
Thesis for the title of Master of Corporate Communication

1 July 2005 

Erasmus University

Rotterdam

Suzanne Tesselaar

The story of a KISS

Timely communication in organizational change

Research abstract:     

Introduction

Corporate and organizational communication leads to the success of organizational change, if and when it is appropriate. This thesis discusses the significance of addressing cultural issues, as organizational identity, at the early stages leading up to an organizational change. It shows the contribution of organizational behavioral aspects to the success of strategical change processes from an internal, organizational, communication perspective. The subject of time is extensively researched by scientists i.e. (Adam, 1990 onwards), Knights (2001 et al, 2001, 2003) and Sabelis (2002, 2004). Scientists researching communication have so far not used paradigms involving the notion of time and time perception. Time is the fourth dimension as the prime parameter in any communication process. Time is either the addition to marketing and communication paradigms or it should be the underlying motivation for communication studies. In this study, I research an organization at a time of radical and strategical, organizational change. 

Hypothesis of this thesis is:

Timely communication significantly enhances the chance of success in processes of organizational change.

I will show evidence which answers the central question of this thesis:

This study includes evidence based literature and empirical research in a longitudinal sequence. I used several research methodologies: action research, storytelling and discourse analysis. The results of these methodologies I combine with theories on: 

· sense making (Weick, 1995, Gioia, 1996 and Corley, 2000) 

· flow (Csikszentmihalyi,1990 and Gioia, 1991)
· time dimensions (Adam, 1990). 

Time and timescapes

Addressing time alone, as clock time, months and years, does not suffice in the case of communication in organizational change. Dimensions in time have been extensively researched by Adam (1990). She distinguishes different temporal dimensions in her research (Adam 1990,1996) in:


· time and space 

· tempo and rhythms 

· past present and future 

· clock time  

· time perception 

These time dimensions running side by side, together making a virtual landscape, into what Adam (1996) defines as a timescape. Sabelis (2000) refers in her research to this theory as time/s in the work and life of top managers.  Clock time is beyond control, time perception is what we are able to influence and control. I used the above model by Sabelis (2002) to define clusters in the timescape theory.
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Organizational Change

In communication theory, Corley (2003) defines the steps in organizational change in the following model: 
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        Model 1.

The subjects in the model can been seen in sequential and chronological stages:

1. Organizational identity (Van Riel, 2003)

2. Organizational sense making (Weick 1995, Gioia, 1991)

3. Organizational strategy and performance (Fombrun,  2004)

Embedding

To achieve success in change processes, organizational embedding is crucial.

Schein (1997) addresses embedding mechanisms in a ten step model.  

Projecting culture and structural embedding in the model (model 4) the first two stages, identity and sense making, are the cultural embedding dimension.

Strategy and performance are the structural embedding dimension.
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Model 2.
Indicators of structural embedding are:

· goal attainment

· measurable results 

· continuity

Analysis in Sabelis (2000) research show that the first set of values is predominant with top managers; They feel more comfortable to communicate predominantly on structural issues. The effect of this mechanism can be found in several researches. Fairhurst (1993) for example shows that discourse stays behind when institutionalised systems are introduced. She discovers a gap between the vision and organizational talk in Total Quality Management.  

The conclusion of several  theories being that management leaves something out by only addressing structural embedding.Translated into the sense making theory, this would indicate the need to address embedding from another perspective; a cultural one.

Time in structural embedding is: continuity

Cultural embedding

The missing dimension in organizational change is culture. Indicators of cultural embedding are:


· Organizational identity


· Sense making (Corley, 2000, Gioia, 1991, 1994 and Weick 1995)

· Momentum


Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) introduced the term, sense giving, as an attempt to influence organizational sense making by management.  In the model (Model 1) the link between identity and strategy is sense making. From the three described sense making theories, sense giving is dominant from top management as a first step in organizational change. 

