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At least since the mid-20th century, most members of Western societies have earned a liv-
ing doing jobs that are in organizations in those countries; today, most of those citizens 
earn a living by doing jobs that either are in or associated with organizations (Bridges, 
1995). Organizations, thus, are signifi cant for persons’ lives and livelihoods, and, con-
sequently, organizational communication scholars undertake the description, under-
standing, and critique of communicative practices in organizational life—especially the 
complex issues involved in contemporary organizations and organizing. Those research-
ers are concerned not only with internal organizational communication processes but 
also with interorganizational interactions, as well as organizations and discourses in 
social institutions and globally. The organizational communication area, therefore, is 
rich with opportunities for applied scholarship.

Communication researchers have studied numerous areas of organizational life to 
answer theoretically interesting questions that have obvious relevance for illuminating 
signifi cant social issues, improving practices, or redressing societal problems—the aims 
of applied research (Seibold, 2008). Applied organizational communication scholarship 
has included analyses of voice and workplace democracy (Cheney, 1995; Stohl & Cheney, 
2001), employee participation structures (K. I. Miller & Monge, 1987; Seibold & Shea, 
2001), matters of difference in gender and race (B. J. Allen, 2005; Ashcraft, 2005; see 
also Buzzanell, Meisenbach, Remke, Sterk, & Turner, this volume; Nicotera, Clinkscales, 
Dorsey, & Niles, this volume), promoting dialogue (Murphy, 1995; Pearce & Pearce, 
2001), emotion management at work (Waldron, 2000); compassionate workplace com-
munication (K. I. Miller, 2007), confl ict and dispute resolution (Volkema, Bergmann, 
& Farquhar, 1997), crisis management (Downing, 2007), workplace surveillance (M. 
W. Allen, Walker, Coopman, & Hart, 2007) and bullying (Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, & 
Alberts, 2006), improving group/team processes (Broome, 1995; Seibold, 1995), conduct-
ing job interviews (Jablin & Miler, 1990), leadership (Barge, 1994a; 1994b; Fairhurst, 
1993b, 2007; Fairhurst, Rogers, & Sarr, 1987; Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996; Parker, 2001), 
managerial effectiveness (Barge, 2004; Clampitt, 2009) and supervisory  communication 
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with subordinates (Wagoner & Waldron, 1999), organizational work–family policies 
(Buzzanell & Meina, 2005; Kirby & Krone, 2002), organizational citizenship (Becker 
& O’Hair, 2007), organizational irrationality (Ashcraft & Trethewey, 2004), customer-
service interactions (W. S. Z. Ford & Etienne, 1994), and organizational communication 
training programs (Seibold, Kudsi, & Rude, 1993).

These merely are a few of the myriad of topics studied by applied organizational com-
munication scholars (for additional foci, see Harris & Nelson, 2008). Furthermore, applied 
research on organizational communication is authored by scholars with wide interests 
and broad identifi cation in communication, and it is not always written by, or for, mem-
bers of “organizational communication divisions” in the fi eld’s scholarly societies. Simi-
larly, applied organizational communication research has informed and been informed 
by theories from across the fi eld of communication. Integrating theory and practice, in 
which problems do not fi t specifi c functional units in the fi eld nor the theories that cross 
them, requires a broadening of perspective rather than a narrowing of approach (Seibold, 
2005).

For these reasons, it is challenging to settle on which areas of applied organizational 
communication research to review in detail. Many of the areas identifi ed above (and 
others, such as teams in organizations, feedback and motivation, temporality, and orga-
nizational knowledge) certainly are candidates. However, for several reasons, we focus 
on four areas: organizational socialization/assimilation, organizational culture, diffusion 
of organizational innovations, and communication and planned organizational change. 
First, these areas have a long history, multimethodological foundations, programmatic 
research, and a critical mass of replicated fi ndings that is not true of most of the other 
organizational communication research areas mentioned. Second, communication is espe-
cially signifi cant for each area. Third, research in each of these areas has been conducted 
by communication scholars and others outside the fi eld, refl ecting a breadth of theoretical 
perspectives. Fourth, because these areas of scholarship are different from each other, 
there is much to learn from them. However, they also overlap as foci of both research and 
practice (e.g., socialization and culture, culture and planned change, and planned change 
and innovation diffusion), and collectively, they cross micro- to macrolevels of analysis. 
Hence, they are not as disparate or separate as many of the applied organizational com-
munication research areas listed previously. Fifth, research in each of the areas is similar 
in terms of the organizations studied: U.S. entities, in the main, with probable general-
ization to Western organizations (for studies of organizational communication in other 
cultures, see Parrish-Sprowl, this volume)—but rarely global ones—including both for-
profi t and nonprofi t organizations (regarding applied communication research on non-
profi t organizations, see Eisenberg & Eschenfelder, this volume). Consequently, the scope 
of the databases and the recommendations are of the same order for each area. Sixth, and 
especially important, each area is driven by important practical organizational concerns 
and proffers many implications for practice. Seventh, theory and practice interpenetrate 
in each of these areas: In all four areas, there are examples in which the relationship is 
parallel and separate, other studies in which theory and practice intersect, and still others 
in which theory and practice are fully integrated.

We fi rst examine each of these four areas of applied organizational communication 
research. We conclude the chapter by addressing the three relationships of theory to prac-
tice in these areas, including the emergence of a fourth form of applied organizational 
communication scholarship—engaged research.

Organizational Socialization

The communicative processes by which individuals acquire knowledge and adopt the 
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attitudes and behaviors necessary to participate as organizational members is known 
as organizational socialization (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Organizations socialize 
recruits for several reasons: to (1) preview the job and organization to potential mem-
bers, which aids in screening and selecting candidates (Jablin & Miller, 1990); (2) ori-
ent recruits to the organization’s culture (Schein, 1992); (3) train newcomers how to 
perform job duties (Myers & Oetzel, 2003); and (4) develop members for advancement 
and leadership roles (D. Miller & Desmarais, 2007). Interest in socialization by scholars 
and practitioners is fueled by the increasing frequency with which workers enter and exit 
organizations. Premature turnover has been linked to unsuccessful assimilation (Vanden-
berg & Scarpello, 1990) and is an increasing concern. Approximately 4 million employ-
ees leave (quit, are laid off, or fi red) each month (“Employee Tenure in 2004,” 2004), and 
employees remain with their employers for an average of only 4 years (“Employee Ten-
ure Summary,” 2006). Each month, then, millions of people must be socialized as they 
enter new jobs and learn job duties, forge working relationships, and acculturate into the 
work environment. Although premature turnover and “job hopping” can be stressful for 
employees, they also are of concern to organizations, which must incur the cost of hiring 
and training employees, more so given that turnover rates are very high in the fi rst few 
weeks of employment (Hartline & De Witt, 2004).

