Zeitschrift: Studies in Communication Sciences : journal of the Swiss Association

of Communication and Media Research

Herausgeber: Swiss Association of Communication and Media Research; Universita
della Svizzera italiana, Faculty of Communication Sciences

Band: 2 (2002)

Heft: 1

Artikel: Organizational influence processes : perceptions of values,
communication and effectiveness

Autor: Shockley-Zalabak, Pamela / Morley, Donald Dean / Cesaria, Ruggero

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-790899

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 03.11.2025

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-790899
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

69

Studies in Communication Sciences 2/1 (2002) 69-103

PAMELA SHOCKLEY-ZALABAK & DONALD DEAN MORLEY
& RUGGERO CESARIA*

ORGANIZATIONAL INFLUENCE PROCESSES:
PERCEPTIONS OF VALUES,
COMMUNICATION AND EFFECTIVENESS

The most significant contribution of this research is the discovery that value dimensions
and communication practices within organizations are strongly related to measures of
perceptions of organizational effectiveness and work satisfactions. These relationships
were not only found within individual organizations, but were even stronger across or-
ganizations. The strength of these relationships provides support for a co-evolutionary
model which suggests that we cannot arbitrarily punctuate distinctions among percep-
tions of organizational culture (as operationalized in value dimensions), work satisfac-
tions, communication processes, and organizational effectiveness. Organizations that
develop effective communication processes are more likely to both have more positive
work environments and be more effective in achieving their objectives. Similarly, or-
ganizations that are effective are more likely to have the resources and talent to develop
eftective communication practices and a positive work environment.

Individuals in eight organizations were utilized to establish the initial relationships
among organizational value dimensions (cultural themes), an expanded measure of or-
ganizational effectiveness, work satisfactions and a variety of communication processes.
Importantly, the organizations differed in individual perceptions of effectiveness and the
values (cultural rules) operating in each organization. These organizational differences
supported analytic strategies grouping cultural rules into two across-organization value
dimensions: a “taking care of business” dimension and a “how to operate politically” di-
mension. The understanding of these complex relationships both within and across con-
texts extends current theoretical explanations and is significant for professionals charged
with the development of a variety of organizational messages.
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Introduction

The importance of understanding how diverse organizational members
perceive and interpret their complex environments is a fundamental chal-
lenge for those interested in both individual and organization-wide re-
sponses and behaviors. For the past several years attempts to understand
perception and interpretation processes have focused on organizational
cultures, symbolism, and sensemaking with a view of organizations as dy-
namic, continually changing, and meaning-producing (Deetz, 1992;
Hofstede, 1984, 1991; Weick, 1995).

The study of interpretative processes within organizations has generat-
ed a renewed interest in the influences to which organizational members
attend and how these influences relate to a variety of organizational
processes. Inherent in this evolution of thinking about interpretative
processes are important questions about communication, uncertainty,
values, risk, and overall conceptions of organizational effectiveness. The
purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine a co-evolutionary per-
spective which seeks to link organizational value dimensions (cultural
thematic rules) across organizations to descriptions of organizational ef-
fectiveness, work satisfactions, and a variety of organizational communi-
cation processes. Specifically, this study sought to establish relationships
among value dimensions, expanded descriptions of organizational effec-
tiveness, work satisfactions, and perceptions of organizational communi-
cation processes in order to better understand how perceptions frequently
described as organizational outcomes may more appropriately be consid-
ered as simultaneous influence and outcome processes. Expanded under-
standing of how organizational members interpret their complex envi-
ronments is of theoretical and pedagogical interest and of significant
practical importance for those responsible for leadership and the develop-
ment of a variety of organizational messages.

Background and research perspective

In recent years the evolving construct of culture has moved from a some-
what static view to a concept that focuses on communication and socially
constructed processes which assist individuals in organizing and inter-
preting a variety of experiences (Hofstede, 1984, 1991; Schein, 1984;
Morey & Luthans, 1985; Deetz, 1992; Thralls, 1992; & Weick, 1995).
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Thralls (1992), in positioning communication as the essence of the social
reality construction process, suggests that, “Communication is viewed as
essential to this construction of social reality because it is through sym-
bols and language that culture is constituted and communicated to oth-
ers. Interpretive anthropologists hold communication processes as so
central to any understanding of culture that many theorists now com-
monly refer to cultures as texts, a concept popularized by Geertz (Local
Knowledge). According to this view, social activities are textualized
through meaningful symbolic transactions, including visual and verbal
forms of expression. These textualizations are synonymous with culture
because it is through communication that the social organization of
groups is defined and culture made a material reality. Communication
also provides access to culture: Through the ‘reading’ of a culture’s texts,
people formulate an understanding of the world in which they operate,
and thus they learn about and become socialized into a culture (Thralls
1992: 381).7

Barabas (1990) contends, “...the social constructionist ‘view’ is based
on the assumption that what we know lies neither in the mind nor in na-
ture as mirrored in the mind, but resides within a particular community
of knowledgeable peers. Thus, there is no universal foundation for
knowledge, only the agreement and consensus of the community
(Barabas 1990: 61).” Barabas relates organizational culture to producing
and shaping knowledge, “...the community, or the individuals within a
particular environment, generate and sustain the organizational culture.
Two complementary perspectives on knowledge construction pertain
here: the evolutionary model of Weick (1979) and the social information
processing model of Salanick and Pfeffer (1978). The evolutionary mod-
el emphasizes how knowledge is constructed and interpreted at the orga-
nizational level. According to this model, environmental cues within the
organization stimulate individuals to enact, select, and retain certain in-
formation. These environmental cues, or ‘cognitive maps’ (see Johnson,
1977), are stored in the organization’s ‘memory’ in the form of legends,
stories, myths, operations procedures, employee manuals, and the like.
These furthermore serve as a basis for guiding, interpreting, and evaluat-
ing the appropriateness of one’s behavior. By contrast, the social infor-
mation processing model emphasizes how an organization’s social envi-
ronment shapes the knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes of its members, and
in so doing, influences those of the organization. Through social interac-
tion, individuals begin to perceive and structure experience in similar
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ways, and this sense of ‘group think’ or community in turn gives rise to
organizational culture: to commonly held views of an organization’s im-
age, shared assumptions, goals, and means of achieving them” (Barabas

1990: 73-74).