Flow in sense making

· Top down: sense breaking -unfreezing and aculturising - (Schein 1997)

· Top down: sense giving 

· Lateral and bottom up: sense making -cognitive restructuring- (Schein 1997)

This theory shows that the sense making process is not linear, as seen in the previous model, but a cyclic process (model 3). 
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     Model 3.

Momentum and created momentum

Corley (et al, 2000) states that identity changes, not only because of organizational change but through the passage of time; without intervention or embedding. Gioia & Mehra (1996) talk about retrospective sense making in creating an organizational identity. Because these processes of cultural embedding have different rhythms and time dimensions, it is relevant to research the momentum. According to Dutton (Dutton & Duncan 1987) momentum is “a force created by energy for action”. Expressing that momentum creates control of time. Jansen (2004) introduces the following dimensions in momentum:

· Inertia (tendency of a body to resist acceleration or change)

· Stasis based (energy related to persisting with or extending current route) 

· Change based (energy related to pursuing a new route) 

Time in cultural embedding is: momentum

The temporal dimensions in cultural embedding are:

Moment = a stage

Momentum = the force created by energy for action (Jansen, 2004)

Created momentum = the present in momentum (Wiebe, 2004)

Time in created momentum is: the present
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Case study

The organizational change I researched was called KUS (Kunstuitleen Utrecht Samen), translating as KISS. I used the several methodologies to research nine organizations in the same stage of strategic change. I created three momenta in which I measured the communication managers of each organization and their directors. Table 1 is an example of the discourse analysis from the first created momentum. The research subjects, originating from each of the organizations involved in the merger, brought a symbol for KUS and were asked to tell their stories. 

	Symbol
	Sense breaking


	Sense making 
	(Pre-emptive) Sense giving 



	Wires
	these are different electrical wires, with different structures, colours and they all point to another direction
	connected wires held together

with durable iron stands for all

of us as one entity
	it is messy, we need clarification. If we connected the wires wrongly we will short circuit

	Puzzle
	we are all individual parts of the puzzle
	when the pieces are put

together we have one radiation
	the pieces are all mixed up

	Game: balls
	the balls go their own way.

 We have overlapping activities
	little balls together in formation

on one platform
	have to be careful in the process of putting the balls together

	Rubics cube
	we have our own identities and

 the blocks are all mixed up
	our own identities put together in one colour
	I find it very difficult to put all the colours together, but it can be done

	Text
	each have our own colour: 

 black or red and our own text
	all the text will be written and

visible
	there is no text visible

	Candy
	it stands for our individual    

 taste, smell and colour
	one candy cake that tastes good and makes people happy
	we can produce something together from all the different pieces

	Whistle
	each of us blow their own tune
	we can make something sound

good together
	its very hard to work in two different situations but I think we have the strength to pull it off

	Hare
	something I love and am    

attached to
	do not know where it leads to,

it’s a political decision
	free fall, looking apprehensive, unknown 

destination

	Corks 
	it stands for worries about now
	keeps the good inside, always floats no matter what
	only when forced to, the good 

content will be released and flow out


Table 1

This is the discourse analysis at the directors created momentum (nr. 3):

	Resistance
	Slowing down
	Distance

	Not sure yet
	Not even at this level yet
	Over enthusiastic employees

	We are still
	Not at this moment
	I am only interested in

	We are not so sure
	Not yet agreed
	Communication is all very nice

	We need to first
	
	I prefer to put my money


Table 2.

Research conclusion

By not addressing time and temporal aspects management caused organizational silence (Wolfe & Milliken, 2000). My research provides evidence that Mintzberg (2004) is correct in his conclusion that trained MBA’s are not successful leaders. 

The storytelling sessions with the communication managers created teamwork, mobilized the group to the merger and actively involved them in the change process, by giving the subjects power to make a difference as Knights (2003) and Foucault (1966) found in their research. 