Organizational socialization is especially intriguing to scholars and practitioners 
because it is foundational in establishing relationships between newcomers and organiza-
tions and, thus, this seemingly mundane process has considerable short- and long-term 
implications for both parties. As newcomers are acculturated into the ways of an orga-
nization, they develop connections that infl uence whether they become committed to 
the organization and its goals (B. J. Allen, 2005; Jones, 1986). Organizational socializa-
tion practices, however, have been criticized for the potential manipulation of recruits. 
Although the critique is justifi able, organizations have much at stake as they integrate 
newcomers. Recruits bring with them assumptions and behaviors acquired from previous 
work and life experiences (Beyer & Hannah, 2002) that can positively affect an organi-
zation, but newcomers may not easily mesh with current members who have experience 
working in the environment. Newcomers can interfere with existing work practices by 
questioning established rules and procedures that have been honed by previous and cur-
rent members (Ashford & Black, 1996; Kramer & Noland, 1999; V. D. Miller, Johnson, 
Hart, & Peterson, 1999). They also can bring negative attitudes or poor work behaviors 
that can inhibit good working relationships and productivity.

Many aspects of socialization have been explored by organizational scholars, includ-
ing newcomer adaptation strategies (B. J. Allen, 2005; Ashford & Taylor, 1990) and the 
content and consequences of socialization (Chao, O’Leary-Kelly, Wolf, Klein, & Gard-
ner, 1994), as well as tests of general models of socialization (Van Maanen & Schein, 
1979). Much of the research on organizational socialization has been driven by practical 
concerns: the type of communication that characterizes the pre-entry, entry, and settling-
in phases (Jablin, 1987, 2001); anticipatory socialization and assimilation (Gibson & 
Papa, 2000); how context affects socialization (Ashforth, Saks, & Lee, 1998; DiSanza, 
1995; Hess, 1993; Myers, 2005); the role of memorable messages in newcomer socializa-
tion (Barge & Schlueter, 2004; Bullis & Bach, 1989; Stohl, 1986); the infl uence of orga-
nizational insiders, work groups, and friendships on socialization (Moreland & Levine, 
2001; Myers & McPhee, 2006; Zorn & Gregory, 2005); the role of mentoring in new-
comer adjustment (Bullis & Bach, 1989b); and the effects of technology use on newcomer 
socialization (Flanagin & Waldeck, 2004).

Much of the early research on socialization investigated the means and effects of orga-
nizational efforts to socialize newcomers. Socialization typologies were created (e.g., 
Van Maanen, 1978; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979) and subsequent studies examined the 
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impact of socialization tactics on newcomer integration. For example, in a study of MBA 
graduates, Jones (1986) found that certain socialization tactics, which he labeled “insti-
tutional strategies” (collective, formal, sequential, fi xed, serial, and investiture), caused 
newcomers to adopt custodial orientations to their roles, whereas “individualized strate-
gies” (individual, informal, random, variable, disjunctive, and divestiture) were related to 
newcomers’ attempts to question the status quo and personalize their roles. More recent 
studies have examined the effects of socialization tactics on several theorized socializa-
tion outcomes. For instance, individualized tactics are positively related to role innova-
tion and role confl ict, but negatively related to job satisfaction and commitment (Ashforth 
& Saks, 1996), and newcomers’ proactive behaviors mediate the effects of institutional 
tactics on newcomers’ belief that they are well suited for the organization (Kim, Cable, 
& Kim, 2005). Although these studies are theoretically signifi cant, they also are practi-
cally relevant to human resources practitioners because they demonstrate how variance in 
a common practice—training and orienting newcomers—affects newcomer adjustment 
and organizational needs.

In contrast to organizations’ socialization tactics, new members’ proactive efforts at 
socialization, especially viewing newcomers as “active message senders and receivers” 
(Kramer & Miller, 1999, p. 360) who join organizations, has received much less atten-
tion. This perspective is especially appealing to those who are interested in reciprocal 
interaction that enables members to become acquainted, involved in the social system, 
and acquire information about how to perform duties to become assets to their organiza-
tions (Myers, 2006). Although training can introduce newcomers to much of what they 
need to know to perform their duties and succeed in an organization, new members also 
must actively seek information to acquire job competency, alleviate their uncertainty, and 
obtain feedback on their behaviors (Gruman, Saks, & Zweig, 2006). Thus, among the 
many foci of organizational socialization scholarship, communication researchers have 
offered greatest insights into how socialization actually happens, research that is useful 
for developing or enhancing organizational training of newcomers.

V. D. Miller and Jablin’s (1991) exemplar research introduced a model of informa-
tion seeking that outlined the infl uences and tactics used by organizational newcomers 
that has been the basis for a number of communication studies. V. D. Miller and Jablin 
proposed that newcomers seek information to answer three questions: (1) What must I 
do to succeed? (2) Am I succeeding? (3) Am I accepted by others? Their model depicts 
seven methods of information seeking: overt, indirect, third parties, testing, disguis-
ing conversations, observing, and surveillance. Several factors infl uence these tactics, 
including the amount of uncertainty faced by a newcomer, perceived social costs associ-
ated with information seeking, availability of information sources, types of information 
sought, individual member characteristics, and the organizational context. This theoreti-
cal information-seeking model has many practical implications and has provided a base 
for applied communication research, as we highlight next.

Much of the research on information seeking has focused on how it reduces newcom-
ers’ uncertainty (e.g., Kramer, 1993; Kramer, Callister, & Turban, 1995; V. D. Miller & 
Jablin, 1991; V. D. Miller et al., 1999; Morrison, 1995; Saks & Ashforth, 1996). Studies 
also have explored information seeking to reduce uncertainty concerning membership in 
newly formed expansion organizations (Sias & Wyers, 2001), working in an organization 
following a workforce reduction (Casey, Miller, & Johnson, 1997), entering the clergy 
(Forward, 1999), special concerns of minorities entering mostly White organizations 
(Teboul, 1999), and women’s entry into nontraditional blue-collar jobs (Holder, 1996).

