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Communication-Related
Organizational Structures and Work
Group Temporal Experiences: The
Effects of Coordination Method,
Technology Type, and Feedback
Cycle on Members’ Construals and
Enactments of Time
Dawna I. Ballard & David R. Seibold

This study explores how differences in three communication-related structures central to
organizational work—coordination methods, workplace technologies, and feedback
cycles—influence organizational members’ experience of eleven dimensions of time—
flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay, scheduling, separation, scarcity, urgency,
and present and future time perspectives. Analyses of data from five residential services
departments in a West Coast University revealed that differences in coordination method,
technology type, and feedback cycle characteristics helped to shape members’ experience
of ten dimensions of time—flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay, separation,
urgency, scarcity, and future and present time perspectives. As hypothesized, members of
work groups whose feedback cycles included an extended task completion interval and
high task variability exhibited a greater future-time perspective than group members
whose feedback cycles were characterized by brief intervals and low task variability.
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The study of human temporality is inherently the study of human communication.
Social constructions of time exist intersubjectively through persons’ interaction and
coordination with others, as well as in their shared symbolic representations of
temporality (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984). This investigation explores these
constitutive communication processes in organizations vis-à-vis work group mem-
bers’ temporal experiences. By focusing attention on members’ day-to-day practices
that are enabled and constrained by key organizational structures (i.e., task interde-
pendencies, workplace technologies, and feedback cycles), the fundamental com-
munication processes intrinsic to members’ negotiated temporality are highlighted.
As elaborated subsequently, differences in members’ task-related interdependence
implicate their coordinative practices and, in turn, order their temporal patterns
(Thompson, 1967). Workplace technologies in use (Orlikowski, 2000) structure—
both in speed and form—members’ interaction behaviors and shape their experience
of time (Dubinskas, 1988a). Finally, feedback cycles—symbolically represented in
specific timelines and deadlines—direct members’ activities toward particular tem-
poral signposts and influence their temporal experience in the process (Lawrence &
Lorsch, 1967). In organizations, members’ temporality is mediated through their
group membership and reflected in their shared language. Thus, the experience of
time in work organizations is fundamentally an intersubjective phenomenon (Roy,
1960; Zerubavel, 1981).

This focus on elemental characteristics of human communication (i.e., co-
ordination, interaction, symbolic representation, and intersubjectivity) as a way to
understand members’ experience of time places communication at the center of
studies on workplace temporality, rather than the periphery as is the case in other
disciplines’ treatments of time. Among the deluge of research in this area (Albert &
Bell, 2002; Ancona, Okhuysen, & Perlow, 2001; Barkema, Baum, & Mannix, 2002;
George & Jones, 2000; Harrison, Price, Gavin, & Florey, 2002; Huy, 2001; Lee &
Liebenau, 1999; Mosakowski & Earley, 2000; Nandhakumar & Jones, 2001; Perlow,
1999; Starkey, 1989; Waller, Giambatista, & Zellmer-Bruhn, 1999; Yakura, 2002),
none offers a relevant communication perspective. This lacunae is surprising given
that dominant social theorists who have wrestled with time have located it in
interaction (Bourdieu, 1977; Durkheim, 1915; Giddens, 1979). Recently a theoretical
framework was outlined (Ballard & Seibold, 2003) that takes communication
seriously (Burleson, 1992) as the fundamental process shaping organizational mem-
bers’ experience of time and asserts a mutually constitutive relationship between
time and communication. The framework employed in this paper is grounded in
communication theoretically and empirically. Theoretically, it is supported by social
entrainment and community of practice perspectives—interactional approaches to
understanding organizational members’ temporal experience in work groups. Em-
pirically, it locates group members’ shared temporality in their language as reflected
in the method used to assess members’ temporal experience in this investigation.

An empirical study of a portion of Ballard and Seibold’s (2003) broader theoreti-
cal framework on workplace temporality is reported here. Specifically, the relation-
ship between three communication-related structures central to organizational
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work—coordination methods, workplace technologies, and feedback cycles—and
eleven dimensions of time—flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay, scheduling,
separation, scarcity, urgency, and present and future time perspectives—is examined.
To begin, the theoretical bases for these relationships (social entrainment and
communities of practice) are reviewed below. Next, the eleven dimensions of time
and three workplace communication-related structures are explicated, and we pro-
pose three research questions and one hypothesis. This is followed by a description
of the setting and methods used in the investigation and a report on the findings.
Finally, limitations to the study are noted, implications of the findings are discussed,
and directions for further research are addressed.

Theoretical Foundations

Social Entrainment

Undergirding this investigation is the assumption that social constructions of time
exist intersubjectively through persons’ coordination and interaction with others, as
well as in their shared use of symbolic representations of temporality. The social
entrainment perspective, introduced into group and organizational research by
McGrath and Rotchford (1983) and elaborated by Ancona and Chong (1996),
underscores both the interactional and intersubjective aspects of workplace tempo-
rality. It rests on five assumptions (McGrath & Kelly, 1986). First, much of human
behavior is temporal—that is, regulated by cyclical, oscillatory, and rhythmical
processes. Second, these rhythms are endogenous, or intrinsic, to systems. Third, sets
of internal rhythms become synchronized within each system (i.e., they adopt the
same phase and periodicity of occurrence). Fourth, when persons interact their
internal rhythms can become entrained to one another. Fifth, the internal rhythms
of individuals and social groups can become collectively entrained, or synchronized,
to powerful external pacers, altering the phase and periodicity of their endogenous
rhythms.

The fourth and fifth assumptions express the view that human temporality inheres
in human communication—both via members’ interaction and reflected in their
intersubjective experience. Empirical evidence indicates that group members become
entrained to the task cycles of their work environments. As will be shown, the
external pacers include organizational members’ daily practices vis-à-vis the work-
place technologies, feedback cycles, and interdependencies they manage (Kelly,
Futoran, & McGrath, 1990; Kelly & McGrath, 1985).

Communities of Practice

Rooted in Bourdieu’s (1977) practice theory, Wenger’s (1998) community of prac-
tice (COP) perspective focuses attention on work groups as a site of organizational
members’ temporality (Ballard & Seibold, 2000, 2003). Communities of practice are
defined by mutual engagement, a joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire. First,
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mutual engagement concerns the complementary and sometimes overlapping contri-
butions of diverse work group members to a shared task. Second, negotiation of this
joint enterprise creates mutual accountability among members, and is situated
within and influenced by the larger system of which the members are a part. It is
important to note that neither mutual engagement nor joint enterprise requires
homogeneity or agreement among members. The community, and intersubjectivity,
exists in members’ negotiation of meaning. Third, members own a shared repertoire
of words, concepts, actions, routines, tools, and the like, which emerge in the course
of their involvement with each other.

