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CHAPTER 1
General Introduction

1.1

Introduction

In essence, we are all communicative in nature. Through communication we
express our personality, make ourselves known to the world, and engage in
relationships. This starts from the very beginning of life. Newborn babies may
perhaps not articulately express their most urgent needs, but they certainly get
their message across. Pretty soon we learn about the infants’ personality,
character, and preferences, not only by the verbalization of their thoughts, but
often also by the way they express their needs and thoughts. As adults we
continually communicate with the people around us, verbally as well as
nonverbally, often by what we say, but sometimes also by what we don’t say.
Through communication we engage in social relationships, and (un)consciously
construct a coherent framework of who we are and what we want. Therefore,
communication may be seen as the fundamental process that shapes our social
reality.
Communication also plays a central role in our professional life within
organizations. In organizational contexts, communication was originally
conceptualized as a separate activity that enables employees to work together
and get the work done. The main goal of communication was to help employees
collaborate and contribute to their organization. Communication was
approached as the process of exchanging information between (groups of)
employees. The focus was on how different types of information could best be
transmitted through different communication channels in order to support
work processes. In this view, communication was all about getting the right
(amount of) information to the right people within the right period of time.
However, this proved to be an incomplete way of thinking about organizational
communication, since it leaves out the relational aspect of communication and
the deeper human needs of employees to express their personality, engage in
good relationships, and voice their opinions. Organizational life is more than
the realization of high quality products or services in the most efficient and
effective way. It is also about employees’ desire to lead a meaningful (work)life.
Numerous studies have demonstrated that employees’ levels of identification,
commitment, and job satisfaction matter for their work performance (e.g., Lee,
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Park, & Koo, 2015; Meyer, Stanley, Herscovitch, & Topolnytsky, 2002; Ybema,
Smulders, & Bongers, 2010).
Communication has become deeply integrated in organizational life, constantly
serving the fit between employees’ needs and preferences and those of their
organization. From the side of the organization, many different factors put
pressure on the communication system, such as the need to work efficiently,
make decisions, divide the work, and assign responsibilities. From the side of
the employees other factors emerge, such as the need to feel an important part
of their organization and/or department, have good relationships with coworkers, and receive appreciation for their work. Effective organizational
communication encompasses the alignment of all of these needs.
Organizations make all kinds of efforts to optimize their internal
communication. Optimizing internal communication requires insight into the
strengths and weaknesses of all aspects of an organization’s communication
system. As early as in 1954, Odiorne introduced the term “communication
audit” as an approach to investigate employees’ experiences with internal
communication practices. In Odiorne’s study, it became clear that managers
cannot estimate the problems employees experience in the communication.
Hargie and Tourish (2000, p. 36) call this phenomenon “the boss’s illusion,” and
explain it referring to filtering processes within the organization. Distance
between management and the work floor may also play a role. The term “audit”
reflects an analogy with financial audits, which aim to examine the financial
transactions and accounts of organizations. Audit research is needed to
systematically evaluate the quality of internal communication and diagnose the
most pressing problems. Ever since the late 1970s, many publications have
proposed comprehensive sets of research methods to conduct a communication
audit.
This dissertation focuses on the methodology of communication audits. In the
context of Dutch high schools, we evaluated several audit instruments. Before
presenting the overall research questions, we will first briefly discuss the
concept of communication audits, the various audit instruments that have been
proposed, and the context of our study.
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1.2

Communication Audits

Odiorne (1954) was, to our knowledge, the first to conduct a study that
expressly focused on the communication needs and experiences of employees.
However, the real history of communication audits started 25 years later,
following the publication of the ICA (International Communication Association)
Communication Audit by Goldhaber and Rogers (1979). The audit was
developed by more than 100 communication professionals—academics as well
practitioners—from the ICA Organizational Communication division. The
resulting book contained a detailed description of the communication audit
process, from planning to interpreting and reporting, and a first listing of
communication audit methods.
The publication of the ICA Communication Audit led to a first wave of books
about communication audits in the 1980s. Booth (1986, 1988), Hamilton
(1987), and Downs (1988) all published comprehensive books about
communication audits. The contents of those books were in line with Goldhaber
and Rogers (1979), in that they paid attention to both the audit process and
specific research instruments. Goldhaber (1993) included a chapter on
communication audits in his book on organizational communication. After a
period of silence, the second wave of publications on communication audits
started with a handbook by Hargie and Tourish (2000). This was followed by
contributions by Downs and Adrian (2004) and a revised and updated edition
of Hargie & Tourish’s book (2009).
Hargie and Tourish (2000) define communication audits as “the assessment of
current [communication] practice (diagnosis) in order to determine what steps
are required to secure improvement (prescription)” (p. xv). The combination of
the three elements (1) assessment/ evaluation, (2) diagnosis, and (3)
prescription/ improvement can be found in all views on communication audits.
As such, communication audits are a form of applied communication research
at the crossroads of research methodology and organizational communication
theories.
In the early days of the communication audits, it was suggested that a full
communication audit would require the combination of many different data
12

collection methods. This manifested itself in metaphors used to describe the
auditing process. Goldhaber and Rogers (1979), for instance, compare a
communication audit to a financial assessment and an annual health check-up.
Throughout the years, this characteristic diminished in importance. Instead of a
comprehensive, costly, and time-consuming approach to evaluate all aspects of
an organization’s communication system, the communication audit is
increasingly seen as a toolbox with techniques that can be purposefully used to
optimize an organization’s communication.
Despite the attention for the phenomenon of communication audits in the two
waves, the methodological research into the merits and restrictions of the
various audit techniques has been very limited. Most articles reporting on
research into communication audits present case studies with overall results of
combinations of methods in specific organizations (e.g., Clampitt & Berk, 2000;
Hargie & Tourish, 2000b; Hargie, Tourish, & Wilson, 2002; Quinn & Hargie,
2004). Research systematically assessing the validity or reliability of specific
audit techniques, or evaluating the complementarity of a combination of
techniques is hardly available. The research reported in this dissertation is a
first attempt to fill this gap in the literature.

1.3

Communication Audit Instruments

Various specific research techniques have been proposed in the handbooks on
communication audits (see Box 1.1 and Table 1.1). The methods can be
categorized using six basic research strategies: questionnaires, interviews,
focus groups, observation, network analysis, and document analysis. Within the
various main categories, specific techniques are presented.
Questionnaires, interviews, and network analysis are the research approaches
that are included in all handbooks. Regarding questionnaires, auditors have the
choice between developing their own (specific) instrument and using a preexisting (more generic) questionnaire. It must be said, however, that the
available questionnaires proposed in the handbooks all go back to the 1970s
and 1980s, It seems at least questionable that such instruments can adequately
measure the communication quality within current organizations.
13

Box 1.1 Description of Communication Audit Techniques
Questionnaires – Written or online survey that asks for employees’
evaluation of the organizational communication, using closed questions and
statistical data processing.
Interviews – Face-to-face (or telephone or online) interactions with
individual employees, exploring their experiences of the organizational
communication in-depth.
Critical incident technique (CIT) – Particular interview approach, focusing on
the collection and exploration of employees’ specific (positive and negative)
communication experiences.
Focus groups – Group discussions with employees guided by a facilitator,
exploring their experiences of the organizational communication in-depth,
with particular attention to the way participants interact about and make
sense of their experiences.
Delphi technique – Particular group approach, in which experts try to reach
consensus in a process of several rounds of written inquiry, in which they
are informed about the collective and anonymized results of previous
rounds.
Observation – Overt or covert sensory perception and recording of
(communicative) behaviors of employees and events within the
organization.
Constitutive ethnography – Particular observation technique, involving video
recordings of specific employee encounters and an analysis focusing on
effective and ineffective communication behaviors.
Undercover auditing – Particular observation technique, involving “mystery
employees,” who participate in organizational life and make (structured or
unstructured) observations.
Network analysis – The collection and analysis of data about the relations and
information exchange between employees within the organization.
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Box 1.1 Description of Communication Audit Techniques (Continued)
Archival analysis – Particular network analysis data collection approach,
using readily available information about information exchange within the
organization (e.g., phone, email, or mail logging).
Diaries – Particular network analysis data collection approach, in which
employees record their communication activities on pre-structured log
sheets for a limited period of time.
ECCO analysis – Particular network analysis data collection approach,
focusing on the extent to which and how particular messages have spread
within the organization (ECCO stands for Episodic Communication Channels
in Organizations).
Document analysis – Desk research in which the content and/or the style of
documents within the organization are systematically examined.
Of the specific communication audit methods, the critical incident technique
(CIT) is the most prevalent method. It should be noted, however, that the
method was initially presented as a specific questionnaire approach (Goldhaber
& Rogers, 1979). In later handbooks, the method is predominantly treated as a
specific interview approach. Two main categories of potentially promising
audit approaches appear to be somewhat underrepresented in the handbooks:
observation and document analysis.

1.4

Context of the Study

Our research was conducted in three large high schools in the Netherlands.
Over the past few years, Dutch high schools have had to deal with many
curriculum reforms as well as all sorts of structural and organizational changes.

In 1998 and 1999, the Dutch government imposed a new educational system
(the so-called “Studiehuis,” which can best be described as “school as a place of
study). The educational changes consisted of (1) a modernization of the
curriculum (resulting in a revised examination program), (2) a clustering of
15

TABLE 1.1. Overview of Communication Audit Techniques Included in the Various Handbooks
Goldhaber & Hamilton
Rogers
(1987)
(1979)

Booth
(1988)

Downs
(1988)

Hargie &
Tourish
(2000)

Downs &
Adrian
(2004)

Hargie &
Tourish
(2009)

Questionnaires

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Interviews

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

- Critical incident technique (CIT)

X

X

X

X

X

X

Focus groups

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

- Constitutive ethnography

X

X

- Undercover auditing

X

X

- Delphi technique
Observation

Network analysis

X

X

- Archival analysis
- Diaries

X

X
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X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

- ECCO analysis
Document analysis

X

X

X

X

X

educational subjects into four different “profiles,” and, finally, (3) adjustments
in the didactics of teaching and learning (Van den Akker, 2003). These changes
implied a shift in emphasis from teaching to learning. Traditional role of the
teacher shifted from instructor to facilitator/coach. Students were encouraged
to study more on their own, and teachers mainly helped students whenever
they had problems with or questions about the material. However, as the
curriculum reforms were implemented by Dutch high schools, the innovative
plans seemed to lack practicality and especially teachers were confronted with
the question of how to make it all work in everyday classroom practice. This
resulted in an increased pressure upon these schools’ communication systems.

Structural and organizational changes can mainly be ascribed to a wave of
mergers and a tendency to increase in scale. This led to large school
organizations that offered the full range of educational levels, that often were
scattered across different locations, and with a larger distance between the
board of directors and the work floor. All three schools that participated in our
study were the result of such merger processes in the past.

1.5

Research Questions

The communication audit toolbox contains a wide variety of methods that may
be used to uncover communicative strengths and weaknesses of organizations.
However, the methodological research to support communication auditing
practices is still limited, and the specific methods are not beyond reasonable
doubt. Two major concerns can be mentioned. First, some of the methods are
“borrowed” from other contexts, and research into the applicability of these
methods to the context of organizational communication is needed. Second,
some of the methods may be “dated.” The most influential communication audit
questionnaires were developed in the 1970s and 1980s, and research is needed
into their suitability for modern organizations. In this dissertation, the focus is
on three methods: the CIT and network analysis, as two borrowed methods,
and the Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ), as a method that
originates from another era.
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The CIT was originally developed to study the specific reasons why pilots in
training failed in learning how to fly (Flanagan, 1954). The method was
developed to go beyond very general statements such as “insufficient progress,”
and produce categories of essential behaviors for pilots. It is obvious that a
research setting like this differs significantly from asking employees to come up
with critical communication experiences within their organization. For
instance, the question arises whether employees can distinguish specific
behaviors when they think about communication.

Network analysis was originally developed for studying social relationships
within societies or groups, uncovering, for example, friendship ties or advice
relationships. Communication auditors adopted this technique and proposed to
use it within organizational contexts to uncover communication strengths and
weaknesses within organizations. Most network researchers have focused on
analyzing network data and developing measures that can be used to describe
communicative patterns. It is still unclear to what extent these network
measures can be linked to actual communication problems within an
organization.

The CSQ was originally developed by Downs and Hazen (1977) to acquire
holistic impressions of the way employees evaluate their organization’s
communication system. The CSQ has often been used in communication audits,
and continues to be used in recent academic studies. However, the method was
developed in an era in which organizational life differed significantly from
modern organizations. It is questionable whether the method is still
appropriate for measuring all aspects of communication satisfaction.

This leads to the following overall research question (ORQ):
ORQ:
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What are the methodological strengths and weaknesses of the critical
incident technique (CIT), network analysis, and the Communication
Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ) in the context of communication audits
within large, merged high school organizations?

In addition, we distinguish the following specific research questions (RQ):
RQ1:

To what extent does the CIT work according to its rationale, when used
as a communication audit instrument? (study 1)

RQ2:

How do communicative dimensions covered by the CSQ relate to the
unprompted communicative issues generated by the CIT? (study 2)

RQ3:

Which types of data collection techniques may be fruitfully used to
conduct a network analysis in the context of a communication audit?
(study 3)

RQ4:

Which types of communication problems in organizations may be
uncovered by network analysis? (study 4)

RQ5:

Which generalizable practical insights are produced when a
communication audit (using the CIT, network analysis, and the CSQ) is
conducted within large, merged high school organizations? (study 5)

Figure 1.1. provides an overview of the relationship between the five studies.

FIGURE 1.1. Overview of the Five Studies.
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CHAPTER 2
Evaluating Internal Public
Relations Using the Critical
Incident Technique

Zwijze-Koning, K. H., De Jong, M. D. T., & Van Vuuren, M. (2015).
Evaluating Internal Public Relations Using the Critical Incident Technique.
Journal of Public Relations Research, 27, 46-62.

2.1. Introduction
There is a growing awareness that internal communication is important within
the public relations practice (Tkalac Verčič, Verčič, & Sriramesh, 2012). This is
reasonable, because employees are among the most important stakeholders of
any organization. They are more than just parts of their organization; they
basically live the organization they are working for. The relationship between
an organization and its employees is affected by the quality and nature of the
internal communication (Kim, 2007). The effectiveness of organizations,
therefore, strongly depends on its internal communication quality (White, Vanc,
& Stafford, 2010).

Facilitating internal communication is one of the five roles of public relations
professionals that Vieira and Grantham (2014) identified in a survey among
public relation practitioners and a subsequent cluster analysis. Remarkable in
their study is that the internal communicators predominantly saw their role as
a technical one, with much emphasis on the creation and dissemination of
messages, and reported to have little face-to-face contact with their
stakeholders. In addition, they saw little value in PR measurement research,
which may be a research artifact, because the questionnaire seemed to focus
strongly on external research and quantitative methodology.

When public relations professionals aim at improving the communication
between an organization and its employees, it is important to facilitate more
than the top-down communication in an organization, and to know and
anticipate employees’ experiences and perspectives (Ruck & Welch, 2012).
Communication audit techniques, especially the qualitative approaches that
give employees the opportunity to speak their minds, appear to be invaluable
resources for diagnosing communication problems in an organization and
developing solutions for them. PR practitioners may decide to conduct such an
audit themselves, may commission communication researchers or agencies to
conduct a communication audit, or may be confronted with the results of a
communication audit. In all cases, a thorough knowledge of the validity of
communication audit instruments is important, because different instruments
may result in different insights.

22

In 1979, Goldhaber and Rogers developed the International Communication
Association (ICA) communication audit to assess the quality of internal
communication in organizations. A communication audit is conducted to
provide an organization with information about strengths and weaknesses in
its communication system. Although the simple term audit may suggest
otherwise, it actually covers a wide range of data collection methods. The
original ICA audit, for instance, used data collected with methods such as
surveys, interviews, network analysis, critical communication episodes, and
communication diaries (Goldhaber, 1993; Goldhaber & Rogers, 1979). Various
handbooks have been published describing the scope, functions, and methods
of a communication audit (Booth, 1986, 1988; Downs, 1988; Downs & Adrian,
2004; Hamilton, 1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a, 2009). Communication audit
methods are currently used by a wide variety of professionals, for instance
from the management and human resources domains, but are predominantly
used by communication professionals or academics.

Despite the number of publications about auditing organizational
communication, relatively few new insights have emerged on the
methodological strengths and weaknesses of the specific data collection
techniques involved. Publications about communication audits typically focus
on overall audit results, making it hard to distinguish the contribution of
particular methods.

One of the communication audit tools incorporated in the original ICA audit is
the critical incident technique (CIT). This technique was originally developed in
an entirely different field than organizational communication. Goldhaber and
Rogers (1979) adopted it to evaluate the quality of organizational
communication without thoroughly addressing its suitability for this new
purpose. Ever since, many other researchers have included the CIT in their
overviews of communication audit methods (Booth, 1988; Downs & Adrian,
2004; Hamilton, 1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2009). If the technique is part of a
communication audit, it is used to gather detailed accounts of important
communicative occurrences. Employees are asked to recall particular events
that represent positive or negative communication experiences. For each event
mentioned, a predetermined set of questions is asked about what exactly
happened, who was involved, and what the consequences of the incident were.
23

In the data analysis phase, the incidents are used to identify underlying
structural patterns regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the internal
communication of the organization.

As promising as the CIT may seem as a communication audit tool, little existing
research explores the merits and restrictions of this method in the specific
context of organizational communication. In our view, systematic research is
needed into the methodological strengths and weaknesses of the CIT, focusing
on the extent to which the method contributes to the detection and diagnosis of
communication problems in organizations. This chapter describes the first
comprehensive study into the potential of the CIT to evaluate organizational
communication.

2.2. Origins and Development of the CIT
The CIT was originally developed by Flanagan (1954) to study the specific
reasons why pilots failed to learn to fly. Flanagan initially used the accounts of
pilot instructors, who reported their reasons for eliminating certain pilots from
the flight-training program. Their records, however, were full of cliché’s and
stereotypical comments, such as ‘‘poor judgment’’ or ‘‘insufficient progress’’
(Flanagan, 1954, p. 328), and lacked descriptions of the specific behaviors that
led to the flight instructors’ negative conclusions. In Flanagan’s view, factual
reports of what specifically happened, highlighting both positive and negative
events, would significantly contribute to the understanding of the relevant
aspects of pilot performance. Eventually, these factual reports would result in a
set of descriptive categories of essential behaviors for pilots.

The essence of Flanagan’s technique was incorporated in the ICA audit.
Goldhaber and Rogers (1979) named it the gathering of ‘‘communication
experiences’’ because the term ‘‘critical incident’’ might be associated with only
negative evaluations of the internal communication. In the ICA audit,
participants are asked to describe effective and inneffective communication
episodes that were critical because they significantly impacted work
performance or communication satisfaction. From these descriptions, a set of
behaviors can be derived that may help explain why a certain unit or
24

department is experiencing good or bad communication (Goldhaber & Rogers,
1979, p. 10). Furthermore, the rich qualitative data gathered may help to
interpret the results gathered through other audit instruments.

In general terms, the technique is used to gather observations of human
behavior and to determine the competencies required of members from a
specific profession or group. The reliability and validity of the technique for
these job analysis purposes was demonstrated by Andersson and Nilsson
(1964). In industrial and organizational psychology, the technique has been
used to gather incidents identifying essential job performance dimensions (e.g.,
good listening skills, helping other team members, or contributing to the crew
morale). These dimensions may subsequently be used to evaluate, and
eventually improve, employees’ job performance (e.g., Di Salvo, Nikkel &
Monroe, 1989; Dix & Savickas; 1995; Lount & Hargie, 1997; Whetzel &
Wheaton, 1997). In information-seeking behavior studies (cf. Urquhart et al.,
2003 for an overview), the focus is on the sources used to fulfill information
needs, the identification of barriers in participants’ information-seeking
behavior, or the patterns of information needs (Wilkins & Leckie, 1997).

2.3. CIT and Organizational Communication
In organizational communication settings, the use of the CIT may not be
restricted to the assessment of specific and discrete behaviors, but may also
encompass the study of broader concepts and more structural behavior.

Several studies have stayed close to the rationale of the technique, examining
essential job performance behaviors and aiming to support interventions that
will help others either develop these characteristics or create an environment
in which such behaviors will thrive. Druskat and Wheeler (2003), for example,
used the CIT to study how effective leadership behaviors and strategies develop
over time. Gupta and Case (1999) used the technique to study successful and
unsuccessful managerial influence tactics. These studies clearly uphold the
rationale behind the technique because they focus on specific, discrete, and
goal-oriented behavior of individuals.
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Other studies have focused on situations that involved the interaction between
two or more actors, but did so in limited settings (Di Salvo et al., 1989; Lount &
Hargie, 1997; Radford, 1996). Di Salvo et al., for example, demonstrated the
theoretical contribution of the CIT in a study of the communication problems of
employees in small work groups. Their study drew attention to the importance
of interpersonal and communication variables for the effectiveness of small
groups. Until then, the main focus had been on task-related and structural
aspects of such groups, such as those first introduced by Bavelas (1950) and
Leavitt (1951).

Most research using the CIT in organizational communication settings,
however, has focused on the assessment of ill-defined and ongoing behaviors in
complex settings. Several researchers used the CIT to explore the scope and
meaning of organizational culture among employees. Glaser, Zamenou, and
Hacker (1987) conducted a multiple-methods study in which both the CIT and
the Organizational Culture Survey (OCS) were used to analyze the culture of an
organization. They used the CIT to confirm the validity of the OCS, and to
illustrate their quantitative survey findings. The analysis of their CIT data was
restricted to calculating the mean number of positive and negative responses
within the dimensions. In doing so, the qualitative nature of the CIT was
neglected, and the method could not reach its full potential. The CIT can best be
seen as a method of discovery and exploration, rather than of measurement (J.
C. Meyer, 2002). Mallak, Lyth, Olson, Ulshafer, and Sardone (2003) used the CIT
to diagnose the culture of an organization, and noted that it provided insight
into how particular cultural values were put into action. Their analysis shows
how employees experienced communication events and how they saw
organizational values reflected in these actions.

The CIT is increasingly used within an interpretive research frame, focusing on
the meaning that people attach to critical behaviors. Butterfield, Trevino, and
Ball (1996), for instance, used the method to gain insight into how managers
think and feel about events involving the punishment of employees. They asked
managers for critical incident stories concerning their experiences with
punishment-related events. Their focus was not so much on what exactly
26

happened during the punishment events, but on the managers’ feelings during
and after the event. Their analyses showed that rich meanings and
interpretations may be derived from CIT data.

2.4. CIT and the Interpretive Research Paradigm
The attention to critical incidents for understanding the ways in which people
make sense of life fits squarely within the interpretive research paradigm. One
basic assumption of interpretive research is that people use interpretations of
events in an attempt to make sense of the environment they live in, thereby
‘‘turning circumstances into a situation’’ (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfelf, 2005. p.
409). Discursive accounts that people produce when in doubt serve different
functions: semantic (for interpretation), pragmatic (for action), and relational
(for sharing; Cornelissen, 2011), thereby defining what is going on—and what
is not (Humphreys, Ucbasaran & Lockett, 2011). Of course, this definition is not
without consequences. Organizational actors not only translate situated
understandings of unusual experiences into narratives for themselves, but also
negotiate consensual meanings of the events (Garud, Dunbar, & Bartel, 2011).

Thus, specific events and the interpretation organizational members attach to
them, influence and reflect the more profound beliefs of employees about their
organization. In this sense, Gundry and Rousseau (1994) used the CIT, focusing
on how newcomers in an organization came to understand its behavioral
norms. Newcomers do not have a framework of the organization’s values, and
thus will focus on the perceptible and concrete actions of organizational
members for clues. Their interpretations of these behaviors inform the
newcomer about the way things are done within the organization. In many
cases, the experiences that help construe the framework are not sought by
newcomers; they happen in everyday encounters with coworkers or are based
on formal communication activities. Although organizational members remain
active interpreters, the collective framework of shared ideas, beliefs, and values
will become more or less stable as the sense of ‘‘we-ness’’ is based on collective
memory (Wertsch, 2012, p. 141–144), making sensemaking less urgent.
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So, the framing of history provides a framework for interpreting future events,
because of the conviction about what the organization is and is not. Stories
thereby serve as “inscriptions of past performances and scripts and staging
instructions for future performances” (Czarniawska, 1998, p. 20). The oral
history that emerges from the collective history enables making sense in new
situations (Schultz & Hernes, 2013) taming the ‘‘much-at-onceness’’ (James,
1987, cited in Weick, 2012, p. 143) of the time since the previous incidents.
New encounters with out-of-the-ordinary events, which disrupt established
routines and evoke conscious thought about what the organization values and
appreciates and how it sees its members (Isabella, 1990) start the sensemaking
process all over again, precisely because such events ‘‘violate the perceptual
framework’’ (Weick, 1995, p. 100). These contrasting events can be seen as
unique stimuli and demand strong sensemaking activities of the employees.
Sensemaking is thus triggered by disruptive events (Patriotta, 2003), and the
meaning employees derive from these disruptive events can be expected to
make strong contributions to their frameworks. Critical incidents can be seen
as important learning situations for employees and can thus be powerful
communicators of an organization’s cultural values and behavioral norms
(Cope & Watts, 2000; Garud et al., 2011). When many employees experience the
same disruptive event, interpret it in the same way, and internalize the value or
idea behind the action, organizational change becomes a fact—for that moment.

Evardsson and Strandvik (2001) showed how critical incidents that challenged
the initial framework were discussed with others outside the organization. In
the context of servicequality research, they found that customers tell disruptive
events to approximately four or five other people. In this way, incidents not
only affected the customer directly involved, but also the relationships with
other customers. The notion that surprising events may lead to storytelling is
also found in the psychological and marketing literature (Derbaix & Vanhamme,
2003; Maute & Dube, 1999; W.-U. Meyer, Reisenzein, & Schutzwohl, 1997).
Unexpected or surprising events are compared to a person’s own framework
about reality. When the input from the environment does not match an
individual’s framework, substantial cognitive work is required, and this may
lead to interactions with others to alleviate the burden (Soderlund, 1998). The
more challenging (disruptive) an incident is to one’s framework, the more
frequently it is shared. The more emotional these disruptive events are, the
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more storytelling will take place (Christophe & Rimé, 1997; Rimé, Philippot,
Boca & Mesquita, 1992; Ruben, 1993). Translating this to organizational
environments means that when incidents are sufficiently critical to an
employee, he or she shares it with coworkers. This makes the event and its
interpretation more widespread, thereby increasing the likelihood that the
event will become part of the collective organizational framework, or at least
influence what other organizational members notice or pay attention to.