Cultural Theme and Role and Value analyses

Cultural theme analysis has been widely utilized to examine a variety of
cultural processes within organizations (Agar, 1979; Spradley, 1979,
1980; Schall, 1983; Morey & Luthans, 1985; Shockley-Zalabak & Mor-
ley, 1989; Morley & Shockley-Zalabak, 1991; and Shockley-Zalabak &
Morley, 1994). Morey and Luthans (1985) define themes as, “recurrent
and important principles occurring in a number of cultural domains.
Themes are used in this sense to link subsystems of cultural meaning be-
cause they are assertions of high generality that apply to a number of situ-
ations. People use them to organize their behavior and interpret experi-
ence (Spradley, 1980). As Agar (1979) explains, “themes deal with im-
portant beliefs, values, and rules of behavior that cross boundaries and
context. The study of themes would be especially useful for analyzing or-
ganizations ‘as if’ (metaphorically) they were cultural systems” (Morey
and Luthans 1985: 224).

In related work, Shockley-Zalabak and Morley (1989) and Morley
and Shockley-Zalabak (1991) examined relationships among organiza-
tional founders’ values, individual organization member values, organiza-
tional culture, organizational communication activities, and perceptions
of organizational outcomes. Both studies were based on the Schall
(1983) argument that a communication rule-based approach was partic-
ularly appropriate for the study of “shared realities” and values that influ-
ence organizational expectations. Cushman, King, and Smith (1988)
have characterized the Schall approach as a contingency rules theory per-
spective that permits various subcultures based on rule sets and images
both similar to and divergent from the formal culture espoused by man-
agement. The Schall approach coupled with the Poole and McPhee
(1983) and Poole, Seibold and McPhee (1985) structurational rules theo-
ry perspective provides a dynamic view of communication rules, where
diverse rule sets emerge through complex formal and informal interac-
tions. Structurational theory further proposes a reciprocal relationship
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where rules not only influence behavior but rules also are influenced by
members’ conceptions of appropriate behaviors.

Gilsdorf (1998) defines rules as “...the assumptions organizational
members make about the right way to communicate in given situations
in their particular organization. Rules might be formal or informal; writ-
ten or oral; implicit or explicit; general (an organization-wide policy, for
instance) or particular (specific to a department or even to a task); posi-
tively stated or implied (‘do this’) or negatively stated or implied (‘avoid
this’; Gilsdorf, 1987) (Gilsdorf 1998: 174).” Gilsdorf identifies a variety
of categories of rules: written and acknowledged; written but unac-
knowledged; unwritten and explicitly stated/acknowledged; and unwrit-
ten, definitely present, but unacknowledged and unlikely to be viewed as
policy. Gilsdorf relates communication rules to culture, “Written rules
are conveyed by familiar means such as policy statements, memos, or
posters. In contrast, unwritten rules are not always easy to trace. Some
are clear, some are ‘fuzzy.” The more they are understood rather than ex-
plicit, the more they blur into the area that is considered culture—that is,
an organization’s shared vision, values, beliefs, goals, and practices. Rules
are sometimes formulated deliberately but sometimes coalesce from prac-
tice. Whatever their origin, rules exist, and they guide the decisions of
organizational actors” (Gilsdorf 1998: 175).

Schall (1983) has described a communication rule-based approach as
identifying broad cultural themes in the form of communication rules
that influence individual understanding and perceptions of behavior.
Schall defines thematic communication rules as general operationaliza-
tions of values and beliefs. These rules are capable of influencing behav-
ior and can be evaluated and sanctioned. The Shockley-Zalabak and
Morley (1989), Morley and Shockley-Zalabak (1991), and Shockley-Zal-
abak and Morley (1994) studies defined thematic rules as implicit orga-
nizational values, beliefs, and assumptions identified and evaluated by or-
ganizational members as guides for expected day-to-day behaviors.

The primary focus of the Shockley-Zalabak and Morley (1989, 1991,
1994) work in a series of U.S.A. high-technology companies tested and
supported a model that suggested individuals hold personal values, be-
liefs, and assumptions about ideal organizational life that they continual-
ly contrast with their perceptions of organizational reality as evidenced in
organizational culture themes. This contrast between members” own ide-
al and their perceived organizational reality was found to be related to or-
ganizational satisfaction and estimations of organizations’ quality and
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overall effectiveness. Morley, Shockley-Zalabak, and Cesaria (1997) ex-
tended this model to European organizations and established a series of
value dimensions (cultural themes) across organizations which tap three
important organizational constructs: (1) how success is defined; (2) the
degree of acceptance/conformity expected; and (3) how expectations of
work life should be defined.

Studies of organization as opposed to individual values increasingly
are common (Chatman & Jehn, 1994, Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, &
Sanders, 1990; Kabanoff, Waldersee, & Cohen, 1995; O’Reilly, Chat-
man & Caldwell, 1991; Rousseau, 1990). Complexes of values are con-
ceived of as value structures or the overall pattern of relations among a set
of values, containing elements of both compatibility and conflict among
them (Schwartz, 1992; Kabanoff, Waldersee, & Cohen, 1995). At both
the individual and organization-wide level values structures or dimen-
sions are theorized as central for understanding organizational structures,
functioning, creation, change, and culture.