COP is centered on constitutive communication processes. For instance, group
members’ interaction in carrying out their routine activities is central to the process
of mutual engagement. Also, coordination is required to negotiate their joint
enterprise, especially within larger contexts of institutional control. Finally, a shared
repertoire relies on symbolic representations. The relevance of communities of
practice to group members’ shared experience of time inheres in the communication
processes by which time is constituted. The routine ongoing practices that define
these types of groups involve the requisite interaction, coordination, and symbolic
representations necessary to develop shared experiences of time in the workplace.
Changes in specific practices can lead to changes in their communication behaviors
(e.g., in interaction, coordination, or shared language) and, consequently, in their
shared temporality. Notice that the concern is with organizational time, which is
limited to members’ experience at work and is not necessarily related to their
experience elsewhere. In some occupations, however, there is a direct relationship
between the two (Bailyn, 1993; Ylijoki & Mantyla, 2003).

All communities of practice do not share the same temporal experience, nor do
all people who share similar temporal enactments and construals constitute a
community of practice. For instance, a cross-functional team whose members work
with different project timelines and different technologies may never coalesce around
shared temporality (which is also associated with the performance challenges in
CFTs; see Seibold & Shea, 2001). Similarly, accountants are described in the
literature as possessing a shared orientation toward the present and future (Starkey,
1989); however, a random group of accountants is not a community of practice.
Shared communication does not necessarily mean shared temporal experience, and
shared temporal experience does not necessarily require shared communication
among each and every person in the community. Nevertheless, structure and agency
are critical in shaping members’ practices (Giddens, 1984). Attention to the ways in
which group members’ produce, reproduce, and modify these structures reveals the
role of communication (interaction, coordination, and symbolic representation) in
effecting shared temporality.

Both the social entrainment and communities of practice perspectives inform this
investigation, which in turn is rooted in the theoretical framework proposed
elsewhere (Ballard & Seibold, 2003). Intersubjective experiences of time in organiza-
tions are generated in interaction, located in work group membership vis-à-vis their
shared practices surrounding task interdependence, feedback cycles, and workplace
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technologies, and reflected in members’ shared language and linguistic representa-
tions. Eleven dimensions of time focal in the present investigation are explicated
below.

The Experience of Time in Organizations

A review of workplace temporality research (Ballard & Seibold, 2003) yielded 10
dimensions of time—flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, scheduling, separation,
scarcity, urgency, and present and future time perspectives—that might be associated
with members’ level of task interdependence, their use of workplace technologies,
and their unique feedback cycles. These dimensions were evaluated through scale
development and validation procedures (Ballard & Seibold, 2004). The results of a
confirmatory factor analysis supported the existence of 11 dimensions—each of the
hypothesized 10 dimensions and an additional dimension labeled delay. Table 1 lists
the items that comprise each dimension (and their reliabilities). A complete dis-
cussion of the development and validation procedures may be found in Ballard and
Seibold (2004). This list is not intended to be exhaustive of all dimensions of
temporal experience for organizational members. For example, past time perspective
is an important dimension that often differentiates organizational groups (Gherardi
& Strati, 1988). The 11-dimension model does highlight the ways in which these
three organizational communication structures shape work group members’ experi-
ence of time, and certain dimensions of time (like past time perspective) are not
relevant for the structures of interest in the present investigation.

The eleven dimensions of time can be grouped within two distinct categories:
enactments of time (which refer to temporal performance and include the dimensions
of flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay, scheduling, and separation) and
construals of time (which refer to the way work group members orient to time and
include the dimensions of scarcity, urgency, and present and future time perspec-
tive). These dimensions and their roles in organizational members’ work lives are
elaborated subsequently. A more extensive treatment can be found in Ballard and
Seibold (2003).

Enactments of Time

Organizational units and their members create temporal norms for behavior through
regularized patterns of interaction. These behaviors are reflected through their
enactments of temporal flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay, scheduling, and
separation.

Flexibility pertains to the degree of rigidity in time structuring and task com-
pletion plans (Ballard & Seibold, 2000). Temporal flexibility may be a function of the
task or a consequence of organizational norms and practices. Academic work, for
example, is considered high in flexibility because the very nature of the work tends
to allow individuals a good deal of autonomy over the process (Starkey, 1989). Far
from a panacea, Bailyn (1993) points out that the flexibility and autonomy inherent
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in professorial work is then exchanged for an increased workload that lacks any
temporal boundaries separating it from nonwork time.

Pace refers to tempo or rate of activity (Lauer, 1981; Levine, 1988; Moore, 1963).
Organizational units and their members may adopt an accelerated work pace to cope
with numerous tasks or with the speed of inputs within a defined span of time.
Similarly, groups are described as fast-paced or slow-paced depending on the rate of
input of stable or new stimuli in their environment.

Separation indexes the degree to which extraneous factors are eliminated or
engaged in the completion of a work task (Hall, 1983; Perlow, 1997). Under high
levels of separation, extraneous factors may be interpreted and semantically repre-
sented as unwelcome interruptions. Screening behaviors, including closing the door
or not answering the phone, are common in these situations. Perlow’s (1997)
intervention to help manage the time famine that organizational members experi-
enced included instituting quiet time when persons were generally prohibited from
interrupting co-workers during specific blocks of time. In contrast, low levels of
separation are evident in such structures and discursive representations as open-door
policies used to communicate less restricted temporal norms.

Scheduling reflects the extent to which the sequencing and duration of plans,
activities, and events are formalized (Yakura, 2002; Ylijoki & Mantyla, 2003). A
variety of organizational timelines (Gantt charts, PERT charts, project timelines,
milestone charts) function as temporal boundary objects that make time concrete
and visual—and thus enable scheduling. Yet these (mono)temporal artifacts simul-
taneously leave time negotiable for various groups of participants who must coordi-
nate their activities around such scheduling devices—thus rendering time
interpretable within each group (e.g., on time, out of time, overtime, downtime)
(Yakura, 2002).

Whereas separation and scheduling each concern unique temporal aspects of the
task environment, temporal linearity is associated with actual task execution. Has-
sard (1996) elaborates: “[in a linear treatment of time] temporal units are seen as
finite.… Events become more concentrated and segregated, with special ‘times’ being
given over for various forms of activities. Time is experienced not only as a sequence
but also as a boundary condition” (p. 583). Hassard cites the segmentation of parts
and processes in time and space beginning with the Industrial Revolution as an
example of linearity in the modern workplace. By contrast, more cyclic time is
enacted as irregular, event-based, improvisational, and often reflected in multitask-
ing.