In their quest to reduce uncertainty, members must weigh social costs involved in 
seeking information (V. D. Miller, 1996). In line with social exchange theory (e.g., Blau, 
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1964; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), social costs are pertinent in information seeking because, 
as Morrison and Bies (1991) argued, the seemingly benign act of asking for appraisal 
can affect others’ perceptions of newcomers. Social costs are related to a person’s public 
image, including the fear that coworkers will see the newcomer as ignorant or incompe-
tent (Morrison, 1993; Teboul, 1995). Similarly, newcomers may fear negative feedback 
that could damage their self-esteem and indicate a need for behavioral change (Morrison 
& Cummings, 1992). When newcomers predict negative, as opposed to positive, conse-
quences, they are more likely to use less direct tactics of information seeking (Teboul, 
1995). However, members may actively seek feedback when they believe that it will be 
mostly positive and, thereby, boost their self-esteem and enhance their public image (Mor-
rison & Bies, 1991). Other intriguing areas of research include how information-seeking 
tactics vary according to the type of information sought (V. D. Miller, 1996; Morrison, 
1993; Waldeck, Seibold, & Flanagin, 2004), differences in information seeking between 
newcomers and job transferees (Kramer et al., 1995), sources of information seeking 
using technology (Waldeck et al., 2004), effects of information seeking on socialization 
and adjustment (Ashford, 1986; Ashford & Tsui, 1991), and changes in information 
seeking over time (Levy, Albright, Cawley, & Williams, 1995). These studies have offered 
numerous insights into circumstances that facilitate or inhibit newcomers’ information 
seeking and socialization into organizations.

Future research should continue to investigate organizational socialization as a dynamic 
process of negotiation, answering questions such as: How do reciprocal exchanges infl u-
ence and alter socialization? How do members communicate resistance to socialization, 
and to what effect? How do organizational culture and occupation infl uence information 
seeking, and what effects do these have on socialization?

Organizational Culture

Organizational culture has been a central focus of both theoretical (Riley, 1993) and 
applied scholarship (Frost, Moore, Louis, Lundberg, & Martin, 1991). Drawing from a 
metaphor of organizations as cultures—with rites and ceremonies, stories and myths, and 
taken-for-granted assumptions and values—researchers have explored the relationship 
between communication and organizational goals using a variety of epistemological and 
methodological tools consonant with postpositivist, interpretive, and critical approaches 
(see Eisenberg & Riley, 2001). From R. C. Smith and Eisenberg’s (1987) study of root 
metaphors for organizational confl ict at Disneyland and Pacanowsky’s (1988) exploration 
of empowerment at W. L. Gore to Cheney’s (1995) examination of democracy and global-
ism at a workers’ cooperative in Spain and Rosenfeld, Richman, and May’s (2004) study 
of information adequacy in a dispersed network organization, communication scholar-
ship in this tradition integrates practically relevant and theoretically rigorous inquiry.

Eisenberg and Riley (2001) offered a thematic typology that underscores the role of 
communication in investigations of organizational culture. They arrayed extant research 
within six overarching themes: culture as symbolism and performance, text, critique, 
identity, cognition, and as climate and effectiveness. Although they characterized the last 
category as “practical,” the applied fi ndings of work across all the themes are apparent. 
For instance, Hylmö and Buzzanell’s (2002) exploration of the organizational subcultures 
surrounding telecommuting practices in a hybrid federal agency is an excellent example 
of research within the “culture-as-text” tradition that has important practical relevance. 
The study drew on Martin’s (1992) three cultural lenses of integration (which focuses on 
consistency across members’ accounts and shared experiences), differentiation (which 
focuses on inconsistencies across members’ accounts and the subcultures that represent 
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areas of consensus among them), and fragmentation (which acknowledges the ambiguity 
that persists in both the integration and differentiation perspectives, and focuses on the 
lack of any consensus among organizational members). Using these lenses, Hylmö and 
Buzzanell demonstrated that even as scholars maintain an ironic stance and highlight the 
multivocal nature of cultural texts, they still can explore ways in which organizational 
actors might benefi t from conversations about the contested spaces, ambiguity, and fl ux 
that characterize their work. In fact, because Martin’s work has had such enormous heu-
ristic value for organizational culture research, the topical relevance and theoretical rigor 
of Hylmö and Buzzanell’s study make it an illuminating exemplar of how this important 
metatheoretical perspective might be used to understand both communication processes 
and organizational goals. Hence, we describe the study in some detail below and under-
score its applied fi ndings.

Whereas most telecommuting research views communication primarily as an out-
come—the impact of time–space distantiation on organizational members’ communi-
cation patterns—Hylmö and Buzzanell (2002) explored the social construction of this 
contemporary organizational practice through both in-house and telecommuting mem-
bers’ discourse. Set in a private-sector federal agency, where 11% of employees were full-
time telecommuters, the researchers interviewed 37 members, 13 of whom were full-time 
telecommuters. Participants were asked general questions about the agency, its culture 
and subcultures, their work-related tasks, and their experiences with telework.

Using Martin’s (1992) integration perspective, Hylmö and Buzzanell (2002) looked 
for coherence in interviewees’ recurring themes, symbols, and practices. A utopian nar-
rative emerged, with telecommuting policies described as evidence of the “greatness” and 
“uniqueness” of the agency’s innovative culture, ideal working conditions, and transfor-
mational leadership. Telecommuting primarily was seen as an innovation that allowed 
employees to service client needs better and, secondarily, as a practice that enabled them 
to manage their family and other personal needs. Most important, members viewed tele-
commuting as one manifestation of the “employee centrism” that characterized the cul-
ture of this organization, where members chose the work context best suited for their 
individual needs. This utopian narrative also revealed how organizational leaders’ use of 
strategic ambiguity, rhetorical framing, and various cultural indicators helped members 
to identify with this organization despite their differences.

To develop the differentiation perspective, points of disagreement across groups that 
lead to the formation of subcultures were examined. Instead of fi nding two groups 
clustered around spatial working conditions, the researchers observed four subcultures 
among employees demarcated by their own and others’ assessments of their advance-
ment potential, as well as their experiences with on-site or teleworking arrangements. 
They also found that employees’ perceptions of promotability were related to the fl uidity 
or fi xity of their working hours, as well as to their spatial orientations. Paradoxically, 
in-house members who desired promotion constructed more fl uid, event-based temporal 
boundaries and saw face-to-face interaction as critical to advancement. Telecommuting 
members attempted to create more fi xed temporal boundaries by keeping to schedules 
and compartmentalizing their time, and they felt that face time was not a factor in career 
advancement. In contrast, teleworkers who believed they had reached a plateau in their 
career enacted a fl uid time between work and home activities, and purposely withdrew 
from workplace interactions to loosen their ties to the organization, whereas similar 
in-house members kept rigid working hours but maintained close working relationships 
with others on-site. An important fi nding was that neither group of in-house employees 
saw themselves as colleagues with the telecommuters and, consequently, their discourse 
refl ected an “us–them” mentality.
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The fi ndings from the integration and differentiation perspectives raise two practical 
concerns for people contemplating a telework arrangement. Despite the intent of tele-
commuting to offer fl exibility, the fi ndings support Steward’s (2000) conclusions that 
teleworkers have increased workloads and fewer leisure hours than other workers due to 
their willingness to accommodate others’ schedules. Given that individuals often select 
this arrangement because of challenges they face in balancing work–life concerns, it 
seems imperative that these fi ndings be considered alongside the increased fl exibility of 
such work. In addition, the need for alternative ways to develop peer relationships, men-
toring, and fairness for all employees must be addressed.