Organizational Sensemaking

Weick’s (1995) work on organizational sensemaking articulates impor-
tant relationships among values, environmental influences, communica-
tion, and both individual and collective organizational action. His dis-
cussions help us move beyond notions of communication producing a
variety of organizational outcomes to a more comprehensive understand-
ing of the simultaneous intersections of perceptions and action. Sense-
making, according to Weick (1995), is grounded in both individual and
social activity and is about such things as placement of items into frame-
works, comprehending, redressing surprise, constructing meaning, inter-
acting in pursuit of mutual understanding, and patterning. Weick, in
presenting varying perspectives on sensemaking from Starbuck and Mil-
liken (1988), Thomas, Clark and Gioia (1993), and Sackman (1991) de-
scribes influences to which organizational members attend and how these
influences relate to a variety of organizational processes. Specifically,
Starbuck and Milliken (1988) suggest that when people put stimuli into
frameworks, this enables them “to comprehend, understand, explain, at-
tribute, extrapolate, and predict (Starbuck and Milliken 1988: 51).”
Thomas, Clark, and Gioia (1993) present sensemaking as “the reciprocal
interaction of information seeking, meaning ascription, and action
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(Clark, and Gioia 1993: 240)” while Sackman (1991) describes sense-
making mechanisms that “include the standards and rules for perceiving,
interpreting, believing, and acting that are typically used in a given cul-
tural setting (Sackman 1991: 33)”.

In Weick’s (1995) conception of sensemaking as (1) grounded in iden-
tity construction, (2) retrospective, (3) inactive of sensible environments,
(4) social, (5) ongoing, (6) focused on and by extracted cues, and (7)
driven by plausibility rather than accuracy, organizational values become
a prominent resource used in sensemaking. Weick describes expectations
as resources for sensemaking and relates these expectations to the notion
of the self-fulfilling prophecy when he states, “The combination of per-
petual striving to know new people and to cope with time pressure
should increase the salience of expectations and the likelihood that peo-
ple will act so as to confirm them....most people in organizations spend
most of their time trying to make sense under conditions where self-ful-
filling prophecies should flourish. And self-fulfilling prophecies flourish,
because they are one of the few sensemaking processes that work (Weick’s
1995:153).” Weick focuses on information load, complexity, and turbu-
lence as occasions for sensemaking. He devotes particular attention to
ambiguity and uncertainty as common sensemaking occasions in organi-
zations. Weick’s work provides a significant foundation from which to
examine perceptions of organizational effectiveness and work satisfac-
tions as co-evolutionary processes simultaneously operating as influences
and outcomes of organizational behavior.

Organizational Uncertainty

Milliken (1987) relates prevailing notions of organizational uncertainty
to both communication and impact or evaluative (effectiveness) process-
es. Milliken suggests that prevailing definitions of uncertainty locate that
uncertainty in one of three places: state uncertainty, effect uncertainty,
and response uncertainty. State uncertainty occurs when people lack an
understanding or information about how components of the environ-
ment are changing. Communication scholars frequently have referred to
this type of uncertainty as receiving deficiencies (Goldhaber & Rogers,
1979). Effect uncertainty results when the impact of change on the or-
ganization is not known or understood and, is, therefore, inherently an
evaluative/effectiveness dimension. Finally, response uncertainty is de-
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scribed as a lack of understanding response options available. Within the
context of human communication, response uncertainty can be related to
a variety of communication sending behaviors. Weick (1995) contends
variations in uncertainty conditions contribute to a stronger or weaker
tendency to construct and pursue occasions of sensemaking,.

Organizational Effecttiveness

For many years the ambiguous yet important concept of organizational ef-
fectiveness has been treated as an outcome of complex organizational cul-
ture and communication processes (Shockley-Zalabak & Morley, 1989,
Morley & Shockley-Zalabak, 1991; Shockley-Zalabak & Morley, 1994).
Beginning with the work of Chester Barnard (1938), a variety of commu-
nication activities have been associated with organizational commitment
and satisfaction in much the same manner as commitment and work satis-
faction more recently have been attributed to congruence between indi-
vidual and organizational values. Specifically, organizational communica-
tion has been linked to job satisfaction (Goldhaber, Yates, Porter, & Lesni-
ak, 1978), perceptions of managerial effectiveness (Clampitt & Downs,
1983; Lewis, Cummings, & Long, 1981), and employee productivity
(Pincus, 1986). All of these studies have examined the perception and in-
terpretation of effectiveness and satisfaction as outcomes of communica-
tion and cultural processes. Milliken (1990) suggests an important count-
er perspective to treating effectiveness as an organizational outcome when
he argues, “effectiveness is generally studied as an outcome variable, yet
managers perceptions of an organization’s past or current effectiveness
may also influence how they will interpret and respond to changes in their
organization’s environment (Milliken (1990: 48).” Shelby’s (1998), in
proposing her strategic choice construct for business communication, also
challenges traditional views of effectiveness. Shelby describes business
communication as combining the rhetorical and the instrumental by “cre-
ating knowledge during an exchange, which may be ‘instrumental’ in ef-
fecting communication outcomes (Shelby’s 1998: 387).” The work of
Sitkin and Weingart (1995) on determinants of risk propensity in organi-
zational decision making supports Milliken’s challenge. Specifically, Sitkin
and Weingart found that prior evaluations of success influenced risk
propensity in decision making. In other words, evaluations of decision
outcomes became influences for future behavior.
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New Challenges