Punctuality and delay refer to the exacting nature of timing and deadlines. These
dimensions are conceptualized as separate constructs because of the multiple tempo-
ral commitments inherent in workplace responsibilities and job roles, and because of
norms surrounding timing. Although a specific project may be running behind
schedule or delayed, for example, organizational members may still respond to work
requests quite promptly. They are enacting both punctuality and delay. Alternatively,
there may be lateness norms surrounding arrival to regular meetings or to work—
perhaps members usually arrive closer to 9:10 a.m. for a 9:00 a.m. meeting or shift
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(Blau, 1995). It would be inaccurate to characterize this behavior as prompt. Given
the shared norms, it would be equally inaccurate to consider it as running late. These
two concepts connote different things. Members may be neither punctual nor
delayed.

Construals of Time

Beyond enactments of the temporal dimensions, group members construe time in
certain ways. These construals are reflected in their temporal perspective (present
and future) and their construals of the scarcity and urgency of time.

Temporal perspective concerns whether group members are oriented toward the
present or future (Lauer, 1981; Waller, Conte, Gibson, & Carpenter, 2001). Accord-
ing to Jones (1988, p. 26):

We can distinguish between time as a structured, unitized measure of the sequence of
unfolding events, compelled toward some distant outcome, and time as the backdrop for
behaviors, thoughts, and feelings. The former is a conception of action that occurs
within a time that flows linearly, inexorably, and necessarily forward. It is a perspective
that is strongly guided by the future. The latter is a feeling of behavior that occurs
in-time, where time consciousness is suspended and action occurs in the infinite
present.

The need to engage in long-term planning tends to engender a strong future
orientation in organizational members (Jaques, 1982), whereas the need to develop
strategies designed to address a range of emergent problems tends to bring about a
present-centered focus (Schein, 1992).

Scarcity is defined as the construal of time as a limited and exhaustible resource.
Temporal scarcity is emphasized in work situations characterized either by too many
inputs within a given unit of time or by not enough time to complete a task, as
reflected in the construct role overload (McGrath & Kelly, 1986). Groups also may
have more time than they need to complete a task and find themselves experiencing
underload.

Construals of temporal urgency describe persons’ preoccupation with deadlines
and task completion (Gastorf, 1980; Meuser, Yarnold, & Bryant, 1987; Waller et al.,
2001). Units characterized by constant stimulus–response interactions are likely to
hold a sense of temporal urgency, or urgency may reflect a temporary valuation of
time based on an impending deadline. Urgency is focused on the task, whereas
scarcity is focused on the (temporal) resources available to complete it. For example,
a group may have a sufficient amount of time to complete a task, but still feel a sense
of urgency in completing it due to the importance of the task.1

Organizational Communication Structures

Three organizational structures are central to the production of work and mediate
the recursive effects of group members’ views of time and their work. The commu-
nicative aspects of coordination requirements, workplace technologies, and feedback
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cycles associated with task performance are related to the experience of time and, in
turn, to temporal constraints on work. Each is a communication-related structure,
and their relationships with the experience of time for organizational groups are
explicated.

Activity Coordination Methods

The type of coordination required among organizational groups prescribes and
delineates the communication processes involved (McPhee & Zaug, 2000). In
Thompson’s (1967) view, varying coordination needs linked to internal task interde-
pendencies foster organizational communicative requirements, including the fre-
quency of units’ communication.

The issue of communication frequency reflects the temporal constraints of various
types of coordination. Thompson (1967) describes these relationships in his typology
of the three types of interdependence among organizational groups, and the corre-
sponding coordination required: pooled interdependence, in which efficient co-
ordination is accomplished through standardization; sequential interdependence, in
which efficient coordination is accomplished through planning; and reciprocal
interdependence, in which efficient coordination is accomplished through the on-
going mutual adjustment of units. Standardization, planning, and mutual adjust-
ment are inherent structures for organizational communication—ranging from
routinized to dynamic. Each of these methods of coordination entails varying levels
of communication and explicitly different temporal strategies.

Pooled interdependence exists when each unit produces distinct products or
services that are not directly contingent upon another unit’s performance, but each
is impacted by the performance of all other units based upon their shared fate as
members of the larger collective. In these cases frequent communication is unneces-
sary for task completion, and activity coordination can be regulated through
establishing regular temporal standards for behavior. Requiring all employees to
report to work at 9 a.m. to begin the workday, go to lunch at 12 p.m., and leave the
office at 5 p.m. is an example of a standardized temporal policy.

Temporally serial relationships are characterized by sequential interdependence, as
when members of one unit rely upon others having successfully carried out their task
in order to complete their own job. The relationship between Research & Develop-
ment and Marketing in most organizations is sequentially interdependent. Research
& Development members must proceed with initial product development before
marketing personnel have a product to vend. Additionally, unless their product is
eventually marketed, Research & Development’s ultimate goal is not realized—
creating products for consumers. Research & Development groups do not necessarily
need to consult with marketing representatives in order to complete their task.
Nevertheless, they need to communicate when their product can move from
development to production. Among other structures, this task is accomplished
through planning—setting a projected date for completion. Although dates may be
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renegotiated, the nature of their communication still revolves around plans for
project completion.

Finally, in reciprocal interdependence the outputs of each unit become inputs for
other units. Sales and Production departments may share a reciprocally interdepen-
dent relationship. Sales is dependent upon production in order to have a product to
sell, and the adequacy with which sales personnel perform their jobs partially
determines whether production will have a steady supply of orders to fill. Because
this process is continuous, the nature of the communication patterns is similarly
dynamic. Consequently, standardization and planning are ineffective temporal
devices to coordinate behaviors. Instead, Thompson suggests coordination by mu-
tual adjustment in these situations, which “involves the transmission of new
information during the process of action” (1967, p. 56). The dynamic nature of this
relationship has temporal implications as well. In the preceding example both
Marketing and Production need to be informed regularly about each other’s actions;
online inventory systems may be employed as a means of accomplishing these goals
in real time.

Although the relationship between time and coordination is complex, as suggested
by these examples, specific relationships have not been explored. Therefore, the
following research question is posed.

RQ1: Is there a relationship between the three types of interdependence/coordination
and work group members’ construals and enactments of time?

Workplace Technologies

Although communication research typically has investigated information technolo-
gies (Fulk & Steinfield, 1990), no doubt because of the use of these technologies as
communication tools, this view reflects a narrow conceptualization of the commu-
nicative implications of workplace technologies (Rice & Gattiker, 2001). If there is
anything that has been made clear in the last decade of communication research on
technology, it is that technologies do not exist independent of interaction (Fulk,
1993). Rather it is this interaction vis-à-vis technology that is the central concern of
social scientists—engineers and others make the technology their focus. If technolo-
gies are socially constructed, and DeSanctis and Poole (1994) have demonstrated
that the dimensions and selected features that are appropriated depend on the needs
and norms of the group, then it is in those group processes that communication
inheres. It is in this sense that workplace technologies are communication-related
structures.