Finally, using a fragmentation lens, the investigators focused on the ambiguity, para-
dox, tension, and contradiction refl ected in in-house and telecommuting members’ dis-
course. Telecommuting was shrouded in mystery for in-house employees, who wondered 
what their teleworking colleagues really did and whether relationships with them could 
be maintained during a time of change, given their physical absence. Their language 
refl ected a sense of loss, which went unacknowledged by themselves and management. 
Hylmö and Buzzanell (2002) explained that “although many employees recognized the 
loss of informal interaction at one level, at a deeper level the losses went unnoted or were 
swept aside. The losses and feelings of disconnectedness amounted to grief because of lost 
or transitioning relationships” (p. 345).

As Hylmö and Buzzanell (2002) described, fi ndings within the fragmentation lens 
point to promising interventions that communication and human resource professionals 
might consider. The perceived mystery of telecommuting by in-house employees stresses 
the need for open communication with all organizational members concerning telecom-
muting policies and practices. Hylmö and Buzzanell suggested that electronic exchanges, 
meetings, newsletter columns, or even videos (e.g., A Day in the Life of a Telecommuter) 
might address these issues, as well as conversations that strengthen the perceived legiti-
macy of different work arrangements. In addition, members should have opportunities to 
address feelings of loss associated with colleagues moving off-site to perform their jobs.

Studies of organizational culture, such as Hylmö and Buzzanell’s (2002) study, offer 
practicable fi ndings for organizational members in a range of contexts (e.g., Hecht & Par-
rott, 2002; Scheibel, 1994; Schrodt, 2002; Shockley-Zalabak & Morley, 1994; Trujillo, 
1992; Witmer, 1997). Such research offers idiographic rather than universal, generaliz-
able fi ndings; consequently, these studies allow us to consider an array of communication 
goals and processes within diverse approaches. The unity within this diversity, however, 
is refl ected in the commitment of cultural scholars to respond to organizational members’ 
everyday concerns. For instance, similar to Hylmö and Buzzanell’s (2002) discussion of 
potential interventions, F. L. Smith and Keyton (2001) articulated ways in which commu-
nitarian contracts between employers and employees can attract and retain an engaged, 
committed workforce. Rosenfeld et al.’s (2004, p. 50) fi ndings about a dispersed network 
organization also refl ected the differentiation discourse that characterized Hylmö and 
Buzzanell’s in-house and telecommuting subcultures, and they offered guidelines for a 
“unifi ed diversity” among spatio–temporally distinct organizational members. Future 
studies should investigate cross-context similarities in these processes and effects, and 
simultaneously continue to explore organization-specifi c dynamics.

Diffusion of Organizational Innovations

Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is communicated through channels over 
time among members of a social system (Rogers, 2003). Research on the diffusion of inno-
vations focuses on communication processes that shape how, why, and when  members of 
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a social network adopt ideas, practices, or objects that they perceive as new. Such research 
examines how knowledge of an innovation moves from one source to another, explains 
why some issues and not others are taken up and talked about, and accounts for the speed 
of this transmission. Practitioners are concerned with these matters because it is vital for 
organizations to stay current with regard to procedures, practices, and technologies.

The concept of “diffusion” originated with sociologists and anthropologists in Europe 
early in the 20th century. However, Rogers (1962) fi rst offered a grounded perspective 
of diffusion, beginning with his research on how farmers learned from one another 
(and from nonnative experts) about new agricultural methods and how such knowledge 
changed their farming views and practices. His pioneering research is responsible for the 
applied focus that has made this tradition a signifi cant part of communication scholar-
ship, in general, and organizational communication scholarship, in particular. That tradi-
tion spans a range of contexts and topics—from durable goods to industrial innovations 
to social movements (see, e.g., Strang & Soule, 1998; Sultan, Farley, & Lehmann, 1990; 
for its tradition in development communication, see Kincaid & Figueroa, this volume)—
and is of concern both to theoreticians and practitioners in research and development 
laboratories, marketing departments, and the federal government.

The four main elements within the process of diffusion are the innovation, communi-
cation channel, time, and social system. An innovation is an idea, practice, or object per-
ceived as new by an individual, group, organization, or other entity. The communication 
channel is the medium through which messages concerning an innovation are exchanged. 
The relevance of time concerns (1) the lapse between knowledge of an innovation and an 
adoption or rejection decision about it—the period known as the innovation-decision 
process; (2) the time lag between early and late adopters; and (3) the adoption rate, or 
number of new adopters within a given time period. Finally, the social system is the group 
of interrelated units or nodes (individuals, groups, organizations, etc.) involved in the 
larger diffusion process.

The diffusion of an innovation is facilitated by its salience within a given social sys-
tem. For example, when organizational members deem an innovation to be salient, they 
discuss it among their social networks—extending from departmental colleagues to 
members of other organizations—and these discussions shape their attitudes about it. 
Such discussion refl ects the fi rst two stages of the innovation-decision process, which 
consists of (1) knowledge (which most individuals do not proceed past), (2) persuasion, 
(3) decision, (4) implementation, and (5) confi rmation (Rogers, 2000). For illustrative 
purposes, consider a new communication technology. According to the diffusion model, 
many organizational decision makers will gain knowledge of the technology. Whether 
they are persuaded about its merits is a function of discussions about it in their social 
network—both inside and outside the organization. Hence, if no one talks about it, they 
are not likely to be persuaded one way or another. If they discuss it, however, those con-
versations shape their attitudes toward the technology, which then shape their decision 
about whether to adopt it. If they adopt it, the next step is to implement the technology in 
the company. Finally, decision makers will seek confi rmation that they made the proper 
decision, based on outcomes associated with and reactions to the innovation.