2.5. Research Questions
The research reported in this chapter aims to provide a first evaluation of the
validity of the CIT for evaluating organizational communication. Of all possible
validation approaches, we chose to focus on the method’s rationale, examining
whether the CIT as a borrowed method works according to its rationale in the
context of organizational communication. This question has to be answered
positively before any other validation question regarding the CIT becomes
relevant.

On the surface, the CIT as a communication audit tool may appear similar to the
traditional use of the CIT as developed by Flanagan (1954). However, on close
inspection, some of the underlying assumptions of the method may not be met
in organizational communication. First, the continuity of organizational
communication, including the ongoing processes of information exchange and
interactions, raises the question as to whether employees can actually identify
demarcated events (incidents) that are decisive or illustrative to their
perceptions of the quality of the internal communication. It is plausible that
employees think of communication quality in terms of events that happen
repeatedly (recurring incidents) or relatively stable situations. Second, the
comprehensiveness and vague boundaries of organizational communication
raise the question of whether employees will be able to select incidents that
somehow reflect the more structural aspects of the organization’s
communication system. When employees mention random occurrences that
have happened only once and will never happen again, the results cannot be
used to improve organizational processes. Using the CIT in organizational
contexts thus creates a specificity paradox: the tension between the need to be
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specific in the data collection and the need to focus on underlying and
structural phenomena of organizational communication in the analysis.
Despite these possible deviations from traditional CIT applications, the method
also has some clear advantages for the diagnosis of organizational
communication quality. Of all communication audit instruments available, the
CIT seems to be most suitable for studying the sensemaking process of
employees. There is a growing awareness that a strictly functional perspective
on organizational communication—based on isolating and studying
communication structures, media, and effects—does not capture the essence of
organizational life (i.e., the way employees interpret organizational events;
Deetz, 1988; Heath, 1994; Putnam, 1983; Weick, 1995). From an interpretive
perspective, the sensemaking processes of an organization’s employees are
essential, but it is still unclear which research methods may be used to fully
capture these processes. More than other communication audit instruments,
the CIT urges employees to reflect on the (subjective) meaning they attach to
specific communication events. In addition to these individual sensemaking
processes, the method may also uncover shared or exemplary events, which
may serve as potential elements of corporate storytelling.

To investigate how the CIT works as a communication audit instrument, we
conducted a study in which we used the method to collect critical
communication events of employees in three organizations. In this study, we
addressed the following research questions (cf. Figure 2.1.):

RQ1:

To what extent do critical incidents refer to discrete communication
events?

RQ2:

To what extent do critical incidents reflect the structural aspects of organizational communication?

RQ3:

To what extent are sensemaking and storytelling activities represented in
the consequences employees attach to critical incidents?
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FIGURE 2.1. Overview of Research Questions.

2.6. Method
2.6.1. Research Setting and Participants
Three organizations participated in our study. All three organizations were
large high schools in the Netherlands. Due to developments in the Dutch
educational system, high schools typically have a long history of mergers,
resulting in large-scale organizations comprising the full range of educational
levels and scattered over several locations. The three participating high schools
were no exception; consequently, they have undergone many organizational
and communication challenges. The three schools took part in the research
project because the management teams felt the need to gain more insight into
the way employees experienced organizational communication practices. Each
school received a full report on how its communication was evaluated by its
employees.

Employees were randomly selected from all organizational levels, including
senior management members, middle managers, teachers, janitors, and
administrative staff personnel. Every participant received a personal invitation
for the interview. A total of 165 employees participated in the study (see Table
2.1.). Seven participants declined the invitation because of a heavy workload at
that particular time. In these cases, another employee was selected for an
interview.
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TABLE 2.1. Characteristics of the Participants
School 1

School 2

School 3 Total

Number of participants

49

53

63

165

Average age

47

46

47

47

Male

67

60

76

70%

Female

33

40

24

30%

12

14

17

14

Gender (percentages)

Average years of employment

2.6.2. Data Collection
Individual face-to-face interviews were held with all 165 participants. It would
have been possible to collect CIT data using questionnaires or focus groups, but
Flanagan (1954) and Andersson and Nilson (1964) recommend individual
interviews because of the possibility of in-depth questioning and the resulting
richness of the data. The goal of the study was twofold. The practical goal was
to provide senior management of the participating organizations with an
overview of the way communication was experienced in their organization. The
academic goal was to evaluate the CIT as a research method for studying
organizational communication. During the interviews, participants were only
aware of the study’s first goal.
At the beginning of the interview, it was explained to the participants that they
were randomly chosen based on their job position and physical location (all
schools had multiple locations, from which samples were drawn). Anonymity
was ensured to the participants, and permission was asked to record the
interview (no participant refused this request). At the beginning of the
interview, participants were asked to explain what their job encompassed and
how long they had been working for the organization. In this way, employees
could first discuss a topic about which they felt knowledgeable and confident.
Dunn and Hamilton (1986) found that it was counterproductive to ask for
critical incidents during the first minutes of an interview. After the introductory
questions, the participants were asked whether they could recall and describe a
remarkable communication event that they had recently experienced and about
which they had strongly positive or negative feelings. Participants were
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encouraged to describe this event in detail, and several follow-up questions
were asked to explore the event systematically. These questions aimed to
uncover all relevant aspects of the incident and addressed the following topics:

. What actually happened?
. Who was involved?
. What caused the event?
. What were the consequences of the event?
. Is the event typical of the way organizational members communicate?

While the participants were talking about the events, nondirective probes were
used to encourage detailed descriptions. At the end of the incident, the
interviewer summarized the incident and asked for confirmation. The
interviewer continued by asking the participants if there was another
communication event they would like to mention, followed by the same
standard series of questions. This continued until the participants were unable
to mention any new incidents.

The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours and were held in
consulting rooms in the various locations. These were all rooms in a quiet
environment. No other employees were present in the room during the
interview. All interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatim.

2.6.3. Data Analysis
A coding scheme—which is explained in the following—was developed, tested,
and refined to categorize the incidents. Two of the authors independently
coded 100 incidents and reached satisfactory Cohen’s kappas. The first author
then coded the remaining incidents.

The first coding involved the discreteness of the incidents. A distinction was
made between demarcated incidents (unique events), recurring incidents
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(events that repeatedly happened or happened on a regular basis), and
situations (more or less stable circumstances, ĸ = .85).

The second coding focused on the structural connotations of the incidents. A
distinction was made between random occurrences (events without any
explicit structural characteristics as mentioned by the participant) and
incidents that referred to structural aspects of organizational communication (ĸ
= .63).

The third coding involved the nature of the consequences employees attached to
the incidents. A distinction was made between nonsensemaking, sensemaking,
and storytelling (ĸ = .84). Within the latter two groups, we distinguished
between turning-point experiences (events that reportedly changed employees’
views of their organization) and illustrative experiences (events mentioned by
employees to exemplify the way things are done in their organization; ĸ = .69).

2.7. Results
2.7.1. Number and Discreteness of the Incidents
In total, we held 165 interviews with participants from three different
organizations, resulting in the description of 745 critical communication events
(cf. Table 2.2.). These events contained considerably more negative than
positive incidents: 72% of the incidents were negative. On average, participants
were able to mention four to five critical experiences.

Most incidents mentioned by the participants were categorized as demarcated
incidents (74%). Participants focused on specific and unique events. For
instance, one of the teachers stated:

We suddenly noticed that our academic degrees had been removed from
all internal and external communication messages. Without consulting
us! Management had decided that our degrees were no longer necessary,
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but in our communication with teachers from other schools, our degrees
do matter! They affect the way other teachers approach you. We had
absolutely no say in this decision, and it wasn’t communicated to any of
us. It makes me resent our management team and it also resulted in a lot
of talk among the teaching staff: Many now speak ill of our management
team.

TABLE 2.2. The Number of Incidents for Each School
School 1 School 2

School 3

Total

(N=49)

(N=53)

(N=63)

(N=165)

Absolute number of incidents

200

250

295

745

Average number of incidents
per employee

4.1

4.7

4.7

4.5

Negative

138

173

227

538

Positive

62

77

68

207

69%

69%

77%

72%

Absolute number of negative
versus positive incidents

Percentage negative incidents

These incidents are fully in accordance with the method’s rationale. However, it
is important to note that such demarcated events were not always limited to
the unity of time, place and action suggested by the CIT. Several incidents
spanned a longer period of time and involved a consecutive series of actions.
Examples include the handling of problems such as inadequate classrooms or
the selection of learning materials. It appeared to be difficult for participants to
select specific moments within such long time periods. In many cases, the
duration and/or the many actors involved were at the core of the incident. An
example of such a long-term process is the following incident:

What has been very negative lately, was the way our management team
communicated with us about the new building we are to move into. We,
as a section, had submitted our preferences for the construction a year
before, but last week we got the final plans for the building and learned
that none of our demands were met! None whatsoever! We were given a
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week to give our opinion on the current plans for the building. This is
very poor communication; it is directed in one way only: top-down....It is
as if they [the management team] look down upon us from their ivory
tower and make their own decisions.

A smaller number of incidents were framed as recurring incidents (16%). In
these cases, participants were capable of mentioning a specific communication
event, but at the same time were aware of its recurring nature. Examples of
such recurring incidents involve communication means that are distributed on
a regular basis (e.g., newsletters), periodic meetings, and returning
organizational processes (e.g., retirements, selection procedures,
anniversaries). Although these incidents, like the demarcated ones, are in
accordance with the method’s rationale, they acknowledge that communication
phenomena in organizations may have a repetitive nature:

Most of the members of the management team work primarily on this
location, and teachers drop by in their offices more easily than colleagues
who work at more distant locations. Because of this personal approach,
these teachers get a lot of things done; things that would normally be
denied to them. I can give you several examples of this....In this way,
teachers from our location get a lot of things done by avoiding the official
communication routes: Teachers from other locations lack this ability.
Maybe it is best to put it like this: Within our school, the one who is
closest to the fire gets the most heat from it.

The last category of responses referred to more or less stable situations within
the organizations (10%). Of the three types of responses, situations are the only
ones that do not correspond to the rationale behind the CIT. Participants who
mention situations do not comply with the request to focus on specific
communication events. Examples of such situations include the general
atmosphere and the quality of relationships among colleagues, the evaluation of
communication channels such as e-mail, and organizational policies and
procedures. These participants apparently wanted to comment on certain
aspects of the communication in their school, but were not able to highlight any
specific incident on that particular topic.
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2.7.2. Structural Connotations of the Incidents
To explore the structural connotations of the incidents, we distinguished
between random occurrences and incidents reflecting more structural aspects
of organizational communication. As the recurring incidents and the situations
automatically led to structural connotations, we focused our analysis solely on
the demarcated incidents (N=548). Of these demarcated incidents, 31% were
labeled as random occurrences; the participants’ descriptions made it clear that
these incidents were one-time-only occurrences, without any reference to
stable communication characteristics at the level of the specific occurrences or
at more abstract levels of meaning and interpretation. For example, one of the
participants stated:

When I started working here, I was promised to get a higher salary after
3 years. When I inquired about this with our personnel officer, he assured
me that I would get the higher pay since it was promised to me, but that
he first had to discuss it in the management team. I inquired the next day,
and he informed me that my salary would stay the same, since it was not
in accordance with school policy to raise it....This is not typical for
communication within our school. It is really a unique case, an extreme
example of something that has been important for me all of these years
but that ends now with this decision.

Although the participants who mentioned these random occurrences did
comply with the method’s rationale, their results are of little use for the
diagnosis of the strengths and weaknesses in the communication system. The
incidents demonstrate that participants, first and foremost, focused on the task
of remembering incidents, and not on the stories they wanted to tell about the
overall organizational communication.

The majority of the demarcated incidents (69%), however, did have explicit
structural connotations, and therefore contributed to the assessment of
communication problems within the organization. The following example
illustrates the relationship between incident and connotation, which is often at
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the level of meaning and interpretation more than at the level of specific
occurrences:

This is a very clear example: Some time ago it was made known to us that
we were no longer allowed to wear shorts to school. Something that, on a
hot day, was very normal for the past 10 years. No parent or student has
ever complained about this. Then this decision: One day it was still
allowed; the other day it was forbidden. Apparently, the manager of our
location found it annoying that I wore a bermuda to school and discussed
it with our headmaster. He probably agreed with her, because the next
day wearing shorts was prohibited. What is even crazier about this is
that the day before, we had had a meeting about how we needed to be
more careful in our mutual communication! This is typical for our school:
Because of a whim, something that is generally accepted is changed
overnight.

The participant describes an event in which the school management no longer
allowed teachers to wear shorts at school. The participant indicated that this
was typical for the communication within the school. He summarized the
typicality in a more general statement about sudden official bans of normally
accepted behavior.

Interestingly, the structural connotations sometimes had a negative
relationship with the incidents described. In the majority of the cases, these
were positive incidents combined with negative connotations. For instance,
participants mentioned how they were enabled to participate in a decisionmaking process, but also emphasized that this was quite exceptional and
normally not the case. Likewise, participants described how communication
was successful in their immediate working environment, but also indicated that
this was not at all representative of the communication within the rest of the
organization.

38

2.7.3. Nature of the Consequences
Regarding the nature of the consequences ascribed to the incidents, we
distinguished between three categories: nonsensemaking, sensemaking, and
storytelling. The latter two categories appear to be the most useful, because
they are indicative of the more general perceptions employees have of their
organization. We only analyzed the nature of consequences for incidents with
structural connotations (N=548).

About one-third of the incidents with structural connotations (30%) did not
result in sensemaking activity. Participants simply reported the event without
addressing how it affected their view of their job or organization. Often, they
simply mentioned how the event affected organizational performance in terms
of teaching quality, efficiency, or financial performance, or how the incident
made them angry.

The remaining incidents resulted in explicit sensemaking or storytelling
activity. To start with the first category, 56% of the incidents led to (individual)
sensemaking by the participants. The vast majority of the sensemaking
incidents can be characterized as illustrative experiences (93%) and not as
turning-point experiences (7%). Apparently, the method did not lead
participants to mention experiences that entirely changed their way of thinking
about their job or organization. Most incidents served as vehicles for
participants to explain to the researcher how they viewed their organization,
reinforcing or supporting their existing views. As an example of a turningpoint
incident, one participant mentioned that prior arrangements were not taken
into account in last year’s teaching roster. He then added: ‘‘From now on, I want
everything in writing, so I can make sure they keep their promises. Apparently,
verbal agreements don’t count in our school. My trust is gone.’’

The sensemaking activities involved participants’ self-perceptions, their
relational perceptions, and their perceptions of the organization as a whole.
Some of the incidents could be linked to a single consequence; most incidents,
however, had a combination of two or more consequences. Participants’ selfperceptions included feelings of frustration, (dis)satisfaction, indifference, and
appreciation. Participants’ relational perceptions included their feelings of
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appreciation for (or being appreciated by) certain colleagues, (in)effectiveness
of collaboration with colleagues, and trust. Many relational perceptions focused
on participants’ relationships with supervisors or the management team. An
example of relational sensemaking is the following:

You never see the management team members. And if they are here, they
won’t even greet you. Only when our building goes up in flames, you may
hear something from them. Otherwise, they don’t know anything about
what is going on here! The least they can do is greet us in the hallway
when they are here. And maybe ask how we are doing.

Participants’ organizational perceptions focused on the school’s general
characteristics, such as bureaucracy, inequality, and organizational identity. An
example of organizational sensemaking is the following:

This school is characterized by its rigid policies. It’s a school of
bookkeepers. It is all about: Are the numbers right, do we spend the right
number of hours, are we ready for the inspector, are we ahead of other
schools? That sort of thing.

Finally, 14% of the incidents with structural connotations involved storytelling
activities. The reported incidents contained evidence that they were shared
among colleagues. In all these cases, employees shared both the incident itself
and the meaning they derived from it. All storytelling incidents evoked feelings
of strong indignation among the participants, which they needed to share with
their colleagues. Incidents included a salary conflict that got out of hand, the
closing of a department, an extremely bad meeting that was held with the
support staff, and a workload study that had been ignored.

The latter incident was described by 8 different middle managers of one of the
schools (out of a total of 15 middle managers, all of whom were interviewed).
The immediate cause of the incident was an evaluation that had been
conducted into the workload experienced by middle managers. The evaluation
was conducted by several managers in the organization and one member of the
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management team. The evaluation revealed that middle management
experienced a heavy workload. The report was presented to the management
team, but nothing was done with the evaluation and everything remained as it
was for the middle management:

There was a study group evaluating the workload of the middle
managers. The group compared our situation from just after the merger
to the status-quo. The report was presented to the management team
and consisted of the evaluation and several recommendations, but was
immediately wiped off the table. It turns out that they already knew they
weren’t going to do anything about it, because they wanted to review the
organizational model as a whole first. Well, communicate that straight
away! Since then, nothing has been done with the report. We did
everything we were supposed to do, put a lot of work into this, and they
discarded it in 2 minutes. That was very inappropriate.

The participants who mentioned this incident all stressed the same facts in
different words. All of them indicated that they had discussed the incident
extensively with their direct colleagues. Through this incident, the participants
learned that the management team did not take them seriously, but saw them
merely as team-leaders who could easily be ignored. One of them comments:

I now know that the management team has absolutely no idea what our
job encompasses and how we are struggling with all of our tasks. It is
clear to me that they don’t take us seriously and thus, in the future, we
won’t take them seriously anymore either: We will work against them.

For employees, storytelling incidents such as these seemed to contain powerful
communicators of an organization’s values. This is also reflected in the
relatively high proportion of storytelling incidents that were also labeled as
turning-point experiences, like the incident mentioned previously (17% vs. 7%
for the individual sensemaking incidents).
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2.8. Discussion
In this study, we audited the internal communication practices of three large
organizations, using the CIT. Our goal was to find out whether the CIT’s
rationale works within an organizational setting. Ideally, the CIT helps
communication auditors uncover structural phenomena in organizations by
focusing on specific communication events. We investigated the extent to which
employees were able to distinguish demarcated communication events within
ongoing organizational communication practices. We also explored whether
these incidents were isolated experiences or if they had more structural
connotations that reflected ongoing communication practices within these
organizations. We analyzed whether employees were able to derive more
abstract interpretations from these incidents, which may be seen as
sensemaking activities by the participants. Finally, we investigated the extent to
which the CIT produced turning-point experiences and storytelling events.

The numbers and types of critical incidents reported by participants suggest
that it is possible for them to identify specific and meaningful communicationrelated events. However, in addition to the demarcated communication
incidents mentioned, participants also had a tendency to mention recurring
events and even general situations disguised as events. Such general
observations do not fit the rationale of the CIT. However, because many of these
observations did have explicit structural connotations, they still provided
useful insights into the quality of organizational communication.

This was not the case for almost one-third of the incidents mentioned. These
incidents appeared to be unique communication encounters that did not refer
in any way to the organization’s ongoing communication characteristics. Such
events seem to be of little value for the communication auditor in the diagnosis
of communication practices within the organization. Therefore, communication
auditors might consider adjusting the initial CIT questions to focus participants’
attention on events that reflect ongoing communication phenomena in their
organization. However, it is possible that participants will then be less inclined
to focus on specific events and instead will mention more situations. More
research is needed to investigate the effects of such a variation in the initial CIT
questions.
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The most interesting categories of incidents were the sensemaking and
storytelling events. Our results indicate that the CIT is, indeed, a
communication audit instrument that can be fruitfully combined with an
interpretive perspective on organizational communication (Van Vuuren &
Elving, 2008; Weick et al., 2005). The method’s flexibility allows participants to
focus on whatever characteristics they find important in their organization. The
method’s qualitative nature allows the auditor to explore the participants’
interpretations of the events mentioned in detail.

The sensemaking and storytelling events may be seen as the most powerful
communicators of an organization’s values. The generalizations that employees
formulated from the events proved to be of great value for the diagnosis of their
organizations’ most urgent communicative needs (Zwijze-Koning & De Jong,
2009). Compared to written questionnaires such as the Communication
Satisfaction Questionnaire, which we also used in all three organizations, the
CIT proved to be a considerably stronger diagnostic tool. Although the two
methods showed considerable agreement in topics covered, the CIT appeared
to include communication aspects that were not covered by the questionnaire
and provided more clues to improve the organizations’ communication
practices (Zwijze-Koning & De Jong, 2007). Overall, the CIT leads to more
detailed opinions about communication in the organization, which may be
easily linked to actual organizational behavior.

The importance of the sensemaking and storytelling incidents raises the
question of whether the CIT can be further adapted to generate more such
incidents. Which questions do communication auditors need to include in their
interview format for participants to reveal more of their interpretation
processes? The standard question of whether the event is typical for the
communication in the organization appears to be a good start. Alternative
questions that might be added include the following: Did the incident influence
the way you view the organization? What did this incident tell you about your
organization? What did you learn from this event? Did the incident change you
in any way? What is important about this event to you? Questions such as these
may urge participants to more easily reveal the way they made sense of the
incidents. Future research is needed to shed light on the effects of such
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alternative questions for the number of sensemaking and storytelling incidents
produced.

In addition to such specific follow-up research possibilities, which delve deeper
in the actual design of CIT-based instruments for evaluating organizational
communication, our findings also call for systematic research into the
predictive and congruent validity of the CIT (cf. De Jong & Schellens, 2000). The
most important question regarding predictive validity is whether the CIT yields
results that can actually help communication professionals to improve internal
public relations. Although the CIT has strong face validity as a communication
audit instrument and anecdotal experiences with the method are positive,
systematic research confirming its predictive validity has so far been lacking.
The most important questions regarding congruent validity are whether the
CIT yields similar results as other communication audit instruments (such as
questionnaires or non-CIT-based interviews), and whether the relative
strengths of the CIT in terms of rich and specific results outweigh the
considerable efforts of conducting a CIT-based evaluation study.

An important limitation of our research is the type of organizations included in
the study. The research was conducted in the context of three high schools,
with typical relationships between management team, supporting staff, and
individually operating teachers. We cannot be sure whether the results of our
study also apply to other types of organizations. This is likely to apply more to
the communication problems we discussed than to the mechanics of the CIT,
which is the core of this chapter. Still, more research in other contexts would be
welcome.

In conclusion, the CIT, when used in organizational contexts, appears to
function largely in accordance with its rationale. Two possible adaptations may
be considered to further optimize the method’s usefulness as a communication
audit tool: (a) changing the initial CIT question so that participants focus on
incidents with structural connotations and (b) using alternative questions to
prompt participants more explicitly to address the meaning they derive from
the incidents mentioned. Overall, however, we learned that the CIT is a valuable
instrument in the communication audit toolbox and produces rich qualitative
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results that may be used to diagnose an organization’s communication
practices.
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CHAPTER 3
Evaluating the Communication
Satisfaction Questionnaire as a
Communication Audit Tool

Zwijze-Koning, K. H., & De Jong, M. D. T. (2007).
Evaluating the Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire
as a Communication Audit Tool.
Management Communication Quarterly, 20, 261-282.

3.1. Introduction
Communication audits typically evaluate an organization’s communication
system and provide the organization with valuable information about its
communicative strengths and weaknesses (Goldhaber, 1993; Goldhaber &
Rogers, 1979; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a). Although the word audit may suggest
otherwise, the term actually covers a wide variety of data-collection techniques
such as questionnaires, interviews, diary studies, network analysis, ECCOanalysis, and the critical incident technique (CIT). Various handbooks describe
these data-collection techniques in detail (e.g., Booth, 1988; Downs, 1988;
Downs & Adrian, 2004; Hamilton, 1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a). However,
despite the number of publications about auditing organizational
communication, scholars have paid little attention to the methodological
strengths and weaknesses of the specific data-collection techniques involved.
Publications about communication audits usually focus on overall audit results,
which makes it hard to distinguish the contribution of each individual
technique (e.g., Tourish & Hargie, 1998b; Tourish & Robson, 2003). Moreover,
handbooks and case studies dominate the literature on communication audits.
Empirical research into the reliability and validity of specific communication
audit techniques is limited, and we believe that more research is needed to
isolate and compare the contribution of individual audit techniques.
We therefore sought to evaluate the merits and restrictions of one of the most
prominent audit techniques, the Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire
(CSQ). For this evaluation, we compared the CSQ and the CIT. Both methods
focus on the communication satisfaction of employees in an organization, yet
take different approaches. The CIT focuses on discrete positive or negative
communication incidents, producing a wide range of communicative behaviors
about which employees have outright positive or negative feelings. The CIT is
an open method that allows employees to mention any communicative event
that comes to mind. The CSQ, on the other hand, focuses on the overall
judgment employees have of the communication in their organization; this
judgment is the result of a series of recurring communicative behaviors.
Employees are asked to give their opinion about a fixed number of
communicative issues on 7-point Likerttype scales. To sum up, the CSQ is a
quantitative method that maps the overall attitudes of employees, whereas the
CIT is a qualitative method that focuses on discrete communicative behaviors.
48

Our study thus compares an open versus a closed method for examining
communication satisfaction of employees.
A comparison of CSQ and CIT results will significantly contribute to our
knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of the CSQ. First, CSQ users need to
know whether both methods point toward the same dimensions of
communication as the most satisfactory and dissatisfactory aspects of the
organization’s communication system (convergent validity). A second relevant
issue is whether all the critical communicative events found with the CIT are
covered by the CSQ (content validity). Finally, we need to examine whether
researchers can use both methods to explain employees’ overall
communication satisfaction and job satisfaction (criterion-related validity).

3.2. Communication Satisfaction
Communication audit research focuses on communication satisfaction, which is
considered to be an important barometer of organizational wellbeing and
functioning (Downs & Adrian, 2004; Downs & Hazen, 1977). Although scholars
and communication professionals have difficulty isolating the role of
organizational communication, researchers generally assume that effective and
satisfactory communication may contribute to an organization’s productivity,
performance, and external customer orientation (Downs & Adrian, 2004;
Hargie & Tourish, 2000a). Larson and Fukami (1984), Pincus (1986), and
Clampitt and Downs (1993) all provide empirical support for this assumption.
At the same time, the levels of stress, staff turnover, and absenteeism are
reduced (Angle & Perry, 1981; Hargie, Dickson, & Tourish, 1999; Ray, 1993;
Steers, 1977). Communication satisfaction has also been shown to influence
employees’ level of job satisfaction, commitment, and work motivation
(Gregson, 1990; Mathieu & Zadjac, 1990; Orpen, 1997; Pettit, Goris, & Vaught,
1997; Varona, 1996). Researchers seem to agree that communication
satisfaction consists of multiple constructs such as the amount of information
employees receive, the organization’s communication climate, the receptivity of
upward communication, and employees’frequency of interaction (Hargie,
Tourish, & Wilson, 2002; Hecht, 1978; Mohr & Sohi, 1995). Given the
importance of satisfaction to organizational functioning, it is not surprising that
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both the CIT and the CSQ focus on the communication satisfaction of employees
in organizations.