Consistent with and extending this perspective, in a collection of ethnographic
studies on the structuring of time and technology across organizational groups,
Dubinskas (1988a) observes that technologies (ranging from solar energy panels to
medical imaging) order interaction. In some cases, “machines are symbols…they are
embodiments of times and central social ordering devices for the physicists who
build and use them” (p. 28). In other contexts group members “apprehend (the
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technology) as an externally created, relatively immutable presence around which
work (read interaction) must be organized. The artifact appears to impose temporal
order on the users. Technologies in use appear to impose an external temporal order;
they structure time” (p. 28).

In this investigation workplace technologies refer not only to information tech-
nologies, but also to all physical machines and time-related social technologies (like
the assembly line) created by humans to assist task completion. Members’ use of
technologies is characterized along two dimensions—the level of constraints on
interaction imposed by the technology (low or high) and its task completion interval
(brief or extended). Together, these two dimensions distinguish four distinct types
of workplace typologies (low constraints–brief task completion, LC-BTC; low con-
straints–extended task completion, LC-ETC; high constraints–brief task completion,
HC-BTC; high constraints–extended task completion, HC-ETC) expected to play a
role in shaping members’ experience of time (Ballard & Seibold, 2001). Task
completion interval refers to the length of time group members must be engaged
with the technology in order to perform a complete task based on the contextual
factors involved in the task itself (e.g., coordination requirements with others,
waiting time, down time, etc.). Constraints on interaction refer to members’ ability
to do other things or complete other tasks while using a given technology.

The role of these two dimensions of organizational technologies comes from
McGrath and Kelly’s (1986) model of entrainment. In their model the influence of
an external pacer (e.g., technology) in shaping temporal aspects of human interac-
tion is a function of its relative power over the interaction. This power is exerted in
two ways: the length of time members must be engaged in the task (i.e., task
completion interval), and members’ ability to engage in other tasks simultaneously
(i.e., constraints on interaction). Together these two dimensions make up what
McGrath and Kelly refer to as the PACE of the technology (1986, pp. 85–88).
Technologies are not uniformly appropriated across groups based on some kind of
objective, deterministic power (Lewis & Seibold, 1993). Rather, as the interview
methodology described later illustrates, technologies should be classified “in use”
(Orlikowski, 2000) based upon subjective reports, rather than on superficial, observ-
able characteristics. For example, from a purely structural standpoint, an assembly
line may be associated with a brief task completion interval and high constraints on
interaction. Members of a particular group may reappropriate this technology,
however, in a way that is much less constraining on interaction than is typical in
other group contexts (Barley, 1988). Because the impact of these dimensions of
workplace technologies on members’ experience of time has not been systematically
investigated in previous research, the following research question is posed:

RQ2: Is there a relationship between the four types of workplace technologies and
work group members’ construals and enactments of time?

Feedback Cycles

Previous research helps to illustrate the role of feedback cycles in shaping members’
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experience of time. Lawrence and Lorsch (1967) studied the time orientation of
groups that faced fundamentally different task and temporal constraints on the basis
of their membership in one of four departments (sales, production, applied research,
and fundamental research) across six organizations in the plastics industry. Findings
indicated that members of the sales department had the narrowest temporal perspec-
tives (consistent with a present time perspective) followed by members in the
production department. The broadest temporal perspectives (consistent with a
future time perspective) were held by members in the departments responsible for
fundamental research projects, followed by members of the departments responsible
for applied research projects. Similarly, Dubinskas (1988b) discovered related con-
ceptions of time and feedback cycles in a study of scientists and managers in a
genetic engineering firm. Company scientists were asked to develop new genetic
engineering technologies, a job with extended and highly unpredictable time hori-
zons. In contrast, the job description of the managers at this start-up firm required
communicating objective standards of progress and growth to their investors on a
much more frequent basis. Dubinskas found that the scientists worked in a future-
oriented development time whereas the managers worked in present-centered plan-
ning time.

The preceding studies help identify two important temporal aspects of feedback
cycles, task variability (low or high) and task completion interval (brief or extended),
which informs four distinct types: low variability–brief task completion (LV-BTC),
low variability–extended task completion (LV-ETC), high variability–brief task
completion (HV-BTC), and high variability–extended task completion (HV-ETC).
Task completion interval refers to the amount of time allotted to a given task—be
it by a timeline, deadline, policy, or routine. Task variability references the level of
uncertainty and unpredictability involved in task execution. It concerns whether the
task is mundane and routinized with fairly predictable outcomes or novel and with
highly uncertain outcomes. This typology leads to the following research question:

RQ3: Is there a relationship between the four types of feedback cycles and work
group members’ construals and enactments of time?

Given specific findings from studies by Dubinskas (1988b) and Lawrence and Lorsch
(1967), the following hypothesis is posed:

H1: Members of organizational groups characterized by high variability–extended
task completion feedback cycles will have a stronger future-time perspective
than members whose feedback cycles are characterized by low variability–brief
task completion.

Method

Participants

The organization chosen for this study is the subcontractor of a west coast university
(WCU) that coordinates and oversees all housing and residential services for its
22,000 students and employees. The focal subcontracting organization of WCU
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consists of five departments—Business and Financial Services, Residential Opera-
tions, Campus Dining Services, Residential Life, and Apartment and Community
Living—ranging in size from 57 to 367 members, each characterized by a unique
work environment.

In addition to its functional diversity the WCU organization studied is profession-
ally and demographically diverse. It boasts, and this study included, roughly equiv-
alent numbers of white-collar and blue-collar workers, part-time and full-time
employees, women and men, and a wide range of ages and ethnic backgrounds—
variables known to be influences on persons’ time orientation (Aapola, 2002; Adam,
1995; Ballard & Seibold, 2000; Hall, 1983; Jaques, 1982) and treated in the prelimi-
nary analyses in this study as statistical covariates. Additionally, individuals from all
four levels (executive, management, supervisory, and front line) of the organization
participated. None of the members in these departments were involved in telework
arrangements; all respondents were co-located at WCU.

Specifically, the ethnic profile of the participants was 42.6% Caucasian, 27.3%
Latino, 10.1% Asian, 8.3% multiracial, 6.2% African American, 1.3% Native Amer-
ican, 1% Arab, and 3.2% were of unspecified descent. The sample included approx-
imately equal numbers of men (52.4%) and women (47.3%). Approximately
one-half were older than 30 (up to 70 years old), and the others were in their 20s
or late teens. The education levels of the respondents were diverse, including 10%
who held a graduate degree, 62.4% with some college education, 24.3% who earned
a high school diploma (but did not attend any college), and 3.3% who had not
completed high school. The annual household income levels of the respondents
varied, with 53.8% earning below $20,000, 23.4% making between $20,000 and
$34,999, 12.2% making between $35,000 and $49,999, 7.5% earning between $50,000
and $75,000, and 3.1% earning more than $75,000. Respondents had an average of
2 years employment with the organization, a median of 4.8 years tenure, and the
longest term was more than 29 years. More than 56% of the participants were
full-time employees at WCU, and slightly fewer than 44% were employed part-time.
There were also approximately equal numbers of student (48%) and nonstudent
(52%) employees.

