thus communicates to
itself and of itself in an effort to become extant.
Following CCO’s logic, envisaging productive ways to

study organizations beyond communication is a mori-
bund enterprise, because the latter is not understood as
representative or reflective of deeper underlying orga-
nizational phenomena. On the contrary, organization is
where and what communication is, so all that needs to be
done in order to ‘understand organization [is to] look at
communication’ (Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 476).
This analytical stance unlocks a broad field of inquiry

for this perspective including, inter alia, leadership, CSR,
globalization, memory, sensemaking and diversity stud-
ies (Basque et al., 2022), in addition to other recently
emerging fields of inquiry where CCO is applied, such
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638 IZAK et al.

as, communicative understanding of forced migration
(Albu & Štumberger, 2022) and the study of digital media
(Saludadez, 2022).
This concludes our overview of the five perspectives

revealed by our review of the literature. One of our prin-
ciple aims in this review article is to offer a map of the
field to orientate scholars who are relatively new to the
topic. To this end, we have created a table that attempts
to summarize key aspects of each perspective in rela-
tion to a set of criteria derived from the review (see
Table 1). Any endeavour to capture such a diverse array
of approaches, each with its own theoretical and method-
ological variation and nuance, will inevitably be partial
and ‘incomplete’. We trust, however, that it may serve as
a starting point for further enquiry and provide useful
signposts in terms of navigating and thinking about the
organizational communication literature.
Having outlined and summarized the five perspectives,

we now turn our attention to aspects of studying orga-
nizational communication that appear to be relatively
neglected within the field. This critique problematizes the
subject in broad terms, representing our reflections on the
review we have undertaken.

UNDER-REPRESENTED AREAS OF
STUDY AND FUTURE ORGANIZATIONAL
COMMUNICATION RESEARCHAGENDAS

In what follows, in line with the recommendations of Alle-
gre et al. (2023), we identify and briefly introduce four
under-represented areas of study and outline correspond-
ing research agendas.

Paralinguistic aspects of organizational
communication

With certain exceptions that are noted below, the com-
munication perspectives identified above—transfer, dis-
course, conversation (analysis), narrative and CCO—tend
to neglect a crucial aspect of organizational communica-
tion; namely, the ‘unsaid’. The lacuna consists in what
cannot be put into words, what is implied, unspoken or
taken-for-granted, what is un(der)communicated or com-
municated outside or beyond words; merely ‘told’ in a
wink, a glance, a gesture or any other non-verbal excla-
mation. Such silences direct our attention to what is
omitted, forgotten, inexpressible, circumvented, negated,
suppressed or tabooed. Communication embodied in ges-
tures, looks, dress and other non-verbal cues, as well
as intricacies of different types and aspects of interac-
tional presence (in-person and virtual) during and within

organizational communication processes, except for some
noteworthy exceptions, remains a conspicuous silence in
journals in the field of management and organization.
By listening carefully to silences or terseness, non-verbal

ejaculative utterances (Goffman, 1981) as well as subtexts
in people’s talk and texts, studies of organizational com-
munication may more effectively probe into what remains
unsaid, concealed, evaded, distorted, denied or taken-for
granted in everyday communications. In each of the five
perspectives we have identified and reviewed, we found
studies that did attend to the moment-to-moment detail
(e.g., Iedema, 2003). Arguably, the ‘conversation (anal-
ysis)’ perspective and, more particularly, CA offers the
most elaborate means to attend analytically to non-verbal
aspects of organizational communication in direct interac-
tions. Audio studies of talk take into account the function
of pauses and CA innovations with respect to the study
of video interactions facilitate analysis of a range of non-
verbal gestures and cues, such as, the role of gaze, nodding,
shrugging etc. (see, e.g., O’Reilly et al., 2017).
Considering the narrative perspective, stories, may fail