3.2.1. Review of the CSQ
Downs and Hazen (1977) originally developed the CSQ to acquire a holistic
impression of the way employees evaluate an organization’s communication
system. The instrument focuses on employees’ attitudes and judgments of
several communicative practices, as these perceptions will influence the
behavior of employees in an organization. The CSQ grew out of a debate among
communication scholars, who tried to compile a list of relevant topics for the
assessment of organizational communication. Both the CSQ and the ICA
(International Communication Association) audit questionnaire were the result
of their efforts, with the latter being more comprehensive in its scope yet very
long and impractical. The CSQ was meant to cover the same ground as the ICA
questionnaire but to be more manageable. After its introduction, the CSQ was
used in many communication audits, and it has been the focus of several PhD
dissertations (Clampitt & Downs, 2004).
The CSQ estimates employees’ communication satisfaction by asking them a
large number of questions regarding eight different communicative topics.
These topics vary from interpersonal communication (e.g., an employee’s
evaluation of the communication with his or her supervisor) to an assessment
of the organization-wide communication climate. Researchers may use
established statistical techniques to assess the instrument’s reliability and to
analyze its results.
Most of the discussions in the literature concerning the CSQ have focused on
the appropriate number of dimensions for the instrument through factor
analysis. Downs and Hazen (1977) originally found eight dimensions, which
Crino and White (1981) later confirmed. Recently, based on sophisticated data
analysis techniques (AMOS), Gray and Laidlaw (2004) proposed a two-factor
solution, in which they only distinguished a relational and an informational
dimension. The CSQ has a test-retest reliability of .94 (Downs & Hazen, 1977),
and there are indications of the construct and concurrent validity of the
instrument (Rubin, Palmgreen, & Sypher, 1994). The content validity of the CSQ
has, however, not been investigated before, which seems to be an important
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shortcoming (Gray & Laidlaw, 2004; Greenbaum, Clampitt, & Willhnganz, 1988;
Schriesheim, Powers, Scandura, Gardiner, & Lankau, 1993).

3.2.2. Review of the CIT
The CIT focuses on extraordinary positive and negative communication
experiences, which are assumed to affect or represent employees’ overall level
of communication satisfaction. The results reveal underlying structural
communication practices that employees considered to be sources of
communication satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Flanagan (1954) originally
developed the CIT as a technique to observe human behavior and to determine
the competencies required of members of a specific profession or group. Later,
Goldhaber and Rogers (1979) modified the technique and incorporated it in the
ICA audit (which they referred to as the gathering of “critical communication
experiences”). Since then, researchers have included the CIT in their overviews
of communication audit methods (e.g., Booth, 1988; Downs & Adrian, 2004;
Hamilton, 1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a). The rationale behind the technique
states that employees’feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfaction stem from actual
experiences (incidents) in real life. Employees’ overall level of communication
satisfaction will be determined by the actual positive and negative
communication events they have encountered in day-to-day organizational life.
The CIT asks employees to recall and describe communicative experiences that
they feel were particularly effective or ineffective and about which they have
outright positive or negative feelings. Employees must describe each
experience in detail, focusing on what exactly happened, who was involved, and
what the effects were. Earlier studies have shown that the technique provides
detailed insight into the communication processes within the organization, for
example, whether information is exchanged adequately, how decisions are
made, and what communication channels are used to communicate important
issues to employees (Downs & Adrian, 2004; Goldhaber & Rogers, 1979; Hargie
& Tourish, 2000a). In a recent study, Zwijze-Koning and De Jong (2007)
outlined the type and character of the incidents collected when the CIT is
applied to organizational communication. They conclude that the technique has
great potential for studying organizational communication because the rich,
qualitative character of the CIT data enables the in-depth study of the
communication problems of an organization. In addition, the open-ended
51

character of the CIT makes it possible to shed light on important new or
unexpected determinants of communication satisfaction (Meyer, 2002).

3.2.3. Research Purposes
In this study, we used both the CIT and the CSQ to measure the communication
satisfaction of employees within three large organizations. We compared the
results of both methods to evaluate the individual contribution of the CSQ to
the study of organizational communication. Specific research questions (RQ)
were:
RQ1:

RQ2:
RQ3:

Do both instruments indicate the same kinds of communicative factors as
the most prominent factors within the organizations (convergent
validity)?
Are there any emergent themes from the CIT data that the CSQ
instrument does not incorporate (content validity)?
Are both instruments able to predict employees’ overall level of
communication satisfaction and job satisfaction (criterion-related
validity)?

3.3. Method
3.3.1. Research Setting and Respondents
Three large secondary schools participated in our study, all of which had
undergone multiple mergers. The mergers had resulted in large-scale
organizations that all had several departments. These departments were
responsible for different types of education and were situated in buildings
placed apart from each other. As a result, the schools were dealing with many
organizational and communicative challenges. We strategically selected
respondents from all organizational levels within the schools and included top
management executives, senior and middle managers, teachers, receptionists,
administrative workers, and janitors. A total of 165 employees participated in
our study (see Table 3.1.), 50 of them female (30%) and 115 male (70%). The
mean age of the respondents was 47 years (SD = 13.4), and respondents had
worked for their current employer for 14 years on average (SD = 10.1). There
were no significant differences between the three schools for gender (χ2 =
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5.016, df = 2, p = .08) or age distribution, F(2, 162) = 2.436, p = .09. However,
respondents from the third school had worked for their current employer
longer than respondents from the first school, F(2, 162) = 3.310, p = <.05.
TABLE 3.1. Background Information Concerning the Three Schools
Total number
Number of
Number of
Average years
of employees respondents departments of employment
School 1

249

49

4

12

School 2

326

53

7

14

School 3

291

63

4

17

3.3.2. Data Collection
We held individual interviews with all 165 respondents, all of whom received a
personal invitation. The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours and
were held in available conference rooms on the various sites of the school.
During the interview, we asked respondents to (a) recall as many critical
incidents as they could and (b) fill out the CSQ. We also asked the respondents
to describe their network relationships by answering several sociometric
questions, but it is beyond the scope of this chapter to present the results of this
part of our study.
At the beginning of the interview, we explained the selection procedure to the
respondent, which was based on job position and the department to which he
or she belonged. Subsequently, we stressed the respondent’s anonymity and
asked permission to record the interview (none of the respondents refused this
request). We started the interview with several questions about the
respondent’s background, such as age and length of employment. We then
asked the respondent to describe his or her job and daily work routines. We
asked these questions to stimulate conversation and make the respondent feel
at ease. Research has shown that it is counterproductive to ask for critical
incidents in the very first part of an interview (Dunn & Hamilton, 1986). We
then asked the respondent to recall a communication incident that he or she
had recently experienced and about which he or she had outright positive or
negative feelings. When the respondent mentioned such an incident, we asked
several questions to explore it in detail (e.g., who was involved, what were the
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consequences of the incident, and to what extent the incident could be seen as
typical for the way people communicated within this organization). We asked
each respondent to mention as many incidents as he or she could recall. When
the respondent could not recall any new incidents, he or she filled out the CSQ.
After the respondent had filled out the questionnaire, we thanked him or her
for participating in the interview, and the session came to an end.
The CSQ consisted of the original 44 questions as developed by Downs and
Hazen (1977). The questions covered the following eight topics: (a)
organizational integration, (b) organizational perspective, (c) communication
climate, (d) media quality, (e) horizontal and informal communication, (f)
relationship to superiors, (g) personal feedback, and (h) relationship with
subordinates (which was only relevant for supervisors). In all, 14 questions
dealt with the respondent’s satisfaction with the amount and quality of several
forms of information. These included: “Can you indicate how satisfied you are
with the amount and/or quality of information you get about changes within
this school?” and “Can you indicate how satisfied you are with the amount
and/or quality of information you get about the policies and goals of this
school?” Respondents indicated their level of satisfaction on a scale from 1
(very dissatisfied) to 7 (very satisfied). The other 30 questions were statements
the respondents rated on a scale from 1 (totally disagree with) to 7 (totally
agree with). The statements were, for example: “My supervisor trusts me” and
“I receive the information I need in order to do my work well, in time.” We
added another 10 questions about the following two topics: (a) top
management communication and (b) interdepartmental communication (as
suggested by Downs & Adrian, 2004, and Pincus, 1986). These statements
included: “The top management team communicates in an open and honest
way with its employees” and “When there is a problem, the different
departments communicate well together to solve it.” In total, the CSQ covered
10 communicative factors (the 8 original factors and the 2 supplementary
factors).
We also included two questions to measure overall job and communication
satisfaction. These questions were: “How satisfied are you with your job?” and
“How satisfied are you with the communication within this school?”. We could
have evaluated the respondents’ job and communication satisfaction using
multiple items (Spector, 1997), but we tried to stay close to the original CSQ
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instrument (see Rubin et al., 1994), which contained only a single item to
measure respondents’ overall job satisfaction. We formulated the
communication satisfaction measure analogous to the job satisfaction item.
Respondents could respond to these items on a scale from 1 (very dissatisfied)
to 7 (very satisfied).

3.3.3. Data Analysis
We transcribed all interviews verbatim and marked the beginning and end of
each incident in the transcripts. We then tried to code every incident using the
10 CSQ factors (see Table 3.2.) as categories (e.g., incidents could be about the
communication climate or the relationship of an employee with his or her
supervisor, etc.). However, early in the coding process, we discovered that we
were unable to assign some of the incidents to an appropriate CSQ factor. We
therefore analyzed these incidents using the principles of grounded theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This meant that the two authors went through the
incidents independently, coding them according to their own insight. We then
discussed the incidents and determined the scope of each code. As a result, we
formulated four new codes (Decision Making, Communication Flow,
Responsibilities, and Rules and Agreements), making a coding scheme
containing 14 codes that together described all relevant aspects of the
incidents. To ensure that the coding of all incidents would be reliable, the two
authors went through 75 of the incidents independently (10% of the total
number of incidents) and coded them using the 14 codes. Intercoder reliability
(Cohen’s κ) reached an acceptable level of .75. Consequently, the coding scheme
was considered reliable, and the first author coded all incidents using this final
coding scheme.

3.4. Results
3.4.1. Convergent Validity
Our analysis of the CSQ data (see Table 3.2.) showed that the respondents
evaluated the factors Relationship with Subordinates and Relationship with
Superiors most positively (M = 5.57, SD = 0.73; M = 5.21, SD = 1.2; respectively).
Supervisors thus seemed very satisfied with the communication with
employees for whom they were responsible, and vice versa. We also found that
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the respondents evaluated the factor Horizontal and Informal Communication,
dealing with nonhierarchical relationships and informal communication
relationships, rather positively (M = 5.08, SD = 0.89). On the other hand, they
were clearly less satisfied with Interdepartmental Communication (M = 3.42,
SD = 1.2) and Top Management Communication (M = 3.89, SD = 1.6). According
to the respondents, there was not enough communication among departments,
and employees felt as if top management were not very open and honest in
their communication. Of the original CSQ factors, the level of Organizational
Perspective (M = 3.94) and the Communication Climate (M = 4.03, SD = 1.1)
were evaluated as least satisfactory. Respondents did not feel as if they were
informed enough about changes within the school and communication
practices within the school did not make them feel as if they were an important
part of the organization.

The internal reliability of all CSQ factors was high, except for the Horizontal and
Informal Communication factor, which had a moderate, but still acceptable,
alpha level (α= .62). In addition, all of the factors correlated strongly (with the
exception of the factor Relationship with Subordinates). Thus, the factors of the
CSQ appear to be strongly interwoven. Because communication is part of
almost any organizational activity, it may be hard for employees to individually
evaluate the underlying constructs. For example, one of the strongest
correlations found was that between the factor Relationship to Superiors and
the amount of Personal Feedback an employee receives (r = .734, p = .000). In
many instances, the supervisor is responsible for the feedback given to
employees and addresses how employees handled certain problems and
recognizes (extra) effort. The strong connection between these two factors may
thus lead to an almost identical evaluation between Relationship to Superiors
and Personal Feedback.

The CIT interviews provided us with 745 incidents that described employees’
positive and negative communication experiences. On average, each
respondent was able to mention 4 or 5 incidents. Most of the incidents (525)
were negative (70%). Almost two thirds of the incidents (473) had a direct
relationship with one of the factors of the CSQ, whereas the remainder (272
incidents, 36%) addressed other communicative issues (we will discuss these
in the section on the content validity of the CSQ).
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TABLE 3.2. Means, Alphas, and Correlations for the CSQ Factors (N=165)
Mean
Alpha
1
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1. Organizational Integration

4.54

.83

-

2. Communication Climate

4.03

.79

.63*

-

3. Organizational Perspective

3.94

.79

.60*

.59*

-

4. Media Quality

4.21

.82

.53*

.77*

.53*

-

5. Horizontal Informal Communication

5.08

.62

.59*

.55*

.59*

.58*

-

6. Personal Feedback

4.35

.80

.79*

.62*

.47*

.56*

.54*

-

7. Relationship to Superiors

5.21

.89

.62*

.48*

.29*

.47*

.45*

.73*

-

8. Relationship with Subordinates

5.57

.99

.00

.03

.27

.32*

.45*

-.13

-.21

-

9. Top Management Communication

3.89

.96

.53*

.60*

.64*

.55

.44*

.55*

.50*

.25

-

10. Interdepartmental Communication

3.42

.91

.62*

.58*

.55*

.53*

.43*

.59*

.51*

.15

.65*

* All correlations significant at p < .001
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Two things stand out regarding the convergent validity of the methods. First, in
accordance with the CSQ results, we found that the two most positively
evaluated dimensions were the Horizontal and Informal Communication factor
and the Relationship to Superiors factor (see Table 3.3.). The Horizontal and
Informal Communication factor contained the largest number of incidents,
most of them positive; 67 incidents that referred to horizontal communication
activities were positive. For example, respondents gave descriptions of
meetings that went very well or of how a weekly newsletter helped them
remember an important appointment. Respondents were also rather positive
about their relationship with their supervisor (Relationship to Superiors). They
mentioned incidents in which their supervisor showed an interest in their ideas
and was enthusiastic about them. The largest number of negative incidents
mentioned dealt with the Communication Climate within the organization.
Many respondents gave examples of incidents that made them realize they
were not considered to be important members of the organization or incidents
that had an extremely negative effect on their work motivation. Because only
supervisors (N = 40) could mention incidents regarding their relationship with
subordinates, this dimension could not become a factor with a significant
number of incidents. Thus, we can conclude that the CIT and the CSQ show
roughly the same results. Both methods point to horizontal communication
activities and supervisor relationships as areas of satisfaction and to the
general communication climate as a source of dissatisfaction.

One could argue that the similarities in results between the CSQ and the CIT
may have been caused by the order in which respondents were exposed to the
two methods (first the CIT, and then the CSQ). The CSQ results would then be
influenced by the communication events respondents discussed during the CIT
interviews, which would heighten the convergence between the two
instruments. However, in two of the three schools, this assumption can be ruled
out because we also administered the CSQ to the other employees of these
schools. We compared the results of the interview participants and the other
employees (using independent-sample t tests) and did not find any significant
differences in the mean scores of all CSQ dimensions.

Second, although Interdepartmental Communication and Top Management
Communication activities were not the biggest sources of dissatisfaction in the
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CIT results (which would have been in accordance with the CSQ), these factors
did contain substantial numbers of incidents (44 and 25 incidents, respectively). Furthermore, the evaluation of Top Management Communication
activities contained 39 negative incidents (of a total of 44 incidents), a number
that seems overwhelming. Both factors were not incorporated in the original
CSQ, but the results of our study show that the addition of these factors to the
CSQ is justified.

TABLE 3.3. Total Number of Critical Incidents for Each Factor (N=165)
Total number Negative Positive
of incidents
Horizontal Informal Communication

114

47

67

Communication Climate

87

73

14

Relationship to Superiors

67

36

31

Media Quality

47

26

21

Top Management Communication

44

39

5

Organizational Integration

32

24

8

Organization Perspective

29

26

3

Interdepartmental Communication

25

19

6

Personal Feedback

22

6

16

Relationship with Subordinates (N = 40)

6

3

3

473

299

174

Total

3.4.2. Content Validity
Many of the incidents that we collected were directly related to an exact item of
the CSQ. For example, several incidents addressed situations in which
respondents had not received important information on time. Other incidents
(139) were not directly related to items of the CSQ. However, although no one
item captured the essence of these incidents, we could clearly identify which
factor of the CSQ these incidents related to. For example, a respondent recalled
an incident in which he felt the need to discuss an important personal issue
with his colleagues and felt free to do so. He described this incident in detail,
telling about how he did not hesitate to discuss this matter with his colleagues,
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TABLE 3.4. Examples of Statements That Were Reckoned Among the Factors of the CSQ
Number Example of Statement (formulated positively)
of
Incidents
Relationship to
37
My supervisor offers me help when I’m having a problem
Superiors
My supervisor supports me when I’m going through a difficult period
I feel free to approach my supervisor when I am having a problem
When I need to ask my supervisor about something, I can always reach him/her
My supervisor is available when I have to deal with urgent matters
Horizontal Informal
34
There is a good atmosphere between colleagues in my unit
Communication
If I want, I can also discuss personal matters with my colleagues
My colleagues offer me support
Top Management
28
The management team knows what issues the work floor is dealing with
Communication
The management team is interested in the issues the work floor is dealing with
Members of the management team seem to be working well together
Communication from the management team is clear and concise
Communication from the management team is always unequivocal
The management team has vision; they know where the organization is headed
It is clear to me what the management is doing / what they are working on
Media Quality
25
The amount of information I get by means of the mailbox is about right
Communication by means of email, works well within this organization
In meetings I always hear about the latest practical and organizational issues
Organizational
10
I am satisfied with the information I receive about my future with this organization
Integration
I am satisfied with the information I receive about practical matters within this organization (arrival
of a new colleague, annual show or important meeting)
I am satisfied with the extent to which I hear critical organization issues from my employer (and do
not have to hear about it in the news)
Interdepartmental
5
The amount of information exchanged between the departments is about right
Communication
All departments respect and admire each other’s work
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how their reaction was supportive, and how it made him appreciate his
coworkers more. Although this example clearly constitutes a horizontal
communication issue, the essence of the incident (the ability to discuss
personal matters with colleagues) is not literally captured in the formulation of
the CSQ items within this factor. In our analysis, we labeled the incident a
Horizontal and Informal Communication issue. We have captured the essence
of other incidents such as the one mentioned above in concise statements and
these are shown in Table 3.4.

Our analysis of these incidents captured in statements suggests the importance
of taking into account the accessibility of supervisors and the help they offer
during times of personal need when evaluating an employee’s relationship with
his or her supervisor. The ability to discuss personal matters with direct
colleagues appears to be an important aspect of horizontal communication in
an organization. In addition, the extent to which the management team’s
communication messages are clear, concise, and unequivocal seems important
to employees when evaluating Top Management Communication activities.
Finally, new communication media, such as e-mail and social media, are not
evaluated in the CSQ. The factor Media Quality does not take this
communication medium into account. When practitioners or researchers use
the CSQ, they must add items that address these issues or try to gain insight
into these matters through other audit techniques.
Of the 745 incidents we collected with the CIT, a little more than one third
(272) did not have a relationship with a factor of the CSQ. Through a grounded
analysis of these data, we found four categories which together captured the
essence of the incidents (see Tables 3.5. and 3.6.). All of these categories
contained many negative incidents, indicating that these four themes represent
major determinants of dissatisfaction.
The most substantial category concerned the way decisions were made within
the organization. Respondents reported that they were not invited to outline
their arguments on issues that would significantly affect their work. At other
times, they described incidents in which management was not receptive to
feedback concerning decisions that were to be made. In many instances,
respondents gave examples of decisions that were enforced by senior
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management; all employees were expected to follow the new rules as soon as
they were informed of them. In other words, strategic decisions were not
usually adjusted to real-life organizational settings. Respondents described
how these incidents made them feel as if they were unimportant to the
organization and made them realize that the management team did not value
their opinions. Other incidents suggested that strategic decisions could not be
executed in practice, leading to indifference toward management decisions.
Incidents such as these had strong communicative power and affected the
employees’ level of communication satisfaction, job satisfaction, and motivation
to work for the organization.
TABLE 3.5. Distribution of the Remaining Incidents per Category
Total number of
Negative
Positive
incidents
Decision-making

87

66

21

Communication flows

59

46

13

Responsibilities

57

54

3

Rules and agreements

52

45

7

Remaining incidents

17

15

2

271

225

46

Total

Another category that emerged dealt with the organization’s communication
flows. Respondents described incidents in which top-down and bottom-up
communication functioned inadequately. Respondents, mostly teachers but
also middle managers, communicated important matters upward, but these
communications lacked a timely response. Sometimes, top management took as
long as six months to react. This category also included incidents in which
communication took place across too many organizational levels. Before
respondents received a response to their letter or request, it had passed across
the desks of many managers who had to pass it on to another organizational
level. Finally, this category comprised incidents in which employees made
requests but where middle or top management did not respond. From the
detailed descriptions of the consequences of these incidents, we learned that
these incidents significantly affected employees’ communication satisfaction,
their motivation, and their self-esteem.
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TABLE 3.6. Examples of the Categories
Examples
Decision-making

Participation in decision-making
Receptivity to bottom-up communication
Fine-tuning of decisions by management
Enforced decisions

Communication Flow

Speed of reaction to request
Length of the communication lines
Communication without a response

Responsibilities

Unclear distribution of responsibilities
Wrong distribution of responsibilities

Rules and Agreements

Extent to which agreements are kept
Equal rules for all employees
Flexibility of rules

A third important category of communication problems involved the
distribution of responsibilities in the organization. Respondents said that it was
often unclear to them who was responsible for a certain matter. For instance,
employees wondered about the exact responsibilities of their supervisor. When
they had a problem with a student, could they approach their superior for help?
When a student caused damage to school materials or furniture within the
school, who were they supposed to contact? A related problem was that
respondents often felt that responsibilities were not adequately divided. In a
number of incidents, respondents described superiors holding on to too many
tasks that could better have been performed by others. As a result, superiors
did not deal with urgent strategic matters. In other cases, too many people
were involved in processes, resulting in unproductive collaborations.
The final category we distinguished dealt with the extent to which rules and
agreements were kept. Within this category, respondents mentioned incidents
in which promises were broken or rules were not applied equally to all
employees or departments. In other cases, rules lacked flexibility in the case of
special circumstances.
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To find out how these additional categories, found through the CIT, related to
the original factors of the CSQ, we performed a factor analysis. Based on the
classification of the CIT results, we created a new set of variables representing
the numbers of critical events that respondents mentioned within each
category. The resulting factorial solution was clear (see Table 3.7.). Factor
loadings varied from .52 to .81, and there were only five dual-factor loadings, all
smaller than .40.
As Table 3.7. shows, the additional categories all fall into existing factors of the
CSQ. The evaluation of decision-making processes, for example, falls into the
same factor as communication from the top management team. Because
management teams are often responsible for many of the decisions made in
organizations, employees will probably take these decision making activities
into account when evaluating Top Management Communication activities.
Because the CSQ only evaluates the extent to which employees believe the
management team cares for them and the extent to which the management
team communicates important decisions to employees on time,
misinterpretation on the basis of CSQ results is a potential danger. Respondents
may be thinking of other issues when they are evaluating communication from
the top management team. The factor analysis shows that the extent to which
employees were involved in decision-making processes and the extent to which
decisions made by the management team were accompanied by legitimate
arguments were also issues when employees evaluated Top Management
Communication activities. These issues, however, are not explicitly included in
the CSQ. In this way, researchers may draw the wrong conclusions from the
CSQ, based on the restricted character of the questions regarding Top
Management Communication.
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TABLE 3.7. Factor Analysis for the Total Number of Incidents Per Factor/Category*
1
2
3
4
5
Organizational Integration

.760

Organizational Perspective

.678

Communication Climate

.639

Top Management Communication
Decision-making**

(-.317)
.764

(.327)

.646

Rules and Agreements**

.811

Relationship to Superiors

.702

Horizontal Informal Communication

.731

Responsibilities**

.566

Personal Feedback
Media Quality

6

(.388)

.515

(.318)

(.326)

.807

Communication Flows **

.732

Interdepartmental Communication

.616

* Extraction method: Principal Component Analysis; Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization;
60.43% variance explained; eigenvalues ranging from 1.823 to 1.024; factor loadings < .30 are suppressed
**Categories developed on account of the CIT data are printed in italics
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This applies to the other three added categories as well. The relationship
employees have with their supervisor may also be based on the extent to which
supervisors keep agreements or the extent to which they apply rules equally to
all employees. Important horizontal communication issues may depend on
respondents knowing who is responsible for what in the organization and
whether or not this distribution of responsibilities is appropriate. And finally,
communications flows and interdepartmental communication flows together
encompass an important construct, which influences an employee’s
communication satisfaction.

3.4.3. Criterion-Related Validity
In this study, we gathered employees’ attitudes regarding communication by
means of the CSQ and behavioral incidents by means of the CIT. In addition, we
gathered employees’ reactions to two overall satisfaction questions, which
addressed their overall level of communication and job satisfaction.
For the CSQ factors, we found evidence of criterion-related validity because 9 of
the 10 factors correlated significantly with employees’ overall level of
communication satisfaction and also with their overall level of job satisfaction
(see Table 3.8.). The Communication Climate (r = .63, p < .001) correlated
especially strongly with the overall level of communication satisfaction, but the
level of Media Quality (r = .60, p < .001) and the evaluation of
Interdepartmental Communication (r = .58, p < .001) also had a strong
relationship with respondents’ overall level of communication satisfaction. In
accordance with the literature, the relationship of employees with their
superior influenced the overall level of job satisfaction most strongly (r = .48, p
< .001).
The total number of incidents per factor was not strongly related to
respondents’ overall level of communication satisfaction. The only two factors
that correlated (moderately) with respondents’ overall level of communication
satisfaction were the evaluation of Top Management Communication (r = –.26,
p = .003) and the evaluation of Decision Making (r = –.22, p = .013).
Respondents who mentioned more incidents regarding Top Management
Communication and Decision Making within the organization were more
dissatisfied with the communication as a whole. Apparently, the extent to
which there is participation in decision making and receptivity to bottom-up
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communication significantly influences employees’ overall level of
communication satisfaction. Most of the critical incidents gathered through the
CIT have no criterion-related validity with the overall levels of communication
and job satisfaction, indicating that the relationship between critical behaviors
and respondents’ overall level of satisfaction is not straightforward.
TABLE 3.8. Correlation with Overall Levels of Satisfaction
Overall comm.
Overall job
satisfaction (r)

satisfaction (r)

CSQ

CIT

CSQ

CIT

Organizational Integration

.47*

-.06

.35*

-.01

Communication Climate

.63*

-.17

.37*

-.18

Organizational Perspective

.55*

-.16

.34*

-.11

Media Quality

.60*

.08

.32*

-.01

Horizontal Informal Comm.