Communication researchers have focused primarily on the diffusion of news events, 
technological innovations, and new communication technologies, exploring the diffusion 
process among individuals, groups, and organizations (Rogers, 2003). Central questions 
in this line of research concern how earlier adopters differ from later adopters, how per-
ceived attributes of an innovation (e.g., relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, tri-
alability, and observability) affect its rate of adoption, why the rate of diffusion increases 
after the development of a critical mass, and how to develop a critical mass to diffuse an 
innovation rapidly (Rogers, 2003).
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Among recent studies, Flanagin’s (2000) research concerning the social pressures facil-
itating adoption of an organizational Web site is an exemplar of classic diffusion research, 
as it considers each of these questions and highlights the applied nature of this tradition. 
Flanagin explored the relative impact of three factors on Web-site diffusion processes: (1) 
interorganizational social pressures (i.e., what an organization’s competitors were doing, 
the organization’s self-perceived visibility and status as a leader in the fi eld, and the per-
ceived faddishness of Web sites), (2) organizational features (i.e., size, age, and reliance on 
advanced technologies), and (3) perceived benefi ts of and impediments to establishing a 
Web site (i.e., enhanced profi t and reputation, improved communication and information 
fl ow, and technical complexity involved in adoption). Flanagin assessed the relationship 
among these factors with respect to whether an organization had a Web site, were early 
or late adopters, and the likelihood of adoption (for those without a Web site).

Through surveying members of the regional chamber of commerce in a medium-sized 
West-coast U.S. city, Flanagin (2000) obtained data on 288 organizations of varying 
size and age, and closely representing U.S. organizational demographics in sector type 
(including service, retail, fi nance, and transportation). Fifty-six percent reported having 
a company Web site, whereas 44% did not. Consistent with other research, Flanagin 
found that organizational characteristics (Damanpour, 1987; Swanson, 1994) and per-
ceived benefi ts of an innovation (Tornatzky & Klein, 1982) predicted adoption decisions. 
However, Flanagin found new evidence that interorganizational social pressures are key 
predictors as well, explaining unique variance beyond that accounted for by these other 
factors. Judgment about what competitors were doing (called institutional pressure) was 
the single-best predictor of Web-site adoption: If an organization believed that similar 
businesses owned a Web site, they were likely to have one. Other important social pres-
sure factors were organizations’ perceptions of their visibility and leadership in the fi eld.

Among those organizations that already had a Web site, the stage at which they adopted 
(early or late) was positively related to how much they relied on advanced technologies 
(a structural feature) or whether they perceived Web sites as faddish or avant-garde (not 
an impediment). In addition, for current nonadopters, the likelihood of future adoption 
was predicted by two perceived benefi ts (increased communication and organizational 
advantage for enhanced profi t and reputation), two structural features (larger size and 
greater reliance on advanced technologies), and, to a lesser extent, one social pressure 
(institutional pressure). Thus, although social pressures were critical in distinguishing 
adopters from nonadopters, they were not as useful in predicting the stage of adoption 
and the likelihood of future adoption.

Flanagin’s (2000) work demonstrates the importance of social pressures at the inter-
organizational level in diffusion processes and adds to other research about the impor-
tance of intraorganizational communication networks in facilitating discussion about 
innovations, including interpersonal relationships and team membership (e.g., Albrecht 
& Hall, 1991; Barker, Melville, & Pacanowsky, 1993). Furthermore, this research draws 
attention to the importance of considering phasic infl uences on diffusion processes, in 
that early adopters may be most infl uenced by their organization’s structural features and 
perceived benefi ts, and social pressures may explain what causes the rate of diffusion to 
increase after the development of the critical mass.

Research on the diffusion of innovations in organizational contexts can benefi t from 
continued investigation of a range of different types of innovations within various types of 
organizational structures. For instance, the increase in “boundaryless” or network orga-
nizations provides an opportunity to explore the communication processes that underlie 
diffusion at a macro-organizational level. In addition, given that the majority of diffusion 
studies by organizational communication researchers focuses on technological innova-
tions (Rogers, 2003), it is important to consider whether the same factors bear equal 
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weight in the diffusion of nontechnological innovations. For instance, what leads orga-
nizations independently and voluntarily to adopt sustainable practices? In another vein, 
what leads some popular management books to take on a cultlike status in certain orga-
nizational circles? This second question leads to a related critique of diffusion research, in 
general: a proinnovation bias in which innovations implicitly are assumed to be construc-
tive, with the intraorganizational and interorganizational diffusion of potentially dam-
aging innovations less often considered a topic of study (G. W. Downs & Mohr, 1976). 
Similarly, studying “failed” innovations may yield important fi ndings about the diffusion 
process. Finally, the appropriate methods necessary to study unsuccessful innovations 
point to the greatest challenge for diffusion research on organizational innovations: the 
need to conduct longitudinal research. As Flanagin (2000) noted, most diffusion studies 
represent variance, rather than process, research. Gathering data at several points in time 
is needed to overcome the limitations associated with retrospective accounts of behaviors 
and feelings, as well as to investigate unsuccessful innovations that do not make it to the 
adoption stage. Longitudinal research also can explore time ordering among factors and 
their phasic infl uences within the diffusion cycle.

Planned Organizational Change

Changes affecting organizations are pervasive and increasing (Cheney, Christensen, Zorn, 
& Ganesh, 2004). Organizing for continuous change, therefore, is necessary to remain 
open to environmental shifts (Zorn, Page, & Cheney, 2000), especially globalization 
forces (see Parrish-Sprowl, this volume). Planned change allows organizations to control 
their adaptability, become self-refl exive, envision their future, determine a strategic plan, 
and communicate with organizational members to embrace the necessary changes to 
achieve that future (Goodstein, Nolan, & Pfeiffer, 1993).

Planned organizational change can be defi ned as “change that is brought about 
through the purposeful efforts of organizational members as opposed to change that is 
due to environmental or uncontrollable forces” (Lewis, Hamel, & Richardson, 2001, p. 
9). Daft (1989) identifi ed four categories that apply to planned organizational change: 
technology, administration, products and/or services, and human resources. These cat-
egories range from simple minor efforts, such as altering physical space or introducing a 
new procedure, to complex major efforts, such as introducing an organization-wide new 
communication technology or merging with another organization.

Planned organizational change is an umbrella term encompassing intervention, and 
intervention includes implementation. Planned change assumes that organizations decide 
to alter current processes, operations, and outcomes to become more effi cient, profi table, 
competitive, and so forth. Interventions into current practices are planned to solve tar-
geted problems or to foster improvement by implementing progressive change (see Frey 
& SunWolf, this volume).

Numerous theoretical perspectives seek to explain the processes and outcomes of 
planned organizational change (Beer & Nohria, 2000; Edmondson, 1996), but they 
cohere within four approaches. First, open systems perspectives (Schein, 1987; Senge, 
1990) view change in organizations as infl uencing a system of inputs, throughputs, and 
outputs, with change in internal components causing changes in other (interdependent) 
components (e.g., people, structures, and tasks). Second, process approaches to change 
advance the systems perspective by investigating causal relationships between interde-
pendent components of an organization and by focusing on throughputs as processes 
that mediate inputs and outcomes over time. Third, cognitive models of change pro-
cesses capture how organizational members acquire, organize, and make sense of change 
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(Bartunek, Lacey, & Wood, 1992), suggesting that members’ interpretations of change 
infl uence the overall environment of change in an organization through processes such as 
feedback, resistance, and concern for others. Finally, organizational development theo-
ries (e.g., French & Bell, 1999: Worren, Ruddle, & Moore, 1999) view change from orga-
nizational members’ perspectives; involve a process of discarding old and learning new 
information; and focus on culture, leadership, and communication through changes in 
individual members’ skills and attitudes.