to materialize due to political agendas that their poten-
tial tellers are immersed in, thus inhibiting ability to voice
them (e.g., Daskalaki et al., 2015). On the other hand, per-
ceived lack of narrative resources (‘nothing to tell a story
about’) may become an obstruction for any communica-
tional engagement, especially for certain social groups,
such as, the unemployed (Boland & Griffin, 2015). And
even when narratives are expressly managed, supressed
or distorted (Tourish & Robson, 2004, 2006), the ‘untold
stories’ of chaos, disorder and violence roaming in the
organizational unconscious may underpin the coherent
images created for the benefit of the public. Untold sto-
riesmay be studied, for instance, by analysing fiction (Lait,
2015), communication through symbols (Pratt & Rafaeli,
2001) and metaphors (Koçoğlu et al., 2016). Communi-
cating and ‘telling’ is also a way of un-telling. Telling a
storymay preclude themeaning from another story emerg-
ing (Sims, 2015) as the appearance of communicational
content is always premised on its context. Other attempts
at communication—other stories, if successfully ‘told’—
may provide criteria normalizing ways to communicate
and rules for the meanings to occur. As demonstrated
by Tourish and Robson (2004, 2006), such renderings
may exclude certain stories. Constructing organizational
feedback processes that privilege and reinforce positive
messages at the expense of criticism may preclude neg-
ative content ever being created or conveyed (Tourish
& Robson, 2004). The riverbed of thoughts may shift
(Wittgenstein, 1969) and, as our review of perspectives
on communication shows, it certainly is shifting. There-
fore, those silent realities may not merely be important
through their conspicuous absence, but rather through
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COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATIONS 639

being present merely in the background; left below audi-
ble range, either unintentionally or deliberately (Izak et al.,
2015). The problem with silence and white space is that
it presents itself as insignificant, inexpressible, unobtru-
sive, unintelligible or unremarkable. Hence it often goes
unnoticed.Means andmethodologieswhich promise some
manner of access to it include deep field ethnography
(Hitchin, 2014), poetry (Armitage, 2014) and intertextuality
(Izak, 2014).

Work and organizational communication

In keeping with management and organization studies at
large (Barley & Kunda, 2001), studies of organizational
communication tend to overlook the actual work peo-
ple do and the organizational processes set in motion to
manage thework. Arguably, the conceptualization of orga-
nization as discursively enacted and communicated into
being has opened new vistas in the field of organization
studies, but equating organization with, and reducing it to
communication, invited organizational scholars to priori-
tize symbolic over material, practice-based dimensions of
organizing. The work-distant aspects of organization are
emphasized overwork-near aspects of it. It could be argued
that placing communication at the centre of analytic atten-
tion in organizational analysis has pushed organizational
scholars’ traditional interest in work and work practices to
the periphery.
Traditionally, the central focus in organization and

management was on how work was organized and how
organizational processes entailed organizing people. From
Weber’s ideal type bureaucracy to empirical studies of the
functioning of bureaucratic organizations, and from Tay-
lorist management principles to ‘humanistic’ and cultural
alternatives, the field’s main interest was in the control,
coordination and structuring of work. Studies analysed
such topics as the (ir)rationality of organizational arrange-
ments and decision-making processes (e.g., Dalton, 1959;
Gouldner, 1954; Jackall, 1988), the standardization of work
processes or specialization of tasks and responsibilities
(e.g., Burns & Stalker, 1961; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967),
and the significance or insignificance of formal lines of
authority versus informal factions and friendship groups
(e.g., Mayo, 1933; McGregor, 1960). In his popular textbook
Structure in fives, Mintzberg (1983) tried to capture the
field’s key insights by introducing a typology of the compo-
nents and characteristics of work organizations and their
environments. The organization of work was the field’s
bread and butter, so to speak. Insofar as the field was inter-
ested in communication at work, it was viewed as a means
to an end: it served to understand howworkwas organized.