.44*

-.07

.31*

.07

Personal Feedback

.48*

-.13

.40*

-.34*

Relationship to Superiors

.38*

-.12

.48*

-.03

Relationship with Subordinates

.10

.01

-.24

.02

Top Management Communication

.49*

-.26*

.37*

-.17

Interdepartmental Communication

.58*

-.11

.28*

.04

Decision-making

(-)

-.22*

(-)

-.09

Communication Flows

(-)

-.17

(-)

-.12

Responsibilities

(-)

-.07

(-)

-.15

Rules and Agreements

(-)

-.15

(-)

.14

Note: CSQ = Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire; CIT = critical incident
technique; (-) = was not measured using this method.
* All correlations significant at p < .001.
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3.5. Discussion
In this study, we evaluated the strengths and weaknesses of the CSQ by
comparing its results with the more open and qualitative CIT. We tried to
establish the CSQ’s value for estimating employees’ level of communication
satisfaction by examining its convergent validity with the CIT and its criterionrelated validity with two overall measures of communication satisfaction. We
also tried to determine the CSQ’s ability to diagnose organizational
communication problems by investigating its content validity.
We can conclude that the CSQ is an appropriate instrument for determining
what employees consider important communication issues within their
organization. The factors addressed in the CSQ were all internally reliable, and
both the CSQ and the CIT show roughly similar results. Thus, our study
provides evidence of the convergent validity of the CSQ and the CIT. We also
found evidence of criterion-related validity, indicating that CSQ results can
provide insight into aspects of the organization’s internal communication
system that significantly influence employees’ overall level of communication
satisfaction. We therefore suggest that the CSQ is an appropriate instrument to
use to determine whether employees’ level of communication satisfaction has
increased or decreased over the years. In addition, researchers may also use
the instrument to examine whether the level of employees’ communication
satisfaction has changed in response to efforts to improve communication
within the organization. Finally, we consider the instrument to be an adequate
benchmark tool for organizations that wish to compare the satisfaction scores
of their employees with those of related organizations.
However, we believe that the diagnostic value of the CSQ is less obvious. There
are several issues that the CSQ does not deal with but that seem to influence
significantly employees’ overall level of communication satisfaction. For
example, the way in which decisions are made within the organization was
found to be a major source of dissatisfaction for employees. Factor analysis for
the number of incidents per factor showed that these decision-making activities
were considered part of the communication by top management. Thus, when
employees are asked to give their opinion on top management communication
activities (e.g., “Top management communicates openly and honestly”; “Top
management cares about its employees”), they will presumably base their
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responses partly on their feelings and opinions regarding the way decisions are
made in the organization. In this way, CSQ results may lead to
misinterpretations: Researchers and practitioners who use the CSQ to diagnose
communication problems in an organization may conclude that the
management team does not communicate in an open and honest way, whereas
actually employees may be dissatisfied with the way decisions are made.
The same applies to the other three factors that emerged from the CIT results.
Supervisory communication activities coincide with the extent to which rules
and agreements are met and the extent to which rules are applied equally to all
employees. The way supervisors apply rules and agreements in the
organization, and the flexibility they observe when applying these rules,
apparently shape or coshape how employees view their relationship with their
supervisor. The evaluation of whether responsibilities are clearly and fairly
divided within the organization seems to affect the evaluation of
communication in the direct work environment of employees. Together with
horizontal communication activities (the extent to which colleagues work well
together and can share personal issues) and the amount of personal feedback
employees receive, these responsibilities represent important communication
activities in the immediate work environment of employees. Finally, bottom-up
and top-down communication activities, the length of the communication lines,
and communication among departments are important factors in the evaluation
of communication flows in the organization.
These results show that there is a potential danger of misdiagnosis of the
communication system on the basis of CSQ results. Important communicative
issues, which are not explicitly addressed in the CSQ, are nevertheless taken
into account by employees when evaluating the CSQ-related factor. To warrant
a just evaluation of an organization’s communication system, we would
recommend that the CSQ be complemented with other, preferably qualitative
(audit) instruments, such as the CIT, focus groups, or indepth interviews. If the
CSQ is used as the only audit instrument, we believe that questions need to be
added to its format, addressing the additional issues mentioned above. Only
then will a communication auditor be able to recommend the appropriate
actions that need to be undertaken to improve the organization’s most urgent
communication problems.

69

CHAPTER 4
Auditing Information Structures
in Organizations:
A Review of Data Collection
Techniques for Network Analysis

Zwijze-Koning, K. H., & De Jong, M. D. T. (2005).
Auditing Information Structures in Organizations:
A Review of Data Collection Techniques for Network Analysis.
Organizational Research Methods, 8, 429-453.

4.1. Introduction
The importance of communication for the effectiveness of organizations and
the wellbeing and motivation of employees is undisputed. Tourish and Hargie
(2000, p. 3-21) discussed various studies that underline the crucial role of
communication for organizations. It is therefore not surprising that many
organizational research methods focus on communication variables. Since the
1950s, researchers have developed various research techniques that can be
used to assess the quality of organizational communication. Among
communication scholars, this set of techniques is often referred to as a
communication audit. Odiorne (1954) was the first researcher to use this term
in the academic literature. He developed and used an audit to measure the
accuracy and completeness of information transmitted between a company’s
management and its engineering staff. What is now considered an obvious
audit result was a remarkable finding back then: The engineers felt surprisingly
uninformed. Findings like these stress the importance of evaluating the quality
of internal communication on a regular basis. Ever since 1954, various
publications about communication audits appeared, gradually expanding the
scope, the functions, and the methods of communication audits. An important
milestone was the publication of the International Communication Association
(ICA) Communication Audit (Goldhaber & Rogers, 1979), designed for auditing
the quality of communication in organizations. After that, various handbooks
on communication audits were published, all describing a broad gamut of
methods (Booth, 1988; Downs, 1988; Downs & Adrian, 2004; Hamilton, 1987;
Hargie & Tourish, 2000a). Although an organization-wide investigation of all
aspects of internal and/or external communication is seldom feasible in
practice, it is generally acknowledged that the availability of a validated audit
toolbox is important for communication managers in organizations.

For various reasons, however, methodological developments in the field of
communication audits have remained limited. Researchers rightly stress the
importance of using organization-specific research designs, but this makes it
hard to study the methodology of communication audits beyond the level of
case studies. Hargie and Tourish (2000, p. 195-289), for instance, presented a
number of illustrative cases describing the use and results of communication
audits, which are certainly worth reading but do not substantially contribute to
insights into the strengths and weaknesses of audit techniques. Researchers
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also, and equally rightly, stress the usefulness of combining various audit
techniques in practice, often referring to the more general principle of
methodological triangulation, which makes it hard to isolate the merits and
restrictions of individual audit techniques. In our view, methodological
discussions concerning communication audits should focus more on the extent
to which the various techniques involved contribute to the diagnosis of
communication problems in an organization. To support such discussions,
empirical data are needed in which the contributions of individual research
techniques can be isolated and subsequently compared. Until now, surprisingly
little is known about specific data collection tools used in communication audits
(Ellis, Barker, Potter, & Pridgeon, 1993).

When it comes to individual communication audit techniques, the most
commonly used technique for auditing communication practices is the survey
(Goldhaber,2002). This is not surprising, given that surveys have been more or
less standardized. Many of the questionnaires available—such as the
Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire, the Organizational Culture
Questionnaire, and the Information Quality Questionnaire— have been
evaluated on reliability and concurrent and construct validity (cf. De Wine &
James, 1988; Greenbaum, Clampitt, & Willihnganz, 1988; Lee, Strong, Kahn, &
Wang, 2002; Rubin, Palmgreen, & Sypher, 1994). And even when a new
questionnaire is developed for a specific organizational context, there are
several statistical procedures for gaining insight into its methodological
strengths and weaknesses.

However, for another cluster of methods focusing on information structures,
with network analysis as the most prominent representative, the situation is
less positive. Although network analysis was described in detail in the original
ICA Audit, its methodological strengths and weaknesses for communication
audit purposes were never investigated. Researchers who wrote about audit
methodology (Booth, 1988; Hamilton, 1987) simply adopted the technique as
presented by Goldhaber and Rogers (1979). In one of the recent handbooks on
communication audits (Hargie & Tourish, 2000a), the topic of network analysis
is limited to a discussion of its most basic form: sociometry (Moreno, 1953).
The extent to which network analysis could contribute to the study of
organizational communication is hardly ever addressed, and methodological
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issues concerning network analysis are simply ignored. There are a few
positive exceptions in this respect. Downs (1988) and Downs and Adrian
(2004) adapted the network analysis method to the study of organizational
communication and addressed the kinds of questions that would be suitable for
asking employees and the different kinds of results that could come out of a
network analysis. Marsden (1990) provided a thorough review of
questionnaire-based network analysis. By far the most insightful publication
about the use of network analysis in an organizational context, however, is that
of Farace, Monge, and Russell (1977, p. 205-226), who were the first to reflect
on the types of results different data collection techniques produce and discuss
the methodological research necessary to improve the use of network analysis
techniques.

In general, network analysis focuses on the relationships between people,
instead of on characteristics of people. These relationships may comprise the
feelings people have for each other, the exchange of information, or more
tangible exchanges such as goods and money. By mapping these relationships,
network analysis helps to uncover the emergent and informal communication
patterns present in an organization, which may then be compared to the formal
communication structures. These emergent patterns can be used to explain
several organizational phenomena. For instance, the place employees have in
the communication network (as described by their relationships), influences
their exposure to and control over information (Burt, 1992; Haythornthwaite,
1996). Because the patterns of relationships bring employees into contact with
the attitudes and behaviors of other organizational members, these
relationships may also help to explain why employees develop certain attitudes
toward organizational events or job-related matters (Burkhardt, 1994; Feeley
& Barnett, 1996; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993; Meyer, 1994; Pollock, Whitbred, &
Contractor, 2000). There is a growing interest into why communication
networks emerge and the effects of communication networks (Monge &
Contractor, 2003).

In addition to the literature on how communication networks emerge (Monge
& Contractor, 2001, 2003), there is a substantial amount of literature available
on how they can be analyzed (cf. Freeman, White, & Romney, 1992; Rice &
Richards, 1985; Scott, 2000; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). However, the available
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literature about network analysis has two limitations. First, it seems to be too
much focused on the analysis of network data: A lot of attention is given to the
calculation of, for instance, connectedness, density, and degree centrality. The
techniques that can be used to collect network data seem to be taken for
granted. Second, the literature focuses on a wide variety of contexts, most of
which are not comparable to a communication audit. The majority of the
network studies focus on social relationships in society rather than on
organizational networks. Within this societal context, these studies particularly
aim to analyze the social structures around people (who are your friends,
whom do you go to for social support) rather than the communication
structures they are involved in (whom do you talk to about work-related
matters). Consequently, the results of these studies do not automatically apply
to organizational contexts. The research questions addressed also differ from
the questions asked in communication audits: Instead of focusing on the
detection and diagnosis of communication problems, the emphasis is on
describing the relationships people have and what benefits they get from these
relationships.

In this chapter, we systematically review the methodological literature
concerning the kinds of data collection techniques that can be used to conduct a
network analysis. We will address two research questions (RQ) that, in our
view, are underexposed in the literature:

RQ1:

Which questions about organizational communication can be fruitfully
addressed using network analysis techniques?

RQ2:

What data collection methods can be used to study information
structures in organizations, and what are their strengths and
weaknesses?

We will also try to link the two questions by exploring which data collection
techniques are suitable for which research question(s).

We first address the kinds of questions that can be investigated using network
analysis. Subsequently, we discuss six techniques that can be used to collect
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network data. For each of these techniques, we discuss the kinds of research
questions they would be suitable for, as well as research into their reliability,
validity, and feasibility. In these sections, the available within-method
comparative research is discussed—for example, research comparing the
effects of different variations of sociometric questioning. We then present an
overview of the relatively few between-method comparative studies—for
example, research comparing sociometric questioning and diaries. We conclude
with a discussion and present a research agenda.

4.2. Exploring Possible Research Options
Communication audits are used to assess the quality of organizational
communication, which is a very broad concept (cf. Goldhaber, 1993; Van
Gemert & Woudstra, 1999). To start with, it is difficult to isolate communication
aspects, because they occur in virtually all organizational processes.
Publications about organizational assessment, such as Lawler, Nadler, and
Cammann (1980), therefore often contain valuable insights that may be useful
when designing communication audits. Furthermore, there is a relation
between the internal and external communication of an organization, which
also needs to be taken into account.

And even when we set such demarcation problems aside, organizational
communication itself consists of many facets, which are all worth examining.
First, a communication audit may examine various outcome variables, that is,
the effects of organizational communication on employees or the organization
as a whole: for instance, communication satisfaction (e.g., Downs & Hazen,
1977), identification and commitment (e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Mael &
Ashforth, 1992; Meyer & Allen, 1991; Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001), or the
effectiveness (or perceived effectiveness) of the communication. Second, a
communication audit can address the various determinants of communication,
such as an organization’s mission, communication structure, and
communication culture (see Van Gemert & Woudstra’s, 1999, Twente
Organizational Communication Model [TOCOM] model for an overview).
Additionally, a communication audit may focus on message characteristics, the
communication skills of employees, the media or channels available, and the
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symbolism used (for instance, the corporate visual identity).

Network analysis techniques focus on the communication structure of an
organization, which can be operationalized into various aspects. To assess the
usefulness of network analysis as a communication audit tool, we will discuss
the structural features that can be distinguished. The core of network analysis
techniques in communication audits lies in its ability to map (formal and
informal) communication patterns in an organization. In doing so, we can
identify groups within the organization (cliques or functional groups) and
establish communication-related roles of employees (e.g., stars, gatekeepers,
and isolates). Special attention may be given to specific aspects of
communication patterns: communication channels and media used by
employees, the relationship between information types and the resulting
communication networks, and the amount and possibilities of bottom-up
communication. Additional characteristics that could, in principle, be
investigated using network analysis techniques are the communication load as
perceived by employees, the communication styles used, and the effectiveness of
the information flows. With respect to effectiveness, we distinguish between
perceived effectiveness (employees’ perceptions about the effectiveness of
communication) and message distortion (the extent to which messages come
across as intended). These structural features will be used in the sections below
to analyze the usefulness of the various data collection techniques that can be
used in network analysis.

4.3. Data Collection Techniques
In the literature, several instruments for network analysis are described. The
technique used most frequently for studying communication networks is
sociometric questioning. Other popular techniques are diaries and observation.
With the rise of computer-mediated communication (CMC), a new possibility
for studying networks is the analysis of e-mail databases. Two more specific
and less often used techniques are ECCO (Episodic Communication Channels in
Organization) analysis and the small-world technique. We will discuss these
techniques below, addressing their rationale; their various forms; the research
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questions for which they are suitable; and the available methodological
research concerning their reliability, validity, and feasibility.

4.3.1. Sociometric Questioning
Gathering network data through sociometric questioning means asking
respondents to indicate the frequency of their contacts with other members of
the organization. Contacts can be analyzed with regard to duration, type of
exchange, medium used, importance, and so on. An example of sociometric
questioning is the ICA network analysis instrument. Respondents are asked to
react to the statement, “During a typical workday, I usually communicate about
work-related matters with the following people through the following
channels” (Goldhaber, 1993, p. 363). This single question is used to map the
network of communication relationships as seen through individual employees’
eyes. Such a network is called an ego-centered network, since the respondent
(ego) maps all contacts around him or her. Other examples of sociometric
questions are “To whom do you go for advice within this organization?” and
“With whom in this organization do you usually discuss the latest
organizational issues?”

Sociometric questions can take various forms. Data may be collected by means
of questionnaires or interviews (face to face or by telephone), and questions
may focus on several types of exchanges, such as information, friendship,
advice, influence, material aid, or social support, all depending on the type of
network under study. In information exchange, several types of information can
be distinguished, such as task, policy, or personal information. Sociometric
questioning about information exchange could consist of one overall question
(“With whom do you communicate about work related matters?”) or a series of
more specific questions (“With whom do you talk about the requirements of
your job?” and “With whom do you discuss the progress you make in your
work?” etc.). Respondents may be asked to freely recall their contacts, or they
may be cued by presenting them with a roster of names (recognition).
Respondents may be restricted to mention a preset number of contacts (“Name
the four people who are most important to you in your organization”) or may
be allowed to name as many people as they like. Questions may focus on a
specific time frame, varying from a typical workday to yearly contacts.
Respondents may be asked to use various types of answering scales, ranging
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from drawing a line (the longer the line, the more frequent the contact) to
selecting a predefined answer category (often, sometimes, never) or filling in a
frequency (X times per week). Finally, different aspects of a relationship may be
analyzed—for example, the frequency, importance, quality, or duration of a
contact.

Although networks have a tendency to change over time, sociometric questions
focus on the relatively stable patterns of communication in an organization.
Unlike in the case of most other techniques, data collected through sociometric
questioning is not limited to a short period of time. Sociometric data can be
used to uncover groups in an organization. Software analysis programs allow
for easy data reduction, so that cliques can be identified and the reach of
information among employees can be determined. In addition, a wide variety of
communication roles of employees can be identified, such as network stars
(opinion leaders), isolates, boundary spanners (liaisons), gatekeepers, and
bottlenecks. Depending on the research design, it is possible to relate network
relationships to media used and types of information exchanged
(Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 1998). The network uncovered by sociometric
questions can also be easily related to concepts such as communication
satisfaction, commitment, and identification. Groups in a network often develop
unique characteristics, which can be uncovered using statistical techniques
(Lucius & Kuhnert, 1997).

Given the variations in sociometric questioning, several researchers have called
for more methodological research to focus on the validity of different types of
questions. Alba (1982) and Rapkin and Stein (1989), for instance, have stated
that little is known about the results that different network instruments
produce. Rogers (1987) argued that network analysis as a theoretical field has
developed but that it is too much “weak data, strong analysis.” Tracey and
Catalano (1990) stated that more information is needed about the reliability
and validity of self-reported sociometric data. Finally, Bass and Stein (1997)
noted that without methodological studies comparing different types of
measurement instruments, researchers cannot make informed decisions about
what instrument to use for their research objective.
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With regard to the reliability of sociometric questioning, the literature has
focused on the stability of the identified networks. In an overview of test-retest
comparisons of recall data, Brewer (2000) found acceptable levels of overlap,
though the mean proportion of names recalled varied between the
relationships under study. Reliability issues are often addressed in relation to
the kinds of questions asked. Barrera (1980), for example, showed that data
collection techniques that focus on specific types of exchange in a relationship
(e.g., “Who takes care of your home when you leave town?”) produce more
stable networks than techniques that make use of general questions(e.g., “With
whom do you discuss important matters?”).Other researchers found that the
stability of recall data is higher than that of techniques based on recognition
(using a roster) (Ferligoj & Hlebec, 1999; Hammer, 1984; Milardo, 1992;
Sudman, 1985, 1988). Hlebec and Ferligoj (2001) found that respondents’
moods may affect the stability of a network identified through the recognition
(roster) approach, whereas moods did not affect recall data.

With regard to the validity of sociometric questioning, several issues have been
investigated in the literature. An important issue is the truthfulness of
respondents’ self-reports. Filling in a sociometric questionnaire can be a
threatening experience for employees, and for reasons of social desirability
they may report different network relationships than they actually have. For
instance, they may focus on the relationships they are supposed to have, or they
may give the impression that they have a broader network or play a more
central role than they do in reality. Apart from social desirability, respondents
may also forget to mention certain exchange relations they have in an
organization. They may randomly forget about certain contacts or relationships
they have, but their forgetfulness may also be more systematic. Brewer (1995),
for instance, showed that the status and proximity of coworkers may affect the
extent to which they are recalled in a network analysis. Contacts with persons
who are nearby or higher in rank are reported more frequently than others.
Similarly, Reis and Wheeler (1991) pointed out that memorable, recent, and
frequent events are more likely to be reported than repetitive or rather
mundane events. Brewer and Webster (1999) stressed the influence that
forgetting may have on network results. They showed that forgetting network
contacts may bias the measurement of structural properties of a social network,
such as density, centralization, or the number of cliques identified.
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If a time restriction is used in sociometric questioning, there is a risk of
“telescoping”: Distinctive events that occurred before the presented time frame
may bias the report of relationships within the time frame (Gaskell, Wright, &
O’Muircheartaigh, 2000). Such distinctive events may make respondents more
aware of certain relationships and may also affect the way these relationships
are evaluated.

Another validity issue is the way sociometric questions are interpreted by the
respondents. In a think-aloud study, Bailey and Marsden (1999) found many
different interpretations of a network instrument originally developed by Burt
(1984), asking respondents with whom they discuss important matters. Some
of their respondents thought of work-related matters (and thus mentioned
colleagues as their network contacts); others were thinking about private
matters (and thus mentioned family members). The vagueness of the questions
asked clearly affects the validity of the instrument. How do we know whether
all respondents think of the same thing when asked to list the people in their
network? Van Sonderen, Ormel, Brilman, and Van Linden van den Heuvel
(1990) showed that asking specific questions has a positive effect on the size of
the identified network, and asking for specific exchanges results in a more
diverse and elaborate network. Another question variation that affects the
validity of sociometric questioning is whether a roster is being used. Earlier we
stated that recall data are more stable than recognition data. The trade-off is
that the size of the identified network is considerably larger when a roster is
used (Ferligoj & Hlebec, 1999). In particular, a roster makes it easier to include
weak ties, which are generally considered to be of crucial importance for the
information diffusion in an organization(Granovetter, 1973).

Two studies have drawn attention to possible interviewer effects in network
analysis using sociometric questioning. Both Van Tilburg (1998) and Marsden
(2003) found significant interviewer effects on network data. In Van Tilburg’s
study, for instance, the experience of interviewers in conducting interviews had
a significant influence on the size of the networks elicited.

As far as the feasibility of sociometric questioning is concerned, we should
mention that the efficiency of the method is an important advantage. Data
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collection is, in principle, not very time-consuming, which means that a large
sample of respondents can be included in a network study. Consequently,
sociometric questioning appears to be the most popular data collection
technique for network analysis (e.g., Bovasso, 1996; Feeley, 2000; Friedkin &
Slater, 1994; Human & Provan, 1997; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993; Nelson, 1989;
Rice & Aydin, 1991; Schwartz & Jacobson, 1977; Tichy & Fombrun,1979).
However, the method’s efficiency also depends on the way it is administered
(e.g., written questionnaires or interviews, free recall or rosters). From the
respondents’ perspective, completing a sociometric questionnaire can be quite
a tedious task, especially when hundreds of colleagues are involved. Finally, the
analysis of network data can be quite complex, and the relationship between
network concepts and communication problems is often ambiguous.

4.3.2. Diary Research
Another commonly used technique for studying communication networks in
organizations is diary research. This technique is also included in the original
ICA audit. In this audit, each participant is asked to maintain a diary of
communication activities for one week (Goldhaber, 1993, p. 363). Diaries are a
way of collecting data about the respondents’ communication activities during
a specified timeframe. Communication activities include telephone calls, e-mail
exchanges, personal (face-to-face) encounters, and sending and receiving
written materials. In other words, anything that can be labeled as inward
and/or outward communication is worth studying and is to be reported by the
respondents.

Diary studies are usually strongly prestructured. Respondents are given a
prestructured form on which they are supposed to mark all relevant aspects of
the communication activity (such as the person[s] involved in the interaction,
the medium used, and the importance of the message). Most of the time
respondents are asked to complete the form immediately after a
communication activity has taken place. Hinrichs (1964) used a very different
approach, however. He gave his respondents a pocket alarm that went off five
times a day during the 11 days of his study. When the alarm went off,
respondents had to write down what they were doing at that particular time.
They had to indicate whether they were communicating, what channel they
were using, with whom they were communicating, and so on. Keeping a diary in
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this way, although obtrusive, relieves people of the intense job of recording all
their communication activities during a day, several days a week. The merits
and restrictions of this approach are as yet unclear. Zimmerman and Wieder
(1977) combined the diary method with extensive interviewing afterwards. In
their view, the diaries served as a feasible alternative for observation research.
The interviews helped the researchers to go beyond the specific events
recorded and to focus on more structural characteristics of the relationships.

Diaries can be used to gather network data within a limited time frame: It is not
practicable to ask employees to keep a diary of all their communication
activities for, say, more than 5 consecutive days. They are suitable for
addressing the same research questions as sociometric questioning, and due to
their focus on specific messages, they may even provide insight into
communication characteristics and perceived effectiveness. However, it will not
be possible to address all these research questions in one single study, because
employees cannot be burdened with such an extensive recording task after
each communication event. Nevertheless, diaries provide rich information
about the communication activities of employees (cf. Wickesberg, 1969) and
are one of the few data collection techniques for measuring the communication
load experienced by employees (e.g., how much time do respondents spend
communicating, and how much time is spent on their primary work activities?).

Regarding the reliability of diary research, there is only one major concern.
Because the task of keeping track of all communication activities places a high
burden on the employees of an organization, a diary-based study will have to be
restricted to a short period of time. It Is always questionable whether this time
frame is representative for the overall communication pattern. For instance,
there may be seasonal variation in an organization’s activities. What is gained
by the preciseness of the data collected may be lost in the study’s
representativeness.

Regarding the validity of diary research, strong advantages and disadvantages
can be distinguished. The most obvious advantage is its accuracy (Conrath,
Higgins, & McClean, 1983). Respondents have to note their communication
activities immediately after they occurred. On the other hand, research has
83

shown that respondents keeping a communication diary tend to neglect certain
messages (Higgins, McClean, & Conrath, 1985). After performing cross-check
reliability measures on their data, Higgins et al. (1985) concluded that not even
half of the reported contacts are reciprocated (i.e., reported by both parties
involved). They concluded that respondents keeping a diary underestimate the
frequency of contacts, especially when it comes to short moments of
communication (contacts lasting less than 30 seconds). Jones (2000) assumed
that the direction of communication may also make a difference: People may
fail to report outgoing messages. This assumption has not yet been
investigated, however. Furthermore, diary research strongly depends on the
respondents’ willingness to conscientiously keep track of their communication
activities. Conrath (1973) evaluated a diary instrument and found that the
method is less valid when the diary-keeping activity takes longer than 5 to 10
minutes per day: The task is simply too much to ask from respondents. In
practice, filling out diary logsheets is often hard to combine with work
activities, especially when communication is a substantial part of the job. The
method may also be reactive (i.e., it may heighten employees’ awareness of
communication), and it may change, consciously or unconsciously, their
communication behavior. Finally, it must be emphasized that keeping a diary is
a form of self-report and may therefore be subject to socially desirable answers.

Diary studies do not excel in terms of feasibility. The biggest problem lies in
their organizational impact, because they ask a lot of the respondents’ time and
attention. For the researcher, the analysis phase may be time-consuming and
complex due to the richness of the diary data. For these reasons,
communication diaries are seldom used in an organizational context (DeWine &
James, 1988).