The importance of examining new perspectives for understanding our
complex communication environments is driven, at least in part, by the
growing global characteristics of our organizational worlds (Deetz, 1992;
Suchan & Dulek, 1998). Suchan and Dulek (1998) describe, “Forces
causing the revolution include massive changes in technology, a global
marketplace, and constant, intense internal and external competition
that has taken the notion of operating efficiency to a new level of mean-
ing. In response to these changes, managerial roles have changed dramat-
ically, organizational structures have become more flexible, and workers’
job tasks have, of necessity, become more fluid. In short, many man-
agers, particularly senior-level leaders, find themselves in a unique busi-
ness context that Vaill (1989) describes as a ‘permanent white-water envi-
ronment (Vaill 1989: 2).” Change and turbulence are the norm (Suchan
and Dulek (1998: 87).” Furthermore, globalization has given rise to
generalizations across cultures of many widely-accepted theoretical and
explanatory perspectives (Weick & Van Orden, 1991; Bargiela-Chiappini
& Harris, 1997). In their effort to extend models developed in the
U.S.A. to other parts of the world, Shockley-Zalabak and Cesaria (1992)
and Morley, Shockley-Zalabak, and Cesaria (1997) have examined mod-
els of communication relationships within U.S.A. high-technology firms
and contrasted those findings with high-technology firms in Europe.
Their findings support for both research locations the centrality of com-
munication for perceptions of organizational effectiveness and the impor-
tance of the cultural context for both communication and effectiveness.
The Morley, Shockley-Zalabak, and Cesaria (1997) study specifically
calls for expanded studies of interpretative processes in diverse interna-
tional and in multi-national organizations. The data reported in this re-
search supports this call with data collection in 10 Italian organizations
all engaged in international business.

The Research Problem

Based on the foregoing literatures, this study attempted to establish ba-
sic relationships among value dimensions, work satisfactions, an expand-
ed measure of perceived organizational effectiveness, and a variety of
communication processes in order to support a co-evolutionary perspec-
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tive which proposes that perceptions of value dimensions (cultural
themes) cannot be separated from more traditional measures of percep-
tions frequently referred to as organizational outcomes. The study was
designed to provide a foundation for an argument which suggests we
cannot arbitrarily punctuate distinctions among perceptions of organi-
zational values, perceptions of communication processes, and percep-
tions of work satisfactions and organizational effectiveness. The co-evo-
lutionary model would envision a context where perceptions, interpreta-
tions, behaviors, and outcomes are so inextricably linked that they are
indistinguishable in time simultaneously contributing to the ongoing
creating and shaping of organizational happenings. In essence, this ar-
gument proposes value dimensions, communication processes, and per-
ceptions of work satisfactions and organizational effectiveness constitute
complex interpretive processes for both individuals and the organization
as a whole.

Research Question

In order to examine the concept of the co-evolutionary perspective, it was
necessary to not only examine the strengths of the relationships among
the research constructs but to examine those relationships across organi-
zations. Under the co-evolutionary perspective individuals within organ-
izations have an unpunctated, intertwined set of perceptions of organiza-
tional effectiveness, values, and communication practices. Moreover, the
collective of individual perceptions of effectiveness, values, and commu-
nication within an organization gives an organization its somewhat
unique cultural realities. In order for the co-evolutionary perspective to
have merit both the individual realities within organizations and the or-
ganizational realities of effectiveness, values, and communication prac-
tices also must be interrelated across organizations. Simply put, as organ-
izations approach a cultural reality of ineftectiveness, the co-evolutionary
perspective suggests they also are more likely to exhibit realities of de-
structive values, work dissatisfactions, and poor communication prac-
tices. Conversely, because of the unpunctuated nature of the co-evolu-
tionary perspective we could equivalently state that as organizations em-
brace facilitative values, have satisfied employees, and engage in effective
communication practices they will approach a cultural reality of effective-
ness. From a practical point of view, this approach assumes that value di-
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mensions can be identified across organizations and that organizations
with different goals can have their effectiveness assessed in a common
way that permits cross-organizational comparisons. Therefore, the fol-
lowing research question was utilized to examine the viability of the pro-
posed argument.

Can organizational value dimensions across organizations be identi-
fied which relate to varying descriptions of organizational effectiveness,
work satisfactions, and perceptions of communication processes includ-
ing reception and sending shortfalls?

Operationalizations of the definitions utilized in the research question are
as follows:

Value dimensions are defined as clusters of cultural thematic rules es-
tablished through a variety of data analyses; cultural thematic rules are
implicit organizational values, beliefs, and assumptions identified and
evaluated by organizational members as guides for expected day-to-day
behaviors; organizational effectiveness is described as the achievement of
a composite of 15 items based on organizational objectives commonly
found in the literature and the contrast of that achievement level with the
importance of the composite of the 15 items; work satisfactions relate to
individual satisfaction with organizational relationships, organizational
products and services, organizational strategy, and other factors related to
an organization’s competency and future; and communication processes
describe level of message reception and sending needs.

Methods

Prior to the collection of the data reported in this paper, the authors con-
ducted a pilot data collection at two divisions of a different high-technol-
ogy organization in Italy. The purpose of the pilot was to determine the
generalizability of methods previously used in U.S.A. high-technology
organizations to high-technology Italian companies. Specifically, the na-
tive Iralian-speaking member of the research team was trained in inter-
pretative methods of data collection previously utilized in the work of
Shockley-Zalabak and Morley (1989, 1991, 1994, 1997). This process
involved conducting both in-depth interviews of 125 employees and 15
focus groups. Although focus group methodology is generally a more ef-
ficient data collection method than interviews, the interviews were used
to increase the liklihood of sensitive issues emerging. Both interviews
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and focus groups were structured around a set of nonleading open-ended
probes designed to elicit employees’ perceptions of the nature of the orga-
nization’s values, their own values, and everyday business practices by
themselves and the organization. Extensive interview and focus group
notes were taken by the native Italian speaking member of the team and
subsequently submitted to a Glaser and Strauss (1967)- like qualitative
grounded analysis in order to identify recurring perceptions of business
and communication practices, perceived satisfactions and dissatisfactions,
perceived organizational values, and general reoccurent areas of concern.
Specifically, Shockley-Zalabak and Cesaria (1992) reported the efficacy
of the methodology and its appropriateness for cross cultural use. Rela-
tionship models established in the U.S.A. (Shockley-Zalabak & Morley,
1989, 1991) were supported with the Italian pilot data. In 1997, Morley,
Shockley-Zalabak, and Cesaria extended the methodology to other or-
ganizations reporting that relationships among organizational culture
themes, employee values, organizational communication activities, and
perceptions of a variety of organizational outcomes are similar but not
identical for U.S.A. and Italian high-technology organizations. The re-
search project reported in this work is an extension of the work of the
earlier two data collections.