Since then, the focus of the discipline has slowly shifted
and the ideational, institutional and political dimensions
of organizational communication have emerged more
clearly in its analyses. The dominant interest in work
and organization and its machine-like or organic char-
acteristics began to give way to alternative readings that
conceptualized organizations as cultures, instruments of
domination or psychic prisons (Morgan, 1986) and, with
that, the focus on work and organization tended to fade
into the background. While scholars previously studied a
topic like organizational stories in order to analyse work
and organization, organizational storytelling (or discourse,
communication, etc.) now took centre stage. For instance,
Gouldner (1954) analysed the telling of the ‘Rebecca myth’
in a gypsum mine to illustrate a shift from one pattern
of bureaucracy to another. This was a seminal work that
marked the beginning of a trend that witnessed the study
of stories and storytelling increasingly becoming an end in
itself (see, e.g., Boje, 1991;Meyer &Rowan, 1977). Although
these studies added meaningful layers of interpretation to
our reading of organizational life, this tendency in orga-
nizational analysis introduced increasing degression or
distance from the earlier problematic concerning ‘how
work is organized’.
Some studies do provide a detailed analysis ofwork (Bar-

ley & Kunda, 2001) or argue for revaluing material dimen-
sions of organizing. Literature on strategy-as-practice (e.g.,
Fenton & Langley, 2011; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009) or
sociomateriality (Jarzabkowski & Pinch, 2013) militated
against, andmitigated, the neglect ofmateriality andmate-
rial practices, but even in this stream of literature the
analytical focus is hardly on the work that people do and
empirical accounts of work practices remain scarce. In
a similar vein, organizational scholars’ theorizing of the
intersection of discourse and materiality (e.g., Phillips &
Oswick, 2012) or communication andmateriality (Ashcraft
et al., 2009), whilst filling a gap in the literature, does not
aim to put the actual work that people do on the agenda.
It seems like a trade-off—organizational communication
research draws close to meaning-making processes whilst
remaining at a distance from the work itself and, as a con-
sequence, is less well-equipped to account for how people
organize work and how work organizes them. Arguably,
however, there exist viable methodological alternatives for
various aspects of communication to be explored while
remaining closely attuned with work and how work is
done. Both classic ethnographic analysis of ‘informal orga-
nization’ (e.g., Dalton, 1959; Kaufman, 1960; Roy, 1960),
as well as more recently emerging methodologies includ-
ing visual research methods such as pattern analysis
(Shortt &Warren, 2019), for instance, serve these purposes.
To ground the analysis of organizational communication
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640 IZAK et al.

empirically in the fine grain of everyday work, workplace
studies can provide inspiration. Although they do not nec-
essarily focus on organizational communication per se
(perhaps for this reason—a different focus or framing—
they go unnoticed in this field), they can inform its analysis
by, for instance, revealing the workings and effects on
everyday interactions of tools and technologies (Heath &
Luff, 1991; Luff et al., 2000), organizational hierarchy (Jack-
all, 1988), workplace culture (Ho, 2009), organizational
protocols (de Rond & Lok, 2016) or the physical layout of
the workplace (Pachirat, 2011).

Monological communication

The significant orientation towards words and texts in the
studies on communication is complemented by another
relative lacuna in organization and management studies.
An overwhelming majority of publications lean towards
a dialogical framing of communication, thus emphasizing
polyphonic interlocution and interaction between active
human sense-makers and construing dialogue between
those active voices as a fitting representation of organiza-
tion. As argued by Izak et al. (2022) such a view emphasizes
a romanticized social landscape and is ill-equipped to
make sense of unified and agency-deprived organizational
and societal contexts in which such ‘dialogue’ is not
encouraged.
The alternative monologic perspective (Izak et al., 2022)