4.3.3. Observation Research
Observation is a widely used technique in the social sciences. Although it is
qualitative by nature, it is also used as a quantitative technique to study
contacts of organizational members or other research populations (Atteslander,
1954; Freeman, Freeman, & Michaelson, 1989; Zack & McKenney, 1995). The
use of observation data for network analysis is usually restricted to studying
the communicative behavior of small groups, for instance, in team meetings
(Hanlon, 1980; Slack & Rowley, 2001; Vinten, 1994).
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There are many ways of gathering network data through observation.
Researchers may participate in the work processes of the organization
(participative observation), or they may observe the communicative behavior
of organizational members from a distance. Organizational members may be
informed that they are being studied (overt observation) or be left unaware of
the study to ensure that they do not deliberately change their behavior (covert
observation). The observation data may be gathered at various levels of detail.
Information exchange moments may be taped or video recorded, or
researchers may take notes while observing, or wait for a suitable moment to
leave the research scene and write down their observations in retrospect.
Finally, a choice must be made between unspecified observation and
prestructured observation, using a coding scheme (e.g., an interactio-gram)
(Atteslander, 1954). For gathering network data, observation must at least have
a prestructured component that focuses on the exchange relationships
observed, but this may be complemented by more qualitative and open
observations.

Observation data may be used to address the three central research questions
of network analysis (communication patterns, groups, and communication
roles). The method requires that observers or recording devices are present at
all relevant communication events. Observation is therefore particularly
suitable for gathering network data about small groups in limited
communication settings. In such settings, it is possible to address more detailed
research questions, particularly with respect to communication characteristics.
How do employees interact with each other, both verbally and nonverbally?
Depending on the research design, the level of detail included in an observation
study may vary.

Regarding the reliability of observation, there are several major concerns. The
concerns we mentioned for diary research also apply to observation research.
Many observation studies will cover only a limited timeframe, which may not
be representative of the “normal” communication processes in the
organization. But there is also a place restriction: The researcher(s) cannot be
present at all relevant moments of information exchange. Observation research
therefore seems mainly suitable for answering limited research questions,
either addressing the communication activities of an individual employee (e.g.,
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following a manager and keeping track of his or her interactions) or addressing
the interactions of employees in a limited setting(e.g., a corridor, meetings, or
an open-plan office). When observation data go beyond the level of “who
communicates with whom” (e.g., by exploring the tone of voice used or the type
of information exchanged), another reliability problem may come into play. The
data collected are interpreted by researcher(s), and it may be that different
researchers come to different conclusions based on the same data. In content
analysis, where the data are often more tangible than in observation research,
intercoder and intracoder reliability is a major concern (cf. Lombard, SnyderDuch, & Bracken, 2002; Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999). In our view, the
same applies to qualitative observation data.

With respect to the validity of observation research, an important advantage is
that observation does not depend on the self-reports of employees. Potential
bias caused by employees misunderstanding questions, forgetting
communication events, and giving socially desirable answers is excluded in this
type of research. However, a possible drawback of observation research is that
the independent researcher(s) may not have a full understanding of the context
in which communication events take place and the way interactions are
interpreted by the employees. A disadvantage of observation research is that it
may influence the way employees behave. The classic example of this is known
as the Hawthorne study, which showed that the presence of the researchers
alone increased the productivity of the employees, despite deteriorating
working conditions (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). Another problem is that
it may be hard for the researcher(s) to keep away from interactions with
employees themselves. A study by Schwartzbaum and Gruenfeld (1969)
showed that employees have a tendency to communicate with the observer,
even when asked not to do so.

With regard to feasibility, it must be stated that observation research can be
very time-consuming. This applies to the phase of data collection but also to the
training of observers and the data analysis. There is a trade-off with reliability:
A limited study covering a few days of observation and focusing on easily
observable characteristics will be feasible in practice but will have a
questionable reliability. More extensive research designs are likely to cause
feasibility problems. For instance, Thurman (1976) needed 16 months of
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observation to study the change in social relationships in an organization over
time.

4.3.4. Analysis of Archival Records
Within the social sciences, analysis of archives has always been a way of
unobtrusively gathering relevant data (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, & Sechrest,
1999). Citation analysis, for example, is a popular way of describing citation
networks among scholars and identifying research groups (Tuire & Erno,
2001). In communication audits, other types of archival data may be studied.
Three sources of information might be used to map information structures:
internal mail, phone records, and e-mail exchanges. These three sources of
information are all suitable for quantitative studies into information exchange,
because the initiators, recipients, and dates are, in principle, available in the
records and can be coded as observed interactions (Zack & McKenney, 1995).
Especially in the case of e-mail, it is also possible to add a more qualitative
component to the research by performing a content analysis of messages sent
(cf. Danowski & Edison-Swift, 1985).

The characteristics of archival records make them particularly suitable for a
quantitative study of communication patterns and the uncovering of
communication-related roles. Archival records analysis also enables the
identification of groups. By examining the number of internal mailings, phone
calls, and e-mails employees send and receive, their communication load can be
studied. If the content of the messages is also available (either the subject line
or the entire message), archival records analysis can also be used for
distinguishing between different types of information and even for evaluating
communication styles.

With regard to the reliability of archival records analysis, there are no problems
at all, as long as the research focuses on core network variables (patterns,
groups, and roles) and communication load. These data can be unambiguous
and may cover a long period of time or different time intervals. When the
content of the messages is also addressed, the problem of intercoder reliability
may become an issue (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002).
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With respect to validity, an important advantage of archival records is that they
do not depend on employees’ self-reports. The results are not biased by
employees’ understanding of questions, their recall of events, or socially
desirable answers. However, depending on the organization’s strategy of
informing employees about the research, the use of archival records as data
may be reactive. Employees’ behavior regarding mail, phone calls, and e-mail
may change if they are aware of the study. A considerable drawback of the
method is that it focuses on the use of just one communication medium (or at
best a combination of two or three media). Other ways of communicating, such
as face-to-face contacts or lunch-break conversations, are not taken into
account.

As far as feasibility of the method is concerned, the main problem is how to deal
with privacy issues, particularly when the content of messages is also analyzed.
On the positive side, gaining access to archives usually only requires the
consent of management, and the data collection will not place any burden on
the employees at all. However, the amount of data collected may be
considerable: A study by Eveland and Bikson(1987), for example, consisted of
18 months of e-mail logging and resulted in a collection of 69,219 messages. In
such extensive studies, data management may become a problem.

4.3.5. ECCO Analysis
Another technique for mapping exchange relationships is the ECCO analysis.
Rather than focusing on general exchange relationships, this method focuses on
the way specific messages or rumors spread through an organization. Davis
(1953, 1978) developed the ECCO analysis to study informal communication
chains, but the method is also suitable for studying formal communication
routes (Davis, 1968). The method starts by identifying relevant messages that
will be tracked. Data are collected by means of questionnaires that are
distributed among members of the organization shortly after the messages are
initiated (according to Davis, preferably within 24 hours). In the questionnaire,
respondents indicate whether they have been informed about the message, the
source of their information, the channel through which they heard of it, and
whether they heard a different message than originally intended.
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A similar research approach is often used in information diffusion studies,
usually focusing on the spread of rumors in society. Lai and Wong (2002) and
Richardson, Erickson, and Nosanchuk (1979), for example, used the approach
to trace the diffusion of a rumor in Hong Kong and the flow of information after
a disaster, respectively. In both studies, respondents were asked if they knew
about the incident under study, when they first heard about it, and how (e.g.,
through personal contacts, television, or the Internet). In the analysis, these
studies focus on the relationship between demographical characteristics of
respondents and the extent to which they were informed.

There are prestructured formats available for an ECCO questionnaire (cf.
Goldhaber, 1993, p. 375; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a, p. 109). Useful additions to
the traditional questions asked may be (a) With how many colleagues did
employees discuss the message after first hearing it? and (b) What is the
employees’ attitude toward the message (cf. Weenig, 1999)? Two aspects of the
ECCO method seem to be underexposed in the literature so far. The first is the
selection of one or more appropriate messages that can be used to map the
communication network. After all, the dissemination of the particular message
is not the central issue in an ECCO analysis, but the more structural
communication patterns are. In practice, it may be difficult to find a message
that is equally relevant for all employees in the organization. The second aspect
concerns the timing of the questionnaire. The original recommendation for the
distribution of the questionnaires was within 24 hours after the message was
initiated. However, this will depend on the type of message, the type of
channels, and the type of organization. Clear-cut guidelines are, in our view,
hard to give. A balance must be found between avoiding, on one hand, the risk
of people getting informed through the questionnaire, and, on the other hand,
the risk of people forgetting about the message under study.

An ECCO analysis is primarily suitable for studying top-down communication. It
may be used for two of the core network analysis questions, that is,
communication patterns and communication roles. Due to its focus on specific
messages, however, it is not suitable for identifying groups in an organization.
The method has several advantages. It may provide valuable insights into the
media or channels that are most frequently used in an organization. And if
several messages are investigated in an ECCO analysis (each with its own
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questionnaire), it may be possible to relate a particular network to the diffusion
of different types of information. In addition, employees may be asked to
evaluate the way the organization communicated about the event. Finally, a
unique characteristic of ECCO analysis is that it can measure whether messages
have come across as planned.

With respect to reliability, the major concern is how many messages should be
included in an ECCO analysis to warrant stable results about the
communication network. It seems plausible that an ECCO analysis with only
one message will not be reliable enough. To our knowledge, however, this issue
has as yet not been raised in the literature. If more messages are used, the
response is likely to decrease with each new message.

As far as the validity of the method is concerned, there are the more common
threats caused by the respondents’ self-reports, particularly social desirability.
After all, various respondents will be identifiable if background variables such
as position, division, gender, and age are collected. Another drawback of the
method is that the employees are asked to recognize rather than recall the
message under study. This may lead to biased results. Employees who may
have heard something about the message but have not paid much attention to it
may answer as if they are well informed and fully aware of the event.
Employees may also look things up before answering the questionnaire or
discuss the topic with their colleagues. It is not unlikely that an ECCO
questionnaire becomes a message in itself in such circumstances.

The feasibility of the ECCO analysis is not really an issue, because it only takes a
few minutes to complete a questionnaire. And even when several messages are
investigated, the burden placed on the employees is still low.

4.3.6. Small-World Technique
The final method for studying information exchange relationships in
organizations is the small-world technique, developed by Milgram (1967).
Small-world studies are not used very often in communication audits, but it
seems an interesting approach for studying the flow of messages in an
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organization (Rogers & Argawala-Rogers, 1995). In its basic form, employees
receive a folder in which an imaginary problem is presented to them. They are
asked to pass on the folder to a target person (appointed by the researchers) in
the organization who will solve this problem for them. If employees do not
know the target person personally, they have to send the folder to someone
they think is more likely to know the target person. The employees who receive
the folder are asked to fill out a questionnaire (which is attached to the folder)
identifying personal characteristics as well as characteristics about the person
whom they send the folder to. Dependent on the research question, these
characteristics may vary from the coworker’s job position to the relationship
between the respondent and his or her coworker (e.g., “How close is this person
to you?”). By doing so, an analysis can be made varying from what persons are
central in the organization’s communication system to how the informal
communication network of an organization functions. The results of a smallworld analysis indicate the number of links between the first respondent and
the target person, as well as the routes the messages take through the
organization. These emergent networks seem worth studying, because they
represent the true functioning of the organization (Monge & Contractor, 2001).
Stevenson and Gilly (1991, 1993) used the small-world technique in a hospital
to study the flow of information about organizational problems. In their
research design, respondents were confronted with a scenario about a patient
complaint and were asked to decide whether they could handle the problem
themselves. If so, the folder could be sent back to the researchers, but if not,
they were asked to send the scenario to someone they thought was more
capable of handling the problem. They found that managers use personal ties to
forward information to the target person, rather than formally assigned
problem solvers. Travers and Milgram (1969) and Lundberg (1975) used the
small-world technique in a societal context. They found that people passed the
folder on to people they knew and often important gatekeepers could be
identified.

The small-world technique is mainly suitable for investigating communication
roles. In particular, the method may be used to identify “sociometric stars” and
gatekeepers. By analyzing the routes of the folders, the technique may shed
light on communication patterns in the organization. The absence of
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communication relationships between departments may indicate the existence
of barriers between the two groups. The number of links needed to reach the
target person shows how effective the internal communication lines are and
how capable employees are at finding their way in the organization. Compared
to all other data collection methods, the small-world technique has the unique
advantage of being able to specifically map bottom-up communication in the
organization.

Regarding the reliability of the small-world technique, it is still unclear how
many messages have to be sent to obtain stable and exhaustive results about
the communication network. This not only applies to the number of folders per
problem but also to the number of problems included in the research and the
selection of target persons.

With respect to the validity of the small-world technique, an important
disadvantage is that the response is sometimes low (Stevenson, Davidson,
Manev, & Walsh, 1997). Folders may get lost somewhere in the organization
(which may be considered indicative of the existence of communication
problems but provides no diagnostic information whatsoever), or employees
may fail to send the requested information to the researcher(s). This may lead
to a systematic bias in the data. Another factor that threatens the validity of the
method is that the assignment may be regarded as some kind of game and, as a
result, is treated less seriously by the employees.

Regarding feasibility, there is only one concern: The method may place a
considerable burden on employees who have a central role in the
communication chains. The efforts required of other employees are much more
limited.

4.4. Between-Method Comparisons
In handbooks on audit methodology (Booth, 1988; Goldhaber, 1993; Hamilton,
1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a), a great deal of “how-to” information is
presented, explaining the use of audit instruments in an organizational context
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and summarizing the kinds of results the methods produce. However, very little
research is available that systematically explores the differences and
similarities in results between the methods described. Regarding network
analysis, the methodological issue most frequently addressed concerns the
comparison of variations within the category of sociometric questioning
(Milardo, 1992). We have summarized the findings of these studies before.
Below, we address the available research comparing the results between
methods. The between-methods comparisons available always compare
sociometric questioning to one of the other data collection techniques (i.e.,
sociometric questioning versus diary research, sociometric questioning versus
observation, and sociometric questioning versus archival data).

4.4.1. Sociometric Questioning Versus Diary Research
Conrath, Higgins, and McClean (1983) conducted a study comparing the use of
questionnaires and diary research for network analysis purposes. Based on
research in three organizations, they concluded that diary data are significantly
more reliable than data gathered by means of sociometric questioning. Their
reliability measure was reciprocation: Data were considered to be reliable
when both parties involved reported a communication relationship with each
other. They concluded that diary data measure actual communication patterns
in organizations, whereas sociometric questioning focuses more on perceived
communication activities (p. 317). The exact procedures used (e.g., whether the
questionnaire made use of a roster), however, remain unclear, and the
researchers themselves also had doubts about the comparability of the data
collected with the two methods. In another study, Milardo (1992) found that
the total number of network relationships gathered using diaries is higher than
in the case of sociometric questioning. He therefore assumed that diary data
may be more accurate, although strong empirical support is still lacking (p.
454).

4.4.2. Sociometric Questioning Versus Observation
Several studies compared data gathered through objective records such as
observation with sociometric questioning (Bernard & Killworth, 1977; Bernard,
Killworth, Kronenfeld, & Sailer,1984; Bernard, Killworth, & Sailer, 1980;
93

Killworth & Bernard, 1976, 1979). They concluded that people cannot report
with any accuracy the contacts they have had within a specific timeframe. They
found that about half of what respondents report is incorrect in some way.
However, these results were refuted by other researchers (Freeman, Freeman,
& Michaelson, 1988, 1989; Freeman & Romney, 1987; Freeman, Romney, &
Freeman,1987), who claimed that respondents are unable to recall network
contacts within a specific time frame but that, instead, they tend to give an
account of the more routine network as they experience it. Freeman, Freeman,
and Michaelson (1988, 1989), for instance, observed and recorded the
communicative behavior of their research population (surfers on a beach) and
compared the objective record with their respondents’ self-reports. They
observed their research population every half hour during 30 days and, in this
way, derived the communication behavior patterns of the surfers. At the end of
the observation period, the self-reports of participants were gathered through a
card-sorting task. Respondents were asked to put the names of the people who
were in a certain social group in separate piles, and it turned out that they were
able to do so very well. The researchers concluded that respondents have a
clear mental map of the group structure, one that resembles the interaction
patterns as observed by the researchers. They tried to explain the findings of
the studies done by Bernard and associates by stating that although
respondents may not remember specific instances of communication, they can
still report about the long-term stable patterns of communication that exist
between them.

Albrecht and Ropp (1982) argued that observation might be used to interpret
the data collected by quantitative instruments such as sociometric questions. In
particular, observation data could be helpful in explaining why certain
communication patterns evolve. Albrecht and Ropp did not provide
quantitative data to support their view but gave several illustrative examples of
how observation of the communication between nurses helped them in
explaining sociometric data. For instance, they observed formal, distant, and
cool communication between a supervisor and her subordinates and
consequently found that none of the subordinates characterized their
relationship with their supervisor as a personal, warm, or friendly relationship.
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4.4.3. Sociometric Questioning Versus Archival Records
To our knowledge, only one study has focused on a comparison between
sociometric questioning and archival data. In fact, Lievrouw, Rogers, Lowe, and
Nadel (1987) did not compare the methods as such but used a triangulation
strategy to pinpoint the contribution each method made to their understanding
of network relationships between biomedical scientists. The archival data used
in this study were grant proposals and cocitation analyses. These data served to
map areas of scientific knowledge and groups of scientists with similar
research interests. The scientists also had to answer sociometric questions (in
roster format) and were interviewed about the nature of their contacts. At a
general level, the sociometric questions confirmed the results of the archival
data—that is, it was possible to identify clusters of scientists— but they did not
reveal specific subgroups of scientists, which could be identified by archival
data. The interconnectedness of the scientists was too substantive for that.

4.5. Conclusions
In this section, we first present our conclusions about the possibilities of the
data collection techniques discussed in the context of communication audits.
Subsequently, we address the lack of methodological research in this area and
propose a research agenda.

4.5.1. Data Collection Techniques and Their Possibilities
On the basis of the research literature available, several conclusions can be
drawn about the use and design of network analysis methods to audit
information structures in organizations. Some of the how-to publications
available seem to suggest a one-to-one relationship between network analysis
and sociometric questioning. We hope to have shown that there are many other
techniques that may be worthwhile to at least consider when designing
communication research using network analysis. Table 4.1. presents an
overview of the various data collection techniques in relation to network
related research questions. As can be seen, each method has its own strengths
and weaknesses. Below, we summarize the main characteristics of each
method.
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Sociometric questioning may be used to characterize (formal and informal)
communication patterns, identify communication-related roles, and distinguish
coherent groups of employees. Sociometric questioning can easily be used to
map and compare networks for various types of information or to link network
relationships to media use, although such more detailed analyses of the
network will place a higher burden on the respondents. Because sociometric
questioning relies on respondents’ self-reports, several distortions of the data
may occur: socially desirable answers, wrong estimations of the number of
contacts (e.g., by telescoping or recall decay), or misinterpretations of the
question(s) asked. Research has shown that the type of question(s) asked and
answering scale used may influence the resulting network (e.g., whether
respondents include the weak ties in their overview). Research has also shown
that respondents are more accurate in estimating the number of contacts about
specific types of exchanges than about overall exchange relationships.

Diaries may, in principle, be used for the same research questions as
sociometric questioning but offer three additional opportunities: They may be
used to explore the communication load experienced by employees, and in
some cases they offer the possibility to investigate the communication styles
used and the perceived effectiveness of the communication. The results of diary
research will be more detailed than those of sociometric questioning. The
reverse side of this is that the results may refer to less stable relationships. An
important disadvantage of the diary method is that the method itself is very
demanding on the part of the employees, and as a result, they may be (or
become) less accurate in writing down all their contacts. In particular, brief and
informal contacts may be underexposed. The use of diaries may also involve the
risk of reactivity: Employees may decide to communicate differently because of
their recording task.
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TABLE 4.1. Suitability Of Data Collection Techniques For Communication Research Questions
Sociometric
Diaries
Observation
Archival
ECCO

Small World

Records

Questioning
Communication patterns

X

X

X

X

X

X

Groups in organization

X

X

X

X

--

--

Communication roles

X

X

(X)

X

X

X

Media used

X

(X)

--

--

X

--

Information types

X

(X)

(X)

(X)

(X)

--

Bottom-up

--

--

--

--

--

X

Communication load

--

X

--

X

--

--

Communication styles

--

(X)

X

(X)

--

--

Perceived effectiveness

--

(X)

--

--

(X)

--

Message distortion

--

--

--

--

X

--

communication

Note. X = the technique is suitable for this question; (X) = the technique may be used for this question, but has serious
drawbacks; -- = the technique is not suitable for this question. ECCO = episodic communication channels in organization.
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Observation is another alternative to sociometric questioning but is only
effective in a small-scale organizational context—for example, investigating the
interactions in meetings or the communication in a small unit. Research has
shown that observation data may differ from the self-reports given by people.
On one hand, this may be seen as an important advantage of observation: The
results may be less biased. On the other hand, however, self-reports may also
reflect how salient contacts are for the respondents. In addition, because
observation research is very time-consuming, the results may be expected to be
less stable than the results of sociometric questioning. Finally, observation can
also be a rather reactive way of data collection.

Archival records provide the opportunity to map information exchange
relationships in a systematic, sometimes even mechanical, way. The only
drawback is that the focus is on only a part of internal communication events—
that is, e-mails or telephone calls sent and received and possibly internal mail
analysis. Although the method is unobtrusive, there will be privacy issues to be
dealt with.

ECCO questionnaires focus on the flow of single messages through an
organization. The method is a more focused type of network analysis, dealing
primarily with the crucial aspect of the top-down information flow: To what
extent does information initiated by management reach all relevant employees
in an organization? However, it does not seem realistic to repeat an ECCO
questionnaire for various messages representing various kinds of information.
As a consequence, the results will be rather incidental. As straightforward as
the method may seem, the literature leaves many questions about the method
unanswered—for example, how do you choose a suitable message, and when
should you send the questionnaires?

The small-world technique represents the reverse side of the ECCO
questionnaire: Employees are presented with a problem and are asked to find a
problem solver. In this way, the bottom-up communication patterns become
clear. The method may be interesting to try out more extensively in an
organizational context, although, as with ECCO analysis, many questions still
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remain unanswered—for example, how many folders are enough to map the
complete communication network?

In general, there seems to be a tension between the necessity of producing
generalizable results, describing overall network characteristics, and the desire
to collect data that can be linked to specific communication events. On one side
of the spectrum, there are sociometric questions, which can cover a
considerable time span and may even focus on more or less stable
communication structures as perceived by the employees. For this data
collection technique, the question arises as to what extent the data correspond
to actual events. The limited research available raises serious doubts about
that. On the other side of the spectrum, there are very specific methods,
covering only a limited timeframe (e.g., diary research or observation) or even
focusing on specific events (ECCO analysis or small-world technique). For these
techniques, the question arises as to what extent the results do indeed
represent general network characteristics. So far, researchers and the how-to
literature have largely neglected this topic.

Another, related, conclusion is that there are serious doubts about self-report
data as input for a network analysis. Self-report data often seem to represent
the relationships perceived by the respondents, rather than the actual
relationships. Furthermore, the results may be biased by socially desirable
answers, memory problems, and misinterpretations of the tasks or questions.

4.5.2. Towards a Research Agenda
Research into the merits and restrictions of network analysis in the context of
communication audits has been very limited so far. To further develop the
methodology of network analysis as a communication audit instrument, three
types of methodological research are needed: (a) empirical comparisons of data
collection techniques, (b) analytical research into the diagnosis of
communication problems on the basis of network data, and (c) empirical
research exploring the relationship between network relationships and other
concepts of organizational communication. We discuss the three lines of future
research below.
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Systematic research is needed comparing the various data collection
techniques available for network analysis. Both within-method research (e.g.,
comparing different formats of sociometric questioning) and between-method
research will be relevant. Such studies should focus on the similarities and
differences between the methods and, hence, on the extent to which they might
complement each other in practice. In the case of diverging results, possible
explanations must be explored. For instance, it would be interesting to compare
sociometric questionnaire data with data obtained through ECCO analysis. Both
methods presume to measure information exchange relationships, but it is as
yet unclear whether they produce similar results. Self-report diaries could be
compared to more objective archival records, such as computer or telephone
logs or observation. Possible gaps between the data could be examined to
identify the kind of distortion that is present: What incoming and outgoing
messages are overlooked by employees when they keep a diary? All these
methods (diaries as well as archival records and observation) presume to be
able to uncover groups in organizations, but to what extent do they come up
with overlapping results? Both selfreport diaries and e-mail monitoring make it
possible to investigate the information load experienced by employees. No
research is available, though, on the extent to which these methods come up
with the same results concerning the communication load that employees
experience. These are all important questions that need to be addressed,
eventually helping researchers choose appropriate methods for their research.

Through the collection of network data, several network concepts may be
calculated, such as density,(betweenness) centrality, or degree of
connectedness. It remains unclear however, how these concepts may be used to
diagnose communication problems in an organization. Case study research is
needed in which organizational communication problems are related to
network characteristics, and, vice versa, network data are used to explore the
quality of the organizational communication. For instance, is it possible to
develop a standard defining how low the density of a communication network
can be before it becomes a communication problem? Or how isolated an
employee must be before he or she becomes a bottleneck in the organization’s
communication system? On a more general level, research could focus on the
contribution network analysis techniques make to the overall results of a
communication audit. In the how-to literature, it is suggested that network
100

analysis may independently lead to the detection and diagnosis of
communication problems in an organization. Research as described above
could demonstrate the method’s possibilities in this respect. Two other, more
modest, contributions of network analysis would be the further diagnosis of
problems discovered by other methods (e.g., communication satisfaction data)
or the confirmation of data gathered through these other methods
(triangulation).

Finally, research is needed linking network characteristics to other
organizational communication measures such as communication satisfaction,
organizational culture, and identification with and commitment to the
organization (cf. Kuhn & Nelson,2002; Rice, 1994). This type of research may
generate valuable theoretical insights into the factors affecting organizational
communication quality and employee satisfaction and may also be used to
explore the predictive and construct validity of network data.
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CHAPTER 5
Network Analysis as a
Communication Audit Instrument:
Uncovering Communicative
Strengths and Weaknesses Within
Organizations

Zwijze-Koning, K. H., & De Jong, M. D. T. (2015).
Network Analysis as a Communication Audit Instrument:
Uncovering Communicative Strengths and Weaknesses Within Organizations.
Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 29, 36-60.