Based on examination of field notes, a 442-question instrument was
developed in Italian by the native speaking Italian member of the re-
search team. The instrument covered ten substantive areas in addition to
general demographic questions. In many instances, questions were uti-
lized from the previous English work of Shockley-Zalabak and Morley
(1989, 1991, 1994). In the remaining instances the questions were origi-
nally developed in Italian. Translation and back translation were complet-
ed for all English to Italian questions and Italian to English statements
and questions. Some of the original Italian statements do not translate
directly into common English business terms.

Participation

Four hundred and ninety-two Italian professionals employed by ten dif-
ferent companies in twelve different Italian cities were surveyed. Three of
the smaller companies, however, were somewhat artificially distinct in
that they shared a common reporting hierarchy. Therefore, for the pur-
pose of the present study, it was decided, prior to examining the data,
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that the three would be treated as a single company. All of these compa-
nies were part of a large Italian conglomerate. The largest of the compa-
nies had approximately 5,400 employees and the smallest nearly 400. All
cight of the companies were headquartered in Italy, involved in interna-
tional trade and multi-national partnerships, and had been in business
between five and 40 years. Approximately 83 percent of respondents were
male, and 17 percent were female. Over half of the employees were be-
tween 37 and 45 years old, reported having been in the work force a
mean of 18 years, and with their present employer for an average of 11
years. Respondents were overwhelmingly supervisors and managers with
77 percent reporting they had formal supervisory responsibilities.
Among those with formal supervisorial responsibilities 34 percent indi-
cated they were “Dirigente,” which roughly corresponds to upper- and
upper-middle management in U.S.A. firms. The remaining 66 percent
reported being “Quadro” which is approximately equivalent to first-line
managers and supervisors in U.S.A. firms. Respondents were given one
week to complete the survey during times of their choosing and 85% of
them returned the survey within that time frame.

[nstrumentation

Although the survey instrument contained 442 substantive questions and
17 demographic questions, the present analysis focused on three sections
of the instrument. Specifically, work satisfaction or satisfaction with
work outcomes, was measured on a one-to-five scale using the 13 items
from the ICA organizational unit audit (Goldhaber & Rogers, 1979)
with the addition of eight supplemental items: My organization’s use of
technology; My organization’s ability to change; My organization’s future;
My future with my organization; My organization’s marketing of its
products or services; My organization’s strategy; and The capability of my
organization’s employees. The work satisfaction measure had an alpha re-
liability of .93.

The two measures of communication activities were calculated as defi-
ciency scores. The first was a measure of uncertainty. Respondents indicat-
ed on a one-to-five scale how much information they were currently receiv-
ing for each of 16 different categories. Ten of the issues were taken from
the ICA audit category for receiving information and six questions were
added based on interviews. The added items were: Why I have my given
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job assignment; Service or program developments in my organization;
How my job relates to the total operation of my organization; My firm’s
long-term strategies; My group’s long-term strategies; and The implemen-
tation process of the new job-scoping system. In addition to indicating
how much information they currently receive, respondents also were asked
on each of the above questions how much information they needed to re-
ceive. Subsequently, the amount they reported currently receiving was sub-
tracted from how much they reported needing to receive, and the average
of these 16 differences constituted the uncertainty/receiving shortfall meas-
ure. The uncertainty measure had an alpha reliability of .91.

The second communication measure was an analogous sending defi-
ciency score where respondents reported the amount of information they
currently send and the amount of information they needed to send on nine
different work-related issues. Seven of the issues were taken from the ICA
sending measure and the two additional measures were: Providing infor-
mation about needed changes and Disagreeing with others about work is-
sues. The alpha reliability of the sending difference score was .85.

Perceptions of organizational effectiveness were assessed with 15 items
that were based on organizational objectives commonly found in the lit-
erature on organizational effectiveness. The 15 items were: Client Satis-
faction, Quality, Adaptation, Survival, Achievement of Objectives, Profit,
Utilization of Resources, Employee Satisfaction, Creativity, Productivity,
Performance, long-term Strategy, Growth, Social Responsibility, and Pub-
lic Service. Because the different companies used in the study had differ-
ent objectives, a somewhat complex scoring process was used. The ra-
tionale behind the scoring system was if a company did not have an item
on the instrument as an organizational objective the company should not
be penalized in an overall effectiveness score for failing to achieve that
item. This was accomplished by constructing a proportion where the to-
tal n was the total number of points possible divided into the number of
points earned. Specifically, for each of the 15 items, respondents indicat-
ed on a zero to four scale, the degree to which the item was important to
the organization as an indicator of effectiveness. On a second zero to four
scale, respondents also indicated how well the organization had achieved
each of the objectives. Total possible points was calculated as four times
the score given each indicator on the importance scale. Therefore, if an
indicator was rated as zero in importance, then the total possible points
would not increase. If an indicator was rated in importance as two, then
the possible points would increase by eight because there was the poten-
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tial of receiving a four on the Achievement of Objectives scale. Mathe-
matically the denominator can be expressed as: S 1* 4, where “I” repre-
sents the importance rating. The numerator contained the number of ef-
fectiveness points actually earned. This was calculated as the sum of the
importance times achieved products or S I * A where I represents impor-
tance and “A” the rating of how well the objective was achieved. For ex-
ample, if an indicator was two in importance and was rated a three in
achievement, then six points would be earned. Finally, the number of
points actually obtained was divided by the total number of points pos-
sible to obtain the proportion of possible effectiveness points. The num-
ber of points actually obtained measure had an alpha reliability of .90.