Data Collection

First, a self-report questionnaire was used to assess members’ experience of time
along the 11 dimensions. Table 1 reports the Cronbach’s alpha for each scale as well
as a list of the items (see Ballard and Seibold, 2004, for a more detailed description
of these scales). Approximately 70% of the questionnaires were collected during
regularly scheduled work group meetings—nearly 30 separate meetings. In addition
to being an efficient way to ensure high response rates, it afforded the opportunity
for the first author to speak informally with participants (due to the small size and
relaxed nature of the work units) and observe them in their work environments. If
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a group did not hold regular meetings, then surveys were distributed through
immediate supervisors. Ultimately, 393 completed questionnaires were received
(75% of those to whom they were distributed). The completed questionnaires
were used to determine the number and constituency of work groups. Second,
brief interviews were then conducted with each work group supervisor to assess
the group’s use of specific communication structures. This process is explained
next.

Communication Structures

Communication structures represent a team property, or those relatively objective,
descriptive, and easily observable features that characterize groups (Klein &
Kozlowski, 2000). Consistent with Klein and Kozlowski’s recommendations, the
structures—coordination methods, workplace technologies, and feedback cycles—
were assessed by asking an expert from each work group (supervisors) a series of
questions during a personal interview (see Table 2). Results were used to categorize
respondents’ work environments as representing particular types of interdepen-
dence, feedback, and technology. Categorizing individuals into their respective work
group is dependent upon the adequate indication of their position or title on a

Table 1 Time Dimensions Scales and Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficients (�)

ItemsScale

In my particular line of work, we usually talk about time as…
Urgency � � .85 “Down to the wire” urgent, running out, pressing, an

emergency
Scarce, not enough, inadequate, limited, plentiful, abundantScarcity � � .85

In my particular line of work, we usually talk about our actions or activities as…
Flexibility � � .70 Rigid, fixed, inflexible, set in stone

In “compartments,” separated from each other, divided upSeparation � � .56
Pace � � .85 Rapid, hurried, fast-paced, racing, quick
Punctuality � � .68 Punctual, prompt, on time

Running late, behind schedule, delayedDelay � � .75
Scheduling � � .53 Accounted for, tightly scheduled

Having a specific order, structured, carried out “step-by-Linearity � � .66
step”

In my particular line of work, we usually discuss events that happen at work in terms of…
What is urgent today, presently developing issues, the im-Present time perspective � � .76
mediate consequences, the here-and-now, what is “pressing,”
unfolding developments

Future time perspective � � .87 Long-term expectations, upcoming activities, projected
dates, long-term plans, future developments, anticipated
events

Items were rated on a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree.
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Table 2 Questions Asked of Supervisors to Assess Communication Structures
(Supplemented with Qualitative Observation)

Interdependence
� Does your group work relatively independently from others?Pooled
� Or is your basic work process highly dependent upon another

units’ or vice versa?
� Are you able to plan your groups’ work and generally stick to

those plans despite what other work groups do?
Sequential � Does your work group have to wait on others to complete their

work before you can finish yours?
� Or do others depend on you to complete your work before they

can complete theirs?
� Do you accomplish this primarily through scheduling?

Reciprocal (follow up to sequential interdependence)
� Is this a constant, ongoing process?
� Is it important for you to adjust or adapt what you are doing

based on the other group’s performance?
� Do you need to communicate often with the other group in

order to complete your work?
� Do you often have to change your original plans in the midst of

your work based on another group’s performance?
� Is your work guided by more predictable or unpredictable

processes?
Technology

� In your unit, what kind of “tools” (procedures—e.g., assembly
line—or machines) do you use on a regular basis?

� Are they used roughly equivalently or are some used more than
others?

� If they are not used equivalently, please rank them in terms of
frequency of use.
The following questions relate to each technology listed.

� What portion of your work day is spent using this tool in orderTask completion interval
to complete one task?

Interaction constraints � Are you able to engage in other work-related tasks at the same
time?

� Can you do this with relative ease or is it somewhat difficult?
Feedback

� How long does it take before your group knows if a job is wellTask completion interval
done?

� Or to finish the job itself?
� How variable is this process (of completing your job or learningTask variability

of your success with it)?
� How predictable are the outcomes associated with your work?

completed questionnaire. In some cases this information was missing; in other cases
respondents’ answers were not descriptive enough to determine the correct work
group. In highly heterogeneous work groups, in which various members perform a
variety of disparate functions, the entire group could not be characterized in a single
way. Of the 393 surveys, 314 (80%) contained sufficient information to classify
members into 44 distinct work groups characterized according to their coordination/
interdependence, technology, and feedback.
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Coordination/Level of Interdependence

Questions assessing levels of interdependence and corresponding coordination
methods are itemized in Table 2 along with those for technology and feedback type.
Consistent with previous research on coordination mode (van de Ven, Delbecq, &
Koenig, 1976) questions were asked in ascending order of coordinative complexity;
that is, pooled interdependence was evaluated first, followed by sequential inter-
dependence, and finally reciprocal interdependence. Work groups were then cate-
gorized in terms of their interdependence based upon responses to these questions.
Regarding the groups’ interdependence levels, 17 work groups (122 members; 41%)
were classified as pooled, 19 groups (144 members; 48%) were classified as sequen-
tial, and 5 groups (34 members; 11%) were classified as reciprocal.

Workplace Technologies

The nature of workplace technologies used by the work groups was first assessed by
asking each supervisor to describe all of the technologies used on a regular basis, to
rank their frequency of use, and then to respond to a series of questions concerning
each technology. Because none of the groups utilized only one technology, the
technologies used most regularly were weighted more heavily in determining a
group’s technology categorization as high interaction constraints–brief task com-
pletion (HC-BTC), high interaction constraints–extended task completion (HC-
ETC), or low interaction constraints–brief task completion (LC-BTC) (Ballard &
Seibold, 2001). None of the groups primarily used technologies that were character-
ized by low interaction constraints–extended task completion (LC-ETC). Based on
the interviews with workgroup supervisors and on qualitative observations, eight
groups (87 members; 29%) were classified as using technologies characterized by
high interaction constraints–brief task completion, one group (8 members; 3%)
using technologies with high interaction constraints–extended task completion, and
32 groups (203 members; 68%) predominantly using technologies with low inter-
action constraints–brief task completion. Based on the group sizes, there were not
enough individuals to include participants from the HC-ETC group in the compari-
son procedures. Instead, there were two technology types included in the analysis.
Table 2 lists the items used in the interview.