5.1. Introduction
In 1979, Goldhaber and Rogers published the International Communication
Association (ICA) communication audit, which consisted of various research
instruments for assessing the quality of organizational communication. A
communication audit is a thorough evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses
of an organization’s internal communication system. The purpose of such an
audit is to diagnose communication problems and propose strategies for
improvements. Typically, the communication audit tool kit includes not only
general research methods, such as interviews, focus groups, surveys, and
observations, but also more specialized ones, such as communication diaries,
the critical incident technique (CIT), and content analysis. In the following
decade, several scholars published books about the communication audit
methodology (Booth, 1986, 1988; Downs, 1988; Hamilton, 1987). After a period
of silence, new books about communication audits started to emerge in the
2000s (Downs & Adrian, 2004; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a, 2009). Throughout the
years, the literature about communication audits has been rich in handbooks,
but methodological research comparing the pros and cons of separate
instruments is relatively scarce.

One of the instruments included in all communication audit handbooks is
network analysis. From the start, network analysis has received a lot of
attention from practitioners and scholars of organizational communication. For
a while, network analysis was even considered ‘‘the heart and soul of
organizational communication theory and analysis’’ (Heath, 1994, p. 202).
Today, it is widely used by scholars from various research areas to map the
relationships between people in societies, organizations, and other groups.

The literature on network analysis within organizations comprises two
research streams. The first focuses on the emergence and effects of
communication networks in organizations (e.g., Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, &
Tsai, 2004; Cravens, Piercy, & Shipp, 1996; Ferlie & Pettigrew, 1996; Monge &
Contractor, 2001, 2003). Monge and Contractor (2003) provided an overview
of the reasons why networks emerge. Based on many studies, they concluded
that employees engage in interactions for various reasons: they are physically
proximate, they have similar personal and demographic characteristics (the
104

homophily principle), or they need other’s (material) resources (the selfinterest principle). But most of the research so far has focused on the effects of
networks. For instance, Burt (1992) showed how employees’ position in a
communication network affects their exposure to and control over information.
Granovetter (1973) argued that weak ties are often responsible for providing
people with information that is new to them (‘‘the strength of weak ties’’). Such
ties also appear to affect information dissemination within organizations
(Weenig, 1999). Since network relations make employees aware of the
attitudes and behaviors of other organization members, the patterns of
relationships may help explain why people develop certain attitudes or beliefs
regarding their organization (Feeley & Barnett, 1996; Ibarra & Andrews, 1993;
Meyer, 1994; Pollock, Whitbred, & Contractor, 2000). Employees who are part
of a separate social group may develop a collective view of the organization or
evaluate job-related aspects in more or less the same way (Lucius & Kuhnert,
1997).

The second research stream addresses methodological questions regarding
network analysis. Researchers have investigated which data collection
techniques best map communicative relationships between people (Bailey &
Marsden, 1999; Bass & Stein, 1997; Marsden, 2003, 2005; Van Tilburg, 1998;
Zwijze-Koning & De Jong, 2005). For example, Marsden (2005) concluded that
asking specific questions about the communicative relationships between
employees (e.g., With whom do you communicate about problems regarding
your work?) results in more reliable data than does asking more general
questions about such relationships (e.g., With whom do you communicate
about work-related matters?). Other researchers have focused on analyzing
network data, resulting in a broad range of measures that can be used to
describe the communicative patterns in networks (cf. Freeman, White, &
Romney, 1992; Monge & Contractor, 2001; Rice & Richards, 1985; Scott, 2000;
Wasserman & Faust, 1994). These measures usually include the density of a
network, the level of network centralization, or an individual’s level of
centrality within the network.

All these efforts have greatly increased our understanding of communication
and organizational phenomena as well as of network data analysis. But such
network analysis has seldom been studied in the context of communication
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audits. Network analysis was originally included in the communication audit
toolbox to uncover (a) where information flows get blocked or communicative
overload exists in an organization’s communication system and (b) who is
blocking the information flow or experiencing the overload (Downs & Adrian,
2004). As such, network analysis was assumed to help uncover communication
problems within organizations. Many researchers writing about
communication audits have simply adopted the technique that Goldhaber and
Rogers (1979) presented and discussed it in its most basic form. In the more
recent handbooks on communication audits, Downs and Adrian (2004) and
Hargie and Tourish (2009) incorporated some of the advances in network
analysis, but in the previous handbooks, this information has not been
integrated (Booth, 1988; Hamilton, 1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a). Because
the technique’s potential to uncover the communicative strengths and
weaknesses of an organization has hardly been explored, systematic research
into the extent to which it provides such insight is needed.

In this chapter, we describe a first study into the use of network analysis as a
communication audit instrument. In three organizations, we conducted a
network analysis and compared its results with those of two other instruments:
interviews based on the CIT and a survey of communication satisfaction. Before
we describe the design and results of our study, we first discuss in more detail
the methodology of network analysis, focusing on data collection, and the way
that network measures may be used to detect and diagnose communication
problems.

5.2. Network Analysis: Goals and Data Collection
Methods
More than a research methodology, network analysis has become a unique
perspective from which researchers view the world, societies, organizations,
and so on (Harland, 1996; Nohria, 1992; Oberg & Walgenbach, 2008; Rogers &
Argawala-Rogers, 1995; Stohl, 1995). The most typical feature of network
analysis is that it focuses on relationships between people instead of on the
characteristics of individuals. Researchers who conduct network analysis try to
explain people’s behaviour and attitudes by studying the communicative
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patterns within their social or professional relationships. In organizations, such
patterns may include the extent to which people exchange information on a
given topic or seek each other’s advice in important matters.

In an earlier study, we provided an extensive overview of the possible goals and
data collection methods for network analysis in communication audits (ZwijzeKoning & De Jong, 2005). We concluded that network analysis mainly involves
mapping communication patterns within organizations and that two strongly
related goals are identifying groups with an organization and establishing the
communicative roles of employees (e.g., stars and isolates). In addition, we
distinguished a number of optional goals that depend on the method of data
collection: investigating communication channels, the relationship between
information types and network characteristics, employees’ perceived
communication load, communication styles, the perceived effectiveness of
communication, message distortion, and possibilities for bottom-up
communication.

We identified six data collection methods for conducting a network analysis
(Zwijze-Koning & De Jong, 2005). The most common method focusing on more
or less stable and organization-wide network patterns is the use of sociometric
questions (Bovasso, 1996; Feeley, 2000; Friedkin & Slater, 1994; Human &
Provan, 1997). Using sociometric questions to map communicative
relationships involves asking participants to report their contacts with other
members of the organization. The network analysis in the original ICA
communication audit (Goldhaber & Rogers, 1979) used one sociometric
question (‘‘During a typical workday, I usually communicate about workrelated matters with the following people through the following channels’’).
Other examples of sociometric questions are ‘‘With whom do you discuss
important organizational issues?’’ and ‘‘Whom do you go to for advice within
this organization?’’ Sociometric questions may also investigate the frequency of
contact between employees, the medium used, or the subject matter discussed.
The other data collection methods are communication diaries, observation,
archival data (e.g., mail, e-mail, phone traffic), and two specialized approaches
to following the routes of specific messages: the Episodic Communication
Channels in Organizations (ECCO) approach and the Small World Technique.
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In this study, for our network analysis, we used sociometric questions aimed at
uncovering the communication patterns, subgroups, and communication roles
of employees.

5.3. Measures for Detecting and Diagnosing
Communication Problems
Because network analysis can result in a confusing depiction of tangled
network relationships (imagine depicting a network of 300 employees and
their relationships), many researchers have developed network measures that
describe the patterns of relationships between employees (Carrington, Scott, &
Wasserman, 2005; Freeman et al., 1992; Rice & Richards, 1985; Scott, 2000;
Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Monge and Contractor (2001) distinguished three
types of network measures. The first type measures the relationships between
employees, such as the frequency of contact between two employees, the
strength of their relationship, and the extent to which the relationship is
reciprocal (both employees acknowledge the relationship). The second type
measures the position of individuals in a network, such as in-degree (the
number of incoming relationships) or betweenness centrality (the extent to
which an employee mediates the communication between two other
employees). The third type measures the characteristics of an entire
communication network, such as its inclusiveness (the extent to which all
employees have relations), its density (the number of contacts within an
organization), or its centralization (the extent to which only a few employees
are responsible for communication within the organization).

Although it is not hard to imagine that such measures may be linked with the
communicative strengths and weaknesses of an organization, these links have
received little research attention. The focus has predominantly been on the
mathematical background of network measures and how to calculate them.
Although the importance of such efforts is beyond dispute, the ways in which
these network measures uncover actual communication processes in
organizations are underexposed. Network analysis seems to have developed
primarily as a computational and mathematical tool for addressing
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fundamental research questions about network structures rather than a
method for detecting and diagnosing communication problems within
organizations.

Few researchers have explicitly connected network measures to the quality of
an organization’s communication system. Haythornthwaite (1996) related
network measures to information exchange processes in organizations and,
more specifically, to employees’ information needs and opportunities. She
assumed that the strength of an employee’s relationship with a colleague
affects the degree to which the employee can legitimately deliver information
to that colleague and that the patterns of relationships within an organization
indicate the dominant information routes within the organization (top-down
vs. bottom-up communication). Downs and Adrian (2004) discussed several
measures that can be used to describe networks, such as density, complexity,
and centralization, and explored the communicative consequences of these
measures. Centralized networks, for example, may be associated with less
democratic processes of decision making, and multifaceted relationships
(communicative relationships about multiple topics) may indicate influential
relationships. Downs and Adrian also presented a case study in which they
touched on the potential of network analysis for uncovering communication
problems within an organization. They discussed the visualization of
communicative relationships in an organization, stressing the importance of
looking for surprises in the network.

TABLE 5.1. Information About the Organizations Studied
Total Number Number of

Number
of Employees Participants of Sites

Participants’ Average
Years of Employment

School A

249

38

4

12

School B

326

49

7

14

School C

291

60

4

17

In this study, we visualized the network structures of the organizations and
calculated several well-known network measures that we tried to connect to the
quality of these organizations’ communication systems.
109

5.4. Method
In this section, we outline the method of our study—our research setting and
participants, the data collection, and analysis.

5.4.1. Research Setting and Participants
The data that we used for this study come from a larger research project. Other
studies stemming from that project address the validity of the CIT as a
communication audit instrument (Zwijze-Koning, De Jong, & Van Vuuren,
2015), compare critical incidents with the results of the Communication
Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ; Zwijze-Koning & De Jong, 2007), and examine
the communication issues in large secondary school organizations (ZwijzeKoning & De Jong, 2009).

Three large organizations in the Netherlands participated in our study. These
were all secondary schools, with staff varying from 249 to 326 employees (see
Table 5.1.). All three schools had undergone multiple mergers since the Dutch
government had recently imposed a new educational system. The schools all
had several departments that were responsible for the different types of
education and were situated in separate buildings. As a result, the schools were
dealing with many organizational and communicative challenges and a general
feeling of dissatisfaction with the organizational communication of the board of
directors. The first school approached our university with a request for
research; after completing the first case study, we successfully tried to find two
similar schools in the same region to expand our number of cases to three.
Before we started collecting data, the study was approved by the Institutional
Review Board at our university.

In total, 147 employees participated in this study. We selected participants
according to a stratified sample that included all direct supervisors and a
representative number of their subordinates. In this way, our sample included a
broad range of employees varying from top management executives, senior and
middle managers, to teachers, receptionists, and janitors, with representative
numbers of participants from the different sites of each school. Of these
participants, 70% were male. The participants’ mean age was 44 years, and
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they had worked for their current employer for an average of 15 years. There
were no significant differences between the three schools for gender or age, but
participants from School C had worked for their current employer significantly
longer, on average, than had those from School A, F(2, 162) = 3.310, p < .05.

5.4.2. Data Collection
One of us (Zwijze-Koning) interviewed all of the participants individually for
one hour on average. During this session, the participants carried out three
different types of tasks. First, on a roster containing all their colleagues’ names,
they indicated how often they had contact with every other employee in their
organization (the network analysis). Second, they were asked to name and
discuss several critical communication events (the CIT) from which the schools
derived communication problems and strengths. And third, they filled out a
questionnaire regarding their overall communication satisfaction.

In the first task (the network analysis), the participants indicated the frequency
of their contacts with colleagues, excluding interactions that consisted merely
of greetings. They could choose from four contact categories (daily, weekly,
monthly, or yearly) and specify the number of times per day, week, month, or
year. For example, if participants communicated with a colleague three times a
week, they would mark 3W behind the colleague’s name. When they only
communicated four times a year, the participants would write 4Y. From these
reported contacts, we were able to construct an overall communication
network. Then the participants indicated the topics that they usually discussed
with the colleague in question. They could choose from three prestructured
categories: coordination issues (e.g., organizing a parent’s evening or deciding
on a time and place to give an examination), strategic issues (school policy
matters, e.g., the school’s identity or the effects of the national educational
policy), and personal issues (e.g., the news, hobbies, or home events).
Participants could mark more than one category per contact. After we
introduced the categories, the participants filled out the roster. Most
participants spent about 20 minutes on the network task.
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The second task (the critical incidents interview) started with general
questions about the participants’ work responsibilities and daily work routines.
After that, we used the CIT to map specific communication problems and
strengths that participants experienced in their work (Tourish & Hargie,
1998a). This technique, which Flanagan (1954) originally developed, was
introduced as a communication audit instrument by Goldhaber and Rogers
(1979). In another study, we evaluated the validity of the CIT as a
communication audit tool by analyzing whether the method worked according
to its rationale (Zwijze-Koning et al., 2015). The results of that evaluation were
positive: Participants generally focused on specific (unique or recurring)
communication events, many of which had a clear relationship with
sensemaking processes. We implemented the CIT in the interview by first
asking participants to mention a noteworthy recent communication incident
about which they had experienced either positive or negative feelings. We
asked several follow-up questions to collect an in-depth and complete account
of the event (e.g., What happened exactly? Who was involved? What were the
consequences of the incident?). We then asked the participants to describe
another incident. This procedure was repeated until the participants were no
longer able to mention new critical incidents. Using the CIT thus revealed the
schools’ communication problems and communicative strengths that the
participants considered most salient.

In the third and final task, participants filled out the CSQ (Downs, 1994) that
addresses relevant communication characteristics such as organizational
integration and media quality. We added one question about the participants’
overall communication satisfaction, and for participants from Schools A and B,
we added another ten questions about top management and interdepartmental
communication (as suggested by Downs & Adrian, 2004). Participants could
respond to the questions on a scale from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 7 (very
satisfied). Downs (1994) summarized the research findings in support of the
construct validity and concurrent validity of the CSQ. In an earlier study, we
compared the results of the CSQ with those of the CIT, concluding that the two
methods provided similar results although the diagnostic contribution of the
CIT might be higher.
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The sessions were all held in consulting rooms at the various school sites. We
assured the participants that the sessions would be private and confidential.
The second part of the session, involving the critical incidents, was audio
recorded with the participants’ permission.

5.4.3. Data Analysis
We analyzed the network data using the software package UCINET (Borgatti,
Everett, & Freeman, 2002) and visualized them by means of NETDRAW, the
network visualization package that comes with UCINET. We constructed actorby-actor matrices in UCINET for each type of network, with 1 representing a
relationship between one employee (actor) and another and 0 representing the
absence of such a relationship. Using the matrices, we could calculate several
network measures, such as the participants’ in-degree (the number of times a
participant was chosen as a contact) and out-degree (the number of contacts a
participant indicated). We also calculated the density of the different networks
based on participants’ out-degree. We then made the matrices symmetrical by
recoding the nonreciprocated ties as reciprocated relationships and calculated
participants’ betweenness centrality and their connectivity.

We used three levels of analysis. First, we analyzed the schools’ networks as a
whole, focusing on the overall networks and not distinguishing between
coordinative, strategic, and personal networks. To make sense of the network
data, we compared the visualizations and relevant computations of the three
schools and then confronted our findings with relevant results of the CSQ and
the CIT.

Second, we analyzed the network positions of subgroups within the schools. We
focused on differences between school sites and occupational groups
(managers, teachers, and staff members). In this analysis, we used both the
overall networks of the schools and the three specific networks (coordinative,
strategic, and personal). Again, we confronted our network findings with the
CSQ and critical incident results of the subgroups involved.
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Third, we analyzed individuals’ positions within the networks. We focused on
participants’ network roles—for instance, differentiating between isolates,
stars, and gatekeepers—in comparison to their job type. We also compared the
findings from specific networks with those from the CSQ and the CIT.

The CSQ and the CIT provided three types of information with which we
compared the network data. The CSQ surveys ten dimensions of
communication satisfaction; we used participants’ mean scores on these
dimensions in our quantitative analyses. We used the critical incidents to
complement the CSQ data. Because several topics that emerged from the CIT
data were not covered by the ten CSQ factors, we used grounded theory
principles (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to develop four new categories: decision
making, communication flow, responsibilities, and rules and agreements
(Cohen’s ĸ > .75). We confronted these four additional categories with the
network results by looking at the numbers of positive or negative incidents.
Furthermore, we used our qualitative analysis of CIT data (the specific critical
incidents that participants mentioned) to see whether these data explain or
illustrate the network findings on the subgroup and individual level.

In our analysis of the network data for each school as a whole, we used the CSQ
dimensions and the four additional CIT categories. Based on the network
results, we selected dimensions that could theoretically be connected to these
findings and quantitatively analyzed whether the network differences
corresponded to CSQ or CIT results. On the subgroup level, we used the same
quantitative approach but complemented it with the qualitative analysis of the
critical incidents. On the individual level, we only used our qualitative analysis
of the critical incidents.

5.5. Results
In the following discussion of our results, we compare our findings for the
networks of each of the schools as a whole, the networks of subgroups, and the
networks of individuals.
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5.5.1. Comparison of the Networks for Each of the Three Schools as a
Whole
Figure 5.1. shows the overall communication networks for the three schools. A
single line within these networks (an arrow pointing in one direction) means
that an employee indicated communicating with this particular colleague on a
regular basis. When the line is reciprocal (an arrow pointing in both directions),
both employees claimed that they had been in contact with each other. In this
visualization of the three networks, two things stand out. First, employees at
School C appear to have considerably more relationships than do the
employees at Schools A and B. This finding is confirmed by the density of the
three networks (calculated by dividing the number of relationships found by
the total number of relationships possible). On average, the density of the
School C network was 0.25 whereas Schools A and B had densities of 0.15 and
0.11, respectively. Second, the School C network appears to be considerably
more centralized than that of the other two schools.

Based on these differences in density, we would expect the School C employees
to have stronger feelings of informedness and organizational integration than
would the employees of Schools A and B. In checking whether the results for
the CSQ dimensions of organizational integration, organizational perspective,
and horizontal communication confirmed such differences between the three
schools, we found that employees of School C were significantly more satisfied
with their horizontal communication than were employees of the other two
schools, analysis of variance (ANOVA), F(2, 141) = 7.615, p < .001, Tukey’s b, p <
.05. But we found no significant differences for the other two dimensions.
Apparently, the relatively strong centralization and dense network relations in
School C corresponded to employees’ satisfaction with their contacts with
colleagues but were unrelated to their feelings of being informed about
organizational issues.
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School A

School B

School C

FIGURE 5.1. The Overall Communication Networks for the Three Schools.
Note: SS = support staff; TCH = teacher; MM = middle manager; SM = senior
manager; BM = board (of directors) member.
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We expected that the degree of centralization in School C would lead to more
problems regarding decision making and communication flow. Although we did
not find any differences in our CIT data regarding decision making, we found
significantly more problems in School C regarding communication flow, F(2,
162) = 4.678, p < .05, Tukey’s b, p < .05. The strong centralization within School
C seemed to cause communication to flow less effectively and efficiently.
Participants especially complained about long communication lines and a lack
of responsiveness to communication initiatives.

In sum, the network data and the CSQ and CIT data complemented each other in
several ways. The CSQ and CIT findings corroborated some (not all) of the
network findings. Indeed, differences in network characteristics corresponded
to participants’ experienced communication quality. More important, the
combination of methods proved to be additionally valuable. First, the network
findings provided factual foundations that helped us explain a significant
difference in the CSQ data regarding participants’ satisfaction with horizontal
communication. That is, their satisfaction with the communication in their
immediate work environment may be attributed to their intensive network
relations. Second, the CIT data provided insight about an important practical
consequence of the centralization of one of the networks. Without CIT data, it
would be hard to determine whether the overall network characteristics were
problematic or not. The CIT thus served as a diagnostic tool.

Our analyses also point out an important limitation of network analysis.
Although network density seems to lead to participants’ satisfaction with their
(horizontal) network contacts, it does not seem to affect participants’
informedness about organizational issues. Network relations must not be
mistaken for effective information exchange.

5.5.2. Network Position of Subgroups
For each school, we compared the network positions of subgroups of
employees: those working in different sites and those with different jobs
(managers, teachers, and staff members). First, we analyzed differences
between sites. The networks of Schools A and B appeared to be very different in
this respect from that of School C. The networks of School A and School B show
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that one of the school sites is clearly separated from the other sites. In both
cases, the separated sites house many teachers and staff members who have
few or no contacts with employees from other sites. Only the manager in each
of the separated sites and one teacher maintain strong relationships with
organizational members from other sites. From a management perspective, it
seems undesirable for a school community to have a group of employees with
so few relationships with colleagues at other sites.

We examined the critical incidents and communication satisfaction results to
determine whether the isolated position of the sites was also reflected in
employees’ perceptions. In the CSQ data, we expected that employees working
at the isolated sites would have relatively low scores for organizational
integration, organizational perspective, top management communication, and
interdepartmental communication. But we did not find any significant
differences for these four dimensions. In the CIT data, we expected more
incidents concerning communication flow and decision making for these
employees, and again we did not find significant differences. We also expected
CIT participants to mention incidents about the lack of communication between
sites, but we did not find any such incidents.

The result of our analysis between sites represents a unique contribution of
network analysis to the communication audit results. Although from an
organizational perspective, it is undesirable to have a more or less isolated
school site, the employees at that site may still be satisfied with their
communication experiences. In the CSQ and CIT, employees seem to have
limited their evaluations of the communication system to their own site, either
because they were inclined to focus on existing communication and ignore
nonexisting communication or because they did not consider communication
between sites to be important. It therefore seems useful to combine audit
measures that are based on employee experiences with the organizational and
instrumental perspectives on organizational communication that a network
analysis provides.
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Second, we analyzed differences between occupational groups. We compared
the network position of managers, teachers, and support staff members. Within
School C, the strategic network appeared to be even more centralized than its
overall network. Every senior and middle manager and board member of the
school was found in the center of the strategic network, and all support staff
and teachers were positioned at the outer edges of the network. Thus, only a
small number of employees (all of them in managerial positions) appeared to
communicate about the school’s strategic issues on a regular basis. The
desirability of such a network structure could be disputed because the teachers
were all highly trained professionals who could make valuable contributions to
the school’s further development. Furthermore, both teachers and support staff
members were responsible for executing the strategic plans in daily practice, so
their marginal position in the strategic network could affect both the quality
and the degree of support for decisions. As the networks in Schools A and B
show, teachers and support staff members are not always excluded from the
center of the strategic network.

We expected this difference to be reflected in the CSQ results for organizational
perspective because this dimension addresses participants’ satisfaction with
the information about school strategy and policies. We conducted an ANOVA
with occupational position and school as independent variables and
organizational perspective as the dependent variable and found a significant
difference between occupational groups, F(2, 143) = 4.737, p < .05, with
managers being more satisfied with organizational perspective than are
teachers and staff members (Tukey’s b, p < .05). But we did not find an
interaction effect between the two independent variables: The effect of
occupational position in School C did not differ from that in the other two
schools.

In our quantitative analysis of the CIT data, we expected a difference in
incidents regarding decision making between the managers and the other two
occupational groups in School C. Although we did not find a significant
difference regarding the number of negative incidents mentioned, managers
appeared to mention significantly more positive incidents regarding decision
making than did teachers and support staff members, F(2, 62) = 6.979, p < .005.
In our qualitative analysis of the CIT data, however, we found many instances of
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problematic decision-making processes. Teachers as well as staff described
incidents in which the board of directors or managers had simply imposed new
policy without consulting interested parties and without gathering sufficient
information about the practical implications. As a consequence, many strategic
decisions were not tailored to real-life organizational settings, sometimes
resulting in noncompliance or indifference toward management decisions in
general.

Again, our network analysis revealed a communication problem that was not
sufficiently addressed by the CSQ and the CIT. The CSQ was sensitive enough to
differentiate between the three occupational groups, but it did not uncover
consequences of the exceptional network structure of School C. The CIT only
highlighted one small aspect (i.e., that managers were more positive about
decision making than were teachers and support staff) of the much more
fundamental problem within School C: the absence of teachers and staff
members in the strategic network. Even our qualitative analysis of critical
incidents would not lead auditors to the far-reaching conclusion that could be
drawn from the network results.

5.5.3 Network Positions of Individuals
The network data enabled us to focus on specific network roles of individual
employees. Specifically, we found a number of employees with few network
relations (isolates), employees with a central role in the network (stars), and
employees with a crucial position in the system of information dissemination in
the schools (gatekeepers).

Isolates were particularly found in the schools’ strategic networks. Some of
these marginal positions can be easily explained by the auxiliary or temporary
appointments of the employees. One of the isolated employees, however, was a
full-time teacher, which makes his marginal participation in the strategic
network remarkable. His isolated position corresponded with his extremely
negative CIT interview. He mentioned eight critical incidents, all of them
negative. He had experienced no support from his colleagues and his supervisor
during his first year at the school: He stated that he was never really introduced
to his colleagues and was not properly informed about his exact duties and
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responsibilities. During his second year, he received a negative job evaluation—
not in person but by means of a letter in his mailbox—that did not address the
reasons for the assessment. Later, he received another letter in his mailbox,
stating that he would not be allowed to teach advanced classes anymore.

Table 5.2. Normalized Betweenness Centrality Index for the Headmaster
of School C
Headmaster’s Betweenness Average Betweenness
Centrality Index
Centrality Index
Strategic Network

2.215

1.575

Coordinative Network

0.962

1.082

Personal Network

0.453

1.429

Note: these indexes are based on symmetrized networks

In this way, both the network analysis and the CIT drew attention to an isolated
and disenchanted individual among the employees of the school. But the CIT
provided much stronger and richer evidence of this employee’s problematic
position within the school. Network analysis may be used to identify employees
who require special attention, but qualitative data are indispensable to
diagnose the nature of the communication problem.

Another remarkable isolate position was that of the headmaster at School C.
Although the headmaster had a rather central position in the strategic network
of his school, he had only a marginal position in the personal network (see
Table 5.2.). Apparently he had many relationships within the school, but most
of these were limited to strategic issues. He took little time to discuss personal
matters with other employees.