differs from ‘communication as transfer’ view in terms
of its objective. Whereas the transfer perspective intends
to outline the most efficient manner to pass the signal
between the sender and the receiver and offers reflec-
tions on how to minimize any disturbance, here the key
asymmetries within organizational communication are
highlighted instead. The monologic perspective points
out that the picture described by ‘transfer’ emphasizes
those aspects of communication which are crucial yet,
nowadays, almost entirely ignored in social sciences: the
reproduction of the status quo during communication acts,
the dominant role of the speaker, passivity of the listener
(in a sense that the latter does not contribute anything
to the communication process other than what has been
expected of them), and fixed meaning flowing from the
former to the latter (Izak et al., 2022).
Four perspectives presented above—discourse, conver-

sation (analysis), narrative and CCO—emerged histori-
cally after and, in various measures, as critical reactions
directed against the mechanistic functionalism of com-
munication models, such as, ‘transfer’. The dialogic turn,
premised on the presence of plural voices reciprocally
navigating fluid organizational environments, captures
the dynamic meaning-making processes that play out

between heterogeneous subjects (Izak et al., 2022). Its
strength, however, may turn into weakness when it no
longer matters who speaks or what is being said. When
there is no room for anything but a perfect overlap of
meanings between the speaker and listener, when consid-
erable effort is invested in removing any ‘noise’ between
them, and when the possibility of interpretative agency
is occluded, dialogical organization loses its explanatory
power. Neglect of the basic descriptive elements of the
transfer model makes silent, mechanized (e.g., bureau-
cratic organizational realities) hard to access. To accom-
modate these elements, themonologicmodel of communi-
cation is premised upon singularity (instead of plurality),
unilaterality (instead of reciprocity) and solidity (instead of
liquidity). These principles serve as heuristics that enable
more insightful engagement in communicational analysis
under monological conditions.
The monologic mechanism is impervious to the

turnover of actors or the variability of meanings they
attempt to communicate. Organizational communication
under such conditions is recalcitrant to ‘talking back’
and is therefore ‘solid’, in a certain sense. Utterances
are purposefully aligned and intertwined in the iterative
process in which the speaker knows exactly what reaction
is expected from the listener for this unidirectional game
to be played. Finally, monologic organization imposes
singular, disambiguated meanings, synchronized with
existing relations of power. Such communication’s pur-
pose is to impose and assure the system’s unchangeability
and durability (Izak et al., 2022). Some examples of the
principles of monologic organization should help clarify
the processes and characteristics we are referring to.
Monologic language games relate to asymmetrical com-

munication acts and take various forms. In psychoanalyti-
cal therapy, for instance, a statement made by the patient
may be interpreted by the analyst as signifying a ‘true’
meaning or desire ‘hidden behind’ the words. In an analo-
gous therapeutic situation in which no words are uttered
by the patient, the outcome could, nonetheless be the
same. The patient’s silence can still be ‘read’ as meaning-
ful. Another example would be the use of organizational
communication prompts (such as orders) to elicit a stan-
dardized scripted response (confirmation that an orderwas
received). This is common in military or other uniformed
service contexts (Izak et al., 2022). Similarly, the scripted
prompts and responses that typically animate call centre
exchanges are monological in character. Under such cir-
cumstances, an interlocutor (e.g., recipient of an order)
might have opportunities, in principle, to respond in an
unscripted or unexpected way. They may be disinclined
to do so, however, because of a perceived lack of empow-
erment (Tourish & Robson, 2006) or paucity of semantic
resources (Case & Śliwa, 2020).
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COMMUNICATION IN ORGANIZATIONS 641