Feedback Cycles

Feedback cycles also were assessed in terms of the levels of task variability and the
task completion intervals for the nature of the groups’ work. The answers supervi-
sors provided for each question (listed in Table 2) were used to categorize groups
into one of four potential feedback types. Based upon their responses and qualitative
observations by the first author, 18 groups’ (136 members; 43%) feedback environ-
ments were classified as having low task variability–brief task completion (LTV-
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BTC), one group (with eight members; 3%) was classified as low task variability–
extended task completion (LTV-ETC), four groups (47 members; 15%) were
classified as high task variability–brief task completion (HTV-BTC), and 18 other
groups (121 individuals; 39%) were classified as high task variability–extended task
completion (HTV-ETC). Based on these proportions, there were not enough indi-
viduals to include participants from the LTV-ETC group in the quantitative analyses,
so three types of feedback groups were analyzed.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Because communication structures vary with particular job types, to avoid systematic
error associated with related demographic variables, several demographic issues
identified as covariates in the literature were explored. The influence of gender, age,
ethnicity, education, and income were assessed through both bivariate correlation
(Pearson’s and Spearman’s procedures) and Chi-square analyses. Ultimately, income
was chosen as the single covariate given the interrelationships among many potential
covariates, and because it is modestly to moderately associated with certain dimen-
sions of time.2

Primary Analyses

To answer the research questions and hypothesis, ANCOVAs were conducted for
each of the dimensions of time (flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay,
scheduling, separation, urgency, scarcity, present time perspective, and future time
perspective) with level of interdependence (pooled, sequential, and reciprocal),
technology type (high constraints on interaction–brief task completion interval or
low constraints on interaction–brief task completion interval), and feedback type
(low task variability–brief task completion, high task variability–brief task com-
pletion, and high task variability–extended task completion) as independent vari-
ables and income as the covariate. Where income failed to demonstrate statistical
significance, ANOVAs were used instead, resulting in nine ANOVAs and two
ANCOVAs. Bonferroni corrections were used to protect against the risk of Type I
error caused by multiple analyses: A significance level of p � .005 was employed.
No statistically significant interactions were found. In most cases, Bonferroni
post hoc tests were used to compare group types for the interdependence and
feedback variables in the ANOVA analyses. In one case, a Games-Howell post hoc
test was used due to unequal variance among groups. Finally, an experiment-wise
Bonferroni adjusted mean comparison was used for the ANCOVA (due to the
unavailability of post hoc tests with covariate analyses). Interfactor correlations are
reported in Table 3. Results associated with each research question (and hypothesis)
are reported next.
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Coordination Method/Interdependence

RQ1 asked if there is a relationship between the three types of interdependence/co-
ordination and work group members’ construals and enactments of time. ANOVA
results revealed statistically significant differences in organizational members’ punc-
tuality, F(2, 294) � 12.77, p � .001, eta2 � .08, pace, F(2, 294) � 16.29, p � .001,
eta2 � .10, linearity, F(2, 295) � 12.28, p � .001, eta2 � .08, flexibility, F(2,
294) � 6.44, p � .002, eta2 � .04, and separation, F(2, 293) � 6.12, p � .002,
eta2 � .04, based on the level of interdependence that characterized their work
environments. Members of reciprocally interdependent (punctuality: M � 4.30,
SD � 0.85; pace: M � 4.03, SD � 0.93) and sequentially interdependent (punctuality:
M � 4.18, SD � 1.00; pace: M � 3.99, SD � 1.0) groups tended to emphasize punctu-
ality and a fast pace more than those bound by pooled interdependence (punctuality:
M � 3.63, SD � 1.01; pace: M � 3.43, SD � 1.08). Members of sequentially inter-
dependent groups were more linear (M � 3.91, SD � 0.95), less flexible (M � 3.84,
SD � 1.09), and reported more separation (M � 3.52, SD � 0.82) in accomplishing
tasks than those bound by pooled interdependence (linear: M � 3.44, SD � 0.91;
flexibility: M � 4.22, SD � 0.82; separation: M � 3.28, SD � 0.78).

Workplace Technology

RQ2 asked if there is a relationship between the constraints on interaction and task
completion interval that characterize workplace technologies and work group mem-
bers’ construals and enactments of time. The type of technology used by work
groups was linked to statistically significant differences in members’ linearity, F(1,
295) � 12.28, p � .001, eta2 � .08, flexibility, F(1, 294) � 10.80, p � .001, eta2 � .04,
and their present, F(1, 289) � 8.06, p � .005, eta2 � .03, and future time perspectives,
F(1, 296) � 16.37, p � .000, eta2 � .05. Two kinds of technologies were associated
with these effects: those with higher constraints on interaction and a brief task
completion interval (HC-BTC) and those imposing lower constraints on interaction
and a brief task completion interval (LC-BTC).

Specifically, organizational members using technologies that were more highly
constraining tended to be more linear (M � 3.82, SD � 0.88) in carrying out their
tasks than those with fewer constraints (M � 3.73, SD � 0.97), but also reported
exercising more flexibility (M � 3.07, SD � 0.88) in their time use than those with
fewer constraints (M � 2.97, SD � 0.97). Less constraining technologies were associ-
ated with a greater tendency to focus on both present (M � 4.34, SD � 0.75) and
future events (M � 4.43, SD � 0.89) than more constraining devices (present:
M � 4.04, SD � 1.13; future: M � 3.94, SD � 1.13).

Feedback Cycle

RQ3 concerned the relationship between the feedback cycle characteristics (task
completion interval and task variability) of work group members’ tasks and their
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construals and enactments of time. Temporal differences among respondents whose
work was characterized by varying types of feedback cycles were evidenced through
their scarcity, F(2, 295) � 32.817, p � .001, eta2 � .18, urgency, F(2, 295) � 5.54,
p � .004, eta2 � .04, flexibility, F(2, 294) � 9.63, p � .001, eta2 � .06, pace, F(2,
294) � 18.82, p � .000, eta2 � .11, delay, F(2, 294) � 15.523, p � .001, eta2 � .10, and
future time perspective, F(2, 296) � 16.37, p � .000, eta2 � .05. Specifically, members
whose work is characterized by low variability–brief task completion interval
(M � 3.32, SD � 1.17) spoke of time as less scarce than those with higher variability
and either a brief task completion interval (M � 3.90, SD � 0.88) or an extended task
completion interval (M � 4.41, SD � 0.92). Additionally, between these latter two
groups, members with more extended task completion intervals described time as
significantly more scarce than members with briefer task completion intervals.
Organizational members whose work is characterized by high levels of variability and
extended task completion exercised significantly less flexibility (M � 2.77, SD � 0.92)
in their activities than members in groups bound by a brief task completion interval
(LV-BTC: M � 3.09, SD � 1.04; HV-BTC: M � 3.37, SD � 0.99). In contrast, mem-
bers of work groups whose daily tasks had low variability and a brief task completion
interval had a slower pace (M � 4.43, SD � 0.89) and were less likely to experience
a sense of being delayed (M � 4.43, SD � 0.89) in their work than coworkers who
experience high levels of variability in their day-to-day tasks (HV-BTC: pace:
M � 4.06, SD � 0.96; delay: M � 3.58, SD � 1.07; HV-ETC: pace: M � 4.02,
SD � 0.91; delay: M � 3.49, SD � 0.98). Finally, as predicted in H1, organizational
members whose work was characterized by high levels of variability and extended
task completion evidenced a greater future time perspective (M � 4.57, SD � 0.89)
than individuals whose work is characterized by little variability and a brief task
completion interval (M � 4.01, SD � 1.06).