This observation based on network analysis corresponded with the CIT results.
Many employees experienced a lack of involvement, especially concerning more
personal issues, with members of the board of directors, particularly with the
headmaster. Employees described several incidents in which the headmaster
was on-site for a meeting but did not even greet any of the people as he passed
them in the hall. Other incidents involved his impersonal handling of issues that
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were personally important to employees and his lack of personal attention to
teachers and managers. For example, one participant recalled this incident:

A while ago I celebrated that I’ve been at this school for 25 years. I
wanted to really celebrate it, because I thought it was such an important
milestone. So I bought this big cake, and we all enjoyed it during our
coffee break. When I saw our headmaster in the hall that morning, he did
not even greet me, and a little while later he came to our cafeteria to
celebrate with us (I guess), yet he did not even shake my hand to
congratulate me! Sure, there was a card in my mailbox from the board of
directors, and his name was under it too, but why doesn’t he come to me
and congratulate me? Is that too much trouble?

Although in his CIT interview, the headmaster did not mention his isolated
position in the personal network, many employees at School C described
specific incidents that could be attributed to this general problem. Thus, the CIT
proved to be essential for diagnosing the headmaster’s communication
problems, and the network results served to objectify the many individual
observations resulting from the CIT.

We found a star position in School B’s network. One of the support staff
members appeared to be situated closely to the board of directors in the
coordinative network. Our calculation of betweenness centrality confirmed that
this staff member was by far the most central person in the coordinative
network (having an index score of 26.620 when the average index score was
only 2.536). This particular staff member was responsible for the school’s
financial administration and worked as the first assistant to the board of
directors. At the time of the study, the school was dealing with serious financial
problems, and this employee was frequently asked to gather information from
all school sites regarding, for example, the number of employees and students
on each site or salary costs. In this role, the employee often communicated with
employees of other school sites about high-priority topics. The centrality of this
employee was probably only temporary, lasting only as long as the school
suffered from financial problems. As a result, this finding did not call for
structural adjustments of the communication system but did raise questions
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about the current situation. The board of directors depended heavily on this
individual, who, at the same time, indicated experiencing a high workload. If the
employee was to be absent for a longer period of time, the organization would
have an urgent communication problem.

In the CIT interviews, none of the participants drew attention to this staff
member’s special position in the network. At best, they mentioned their own
intensive contacts with the administration, but they never highlighted the
crucial role of this particular employee. This result suggests a potential strength
of network analysis: Unlike analyses that depend on the selfreports of
individuals, who tend to limit their evaluation to their own experiences,
network analysis focuses on the quality of the communication system as a
whole.

We found gatekeepers in Schools A and B (the two schools that each have one
site that is separated in location from the other sites; see Figure 5.1.). Only the
manager and one teacher (TCH 3 in School A and TCH 24 in School B) at each of
the separated sites maintained strong relationships with organizational
members from other locations. Given their position in the network, these
managers and teachers appear to be very influential in their schools’
communication system. They can control the information that reaches
subordinates and colleagues at their site and influence the interpretation of this
information. From an organizational perspective, the schools’ top-down and
bottom-up communication with their isolated sites appears vulnerable and
dependent on relatively few individuals.

But this vulnerability was not reflected in the CIT results of either school.
Employees cannot tell whether they are well-enough informed about school
issues beyond their own site and do not foresee the problems that could occur
because of weaknesses in the existing communication structure.

The managers’ gatekeeping role may also raise issues of loyalty for the board of
directors, subordinate employees, and the managers themselves. At School B,
the CIT data complemented the network data by shedding light on this matter.
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Both managers at the isolated sites were positive about the communication
with their own employees yet critical toward the board of directors. They
seemed to be negative about the directors’ lack of vision regarding the school’s
future and disagreed with their strategic plans and their handling of school
finances. This attitude may reinforce the isolated position of their site. Thus, the
combination of the CIT and network analysis proved informative in this
respect.

5.6. Discussion
In this study, we have evaluated network analysis as a communication audit
instrument by visualizing the various communication networks of three
organizations and calculating several network measures. To establish the
technique’s value for uncovering communicative strengths and weaknesses in
organizations, we analyzed (a) the characteristics of the school networks as a
whole, (b) the network positions of separate sites and occupational groups, and
(c) the network positions of individual employees. In addition to the overall
communication networks of the organizations, we distinguished strategic,
coordinative, and personal networks. Then we compared the results of our
network analysis with our findings from two other audit instruments: the CSQ
and the CIT.

Our study shows that network analysis can make an important contribution to
the evaluation of an organization’s communication system in two ways. First,
our network data complemented our findings from the other audit instruments.
The network results uncovered communication problems that employees did
not address in their self-reported evaluations of the communication system.
The employees seemed to have difficulty in predicting whether certain
communication lines that are currently absent would be valuable to their
communication system. Furthermore, individual employees might not judge the
communication system from a management perspective. Our data showed that
a collective of employees seemed perfectly satisfied with their isolated school
site and did not mention this isolated position as a communication problem.
More than any other audit technique, network analysis is capable of uncovering
these types of problems. In the same vein, self-reporting employees may not be
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able to foresee the communication problems that can occur when individuals
have certain crucial network positions (e.g., a star or gatekeeper position) or to
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the communication system (e.g., the
network’s level of centralization) beyond their individual perceptions. The
quality of an organization’s communication system is more than the sum of its
employees’ individual judgments about the organizational communication. By
uncovering various communication characteristics of the three schools, the
network analysis appeared to be an important addition to the self-report data
collected from the CIT and the CSQ.

Second, the network analysis underlined some of the results from the CIT or the
CSQ. In some cases, the network data appeared to converge with the CSQ and
CIT results. The compatible findings of the three methods constitute a form of
triangulation: The fact that more or less the same findings originate from three
distinct types of data collection strongly supports the validity of these findings.
The complementarity of the network, CIT, and CSQ results works in two ways.
On one hand, in several instances, the CSQ and particularly the CIT results were
necessary to make sense of the network characteristics. For instance, only the
CIT results indicated that the headmaster’s marginal position in the personal
network of School C was problematic or that the degree of density and
centralization of School C’s overall communication network should be
diagnosed as a problem. On the other hand, the network analysis provided
factual foundations for the subjective perceptions of individual employees and
helped us draw more fundamental conclusions about the strategic network in
School C: Practical problems with decision-making processes appeared to
correspond with an absence of teachers and support staff in the strategic
network. Thus, network analysis was essential for such a far-reaching
conclusion about the school’s communication system.

Apart from these conclusions about the contribution of network analysis in
general, our study also draws attention to the importance of studying different
types of communication networks in organizations. By visualizing several
networks, we were able to study the extent to which individuals communicate
differently in different networks, thus adding to our understanding of
individual communicative behavior. Likewise, our study underlines the
usefulness of comparing networks of different organizations to each other. We
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were able to identify the separated sites at the first two schools and the
centralization of the third school because we compared the three networks.
Benchmark data allowed us to uncover the unique characteristics of each
network. In this way, collecting network data from more than one organization
seems to add value to network analysis.

Our study is a first attempt to empirically investigate the contribution of
network analysis as a part of a communication audit. An important limitation of
this study is the relatively small number of cases that we examined. In a
network analysis, the unit of analysis ranges from individual participants to the
organization as a whole. Although only three organizations were involved in
our research, the network analysis proved useful in all three organizations.
Another limitation of this study is that it included only a specific type of
organization. Only large secondary schools with multiple sites participated.
Similar research in different organizations might lead to different findings.

More research is needed on the use of network analysis as a communication
audit instrument. In particular, it would be useful to further study the
relationship between network characteristics (at the organizational, subgroup,
and individual level) and the problems experienced in the communication
system of organizations. A possible approach would be to conduct a network
analysis and then follow-up interviews to explore the implications of the
network characteristics. In addition, comparative research into the use and
results of various data collection techniques for network analysis is needed
(e.g., comparing different kinds of sociometric questions or comparing
sociometric questions to communication diaries).

5.7. Conclusion
Our study confirms the value of network analysis in communication audits. But
an important contribution of network analysis that we ignored here is that it
describes the real and informal communication system and compares it to the
formal communication system of an organization. This background information
is relevant for virtually any communication audit (Johanson, 2000; Rank, 2008).
In this chapter, we mainly focused on the potential of network analysis to
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evaluate an organization’s communication system. We found that network
analysis made a distinctive contribution toward diagnosing communication
strengths and weaknesses in the three schools and appeared to complement
data derived from employees’ self-reports. Based on our findings, we would
argue that network analysis deserves a more central position on the palette of
communication audit techniques.
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CHAPTER 6
Auditing Management Practices in
Schools:
Recurring Communication Problems
and Solutions

Zwijze-Koning, K. H., & De Jong, M. D. T. (2009).
Auditing Management Practices in Schools:
Recurring Communication Problems and Solutions.
International Journal of Educational Management, 23, 227-236.

6.1. Introduction
In the past ten years, high schools in The Netherlands have had to deal with
drastic curriculum reforms and organizational changes. In the late 1990s, the
Dutch government initiated a nationwide modernization of high-school
curricula, including a revised examination program, the introduction of student
profiles, and major didactical changes (see Van den Akker, 2003). In the
implementation phase, managers and teachers had the problem of how to make
it all work in everyday practice. At roughly the same time, many high schools
merged, mainly for budgetary reasons. Small-scale specialized schools merged
with other institutions to form large school organizations offering the full range
of educational levels. This resulted in complex organizations, often with
facilities in different locations. These changes led to an increased distance
between school management and employees (teachers, administrators,
janitors, etc.), not only physically, but also because more organizational layers
were introduced between management and employees. The communication
structures within schools were inevitably formalized, and employees had to get
used to this.

As a result, the communication systems in Dutch high schools have experienced
increased pressure. Communication has become a serious topic for school
managers. When recurring signals indicate that something may be wrong with
the communication, it is worth conducting a communication audit to evaluate
(aspects of) the communication system and to identify and diagnose
communication problems (Tourish & Hargie, 1998). This is how we became
involved in three research projects, designed to evaluate the communication of
high schools, both from a micro perspective (the communication satisfaction
and experiences of employees) and from a macro perspective (the communication structure and the functioning of communication lines).

6.2. Research Methods
To audit communication practices within three schools, we interviewed 165
employees of the schools (49, 53 and 63 employees, respectively). We used
three data collection techniques, each of which highlighted different
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communicative aspects. Data were collected in individual interview sessions,
lasting between 45 minutes and two hours.

First, we collected data for a network analysis. Network analyses are used to
map the (communication) relationships among employees, and, hence, the
organization's communication structure (Zwijze-Koning & De Jong, 2005). This
may uncover information blockages, and allow new communication structures
to be developed (Downs & Adrian, 2004). During the interview, respondents
were given a roster on which they had to indicate with whom they had contact
in their school, about which topics (coordination, strategic issues, or personal
ones), and how often (x times a day/week/month/year). The resulting
networks were visualized, and several network measures were calculated using
the UCINET package (Borgatti, Everett & Freeman, 2002).

Next, we investigated specific communication events, using the critical incident
technique (CIT). The CIT involves respondents' communication experiences
(Hunt, Tourish & Hargie, 2000). Respondents were asked to mention specific
events that represented outright positive or negative communication
experiences. The interview thoroughly explored respondents' recollections of
events, as well as their views on possible causes and consequences. In total, we
gathered 745 critical incidents: 207 positive and 538 negative events. The
qualitative analysis of the critical incidents aimed to identify underlying and
recurring sources of communication satisfaction (and dissatisfaction) within
the schools.

Finally, we asked the respondents to fill out the Communication Satisfaction
Questionnaire (CSQ). The CSQ investigates employees' satisfaction with ten
dimensions of the communication system, such as their relationship with their
supervisor, or the communication climate (Clampitt & Downs, 2004; ZwijzeKoning & De Jong, 2007). Items were measured on a scale of 1 (very dissatisfied)
to 7 (very satisfied). In the analysis, we computed mean scores and confidence
intervals per dimension.
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6.3. Findings
Below, we will discuss the most important clusters of problems employees of
the three schools were confronted with. When describing the problems, we will
first indicate how the problem came to light; after that we will discuss the
problem in more detail, together with its main consequences. Where possible,
examples are given of respondents' own descriptions of the problems.

6.3.1. Lack of Participation in Decision Making
One of the most important communication issues in the three schools involved
the way decisions were made. Employees were dissatisfied with the lack of
communication that typified the decision-making processes in their schools.
Teachers, staff members, and even middle managers described how important
decisions, directly affecting their working environment, were made without
their involvement (21 percent of the critical incidents pertained to decisionmaking processes). Furthermore, the network analyses revealed strongly
centralized decision-making networks in all three schools, with top and senior
managers as the central and dominant players, and teachers, staff members and
even middle managers in the networks' periphery.

Employees described how they either had no say in important decisions, or
managers ignored their input and simply confronted them with decisions.
Employees spoke of "enforced decisions," a term that had become part of the
corporate language in the schools. As a result, measures had frequently not
been adapted to the work floor. For example, one respondent stated:

Well, normally communication and decision-making is a two-way
process, but our top management team does not see it as a two-way
thing... I will give you an example: on some school nights, when the
teachers talk to the students' parents, I put in a lot of hours, since I am
the head of the staff at this location. On a yearly basis we are allowed to
spend 26 extra hours for these nights. Last week we heard that the
management team had decided that staff members will no longer be
allowed to spend these extra hours! No arguments were given for this
decision at all and we had no say in it either! We have no idea how we
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can make it work in practice. For us it was like this decision fell out of the
sky.

The result of such events was often resistance or indifference towards
management decisions. In some instances, employees even refused to work
according to the new rules. Overall, the employees' attitudes towards the
management team became less positive. In the interviews, teachers and staff
members (who usually had no direct contact with top managers) even
expressed personal resentment of board members. In this way, poor
communication within these schools created a climate of distrust and
opposition.

6.3.2. Lack of Responsiveness to Bottom-Up Initiatives
Another frequently recurring problem concerned the schools' communication
structures. More specifically, when employees tried to communicate with
higher organizational levels, they often never received a response. This caused
strong dissatisfaction among employees (teachers, staff members, and some
middle managers). Sometimes respondents characterized the problem in terms
of lengthy communication lines, describing how on some occasions they had
waited more than six months for a response. By that time, the issue had lost all
priority and usually they had already dealt with the issue in their own way.

In total, 16 percent of the critical incidents dealt with this problem. In addition,
the density of the coordination networks within the schools was higher than all
other types of networks under study, which implies that employees maintained
many relationships with each other to keep things well-organized. Several
incidents also dealt with the division of responsibilities within the school. This
may be seen as a related problem. Respondents spoke of "unclear
responsibilities" (they did not know who to approach for a certain problem) or
stated that too many people were responsible for one and the same issue (and
all of them wanted to have a say in it). In total, 8 percent of the critical 230
incidents pertained to this.
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Teachers, for example, would confront their supervisor with a problem
concerning a course they taught, after which the supervisor either made a
decision or referred the issue higher in the organizational hierarchy. This
usually resulted in a very late reaction, or in some cases none at all from the
higher management levels. One employee, for example, stated:

I am the ICT coordinator within our school, but now, due to
communication problems with the management team, I have decided to
drop this task at the end of the year. We have been working on a policy
plan concerning ICT for a long time now and we are not making progress
at all… We presented a first draft of our plans to the management team a
year ago: it took months before we got a reaction! Then, we changed
parts of the plan in response to management's comments. Again it took
months before we heard from them again.

To avoid the problems of ineffective communication lines, some employees
developed the habit of looking for communication bypasses in their school.
They would approach senior and/or top managers directly with their requests
or to pass on important information. Since top and middle managers did not
always recognize these informal requests as "illicit," they often answered the
questions directly or gave their opinion. At times, they even gave their consent
or promised to solve the issue. This, in turn, led to discontent among direct
supervisors, who felt bypassed, and among other employees who had the same
problem but had followed the "official" route (and consequently were still
waiting for a reaction or had received a negative answer).

Whenever requests were handled within a normal amount of time and through
the appropriate channels, respondents spoke appreciatively of "short
communication lines" and referred to these as positive communication
experiences.

6.3.3. Managers’ Limited Visibility and Empathic Skills
While most employees had good communication experiences with their direct
co-workers and supervisors, most employees were considerably less satisfied
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with the communication from the top management team. In fact, the evaluation
of communication by the top management team received one of the lower
scores on the CSQ (M = 3.89). Employees felt that top managers did not
communicate in an open and honest way. In the 39 critical incidents on this
problem, employees described situations in which they experienced a lack of
empathy from managers. They gave examples of top managers who showed
little interest in employees when visiting a school location, or who kept
physical and emotional distance during celebrations. In the network analysis,
members of the top management team often appeared in the periphery of the
personal networks, as opposed to their central place in the other two networks
(strategic and coordination), which indicates that they took little time to also
discuss personal matters with employees.

In several critical incidents in one of the schools, employees described how
their headmaster ignored them when visiting their site or failed to greet
employees in the hall as he passed them. Although employees understood that
the headmaster did not have the time to speak in depth with each employee on
a regular basis, in their view his verbal and non-verbal behavior showed a lack
of interest and respect for them as employees.

In another school, a reorganization had just taken place, and the exact plans
and sometimes painful consequences had to be explained by the management
team in group meetings at each site of the school. Employees described how
they had difficulty understanding the explanations given during these meetings,
because the top managers used unfamiliar abbreviations and spoke in a style
that they experienced as very aloof. As a result, the employees were left with
many unanswered questions and strong feelings of dissatisfaction about the
reorganization plans, as well as about the honesty and openness of the top
managers.

Experiences such as these made employees believe that members of the
management team had no concern for their well-being and did not think of
them as important parts of the organization. In addition, employees felt that the
management team was unaware of what was taking place on the work floor. In
this way, the communicative behavior of the management team prevented a
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healthy empathic climate developing in these schools (see Töremen et al.,
2006).

6.3.4. Staff Members Feeling Under Appreciated
In all three schools, staff felt underappreciated, especially, members of the
support staff. Most staff members felt that their work was underestimated and
that they were considered unimportant to the organization. This can be
illustrated in many ways. In one of the schools, the board of executives initially
did not want to include staff members in our communication audit process. In
an introductory meeting, they stated that most of the communication problems
they experienced in the organization were with teachers and managers. Only
after several staff members objected to this exclusion, were staff members also
invited to participate. During the interviews, many staff members asserted that
this position of the top management team was typical of the way they were
seen and treated within the school. From their perspective, top management
did not consider them important enough to even include them in the research
process.

Other respondents complained about the indifferent attitude of the
management team towards staff members' needs and interests. To illustrate
this, many staff members at one of the schools recalled an annual meeting that
had just been held:

Two or three weeks ago, we had a meeting with all support staff and two
members of the management team about our working conditions. First of
all, this is a meeting that should take place every year, but last year we
didn't have one. Second, the room wasn't reserved and so we were packed
into a very small room that was available, but which was way too small
for all 40 of us. Then, two pages of announcements were read to us and it
was clear that no discussion was possible about their content. And
although during other years there usually was some discussion about the
things that were said during the meeting, this time nobody asked
anything, because it was clear to us that nothing could be changed about
the actions anyway. Everybody left totally dissatisfied.
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In addition, staff members of all schools stated that they were not part of the
information exchange processes. They were usually the last to learn about new
policies or about activities at their location. When new students arrived at their
school, they were not informed. When the location director made
announcements, they were not called in to listen, nor were they informed at a
later moment. In all, actions such as these made staff members feel that their
efforts were not really appreciated by the rest of the employees of their school.

6.3.5. Drawbacks of Isolation
For two of the three schools, the communication audit process uncovered the
drawbacks of the "isolation" of one of the school sites. The schools had merged
with these sites a few years before and were under the impression that the
merger had been successful. However, on the basis of the network analysis, a
picture emerged which placed these sites separate from the school as a whole.
In addition, communication between the various school sites had the lowest
score in the CSQ (Interdepartmental Communication, M = 3.42), indicating that
many employees were dissatisfied with the quality and amount of
interdepartmental information exchange. Employees from these separate sites
maintained few if any contacts with employees from the other locations of
these schools.

Further analysis of the CSQ showed that even though employees at these sites
were clearly separated from the school as a whole, they were not dissatisfied
with this position. In fact, employees from the third school were even more
satisfied with the communication at their site and with their direct supervisors,
whom they considered to be very approachable. From a management
perspective, though, it seems undesirable for an organization to have a group of
employees who are isolated from the rest of the organization. The separate
position of the employees at these sites may easily lead to decreased levels of
identification with the school as a whole, and may also impede school-wide
collaboration and the exchange of ideas. After all, one of the main intrinsic goals
of the merger was supposed to be that employees would benefit from each
other's knowledge. It does not seem that this goal was reached, considering the
relatively few communicative relationships between employees at the isolated
site and employees of the other locations of the school.
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The separate position of the two school sites also gave the managers of these
sites very influential gatekeeping positions. These managers, who did maintain
communicative relationships with members of the other sites, controlled both
the amount and the type of school-wide information that employees at their
location received. They could even influence the employees' interpretation of
this information. In any event, the bottom-up and top-down communication
processes of these schools were very vulnerable, since the communication with
these isolated locations depended on just a few individuals.

6.3.6. Importance of Communication Climate
The critical incidents mentioned by the employees clearly underlined the
importance of the communication climate in their schools. The comments were
a mixture of positive incidents (44) and negative ones (80). Employees had
mixed feelings about the communication climate in their school. On closer
inspection, this contradiction could be attributed to the organizational level
that employees referred to when discussing the communication climate.

When describing their direct working environment, employees gave examples
of positive communication events, frequently referring to open and honest
moments of information exchange with their immediate colleagues. They
generally described their immediate work environment as very pleasant and
usually explicitly mentioned the possibility of discussing personal matters with
each other as well as the willingness to listen whenever someone had personal
or work-related problems. Employees described how these contacts with
colleagues in their direct working environment made them feel at home in the
organization, and how this affected their daily work motivation and overall job
satisfaction positively.

On the other hand, when employees looked at a broader, organizational
context, the critical incidents they described became more negative. Employees
described how the communication from higher management levels was
characterized by distrust and arrogance. In many instances, the communication
was very formal and top managers lacked a willingness to listen. Employees
spoke of a negative communication atmosphere, which made them feel
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uncomfortable and which often led to a loss of respect and appreciation for the
colleagues in question.

6.4. Conclusion
The mergers these schools experienced, combined with simultaneous enforced
curriculum reforms, significantly affected the communication system of these
organizations. Communication at the organizational level, in particular,
frequently made employees dissatisfied. Organizational communication
seemed to be characterized by a strong focus on control by top management
and a lack of responsiveness. In this way, communication within these schools
as a whole made respondents feel as if they were not important to the
organization; the communication did not motivate and stimulate them to work
for the organization. Because of this unsatisfactory organizational
communication, employees usually did not identify with the organization as a
whole. Instead, they identified with small groups at different locations, their
direct working environment. In this way, the schools had developed an
unhealthy communication climate, which hindered the development of new
ideas and the evolution of identification and commitment with anything beyond
the employees' immediate working environment.

6.5. Recommendations
Because of the many changes in the educational system and governmental
pressure to adopt new teaching methods quickly, it is not surprising that the
top managers of these schools took a strong lead in implementing new plans.
During these turbulent times, it was desirable that upper management carry
substantial responsibility for school affairs, in order to be able to react to
external influences quickly. At the time, this provided the equilibrium and
efficiency these schools needed (Tsai & Beverton, 2007). However, this culture
of top-down management does not seem to be adequate any longer. In order for
plans and changes to be sufficiently adjusted to the work floor, employees need
more opportunities to participate in the organization's decision-making
process. There are various ways in which an organization can institutionalize
participation in the decision-making network (Miller, 2006). One way is to set
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up quality circles, in which employees from specific departments or sites are
invited to give their opinion on important concerns. Other forms of
participation, such as self-directed work teams or site-based management,
ensure that managers and employees work together more closely on new
organizational policies. In some cases, employees are given a budget and a
mandate to spend this money, according to their own insights. In this way
employees can even implement decisions without the approval of the top
management team. More bottom-up management practices such as these could
significantly improve these schools' effectiveness and make implementing
decisions easier, and it can increase employees' sense of empowerment as well
(San Antonio & Gamage, 2007).

Institutionalizing participative decision making in these organizations would
also address the second most urgent communication problem, namely the long
communication lines and the lack of response from higher management.
However, these steps alone cannot solve the lack of response to bottom-up
communication initiatives, since part of the problem lies in the indifference of
supervisors to such initiatives. On the basis of our findings, we tried to make
supervisors more aware of bottom-up initiatives, which usually cost employees
a lot of effort and with which they are often deeply involved. We stressed the
importance of these initiatives for the efficient functioning of the organization,
and recommended that supervisors express their appreciation of the efforts an
employee had put into the initiative. In addition, we stressed the need for
follow-up, if only for the well-being of the employees in question. We
recommended that supervisors should always give an honest opinion on what
could be expected from the initiative, as well as giving feedback on what was
finally done with it and why.

The lack of empathy on the part of managers is a different problem. When
conferring with the management teams about this problem, we stressed that
employees should feel supported and cared about and that the manager's own
communicative behavior (verbal and non-verbal) can affect this message. We
emphasized that empathy on the part of managers makes employees feel
appreciated; e.g. when managers show enthusiasm about the employees' work,
greet employees, or engage them in small talk. We encouraged managers to
interact with teachers and staff members during their visits to different sites
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and to be aware of the interests and needs of employees at such times. In
addition, we also stressed that they could express their sincere feelings and
thoughts about the matters they would then discuss. Finally, managers' social
skills and empathy could be considered during the selection and training
process, since research has shown that training can be used to increase an
individual's level of empathic skills (Stephan & Finlay, 1999).

Many employees in these organizations felt unimportant and underappreciated. This attitude, and the degree to which communicative incidents
led to lessened self-esteem, was typical of the communication climate in these
schools. Staff members, in particular, mentioned their heavy workload, low
social status, and lack of financial rewards (see Miles, Hatfield & Huseman,
1994). Of course, this communication problem is not easy to solve. We did,
however, encourage supervisors and top managers to communicate with staff
members respectfully, including them in location-wide information exchange or
informing them about the latest issues concerning students. In our report and
subsequent meetings, we also highlighted staff members' extensive
coordination tasks and pointed out that their contribution to making things run
smoothly at every site is invaluable. By explicitly focusing on their efforts, we
hoped that managers would recognize the inferior position of staff members
and take a more respectful attitude towards them.