A second calculated measure was a self report-estimate of participants’
position in the organizational hierarchy. Specifically, in the demograph-
ics portion of the survey respondents were asked to indicate how many
levels were below them and how many levels were above them in the or-
ganizational hierarchy. The total number of levels in the organization
was taken to be the sum of these two estimates. Relative position in the
hierarchy was calculated as the number of levels below the participant di-
vided by the total number of levels. Therefore, a person at the very top of
an organization would have a score of 1.0 while a person at the bottom
would have a score approaching zero.

The final two measures were composed of items suggested during the
initial interviews. The first measure asked respondents to report the ex-
tent to which each statement represented a company rule. The specific
items are reported in Table I. The second measure consisted of 26 items
that asked questions about the overall corporate organization to which
the ten organizations reported. These items can be found in Table II.

Data Analysis

The data analysis was conducted in three stages. Stage one attempted to
reduce the 42 perceived company rules and organizational characteristics
into conceptually meaningful and reliable dimensions via principal com-
ponents analyses. Because the company and the conglomerate organiza-
tion’s corporate headquarters represented different target objects, the
principal components analyses were carried out separately. The second
stage of the analysis used the individual respondent as the unit of analy-
sis. This involved intercorrelating the effectiveness measure with the
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communication shortfall measures, the work satisfaction measure, the
position in the organizational hierarchy, as well as two dimensions for
company culture and two for conglomerate characteristics discovered in
the principal components analyses. In the final stage of the analysis, each
of the eight companies was treated as the unit of analysis, and the same
measures were intercorrelated.

Results

Examination of the skree plot from a varimax rotated principle compo-
nents analysis of 42 rule statements appeared to yield a two-factor solu-
tion. The two factor solution was further suggested when a three factor
solution was attempted, but no rule-like statement in the unrotated fac-
tor loadings loaded more heavily on the third factor than on either of the
previous two (Table I). The first factor tended to suggest that the rule
was to “take care of business” while the second factor was a negative per-
ception of the rule being “politics of success.” The factors had respective
eigenvalues of 9.94 and 4.34 which correspond to 23.7 and 10.3 percent
of the variance. A second set of 26 statements about the overall conglom-
erate’s work environment also was submitted to a principle components
analysis. The skree plot was suggestive of a two-factor solution. When a
three factor solution was attempted four items did load higher on the un-
rotated third factor, but not substantially higher. The two-factor solution
was retained. The first factor focused on issues concerning communica-
tion and control, while the second factor was more of a general positive
work environment. The eigenvalues for the factors were 5.94 and 2.37
which respectively translates into 22.9 and 9.1 percent of the variance
(Table II).

These two factors, the perceived effectiveness, receiving, and sending
measures were subsequently correlated. The correlations reported in
Table III indicate that perceived organizational eftectiveness was nega-
tively related to communication shortfalls and intracompany politics, but
positively related to the “company conducting business” factor and the
conglomerate factors of “communication/control” and a “positive work
environment.” Follow up analyses, however, found significant differ-
ences in how managers at the Dirigente (N=149) and Quadro (N=285)
levels perceived their organization. Specifically, managers at the rank of
Dirigente saw their own organization as more effective, reported higher
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work satisfaction, less information receiving and sending deficiencies, less
internal politics, and reported being higher in the organization than
those at the Quadro rank (Table 1V). However, when Dirigentes rated
the overarching conglomerate they found it to have greater communica-
tion and control problems, but still saw it as a more positive work envi-
ronment than the Quadro managers.

Additional follow up analyses attempted to see if the eight identified
companies differed in perceived effectiveness, receiving shortfalls, send-
ing shortfalls, and the two factors. Results from the five one-way
ANOVAs revealed significant differences among the companies in per-
ceived effectiveness, receiving shortfall, orientation toward taking care of
business, and toward politically maneuvering for success. No significant
differences were found among the companies on the sending shortfall
measure (Table VI). Because of these differences, correlations were run
among the principle variables in order to ascertain if organizations that
had evolved into differing levels of perceived organizational effective-
ness, had also evolved into correspondingly differing levels of facilitative
to destructive values, communication practices, and work satisfaction.
This required the aggregation of all individual evaluations into one score
for each company on the measures of perceived effectiveness, receiving
shortfall, sending shortfall, taking care of business factor, politics factor,
the corporate factors of communication and work environment, organi-
zational position and work satisfaction. That is, the companies become
the units of analysis. Table VII contains the results of the correlational
analysis when the companies were used as the units of analysis. Al-
though the company sample size was small (N=8), the correlations be-
tween the perceived effectiveness measure and many of the communica-
tion and factor measures were so strong that most were significant. Be-
cause companies were used as the unit of analysis, these results strongly
suggest that communication shortfalls and the factor measures are high-
ly related to organizational effectiveness, and this appears to generalize
across organizations. In other words, the correlational analysis of indi-
viduals reported in Table III demonstrated that people who perceived
their organization to communicate effectively were more likely to per-
ceive the company as effective in achieving its objectives and vise versa.
In contrast, the results in Table VII demonstrate that companies that
have evolved into differing levels of perceived effectiveness also have
evolved into organizations with different communication practices,
work satisfactions, and values.
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Discussion

The most significant contribution of this research is the discovery that
value dimensions and communication practices within organizations are
strongly related to measures of organizational effectiveness and work sat-
isfactions. These relationships were not only found within individual or-
ganizations, but were even stronger across organizations. The strength of
these relationships at both the individual and organizational level pro-
vides the foundation to support a co-evolutionary perspective where per-
ceptions of value dimensions (cultural themes), a variety of communica-
tion processes, and perceptions of work satisfactions and organizational
effectiveness constitute together complex interpretive processes for both
individuals and the organization as a whole. The strength of the relation-
ships supports the perspective that value perceptions or understandings
of broad cultural themes, perceptions of the adequacy of messages re-
ceived, perceptions of message sending deficiencies, perceptions of work
satisfactions, and perceptions of overall organizational effectiveness are so
inextricably linked as to be sequentially indistinguishable. These findings
are suggestive of the co-evolutionary perspective that interpretations, per-
ceptions of behaviors, and perceptions of outcomes essentially occur si-
multaneously.