Discussion

These findings highlight the relationships between three communication-related
structures central to organizational members’ work and their experience of time. Ten
of eleven temporal dimensions identified in the literature and empirically supported
in other studies—flexibility, linearity, pace, punctuality, delay, separation, urgency,
scarcity, and future and present time perspectives—demonstrated statistically
significant relationships with the coordination, technology, or feedback cycles that
structure members’ work environments. Each of these relationships is considered in
turn, limitations of the study are described, and implications for future research are
offered.

Coordination Method/Interdependence Levels

Analyses related to the first research question revealed statistically significant rela-
tionships among various types of work group coordination and members’ enact-
ments of linearity, punctuality, pace, flexibility, and separation. More specifically,
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members of work groups bound by sequential and reciprocal interdependence
emphasized punctuality and a fast pace more than members of pooled work
environments. Given the importance of time, both as input and outcome, for
accomplishing tasks via coordination by mutual adjustment (characteristic of re-
ciprocal interdependence), this finding is consistent with the kinds of task demands
members face. For example, one of the most dynamic and temporally complex work
groups was the dining commons staff. The members were characterized by tight,
reciprocal interdependence—from the cooks, to the bakers, to the dishwashers, to
what members called the hotline (persons who actually serve the food). During busy
times there is constant, high-paced interaction among these positions—failure to act
punctually in any one of these areas will impair the process. In contrast, attending
to the front desk at one of the dormitories is not a highly time sensitive task.
Although it would likely irritate one’s co-workers, the work could still be carried out
in the absence of a microlevel time sensitivity.

Group members bound by sequential interdependence also reported enacting time
in a more linear, less flexible fashion and with more separation behaviors than those
bound by pooled interdependence. This outcome is not surprising, as sequential
interdependence is explicitly linear and admits of little flexibility. It is a coordinative
process wherein time is enacted as a succession of events, each with finite boundary
conditions. This specific succession of events is also what limits members’ flexibility
and makes interruptions to the process detrimental (thus encouraging separation
behaviors). When these observations are coupled with the findings above regarding
high levels of pace and punctuality, the relationship between higher levels of
interdependence and coordination and members’ experience of time is illuminated.

Workplace Technologies

The second research question concerned the relationship between work group
members’ experience of time and the types of technologies they used. Technologies
with higher constraints on interaction and a brief task completion interval (HC-
BTC) were compared with those imposing lower constraints on interaction and a
brief task completion interval (LC-BTC). Results revealed that organizational mem-
bers who used technologies that were more highly constraining tended to be more
linear and flexible in carrying out their tasks than those with fewer constraints. The
type of organizational work and technological environment that fits this characteri-
zation (i.e., an externally imposed focus on linearity with the freedom to act flexibly
at the macro level) is that of maintenance groups—there were separate staffs for each
of the six dormitories and three apartments. Due to the safety factors involved in the
technology they used (carpentry tools, drills, and electric saws), their work tends to
be constraining. Therefore, a more linear approach to using heavy machinery or
even small, but potentially dangerous, equipment is sensible for it requires a kind of
singular focus. At the same time, these types of technologies posed few to no
constraints in terms of the specific ordering or timing of their tasks. This allowed
members inherent flexibility in carrying out their jobs.
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Work group members who used less constraining technologies had a greater
tendency to focus on both present and future events. This effect was especially strong
for members engaged in office work—dominated by the use of calendars, computers,
and phones. Research on calendar use and other timekeeping devices provides
support for the idea that such technologies help to shape persons’ experience of time
(Payne, 1993). All members of the professional staff were closely tied to their
calendars as a matter of business. For example, exit interviews revealed that all
departmental work must be logged onto Outlook (group calendar software) from a
networked computer. As new plans and appointments arise members are required to
update the group calendar. The calendar is then consulted in scheduling group
activities. To facilitate this practice of keeping a tightly monitored schedule, WCU
subsidizes the purchase of a calendar—up to $70 toward a traditional planner or
personal digital assistant (PDA) with the option to make payments over time for the
additional cost of a PDA. The use of a PDA simplifies the process of keeping
Outlook updated (through the syncing function); otherwise, members must remem-
ber to keep the calendar updated. This daily focus on calendaring helps to elucidate
members’ simultaneous concern with both present (i.e., today’s calendar of activities
and appointments) and future events (i.e., planned activities and appointments).

Feedback Cycles

Analyses relevant to the third question assessed three different kinds of feedback
environments: work characterized by high levels of variability and extended task
completion (HV-ETC), low variability and a brief task completion interval (LV-
BTC), and high variability and a brief task completion interval (HV-BTC). Consist-
ent with H1, members of work groups whose feedback cycles were characterized by
an extended task completion interval and high task variability exhibited a more
future time perspective than group members whose feedback cycles were character-
ized by brief intervals and low task variability. This result is consistent with findings
from Lawrence and Lorsch’s (1967) classic study, and provides evidence that the
feedback environment characterizing members’ work shapes their sense of time,
particularly their orientation toward the future.

Members of work groups whose daily tasks had low variability and a brief task
completion interval had a slower pace and were less likely to experience a sense of
urgency, scarcity, or being delayed in their work than their co-workers who
experienced high levels of variability in their day-to-day tasks. These findings make
sense, given that members of many organizational work groups characterized by this
type of feedback environment had rather tedious jobs. For example, in the residence
halls there were fitness monitors, computer lab monitors, and desk attendants. When
their supervisors were supplied with questionnaires, they commented that members
would probably be happy to fill them out because they are often quite bored during
down times. A slower pace is associated with a lack of urgency and not being delayed
in one’s work. Additionally, as the task variability of members’ feedback cycles
increased not only did both groups (with brief and extended task completion
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intervals) experience increased pace, delay, urgency, and scarcity, but members’
experience of scarcity rose in direction relationship to the duration of their task
completion interval. Rather than lengthy “time spans of discretion” (Jaques, 1982)
leading to feelings of temporal luxury, both the longer interval and the increased
variability of the work are associated with feelings of increased temporal paucity.
This is consistent with research regarding managerial and project-based work
(Bailyn, 1993; Perlow, 1997).