Organizational contexts that lend themselves to being
viewed through monologic lenses, rather than dialogic,
share certain characteristics including, but not limited to:
(a) having sensemaking mechanisms that are impervious
to alteration; (b) lacking external pressures to change com-
munication norms; (c) being populated by many relatively
agency-deprived organizational actors and (d) the pres-
ence of pre-determined meanings reinforced by asymmet-
rical power relations (Izak et al., 2022). Examples would
include rigid bureaucracies, uniformed service organiza-
tions, spiritual organizations directed by unchallengeable
leaders, and autocratic political regimes (Izak et al., 2022).
This perspective marks a shift of emphasis compared

with the other perspectives we have reviewed. Discourse
may not be an obvious starting point for exploring reali-
ties when no meaningful exchange is possible. The living
conversations accessible through ‘situated talk’ may be
scripted and indexically played out in ‘turns at talk’ but
their meaning, pace and unfolding may be pre-decided as
they unfold in the here-and-now of closely scripted inter-
action. ACA study of such exchangeswould yield different
insights than a monologic organizational analysis. Narra-
tive resources or protagonists’ capabilities to tell stories
may be too scarce and/or too stifled to warrant the atten-
tion of a narrative scholar; although, according to one view,
even ‘untold stories’, when revealed, may be informative
and analytically relevant (Izak et al., 2015). Finally, the
monologic view on communication offers a perspective
that contrasts markedly with that of the Communicative
Constitution of Organizations (CCO) because in the lat-
ter the emphasis is on conversation (Cooren et al., 2008),
exchange (Ashcraft et al., 2009) and speaking (Bencherki
& Cooren, 2011), rendering communicative acts mutual
and transactional. Conversely, the monologic perspective
encourages the recalibration of epistemic lenses the better
to apprehend organizational communication inwhich dia-
logue is compromised. It invites researchers to find a fitting
analytic frame somewhere along the monologic-dialogic
continuum.

Non-Western-centric organizational
communication

Acknowledging thatmost of the sourcematerials reviewed
in this article were published in English and intended
for an English-speaking readership, we would nonethe-
less wish to challenge the heavily Western-centric (or,
at least, Global North) orientation of most publications
that comprise the corpus of organizational communication
scholarship and research. There are, of course, exceptions
to this rule evident within each of the communication
perspectives we have reviewed. In the field of Conver-

sation Analysis, for example, there are some studies of
workplace talk in non-Anglophone settings (Stefani&Hor-
lacher, 2018) and, if one moves beyond publications in
the areas of management and organization, then there
are further examples that result, for instance, from CA’s
influence on the discipline of anthropology (Clemente,
2012; Hopper, 1990; Philipsen, 1990; Stivers et al., 2009).
Non-Western-centric examples of studies of organizational
communication that focus on discourses and narrative
would include Case and Śliwa (2020), Jepson (2010), Case
et al. (2017a; 2017b), Gaggiotti et al. (2022), Schedlitzki
et al. (2017b), Van Marrewijk et al. (2016) and Ybema
and Byun (2011). Nonetheless, these exceptions prove the
rule, and it is important to recognize the manner in
which particular forms of knowledge are being privileged
by extant research practices and publication policies. We
are sympathetic to arguments advanced by management
and organization studies scholars who, adopting a critical
postcolonial perspective, point out that mainstream orga-
nizational analysis by and large exemplifies an enduring
Western knowledge hegemony (Banerjee, 2004; Banerjee
& Linstead, 2004). We also endorse entirely the senti-
ment of Bastien et al. (2021, p. 91) when they observe
that the field of organization studies (OS) is: ‘particularly
deaf to discussions about organizations outside western
nations’ and that ‘indigenous worldviews can offer a dis-
tinct perspective that so far has not been captured [within
OS]’.
Such critique draws on the influential writings of

philosophers, such as, Said (1978), Spivak (1988) and
Bhabha (1994), who contend that Western knowledge
not only fuelled colonial expansionism through various
processes of authorization, but continues to exert power
globally in the wake of Empire. The argument runs
that authorized realities are perceived through the nar-
row ethnocentric lens of the colonizer and that equally
significant worldviews of the colonized are not merely
neglected but systematically occluded. Knowledge has
historically been produced by those wishing to pursue
Western interests, with the consequence that subjectivities
of the Other are subsumed within a nexus of always-
already colonized and colonizing epistemological power
(Christophers, 2007; Dutton et al., 1998; McEwan, 2001).
Our point is that writing in the field of management and
organization, in general, and—in the context of this partic-
ular review—publications concerned with organizational
communication, continue to contribute to this Western
epistemological hegemony.
There are very few articles in the organizational commu-

nication corpus, for example, that speak directly to Global
South contexts. Similarly, indigenous accounts of organi-
zational communication hailing from the Global South
are also conspicuous by their absence; occluded along-
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642 IZAK et al.