Fairhurst (1993) describes gaps in multiple identities to be a stumbling block to organizational change. The art library research proved that the group session method creates unity, safety, affiliation and added to the self esteem of the group. The group session resulted in a perceived shared identity for the new organization. 

The change based stage in created momentum creates control of time in the timescape. Momentum has to be created by management. Created momentum, according to Wiebe (2004), allows for managers to fully engage in shaping their organizations in both incrementally, and radically, novel ways. 

Cultural embedding is temporary; it proves to be time limited. The dynamics of cultural embedding are different to those in structural embedding. Culture embedding is quicker and is momentum related.  

Contrary to their managers, the KUS members were ready for action after the second created momentum but the rest of the organisation was not. In the timescape theory, this mechanism is referred to as acceleration (Adam 1996). This acceleration first occurred when the discourse moved from sense breaking(sense making ( call for sense giving.  The second created momentum showed movement from inertia (stasis ( change related commitment with the communication managers.The time span of the after-effect of created momentum is 3 months. Management should initiate created momentum no later than three months before a strategic organizational change.

The resistance from directors (Table 2) indicates that sense making does not have a bottom up flow. The only method for top managers to be conversant with cultural embedding issues, is at a created momentum. Sense giving only has a bottom down flow, as Gioia (1996) had already determined. Created momentum only has a top down flow and failed to be successful when initiated at a lateral level. 

The timescape of corporate communication is:
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Oblivion to time slows down the strategic change process; awareness of timescapes in corporate communication creates the opportunity to accelerate the process of organizational change. Timescapes allow coporate communication to anticipate, in terms of strategic planning and manipulate, in terms of embedding.

Top management should address both cultural and structural issues simultaneously in their communication to organizational members. In this, they keep organizational members motivated, energetic and committed towards the organizational change.

If an organization wants to accelerate the early change process, a created momentum is needed every three months. If cultural embedding is addressed in messages between created momenta, the motivation towards organizational change persists.

Conclusion and advice

Mintzberg (2004) could very well be right in stating to “Teach managers to think culture." The current generation of CEO’s is lost. This would call for business schools and universities to  include organizational behaviour and organizational culture in the curriculum of management studies. 

The timing and rhythm of messages and created momentum, is predominantly the role for corporate communication departments. In most organizations, there is no other discipline with know how, clout and access to communication media capable of performing accountable communication. 

With two separate leaders addressing structural and cultural embedding issues, each of these with their own dynamics and timing, this could result in two processes running side by side. My research shows that the processes should be intertwined. Communication executives are instrumental in the process of changing the organisation - internal and externally. The role of organizational communication in the process should be the linking pin between structural and cultural embedding issues.  

The condition for this role is that the manager responsible for corporate communication, holds a position on the board of directors. 

Corporate communication has a signalling and reporting role within the organization during the process leading up to the change. Ensuring that sense giving and sense making issues can be addressed at the appropriate time, with the right message and the best flow. 

In my theory, corporate communication is predominantly responsible for timing.  

By managing the three timescape clusters; continuity, momentum and flow, corporate communication is able to manipulate and anticipate; at any stage or phase in the strategic change process.  
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Summarizing the findings in this research, successful organizational change should follow this sequence:

1. directors should agree on structural embedding issues first

2. then address cultural embedding issues

3. put a second leader in charge of the cultural change process

4. ensure that sense giving mechanisms are in place

5. create momentum, at least every three months, leading up to the organizational change

6. control timing and flow throughout the entire process

7. communicate frequently on both structure and cultural issues

8. corporate communication should control and facilitate the timing element in the change process

Final conclusions

Cultural embedding is the accelerator and the motivator in the change process.

Structural embedding is the motive (engine) and the underlying continuation of the change process.

The overall conclusion of this thesis is: 

Timely communication significantly enhances the chance of success in processes of organizational change.

To end this thesis with another metaphor:

If structural embedding is the engine, cultural embedding the accelerator, corporate communication is the gear box in organizational change. 
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