Typically, organizations employ individual-based or team-based “change agents” to 
design and implement planned organizational changes. Change agents are the primary 
implementers of change, regardless of whether they are internal to an organization (e.g., 
members from different levels and functions of the organization) or external constitu-
ents or implementers (e.g., consultants). Lewis and Seibold (1998) proposed that planned 
change entails managing communication among those involved with and affected by 
organizational change (leaders, change agents, employees, and stakeholders), managing 
information communicated in favor of the plan and responses to it, and preparing orga-
nizational members to conduct work in a manner consistent with the plan. Here, we 
consider research on the role of communication processes in the design, implementation, 
and foci of planned organizational change.

Design of Planned Organizational Change

Numerous areas of research and practice are associated with the design of planned orga-
nizational change. Organizational development programs are types of planned changes 
that seek to improve undesirable situations by imcreasing the functioning of individuals, 
work groups, and organizations, and by aiding organizational members to sustain efforts 
of continuous improvement (French & Bell, 1999). In contrast to organizational develop-
ment, change management (e.g., Worren et al., 1999) instills behavioral change prior to 
attitudinal change or even instead of organizational learning. Through experiencing new 
change, organizational members begin to understand and embrace change efforts.

Zorn et al. (2000) investigated the logics managers invoke that, in turn, shape the 
way they communicate about, manage, and evaluate change in organizations.  Utilizing 
a functional–romantic–critical framework and collecting data at a local government 
agency, Zorn et al. found that from a functional perspective, change is communicated as 
a necessity for improvement, managed via messages encouraging staff to enact a learning 
organization, and is evaluated for its effectiveness in furthering an organization’s inter-
ests. From a romantic perspective, change is communicated as necessary for strengthen-
ing core organizational values and is managed and evaluated through inspiration and the 
sense of bonding it promotes among organizational members. From a critical perspective, 
change is communicated as manipulation and oppression of workers, managed through 
domination and re-creation of a system of concertive control, and is evaluated based 
on the transparent acceptance of top-down decisions. Their work on the different log-
ics underlying change management activities, thus, illuminates communicative practices 
associated with the design of planned organizational change.

Implementation of Planned Organizational Change

Scholars in communication (Larkin & Larkin, 1994; Lewis, 1997, 1999), training and 
development (DeWine, 2001), organizational psychology (King & Anderson, 1995), and 
organizational behavior (Worren et al., 1999) share at least three assumptions concern-
ing organizational change implementation. First, given that organizations constantly are 
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changing, change programs must promote advances that are enduring and resilient (Ill-
back & Zins, 1995). Of course, change is not perceived the same way by all organiza-
tional members; managers, implementers, users, and stakeholders often have different 
needs, perspectives, and reactions (Lewis, 1997). Such differences are evident in research 
on power dynamics, confl icts of interest, and resistance surrounding organizational 
change (Frost & Egri, 1991).

The second assumption is that organizational changes differ widely in terms of causes 
and effects. External pressures typically trigger organizational change, but change can 
be a function of internal pressures, such as employee dissatisfaction. Lewis et al. (2001) 
used a systems view to suggest that numerous situational, psychological, structural, 
environmental, and cultural factors infl uence the design and implementation of planned 
organizational changes. In particular, Lewis and Seibold (1993) noted that implementa-
tion activities tend to be infl uenced by the scope, novelty, and complexity of the planned 
change, and Lewis and Seibold (1998) indicated that the political context surrounding a 
change effort, timing and nature of the change, employees’ participation throughout the 
implementation, and managers’ expectations, interpretations, and infl uence all have sig-
nifi cant effects on the results of an implementation process. In terms of its effects, Lewis 
(1999) found that planned change typically disrupts organizational work and relation-
ships by introducing new structures, values, roles, and operations, as well as by imple-
menting the change itself (e.g., new procedures, equipment, or personnel).

Change is not always welcome by organizational members (V. D. Miller, Johnson, 
& Grau, 1994); consequently, planned change efforts often are met with resistance and 
failure (King & Anderson, 1995; Lewis, 2000). Research has revealed many bases of such 
resistance and failure. Fullan, Miles, and Taylor (1980), for instance, suggested that inad-
equate systematic organizational assessments and poor problem clarifi cation, inattention 
to organizational readiness for change, simplistic intervention packages, and the lack 
of follow-up procedures are some reasons why change efforts fail. Medved et al. (2001) 
asserted that ownership tension, or the confl ict that key players face in accepting respon-
sibility for the problem and ownership of the change process, is inherent and critical to 
the success of change implementation efforts. Among the causes and effects of failure 
and resistance to change is the high degree of uncertainty experienced by organizational 
members (Markus, 1983). Illback and Zins (1995) also noted that focusing on only one 
group of people in an organization undermines the systemic nature of organizations and 
explains why organizational change efforts fail 50 to 90% of the time, especially with 
mergers and business unit reengineering (Lewis, 2000), downsizing (Appelbaum, Close, 
& Klasa, 1999), and quality improvement programs (Beer, 2003).

The third assumption is that communication is an integral factor in the success of 
planned organizational change efforts (Covin & Kilmann, 1990). Some view communi-
cation merely as a tool (e.g., Hersey, Blanchard, & Johnson, 2008), whereas others view 
it as the process by which change occurs (Poole, Van de Ven, Dooley, & Holmes, 2000), 
and still others view it as part of the outcomes of change (Timmerman, 2003). In gen-
eral, as Lewis and Seibold (1998) concluded, communication predicts the formation of 
people’s attitudes regarding planned changes, resistance to change programs, behavioral 
coping responses to innovation, and the outcomes of organizational change programs.

Communication Foci of Planned Organizational Change

Researchers have focused on a wide variety of communicative practices related to planned 
organizational change, such as framing a change-related vision (Fairhurst, 1993a), infl u-
ence of information and social interaction on employees’ participation in and anxiety 
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toward change (K. I. Miller & Monge, 1985; V. D. Miller et al., 1994), communication 
channels employed by organizational members and implementers during change (Fidler 
& Johnson, 1984; Lewis, 1997), and use of feedback to shape proposed changes (John-
son & Rice, 1987). In particular, research on communication and planned change has 
focused on information related to fl ow (e.g., feedback loops, valence, and directionality), 
channels (e.g., mediated vs. face-to-face), effects (e.g., employee participation, anxiety, 
and resistance), and the positioning of communication as an outcome or byproduct (e.g., 
feedback usefulness, increased social interaction, and communication as a challenge for 
change agents).