Individuals in eight organizations were utilized to establish the initial
relationships among organizational rules, an expanded measure of orga-
nizational effectiveness, work satisfactions, and a variety of communica-
tion processes. Importantly, the organizations differed in individual per-
ceptions of effectiveness and the rules operating in each organization.
Differences also were evidenced by managerial level. These organization-
al differences supported analytic strategies grouping rules into two across-
organization value dimensions: a “taking care of business” dimension
and a “how to operate politically” dimension. The “taking care of busi-
ness” dimension was characterized by organizational rules/values which
supported setting high goals and creating business opportunities, valued
organizational commitment and loyalty, rewarded risk-taking and good
problem analysis, and encouraged positive interpersonal relationships, in-
cluding speaking up. By contrast, the “how to operate politically” di-
mension was characterized by rules/values describing how to work in the
old boy network and how to avoid conflict and unpopular decisions. Of
particular interest were rules which suggested direct and open communi-
cation was to be avoided.
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Values (rules) in the “taking care of business” dimension supported in-
dividual and group initative in the accomplishment of organizational
goals. Values (rules) in the “how to operate politically” dimension por-
trayed organizational achievement as related to an external locus of con-
trol, namely knowing the right people and presenting yourself effectively
to powerful organizational members. The powerful relationships of the
two dimensions to organizational effectiveness, work satisfactions, and a
variety of communication processes is particularly interesting. Individu-
als who believe the organization is “taking care of business” also believe
the organization is more effective, report more positive communication
experiences, and exhibit more work satisfaction. Although not demon-
strated by this research, the belief that the organization is effective, that
individual effort matters, that individuals both receive and send the in-
formation they need, and that individuals are satisfied with a variety of
work relationships may indeed promote the types of behaviors which re-
sult in more effective organizations with better communication. In other
words, these powerful relationships are suggestive of the potential for the
self-fulfilling prophecy described by Weick in his discussion of sensemak-
ing as simultaneous interpretation and action.

The “how to operate politically” dimension permits the same poten-
tial explanation. In other words, the more individuals believe the organi-
zation operates politically the less effective they believe the organization,
the less they report work satisfaction, and the more uncertain they are
about communication. These beliefs have the potential to influence be-
haviors which, in turn, perpetuate the outcomes which they initially per-
ceived. The relationships for both value dimensions are supportive of the
co-evolutionary perspective.

The final analysis was based on an aggregating of individual employee
evaluations into single scores for each company on the nine measures
contained in Table VII. Treating the eight companies as the units of
analysis permits making statements about how different companies with
differing communication practices and cultures have different levels of
perceived effectiveness. Importantly, the level of perceived organizational
effectiveness was systematically related to values, communication prac-
tices, and work satisfactions. Furthermore, to the extent that one takes
the philosophical stance that in the final analysis all we will ever have is
intersubjective knowledge, then by aggregating management’s percep-
tions within organizations and correlating those aggregated perceptions



88 SHOCLEY-ZALABAK & MORLEY & CESARIA

across organizations we are coming as close possible to measuring “real”
effectiveness and “real” communication.

Although the correlations among the effectiveness, communication,
and rule factor measures appear unusually high, this is because of the ag-
gregated nature of the scores being correlated. Not only does aggregation
bring about higher correlations, but as Rushton, Brainerd and Pressley
(1983) explain, the aggregation of judgments across raters produces more
valid measures than nonaggregated ratings. In terms of substantive con-
clusions, the larger the communication deficiency (unmet reception or
sending needs) and the more political the work environment, the less ef-
fective companies will be perceived to perform. Conversely, the more fo-
cused on taking care of business, the better the communication and con-
trol, positiveness of the work environment, and higher the work satisfac-
tion, the more effective companies will be perceived to perform. Finally,
the general pattern of correlations in Table VII provides evidence for the
construct validity of these measures in that the correlational pattern is
what would be theoretically expected from a co-evolutionary perspective.

The implications for pedagogy and practice are extensive. The co-evo-
lutionary perspective suggests that pedagogy should recognize the com-
plexity of the communicative context which includes not only a myriad
of messages but a variety of cultural themes as well as perceptions of work
satisfaction and organizational effectiveness. As such, this research sup-
ports the concept of the simultaneous intersections of interpretative
processes and action proposed in the sensemaking literature. This re-
search also underscores the continuing need for the internationalization
of research and teaching in communication and related fields.

The implications for practice also are far reaching. Leadership and in-
dividual contributors alike are called to understand their communication
efforts in broader and more complex contexts. Messages are neither cre-
ated nor received in vacuums. Knowledge and awareness of the cultural
context become a leadership imperative with leadership recognizing they
are inescapably a part of the cultural context. Value dimensions whether
across organizations or cultural thematic rules within a given organiza-
tion become part of evaluative processes within and across organizations.
Communication message receiving and sending perceptions, work satis-
factions, and organizational effectiveness perceptions are not punctuated
as separate processes but should be viewed as intersections of perceptions,
interpretations, behaviors, and outcomes. Leaders, professional commu-
nicators, and individual contributors alike may obtain a more accurate
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understanding of their complex environments—including global
changes—if these key constructs are reconceptualized with regard to their
relationships one to another. The understanding in a given organization
of the communication context is a necessity for effective message devel-
opment and dissemination. In developing communication strategy, pro-
fessionals also can be guided by the marked differences between organiza-
tions which are interpreted to be “doing business” from those interpreted
as “operating politically.”