side other forms of indigenous organizational analysis by
the hegemonic forces that postcolonial critique is at pains
to expose and deconstruct. An unpublished doctoral the-
sis by Musyoka (2023) which explores organization and
organizing within the Upendo Women’s Group—a col-
lective located in Kenya and comprising women who are
designated as ‘people living with human immunodefi-
ciency viruses’—provides examples of how communica-
tion conduct can be studied from indigenous and critical
postcolonial perspectives. Musyoka’s rich ethnography is
particularly sensitive to the language, traditions and prac-
tices peculiar to the Akamba ethnic group from whom
the Upendo membership is drawn. This representation
of indigenous conceptualizations of communication and
organizing practices is to be applauded; but studies of this
nature remain relatively scarce in the organization stud-
ies field and, moreover, seem to be marginalized within
the corpus of published organizational communication
literature.
Each of the five communication perspectives we have

reviewedmaintain, in their respective ways, that language,
narrative and dialogue are fundamental to—if not con-
stitutive of—organization and organizing. If this is the
case, then it behoves the organization and management
studies community to pay closer attention to communi-
cation conduct practiced in parts of the world—inter alia,
Africa, SouthAmerica and South andEast Asia—that have
heretofore been relatively neglected.We therefore reiterate
the call made by Schedlitzki et al. (2017a) for the academic
and publishing communities to be more open to schol-
arship and research that takes as its focus organizational
communication informed by indigenous knowledge and
that explores communication enactments in non-Western
and non-Anglophone settings.

CONCLUSION

We trust that the five perspectives on organizational com-
munication identified in this review, togetherwith the four
lacunae and corresponding research agendas proposed,
open new avenues for conceptualizing existing research
(Gatrell & Breslin, 2017), offer a strategic platform for
future research and scholarship, and, in line with the
approach recommended by Allegre et al. (2023), provide
new conceptual insights enabling further research from
the perspective of the five categories we put forward. In
particular, we sought to identify relatively uncharted areas
of communication studies and provided a rationale for
developing research programmes addressing them. Par-
alinguistic communication focuses our attention on those
aspects of organizational communication which are omit-
ted or supressed and is often elided due to such realities
being considered unintelligible or ‘untellable’. Yet, as out-

lined above, they could and should be accessed more
systematically and earnestly by organizational researchers.
The tendency for much of communication-focused orga-
nizational analysis to remain distant from work—its exe-
cution, organization and people’s role in the organizing
process—seems to be another blind spot. As with paralin-
guistic communication, there is good reason to include
work practices in organizational analyses of workplace
communication and to relate insights to communicational
facets of organizational life. Another tendency in commu-
nication studies is to overemphasize the dialogical framing
of communication, thus risking that agency-deprived,
unified organizational contexts pass under the radar of
organizational analysis. We set out a rationale for consid-
ering a set of monologic heuristics in order better to make
sense of those organizational realities. Finally, there is a
need more explicitly to support the exploration of non-
Western communication contexts; research sites that are
currently marginalized due to a relative dearth of orga-
nizational communication studies hailing from the global
South or concerned to represent indigenous perspectives.
Those four calls are underpinned by a common sentiment
that the current field is ripe for fresh studies of communi-
cation conduct in organizations and that there are many
unexplored possibilities. Our hope is that this review has
not only helped to chart the extant terrain for the bene-
fit of relatively junior scholars and those new to the field
of communication studies, but also offered some modest
provocations and proposals by which the field could be
advanced.
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