Although scholars agree that involving employees in the change process by provid-
ing them with relevant information is an important strategy (Fulk, 1993; Rice & Aydin, 
1991), K. I. Miller and Monge (1985) pointed out that the matter is much more complex 
than just assuming that because employees have certain needs, any opportunity they have 
to fulfi ll them will likely lead to acceptance of change efforts. Indeed, ample research 
shows that employees often experience anxiety and uncertainty during change; thus, 
they experience other needs. Openness to change is related to employees’ ability to fulfi ll 
their need for achievement, have access to high-quality information, and reduce ambigu-
ity regarding their roles (V. D. Miller et al., 1994). Hence, participating in change efforts 
means providing employees with information necessary to fulfi ll these needs and having 
them feel a sense of control over the consequences of changing (Lewis, 2000).

V. D. Miller et al. (1994) concluded that employees’ willingness to participate in 
planned organizational change indicates their intention to accept change and perform 
their duties in a manner consistent with that change. However, one major challenge that 
organizations continue to face in implementing change is getting employees to accept 
new ways of working (Cheney et al., 2004). Lewis and Seibold (1993) proposed that 
employees’ communicative and other behavioral responses are triggered by their concerns 
regarding uncertainty and differential information access, acquisition and regulation of 
norms, and their performance in light of the changes. Lewis (1997) found that in addi-
tion to understanding resistance and receptivity, employees’ responses—such as valence 
(positivity vs. negativity), the decidedness or fi rmness of the response, and the focus of 
the response (self vs. others)—went beyond the typical negativity toward change reported 
in the literature. Furthermore, Lewis and Seibold (1993, 1996) found that organizational 
members search for information, consider possible alternatives to a change, persuade oth-
ers to support or not support the change, and formally resist the change altogether.

Change agents’ assumptions concerning the change process, their view of communi-
cation during change, and their communication-related strategies for promoting change 
also are important to understanding planned organizational change. First, despite pos-
sible initial resistance, change agents assume that organizational members eventually will 
accept a change and take on the role of change agents themselves by spreading it to 
coworkers (Bartunek et al., 1992) with positive effects. However, research indicates that 
change agents overemphasize and overanticipate problems related to change resistance, 
despite a high likelihood that a particular change might be welcome by organizational 
members (Lewis, 2000). Second, J. D. Ford and Ford (1995) argued that the challenges 
change agents confront inherently are communicative. Indeed, Lewis (2000) found that 
implementers rank communication among the most problematic challenges, especially 
because they view it as related to employee resistance and confl ict as predictors of failed 
change efforts. Third, change agents play a central role in infl uencing organizational mem-
bers through their interactions with them. For instance, Lewis and Seibold (1998) found 
a pattern of characteristics—openness and responsiveness, comfort and ambiguity, and 
high self-concept—related to how change agents promote success during  implementation. 
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In addition, change agents use multiple communication channels to convey information 
to, and receive it from, different organizational groups, with Lewis (1999) reporting that 
the amount of information conveyed and solicited differed signifi cantly between employ-
ees and volunteers. Change agents also distinguish between information dissemination 
and solicitation. They tend to use small, informal discussions and general informational 
meetings to promote change, and they rely on word-of-mouth to disseminate information 
about planned change, but resort to informal, direct channels to solicit input.

A fundamental perception that management shares with professional change agents 
is that planned change is necessary (Zorn et al., 2000), employee resistance will happen 
(Deetz, 1992), and that such resistance must be overcome, although views concerning 
the pervasiveness of resistance and the need to counter it have been challenged (Dent & 
Goldberg, 1999). Hence, managers begin to conceive of change prior to understanding 
its implications and take it on as an “internal campaign.” To maintain the perception of 
stability, managers are faced with the need to implement change and develop a discourse 
of fl exibility and openness about it, a notion that Cheney et al. (2004) termed the “dialec-
tic of change-constancy.” Fairhurst (1993a) described management’s primary role during 
implementation as an internal marketing campaign, in which managers simultaneously 
disseminate and “sell” change information to mold an organization’s image and values 
and prevent employee resistance. In focusing on communicating change to employees 
to infl uence them, V. D. Miller et al. (1994) indicated that managers often overlook the 
infl uential role that workers’ needs and their social interactions with peers have on shap-
ing upward expectations of a planed organizational change.

Organizational communication scholars, however, largely have ignored the role of 
internal and external stakeholders (e.g., investors, board members, and affi liates) and 
their interaction with change agents and other organizational members during planned 
organizational change. In a notable exception, Lewis et al. (2001) found that the perceived 
need for communication effi ciency, and for consensus building, distinguished how imple-
menters communicated change to stakeholders in six ways: (1) disseminating information 
equally, (2) accepting the participation of all stakeholders equally, (3) providing access 
to communication based only on the exchange of a valuable stakeholder resource (quid 
pro quo), (4) providing information on a need-to-know basis, (5) constructing messages 
targeted at specifi c stakeholders (marketing), and (6) communicating as events unfolded 
(reactionary).

Key questions for future research on planned organizational change include: During 
the stages of organizational change implementation, how are members connected via 
their communicative behavior? How does interdependence among organizational mem-
bers infl uence their involvement, participation, and social interaction during the stages of 
planned change? What infl uences organizational members’ perceptions of change (e.g., 
uncertainty, information, and involvement) and how do these perceptions infl uence their 
communicative behavior with other members? How does communication as a process 
infl uence change outcomes? How are the various dualities that are inherent in change 
(Seo, Putnam, & Bartunek, 2003) communicatively managed during planned change 
initiatives?

Trends in Applied Organizational Communication Research

Applied communication scholarship, in general, has taken at least three forms, each dif-
ferentiated by how the relationship between theory and practice is viewed (Seibold, 2008). 
First, and particularly in its earliest form, applied research has been viewed as a parallel 
type of scholarship to basic research (G. R. Miller & Sunnafrank, 1984). Bifurcated as 
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“practice and theory,” they are seen as different research avenues and frequently of differ-
ent status. Second, especially during the past 2 decades, applied communication research 
has been seen as the intersection of theory and practice (Petronio, 1999). Discussed in 
terms such as “theory into practice/theory from practice,” they are viewed as recipro-
cal when the foci and paths of each intersect. Third, and increasingly of late, there are 
calls for and efforts at the integration of theory and research (Barge, 2001). Conjoined 
as “theory with practice/practice with theory,” their recursive and mutually transfor-
mative potential has been underscored (Seibold, 2005; regarding the role of theory in 
applied communication research, see Barge & Craig, this volume; Frey & SunWolf, this 
volume).