This research sought to lay a foundation to expand our understanding
of interpretive processes within diverse international organizations. Al-
though the strength of the relationships identified in this research sup-
ports the co-evolutionary perspective of simultaneous interpretation, be-
havior, and outcomes, the research does not provide understanding of
how organizational members select environmental cues which influence
perceptions, behaviors, and outcomes. More work in this area is needed
and will make both theoretical and practical contributions. Finally, this
study continues to demonstrate the centrality of communication for all
types of organizational functioning.
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Table I

Rotated Factor Loadings For Organizational Value Measures

Our main goal is to provide
customers with value added.

We take care of providing our
customers with a good service.

Skills in problem-solving help

being successful.

[t is important to know how to
work in a group.

Do it better than the competition.

Be highly esteemed by your

subordinates to earn promotions.
Group goals must be met.

Cooperation within the group/team
is expected.

You must exhibit solidarity with
your colleagues.

We want to be competitive on the
market.

Diversity in people is accepted.

To be successful you must be on
good terms with customers.

Work/project team must be the
gymnasium for young people

development.

Be straightforward with the
management team above you.

Be sure you are pulling your own

weight.
Growth is good for everybody.

You must be a faithful employee.

Factor 1

656210

643450

643320

636300

577630
572090

561930
.558420

550350

.548860

.544050
531420

531010

519690

516150

516130
.504230

Factor 2

-.186820

-.176240

-.186720

-.021840

-.085060
-.129500

107130

019280

010180

-.271710

-.122120

-.040530

-.198710

-.084420

-.106150

-.199600

-.080250
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Table 1 (Cont'd)

Factor 1 Factor 2

Set goals extremely high and not
miss them by much.

Managemen[ must act as a coach
and advisor.

Put the goals of the team before
your own.

[t is important to create
bl.lSlIleS§ OPpOltUIlI[lLS

Analyze problems well.

People are rewarded for taking

risk.

Be kind with everyone.
Be willing to speak up!
Pay attention to costs.

In order to %let on young people
should see the whole technical
and functional process.

A "wing" (faction) spirit

Erevails (people who informally
elp each other to take

advantages in promotions).

II'IHUCTICC COIMCES from knowing the

right people.

If you are a project manager, do
not leave your subordinates to
others projects.

We need to be "present” (as a
formality in important occasions).

The number of subordinates is a
factor of success.

We prefer to avoid makmF
decisions rather than displease
someone.

488600

481050

473530

471030

463340
459290

440070
434040
431450
323580

-.080100

-.095570

-055290

-.163800

-.083700

-.164700

-.000160

-.277980

-.016330

-.292870

-.172460

-.191200

-.027740
-.224740
-.260300

-.076790

721840

718740

697500

691210

689010

667560

91
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Table 1 (Cont'd)
Factor 1 Factor 2

We prefer to avoid -.130050 .663440

negotiating/managing conflicts.

There is a close connection -.064450 644640
between your personal success and
the project where you are.

Belong to a "roped-party” is a -.080350 .609730
way to be successful ("roped
Earty" means ' people who try to
elp each other in order to
obtain advantages").

You first belong to your project -012110 598710
and just seconilrily belong to
your company.

We participate in long meetings -.138780 597050
but - back in our office -
everyone goes his own way.

Direct and sincere communication -.260430 .571060
is avoided.

Avoid decisions which imply -.149960 20710
taking risk.

Avoid carrying on Union activity -.020710 494480

FOI' too lOﬂg.

We pay little attention to -.230740 378490
meeting work plans.
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Table 2

Factors Based On Overall Corporate Characteristics

Factor 1 Factor 2
It is difficult to understand 729320 .015250
appropriate behaviors.
There is little i integration among .643450 .284980
the various firms.
[t is hard to understand which .638970 .012700
behaviors are subject to penalties.
Economic issues knowlcdf (1 e. .613500 194040
balance sheet reading, budgeting,
order economic audit, r.o.i.) is not
usual in our organizational culture.
A common corporate style of 611370 251470
customer approach is missing:
everyone goes his own way.
There is little i mtegratlon among .574530 078330
different companies.
Out of the working group, 560190 122120
communication is very poor.
There is no communication between 506670 -.006940
technicians and system engineers.
Advanced software use
is hardly a shared value. .502900 085390
Between function mobility is not 494380 107540
appreciated enough.
Decision-making takes a long time. 469740 .349600
The Grapevme substitutes for, 443750 .265220
and antlapates, formal
communication channels.
Process installments organization 418470 057920
makes project goal sharing
leﬁCUF
Customers have to meet various 404710 061490

company representatives.

Efforts are appreciated. .132620 737090
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Table 2 (Cont'd)

Factor 1 Factor 2
The company shows appreciation. 252680 732430
Advancements are strictly linked 102780 676460
to personal merit.
Individuals are evaluated and 051880 669320
paid appropriately.
My organization encourages 126990 581870
differences of opinion.
We usually cooperate beyond our 234750 482630
own field of activity or own
company.
Our products/services are of high .078010 459700
quality.
We have confidence in our long 194610 453110
term future.
There are unlimited opportunities .007050 439930
here.
Stress levels are appropriate. -. 03027 .304430
We are more clever to acquire 049340 271860
customers than to manage the ones
already acquired.
We are very sensitive to the need 136840 263040

of methodology such as Dafne.
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