Finally, organizational members whose work is characterized by high levels of
variability and extended task completion (e.g., administrators and resident directors)
exercise significantly less flexibility in their activities than members of groups bound
by a brief task completion interval (and low or high task variability). Managerial and
project-based work is generally associated with high levels of flexibility due to the
autonomy that generally accompanies its broader feedback cycles (Starkey, 1989).
However, if as the finding regarding scarcity indicates, members feel they do not
have enough time to complete their work, then flexibility becomes an elusive notion
that is difficult to enact. Bailyn (1993) addresses the often rigid or fixed nature of
professorial work in light of the touted flexibility it is said to offer.

Limitations

Two challenges of studying the impact of workplace technologies surfaced during
this investigation. The first concerns members’ nonexclusive use of any given
technology. It is difficult to explore the effects of specific technologies when work
groups are not restricted to using one technology in accomplishing their work.
When supervisors were asked to indicate which technology they used more than the
others, many times they found it difficult to make this judgment. Often their answers
were given on the basis of judgments that they used one tool as little as 10% more
often than another, such as in the case of office work, where use of the phone and
the computer were closely tied. For some, like the maintenance, custodial, and
groundskeeping supervisors, it depended on the time of the year or week as to which
equipment they were using. In the future, selecting organizations on the basis of
groups that demonstrate relative technological exclusivity will assist in testing this
specific portion of the model (see Ballard & Seibold, 2001, 2003). Also, a repeated
measures design that links temporal experience (as the independent variable) to a
variety of different technology types (as the dependent variable) may help to cope
with this challenge.

A second challenge in investigating the influence of various kinds of technology is
ensuring a technologically heterogeneous sample. Only two of the four types of
technologies identified in the typology were found in sufficient numbers at WCU to
compare across groups. A better sample for subsequent studies would be to explore
a large, traditional manufacturing organization, and compare a variety of line work
with several kinds of staff work. Such data would also help to address the problem
of technological exclusivity.

Additionally, in future studies each communication structure will be measured on



Organizational Communication Structures and Time 23

a continuous, interval level scale. Categorical appraisals of groups’ interdependence/
coordination, feedback, and technologies used do not capture subtle nuances in the
differences within each category. A self-administered instrument designed to evalu-
ate coordination method, feedback environments, and technologies will also allow
respondents to provide their personal views of the kinds of structures that enable
and constrain their work. Finally, although interdependence and coordination are
generally considered to follow one from the other, an explicit measure of co-
ordination may be more useful. In this case accurate assessment of coordination
would not be contingent upon organizations’ use of an effective coordinating
mechanism related to their level of interdependence.

Finally, an important limitation of the present investigation is the reliance on
correlational data. The observed correlations might also indicate that temporality
shapes the structures that groups employ to manage their work, that the relationship
is spurious, or a number of other possibilities. The findings from this initial study
inform future causal analyses that will help to clarify the nature of these relation-
ships.

Conclusion

The goal of this investigation was to assess empirically the relationship between time
and communication-related organizational structures. The argument is that time is
essentially created through communication—not a widespread claim, yet one that is
central to understanding temporality. Although it is widely acknowledged that time
is a social construction (Hassard, 1996; Schein, 1992), and even that this process
occurs through interaction and via the use of symbols (Bruneau, 1996; Landes, 1983;
McGrath & Kelly, 1986), the corollary—that communication shares a fundamental
relationship with the human experience of time—has not been seriously considered
by scholars of time or of communication.

Findings in this study suggest that there is, indeed, a relationship among com-
munication-related structures that guide members’ work, such as interdependence
level, technology type, and feedback cycle, and these organizational members’
experience of time. The relevance of this relationship lies in the importance of time
as both a communication and organizational construct. Previous research has shown
that members’ experience of time at work influences their work performance and
their quality of life at home (Friedman & Rosenman, 1974; Hochschild, 1997;
Perlow, 1997, 1999, 2001). Given this influence, the subject warrants serious
consideration. The present study suggests several additional issues to investigate.
First, the various relationships among time and these communication-related orga-
nizational structures require further inquiry to determine precisely how they operate.
Second, identifying which temporal dimensions tend to be more strongly shaped by
agency (such as social norms and conventions) than structure (technical demands
of the work)—and their interpenetration—is another important consideration.
Relatedly, given that the recursive relationship between members’ experience of time
and the structures that enable and constrain their work is key to this framework,
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additional methods that allow for testing of these relationships is a critical step to be
taken. Finally, the exploration of other communication structures and aspects of
communication in the workplace that influence and are influenced by members’
temporal experience will contribute to the further development and refinement of
the framework guiding this investigation (Ballard & Seibold, 2003). This study
represents one of the first steps toward a deeper and more complex understanding
of the relationships between time and communication.

Notes

[1] This explication of the temporal dimensions clarifies their analytical and theoretical distinc-
tion. Indeed, recent research finds them to be separable and empirically robust (see Ballard
& Seibold, 2003b). Of course specific dimensions are more related to some than to others
(i.e., punctuality/delay, scarcity/urgency). In these cases it may be useful to suggest the
implications of their relationship, especially by crossing them. For example, although high
urgency and low scarcity may reflect members’ shared construals of a ground-breaking
project (that has been allotted sufficient time for completion), low urgency and high scarcity
might describe construals of a list of postponed projects that would be nice to complete
during a brief spring break. Also, although high urgency and high scarcity may characterize
construals surrounding an emergency situation that allows little time for adequate resolution,
low urgency and low scarcity might typify conditions of underload and boredom. Similarly,
high punctuality and low delay might reflect an overall judgment of being on time in
completing responsibilities and making appointments, and low punctuality and high delay
may indicate an inability to meet various work-related responsibilities in a timely fashion. In
addition to the examples given in text, high punctuality and high delay might mean that
members’ are keeping up with certain projects and falling behind on others or that, on a
particular project, they are progressing slowly on certain tasks but have not compromised
their ability to meet a deadline. As well as revealing norms surrounding meeting times, low
punctuality and low delay may also point to norms regarding project timelines. For example,
a colleague may ask for input on a project within a month’s time. Given the group’s norms,
six weeks is an acceptable timeline—implicitly, one month is mutually understood to be the
ideal scenario. So at five weeks time, he does not classify his response as punctual, but not
as delayed either. These examples serve to demonstrate the nature of potential interrelation-
ships among these dimensions, but, more broadly, they are matters for development and
investigation in the future.

[2] Respondents’ age, education, and income level showed small, but statistically significant,
correlations with several temporal dimensions (age: .42–.15; education: .11–.14; income:
.36–.12). Eta values demonstrated weak relationships between gender and time orientation
(eta � .17–.38) and ethnicity and time orientation (eta � .19–.34). Income was highly
correlated with age, modestly correlated with ethnicity and education, and not correlated
with gender.
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