Applied organizational communication scholarship refl ects these forms and trends, as 
can be demonstrated in the four longstanding areas of research that we reviewed: orga-
nizational socialization, organizational culture, diffusion of organizational innovations, 
and planned organizational change. We fi rst examine these areas of applied organiza-
tional communication scholarship in terms of the parallels, intersections, and integration 
of theory and practice, and then focus on the contributions of an emerging fourth form 
of applied organizational communication research—engaged scholarship.

Parallel, Intersecting, and Integrated Applied Organizational Communication 
Research 

A number of the studies reviewed in the four areas represent applied organizational com-
munication research that takes only a parallel view of the relationship between theory 
and practice. For an example from each area, see Jones’s (1986) study of organizational 
socialization tactics and their relevance for newcomer training, Schrodt’s (2002) report of 
employee identifi cation and organizational culture, fi ndings by Albrecht and Hall (1991) 
concerning the importance of intraorganizational communication networks in facilitat-
ing discussion about innovations, and research by J. D. Ford and Ford (1995) on the role 
of conversations in organizational change.

However, there also is applied scholarship in the four areas in which theory and prac-
tice intersect or are integrated. The intersection of theory and practice, again to note but 
one example from each area, is most apparent in Jablin and Miller’s (1990) analysis of 
newcomer–supervisor role negotiation processes, Hylmö and Buzzanell’s (2002) explora-
tion of the organizational (sub)cultures surrounding telecommuting practices in a fed-
eral agency, Flanagin’s (2000) research on the social pressures facilitating organizational 
Web-site adoption, and Lewis’s (2000) fi ndings concerning implementers’ reports of com-
munication problems associated with organizational change initiatives. 

Scholarship in which theory and practice are integrated is evident in Ashforth et al.’s 
(1998) research on specifi c organizational contexts and newcomer adjustment, Paca-
nowsky’s (1988) examination of empowerment as part of the organizational culture at 
W. L. Gore, the role of work-team membership and communication dynamics on organi-
zational innovation described in a larger study by Barker et al. (1993), and the approach 
to communicating organizational change proffered by Larkin and Larkin (1994) as the 
intersection of their reading of longstanding theoretical fi ndings and their successes as 
practitioners in ongoing organizational change initiatives.

Engaged Scholarship: Contributions to Integrating Theory and Practice

The fi eld of communication recently has witnessed calls for (Applegate, 2002), and efforts 
at (Simpson & Shockley-Zalaback, 2005), an extension to the integration of theory and 
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practice in applied communication scholarship that moves far beyond “application” 
of communication theory and research (C. Downs, 1999) and past the “translation” 
of scholarship into practice (Petronio, 1999). This fourth form of applied communica-
tion scholarship is a more “engaged” type (e.g., Barge, Simpson, & Shockley-Zalabak, 
2008; Cheney, Wilhelmsson, & Zorn, 2002), in which theory and practice are mutually 
transformative and so enmeshed as to be separable mainly for refl exive and analytical 
purposes. Engaged scholarship demonstrates a dynamic, oscillating interplay between 
situated practices and theoretical constructs (as though they simply are the same main 
transportation artery). As Seibold (2005) noted, such work is characterized by

much more involvement (even immersion) by engaged scholars [that includes] close 
work and learning with stakeholders, appropriation and application of theoretical 
work but eclectically so (and not simply as a theory-testing means to researchers’ 
scholarship ends), and theory shaping and (re)formulation throughout the process. 
(p. 15)

Many examples of engaged scholarship exist across the fi eld of communication (e.g., 
the studies in Frey & Carragee, 2007), and this form of scholarship is discussed in other 
chapters in this volume (e.g., Frey & SunWolf). There also are noteworthy examples of 
engaged organizational communication research, and they are becoming more prevalent. 
For example, in the four areas examined in this chapter, Scott and Myers (2005) stud-
ied how municipal fi refi ghters are socialized to manage their emotions, Cheney (1995) 
analyzed democracy at a workers’ cooperative in Spain, Rogers (1962) described how 
farmers learned about new agricultural methods and changed their farming practices, 
and Seibold (1995) detailed the creation of team management in a new design plant. We 
also cited engaged research in the introduction to the chapter, such as that conducted by 
Fairhurst (1993a), Kirby and Krone (2002), and Pearce and Pearce (2001; see also Pearce, 
Spano, & Pearce, this volume).

Other compelling, engaged organizational communication scholarship includes 
McPherson and Deetz’s (2005) refl exive account of the “jagged evolution” of their action 
research with participants engaged in merged high-tech cultures in a state university sys-
tem, Thackaberry-Ziegler’s ongoing work with wildland fi refi ghters (e.g., Thackaberry, 
2004), and Eisenberg’s (2005) refl exive approach to service and consulting engagements 
(and the importance of conscious and refl exive communication for all parties). Not only 
is the level of scholar immersion in all of these studies quite deep (sometimes for years) 
and the theory–practice relationship fl uid and evolving but, at times, the research also is 
cocreated by scholars, practitioners, and stakeholders (Simpson & Seibold, 2008). These 
works and others like them (cf. Harter, Scott, Novak, Leeman, & Morris, 2006; Lucas, 
2007) represent a key addition to applied organizational communication scholarship.

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we framed applied organizational communication research as investi-
gations of communication in organizational life that answer theoretically important 
questions and illuminate signifi cant social issues, improve practices, or redress societal 
problems. Noting numerous areas of such scholarship in the introduction, and repre-
sentative examples in each area, we focused on four areas in which communication is 
especially signifi cant: organizational socialization/assimilation, organizational culture, 
diffusion of organizational innovations, and communication and planned organiza-
tional change. These four areas have long histories, multimethodological foundations, 
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programmatic and replicated fi ndings, breadth of theoretical perspectives, analyses that 
cross micro and macro levels, and many implications for practice. Especially important, 
as shown in the last section of the chapter, theory and practice interpenetrate in each of 
these areas: There are examples in which the relationship is parallel and separate, other 
studies in which theory and practice intersect, and still others in which theory and prac-
tice are full integrated. We concluded with reference to the emergence of a fourth form 
of applied organizational communication scholarship—engaged research. If the stud-
ies in this fourth area are emulated, and if they develop a critical mass of subsequent 
inquiry focused on the particular theoretical puzzles and practical challenges they raise, 
engaged scholarship will become a mainstay of organizational communication research 
in the future. When that process occurs, the term applied organizational communication 
research will be redundant.
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