Finally, to improve the communication between different sites, meetings could
be held with teachers who teach the same course at different sites. In these
meetings, teachers could inform each other about their approach to the course
and show some of their students' work. In this way, teachers could exchange
materials and ideas, which could improve their teaching; in addition, they can
get to know each other better and start to build more enduring relationships. In
this chapter, we have discussed a wide range of communication problems that
are faced by large high schools in The Netherlands. We conclude that some of
these problems need to be addressed structurally over the long-term, while
others are less drastic and can be solved by creating more awareness of the
communication process. We hope that educational managers will become
aware of possible communication problems that may exist within their
institutions and that we have provided them with strategies to improve these
practices and achieve a more positive working and communication climate.
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CHAPTER 7
General Discussion

7.1. Summary of Main Findings
7.1.1. Study 1: Rationale of the Critical Incident Technique (CIT)
The first study in this dissertation focused on the rationale of the CIT. The main
asset of the CIT is that it replaces vague and abstract notions with very specific
experiences. Originating from the context of flight instructions (Flanagan,
1954), the method has been used in a wide variety of contexts ever since,
ranging from experiences of firefighters (Jacobsson, Backteman-Erlanson,
Brulin, & Hörnsten, 2015) to alcohol abuse among adolescents (Van Hoof, Van
den Boom, & De Jong, 2011), and from nurses working with cancer patients in
end-of-life care (Browall, Henoch, Melin-Johansson, Strang, & Danielson, 2014)
to service failures in the tourism sector (Swanson & Hsu, 2009). The CIT is
included in nearly all overviews of communication audit methods (Booth, 1988;
Downs, 1988; Downs & Adrian, 2004; Goldhaber, 1993; Goldhaber & Rogers,
1979; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a; 2009). However, for several reasons the CIT
must be considered to be a borrowed method in the context of communication
audits: (1) in organizational communication the focus will be on the interaction
between multiple actors instead of the actions of individuals; (2) the range of
possible behaviors is wider and less demarcated in organizational
communication than in the original context of job analysis; (3) the focus in
organizational settings involves a majority of daily routine behaviors instead of
potentially stressful and high-tension activities; and (4) in communication
audits there will be more emphasis on interpretations of behaviors than on the
factual behaviors themselves. Therefore, the first study focused on the question
whether the rationale of the CIT still applies when it is used to evaluate internal
communication practices.

The method’s underlying assumptions are not necessarily met within
organizational settings. In the context of organizational communication, the
questions arise whether employees are able to mention specific communication
experiences in the multitude of ongoing communication-related activities they
are confronted with, and whether such specific experiences relate to the more
structural characteristics of the communication system of an organization. This
relates to a specificity paradox in the method’s rationale, which combines the
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need to be specific in the data collection with the aim of reaching more
generalizable results.

Through our study, which consisted of 165 CIT interviews, we learned that
employees indeed have a tendency to describe demarcated incidents (74%),
and also often discussed recurring incidents (16%), which may be unique for
the organizational communication context but can still be in accordance with
the method’s rationale. A relatively small number of incidents (10%) involved
more or less stable situations, disguised as incidents. These results confirm the
employees’ ability to come up with discrete communication experiences within
an organizational context. With regard to the structural connotation of the CIT
results, we found that a majority of the communication experiences (69%)
referred to structural aspects of the communication system. The remaining
31% were random occurrences, which the employees themselves described as
one-time-only experiences that were not indicative of the communication
system. Relatively many of the incidents with structural connotations involved
either sensemaking or storytelling activities. In these cases employees reflected
on the incident by expressing how it had affected them personally, how it had
changed the relationship with their co-workers, or even how it changed their
views on the organization as a whole. These results confirm that the CIT is
capable of providing more structural insights in the strengths and weaknesses
of an organization’s communication system.

Overall the CIT proved to be an extremely useful inductive approach to study
organizational communication from employees’ perspectives. Through the CIT,
employees were able to address communication issues that would have easily
been overlooked, had we used only pre-structured instruments. The detailed
account of employees’ recent communication experiences provided direct clues
as to how the communication system of the organizations could be improved.
With its link to actual organizational behaviors, the CIT gave a vivid and rich
impression of the organizations’ urgent communication needs. It also provided
the management team with a clear and understandable picture of what needed
to be done regarding the communication within their organization.
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7.1.2. Study 2: Validity of the Communication Satisfaction
Questionnaire (CSQ)
In the second study we evaluated several validity issues concerning the
Communication Satisfaction Questionnaire (CSQ). The CSQ was developed by
Downs and Hazen (1977) to study the relation between communication and job
satisfaction. It was included in some of the handbooks on communication audits
(Downs, 1988; Downs & Adrian, 2004; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a, 2009) and in
Rubin, Palmgreen, and Sypher’s (1994) influential overview of communication
research methods. The questionnaire has been extensively used, both in
practical audit settings and in the academic research literature (Downs &
Adrian, 2004). More recently, Gray and Laidlaw (2004) investigated the
construct validity of the CSQ and proposed two higher-order underlying factors
(informational and relational communication). Based on their experiences, they
recommended the method for empirical and diagnostic use. Other recent
applications of the CSQ can be found in Terek, Nikolic, Gligorovic, Glušac, and
Tasic (2015), who investigated the impact of leadership on communication
satisfaction, and Tsai, Chuang, and Hsieh (2009), who studied the relationship
between communication satisfaction and job performance and turnover
intentions. Various recent studies also used parts of the CSQ in their
instruments (e.g., Carrière & Bourque, 2009; Lammers, Atouba, & Carlson,
2013).

However, it is important to realize that the CSQ, just like other prominent
communication audit questionnaires (such as the ICA Audit, the Organizational
Communication Development questionnaire, and the Organizational
Communication Scale; cf. Hargie & Tourish, 2000a, p. 49-52), originates from an
era in which organizational and professional life differed in many respects from
current work situations in organizations. One can think of the emergence of
internet, email, and social media, changes in hierarchical relationships, job
mobility, and organizational structures. Furthermore, the research perspective
has changed from employees as a means to reach organizational goals (with a
strong emphasis on media and information exchange) to employees as persons
with their own goals, needs, and preferences (with more emphasis on
subjective experiences). Goldhaber’s (2002) attempt to modernize the
communication audit by collecting data online and including the evaluation of
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e-mail information exchange is a misinterpretation of the magnitude of the
changes in organizational life, even at that time.

The question arises whether the CSQ is still suitable to measure communication
satisfaction in those new circumstances. This is why we investigated three
aspects of the validity of the CSQ, mainly by comparing its results with those of
the CIT: (1) convergent validity (analyzing whether the two methods point to
similar satisfactory and problematic factors in the organizational
communication system); (2) content validity (analyzing whether all emergent
themes from the CIT data are actually covered by the CSQ), and (3) criterionrelated validity (analyzing whether the CSQ factors are good predictors of
employees’ overall communication satisfaction and job satisfaction).

Regarding the convergent validity, the results were generally positive. Two
dimensions with the highest scores in the CSQ also received many positive
evaluations in the CIT (although it should be noted that the CIT also revealed
many negative incidents concerning both dimensions). The dimensions with
lower scores in the CSQ (Interdepartmental Communication, Top Management
Communication, Organizational Perspective, and Communication Climate) all
had strongly negative ratios between positive and negative incidents in the CIT.
We therefore conclude that the two methods produce roughly similar results,
even though the CSQ results appear to be less pronounced than the CIT results,
with average scores close to the midpoint of the scale.

With regard to the content validity, the results showed that many aspects that
were addressed in the CIT interviews were not adequately covered by the CSQ
results. Differences involve dimensions that emerged from the CIT but were not
included in the CSQ: Decision Making, Communication Flows, Responsibilities,
and Rules and Agreements. These additional dimensions seem to reflect some
of the aforementioned differences in time between the 1970s and current
organizational practice, especially regarding hierarchical relationships,
organizational structures, and employees’ subjective experiences. When CSQ
dimensions cover the CIT results, we found that specific experiences were not
captured by CSQ items in 30 percent of the cases. These findings pose a serious
threat to the diagnostic quality of the CSQ. Researchers could make
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recommendations on the basis of CSQ results that are not sufficiently linked to
the specific communication problems in an organization.

Regarding the criterion-related validity, the results are positive. Nine of the ten
CSQ dimensions correlated significantly with overall communication
satisfaction and (to a lesser extent) job satisfaction. However, this may be
partly due to common method bias, as participants gave their judgments about
the CSQ dimensions, and their overall communication and job satisfaction
scores in the same questionnaire, and may have strived for consistency
themselves (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). The correlations
between the CIT dimensions and overall communication satisfaction and job
satisfaction were considerably lower.

In all, we conclude that the CSQ may be a an appropriate instrument for
generating overall conclusions about employees’ levels of communication
satisfaction, especially when the results can be compared with other similar
organizations, or over the years. However, the diagnostic value of the CSQ is
problematic. The mean scores may easily lead to fallacious reassurance, and the
dimensions do not necessarily correspond to the actual sources of
dissatisfaction among employees.

7.1.3. Study 3: Data Collection Techniques for Network Analysis
The third study in this dissertation was a literature review of the methodology
of social network analysis, applied to the context of communication audits. The
use of network analysis is rooted in an impressive research tradition, which
comprises a wide variety of social relations and research purposes. The
methodology has been used in contexts ranging from animal interaction
patterns (Farine & Whitehead, 2015) to the informal structure of academic
departments (Quardokus & Henderson, 2015), and from friendships among
elementary-school children (Neal, Neal, & Cappella, in press) to criminal
organizations (Sparrow, 1991) and terrorist groups (Husslage, Borm, Burg,
Hamers, & Lindelauf, in press). With the rise of social media, online
communities, and networked organizations, the importance of social network
analysis may be expected to increase significantly in the near future.
148

Network analysis is included in all books on communication audit methodology
(Booth, 1988; Downs, 1988; Downs & Adrian, 2004; Goldhaber, 1993;
Goldhaber & Rogers, 1979; Hamilton, 1987; Hargie & Tourish, 2000a; 2009). In
the context of communication audits, however, network analysis must be seen
as a borrowed method: the methodology and analysis build on generalized
insights on social network analysis, but the context of organizational
communication and the purpose of detecting and diagnosing communication
problems are potentially different. Furthermore, the literature appears to focus
more on the “back-end” of network analysis (the ways to make sense of
network data that have been collected) than on the “front-end” (the ways to
collect useful network data).

Study 3 made an inventory of methods of data collection for network analysis in
the context of communication audits, and linked those methods to different
aspects of organizational communication that may be addressed in a
communication audit. Six data collection techniques were identified:
sociometric questioning, diaries, observation, archival records, ECCO (Episodic
Communication Channels in Organizations) analysis, and the small-world
technique. Our analysis showed that ten aspects of organizational
communication may be included in a communication audit. Five of those
aspects may be considered to be core elements of network analysis as a
communication audit tool, as they may be investigated using a majority of the
available methods for data collection. Those elements are: uncovering
communication patterns, identifying groups within the organization, detecting
communication roles of individuals within the organization, investigating the
media used, and analyzing information types. In addition, five optional aspects
were found, which strongly depend on the specific method used. For instance,
bottom-up communication can only be fruitfully investigated using the smallworld technique, and distortion of information requires the use of an ECCO
analysis.

An important factor to consider when using a specific data collection technique
for network analysis is the time frame that they may cover. While ECCO
analysis and the small-world technique may investigate the distribution of realtime organizational messages, they only focus on one specific message (or a
limited number of specific messages). This raises doubts as to whether the data
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collected by these two techniques can be used to study more general network
characteristics. Diaries and observations can only cover a limited time frame,
due to the burden placed on, respectively, the research participants and the
researcher. Asking participants to fill out a diary in which they have to keep
track of their communication activities (which may be expected to occur
continually every day) is only realistic if the research is limited to a couple of
days. Observing communication activities in the network requires the
continuous presence of multiple researchers in the organization, which causes
not only feasibility and coordination issues but also raises questions among
employees and brings about risks of reactivity. Both methods therefore may
easily result in a snapshot of the communication at hand. In the pursuit of more
generalizable and structural results, archival records and sociometric questions
seem to be the most appropriate approaches.

The findings of the literature review were used to design the network analysis
used in this dissertation, as reported in study 4. We used a network analysis
based on sociometric questions, as we strived to reveal more structural
features of the organizations’ communication system. This was also the aim of
the two other audit methods used (CIT and CSQ). In the original research plan,
we had also included a series of ECCO analyses as a fourth method, assuming
that a repeated use of an ECCO analysis would result in more structural insights
about the network. However, in the first organization it became clear that the
management could only consent to the distribution of one ECCO questionnaire.
As a result, we did not include the ECCO analysis in our further research.

7.1.4. Study 4: Network Analysis as a Communication Audit Tool
The fourth study focused on a comparison between the results of the network
analysis and those of the CIT and the CSQ in the three organizations. The study
focused on three levels of network characteristics, involving the network as a
whole, the network positions of subgroups, and the network roles of
individuals. The network data provided feedback on all three levels.

Three relationships between network analysis findings and CIT and CSQ results
were found. First, network analysis uncovered a number of potential network
problems and characteristics that were not revealed by the CIT and the CSQ.
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These findings particularly involved the position of subgroups and the roles of
individuals. In two organizations, the network data showed that one of the
locations was largely isolated from the rest of the school. Both the CIT and the
CSQ did not provide any clues about this problem. Employees in the isolated
locations appeared to experience the organizational communication similarly
as those in the rest of the school. Employees cannot judge the organizational
communication system from a managerial perspective, cannot look beyond
their individual experiences, and cannot always reflect on communication lines
that do not exist. The unique contribution of network analysis as compared to
other audit techniques is that it addresses these weaknesses. In all three
organizations, network data provided feedback on the role or position of
individual employees. Isolates, stars, and gatekeepers were identified, which
may be useful information to uncover possible vulnerabilities and
opportunities in the communication system. The other two communication
audit methods do not focus on such characteristics of individual employees.

Second, network analysis complemented CIT and CSQ data, mainly by providing
the factual and structural backgrounds of individual perceptions of employees.
In this case, the network data had an amplifying effect. In one of the
organizations, the collective complaints of teachers and supporting staff about
the lack of involvement in decision-making processes were strongly reinforced
by the network data, which showed that teachers and supporting staff had
marginal positions in the strategic network. Likewise, the many complaints
about the lack of personal involvement of the headmaster of one of the schools
was strongly visualized in the network data, which showed that he only had a
peripheral position in the personal network. Strictly speaking, a network
analysis would not have been necessary to uncover these problems, but it
provided the factual and structural backing that underlined the severity and
urgency of the problems.

Third, the interpretation of the network data sometimes depended on
additional diagnostic information provided by CSQ and, particularly, CIT
results. This was especially the case for characteristics of the network as a
whole. For instance, conclusions about the density or centralization of the
network could be drawn by complementing the network results with the
experiences of employees. It seems risky to directly translate such general
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network measures into conclusions about specific communication problems in
the organizations. Contrary to our expectations, for example, a high network
density did not correspond to higher levels of informedness among employees.

In all, the conclusion can be drawn that a network analysis may provide a clear
but limited contribution to a communication audit. Unless communication lines
are the central focus of an audit, it does not seem recommendable to conduct a
standalone network analysis. To make sense of network data, comparisons of
different organizations and different types of networks within an organization
are indispensable.

7.1.5. Study 5: Communication Problems in Schools
The communication audits conducted within the three schools have resulted in
three separate reports with findings and recommendations concerning the
schools’ communication systems. Part of the problems were idiosyncratic, but a
considerable amount of problems were found in all three schools. In the last
study of this dissertation, we summarized the main clusters of communication
problems found. These findings illustrate the types of problems that may be
identified and diagnosed by conducting a communication audit.

Six clusters of communication problems were found. The first cluster involved
the lack of participation in decision making. The schools had a strongly
centralized decision-making network, and many employees complained about a
lack of influence on decisions that would affect their work, and autocratic
decisions that were insufficiently tailored to the practice of their daily work. A
second, related cluster encompassed the lack of responsiveness to employees’
bottom-up initiatives. If highly involved employees communicated requests,
suggestions, or plans upward in their schools, they hardly ever received a
timely or satisfactory response. Both clusters of problems led to a suboptimal
performance of the schools and to feelings of underappreciation among
employees.

A third cluster of problems concerned the behavior of managers within the
schools. Employees complained about their limited visibility and lack of
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empathic skills. This is related to a fourth cluster, involving the communication
climate within the schools, which was judged very positively for employees’
immediate colleagues, but negatively for the schools a whole. Particularly, the
communication with higher management levels was often characterized by
distrust and arrogance.

The remaining two clusters focused on specific groups within the organizations.
The fifth cluster involved feelings of underappreciation by staff members. More
than employees with teaching jobs, they felt as if they were not treated as full
members of the organization. This seemed to be caused by their lack of status
and their supporting role in the schools. The sixth cluster of problems
encompassed the relative isolated position of specific locations in the schools.
This was not perceived as a problem by the employees, but must be seen as a
problem from a managerial perspective, as the potential benefits of a large
(merged) school, in terms of synergy, scale, and collaboration, will not be
reached.

These findings came as a surprise for the management teams of the three
schools. One of the schools started the research because its management team
was aware of possible communication issues; the other two schools
participated after hearing about the research in the first school, and did not
have such an awareness. In general the results call for more attention to the
needs and potential of employees, and for a management team that is more
actively engaged with the daily work routines within the schools.

7.2. Methodological and Practical Implications
To our knowledge, this dissertation is the first attempt to comprehensively
study the methodology of communication audits. In general terms, our research
confirms the notions that conducting a communication audit leads to useful
insights in an organizations’ communication system, and that a well-considered
use of a combination of audit techniques (“triangulation”) provides added value
for the diagnostic quality of the results. As such, our findings confirm earlier
case studies (e.g., Clampitt & Berk, 2000; Hargie & Tourish, 2000b; Hargie,
Tourish, & Wilson, 2002; Quinn & Hargie, 2004). However, our results also
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show that it matters which (combination of) communication audit technique(s)
is used. The main asset of the studies reported in this dissertation is that they
contribute to a methodology of communication audit research, by examining
the strengths and weaknesses of specific methods rather than focusing on the
outcomes of the communication audit as a whole. The studies show that
methodological research into communication audit techniques is feasible and
worthwhile.

By extensively studying three specific audit techniques we not only gained
insight in the merits and restrictions of the three methods themselves (as
described in the previous section); it also helped us to reflect on the entire
range of possible communication audit techniques and their relation to
organizational communication.

In general, auditing organizational communication should aim at optimizing the
relationship between the needs and preferences of employees and the interests
and goals of the organization. Ideally this relationship can be characterized by
reciprocal engagement, in which the organization offers support for its
employees, informs them well about its strategies and goals, and offers them
sufficient opportunities to speak their voice. In turn, employees are committed
to their organization’s goals and values and want to contribute to them. This
relational view on organizational communication and its emphasis on
reciprocity resonates in an increased attention to organizational identification
(cf. Bartels, Pruyn, & De Jong, 2009; Mael, & Ashforth, 1992), commitment (cf.
Meyer & Herscovitch, 2001; Van Vuuren, De Jong, & Seydel, 2007), employee
engagement (Iyer & Israel, 2012; Mishra, Boynton, & Mishra, 2014; Ruck &
Welch, 2012; Zajkowska, 2012), and involvement (Thomas, Zolin, & Hartman,
2009).

Our findings support the notion that a purely instrumental approach to
organizational communication (as, for instance, represented by the original ICA
Audit) is no longer adequate. This is reflected in calls for a more interpretive
approach to communication audits (Jones, 2002; J. C. Meyer, 2002).
Interpretative approaches aim at understanding organizational life from within,
exploring the way organizational members make sense of communication
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activities (Deetz, 2000). Organization members are seen as people of flesh and
blood, who have their own perspectives, interests, desires, and abilities, and
face organizational life, which, as a result, is a complex myriad of interactions
between people and groups. Organizations are the result of agreements on the
structuring of the work, as well as the dynamics of interactions within and
between units. A view on organizational communication that solely relies on
the sender-receiver-channel metaphor, that is limited to information exchange,
and that is ultimately manageable, is too limited to capture the essence of
organizational life.

Based on these observations, two perspectives on organizational
communication may be distinguished: an instrumental view, which
concentrates on the exchange of functional information in order to get the work
done, and an interpretive view, which concentrates on the way employees
experience organizational life. The first perspective directly connects to the
needs of an organization’s management: it helps an organization to achieve its
goals, and keep external stakeholders satisfied. The second perspective should
be equally relevant to managers, as it recognizes that an organization’s goals on
the long term can only be reached by addressing the needs of internal
stakeholders. Currently, the instrumental perspective on organizational
communication dominates the communication audit research. A fruitful
communication audit, however, requires the incorporation of both
perspectives.

The literature on organizational communication seems to suggest an either/or
relationship between instrumental and interpretive research approaches. This
may work well for academic research agendas, but does not seem suitable for
communication audit research, which eventually should contribute to the
improvement of an organization’s communication. Focusing exclusively on
effective information exchange would mean that much of what the organization
is really dealing with is kept in the dark. Focusing exclusively on interpretive
processes would mean that critical information exchange problems within the
organization may not be unveiled. Due to the combination of methods used in
our audits, our findings represented organizational communication problems in
both domains, ranging from purely instrumental problems in the
communication structure (such as an overburdened employee or a lack of
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communication lines between departments or locations) to the way employees
make sense of their organizations (such as the perceived distance to the
management, and employees’ perceptions of managers’ indifference).

A more recent perspective on organizational communication is the notion of
the “communicative constitution of organizations” (CCO), which postulates that
an organization construes itself through communicative actions, symbolism
and discourse, and that organizational members depend on these
communicative cues to know their organization and relate to it (Blaschke,
Schoeneborn, & Seidl, 2012; Schoeneborn 2011; Schoeneborn, Blaschke,
Cooren, McPhee, Seidl, & Taylor, 2014). Instead of “just” a vital part of an
organization, communication is the organization. Communication shapes an
organization by, for instance, the interactions between people and their
interpretations of these interactions, by explicit or implicit agreements or codes
of conduct, by decision-making processes, and by leadership behaviors. The
role of communication in organizations is comprehensive and interwoven with
all organizational activities and the dispositions of members.

This comprehensive view on organizational communication further challenges
the communication audit methodology. First, it shows that a view of
communication as a demarcated entity, which can be isolated and investigated
within the boundaries of what an organization is, is too narrow. Instead,
communication is omnipresent, and should be approached as the lens through
which communication auditors look at organizations. Second, most
communication audit techniques seem to approach organizations as more or
less static environments, whereas the CCO perspective draws attention to the
dynamic nature of organizations, As a result, the boundaries of organizations
and organizational units fade. Third, communication audits approach
organizational communication as an engineerable and regulatable factor,
whereas CCO sees communication as an emerging phenomenon. Finally,
communication audit researchers seem to be most interested in meso- and
macro-levels of communication, while CCO researchers draw attention to the
role of micro-processes between organizational members. From this
perspective, specific interactions between two organizational members may be
meaningful, as they represent the continuous process of meaning construction.
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Based on these theoretical developments, we would argue for an audit
methodology that incorporates both the instrumental and the interpretive
perspective, and acknowledges the possible relationships between the two.
The instrumental perspective may benefit more from quantitative data
collection, in which the “facts” of communication lines, information exchange,
channel use, and communication load are uncovered. This was the role that
network analysis played in our research. However, in retrospect we believe
that the network analysis would have been even more fruitful if the
quantitative data were supplemented with in-depth interviews in which
employees could explain, interpret, and make sense of the emerging network
characteristics. The interpretive perspective requires qualitative data collection
focusing on the beliefs, experiences, and interpretations of employees. This was
the role the CIT played in our research. It should be noted that the CIT as
introduced by Goldhaber and Rogers (1979) was presented as a pre-structured
written questionnaire. In our view, such a questionnaire approach does not do
justice to the method’s potential as an interpretive research approach. Our
qualitative CIT approach proved to be the most informative component of the
communication audits we conducted.

The third method in our research, the CSQ, tries to evaluate both information
exchange processes and employees’ feelings about the organizational
communication. This method may be seen as an illustration how hard it is to
capture both approaches in one research instrument. The instrumental
information may be too vague to draw clear conclusions (questions about the
satisfaction with the amount and quality of different types of information),
whereas the information about employees’ experiences is too limited and too
general to capture the essence of their opinions (e.g., “the extent to which the
organization’s communication makes me identify with it or feel a vital part of
it”).

It is important to realize that there may be a reciprocal relation between the
instrumental and the interpretive approach. Our CIT results often showed how
problems in the network structure or with communication lines were used by
employees to make sense of their organization, of their place in the
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organization, and the place of the organization in their heart. On the other hand,
the CIT data also showed that employees’ sensemaking about the organization,
their unit, their own role, and their colleagues affected the way they took part
in subsequent information exchange processes.

A final remark about the communication audit methodology in relation to the
newer perspectives on organizations involves the process of auditing. The
communication auditor is traditionally seen as an external consultant, who is
hired to evaluate communicative issues the management team is aware of. The
communication audit process usually starts with establishing the main research
goals together with the management team and customizing the audit
instruments to the organization under study. After the research data are
gathered, the communication auditor crafts the audit report and presents the
results to the management team. Implications and interventions are formulated
by the researchers and/or the management team. As such the roles of the
communication auditor and the management team are somewhat distant and
can even be characterized as aloof, and the involvement of employees in audit
process and their co-responsibility for the quality of the organizational
communication is kept at a minimum. Consequently, employees may be less
motivated to participate in the research and may even be cynical about the
research and its outcomes. It is important to acknowledge the role that a
communication audit plays within the organizational communication.

In our view, a communication audit should be a collaborative event, which
starts from a broader perspective on organizational communication than the
problems that the management team already is aware of. In our three
organizations, the management teams were unpleasantly surprised by the
fundamental nature of the communication problems uncovered. They had
expected research that would shed light on the instrumental communication
issues in their organizations, and were somewhat shocked by the extent to
which communication flaws affected employees’ deeper feelings.

After identifying key themes, the auditor should seek confirmation of (groups
of) employees and establish credibility that these issues are indeed important
themes the organization is dealing with. Instead of crafting the audit report
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after the research has been done, the auditor should bring into contact the
(groups of) employees whom the key issues concern, and accompany meetings
in which the implications and possible interventions are discussed. The
communicative auditor thus becomes a communicative coach who acts as a
counselor to the relationships at hand.

7.3. Limitations and Future Research
An important limitation of the research reported in this dissertation involves
the type of organization that we studied. For reasons of consistency, we
selected three comparable organizations—all large, merged secondary school
organizations in the Netherlands. The generalizability of our findings to other
types of organizations is uncertain. This applies particularly to types of
communication problems that were found in the communication audits (as
reported in chapter 6). But it may also apply to the usefulness of the methods
we used and evaluated. Specific characteristics of the school organizations and
their employees might affect the communication audit results., For instance, the
primary process within the schools can be characterized as individualized: the
lion’s share of the work of teachers occurs in separate classrooms in which
teachers interact with groups of adolescents, detached from the school
organization; the organization serves merely as the facilitating context for their
work activities. Besides, the teachers, as highly educated professionals, can
often be characterized as articulated employees with strong opinions. In
addition, the secondary education sector in the Netherlands experienced
turbulent times, with successions of drastic educational and organizational
changes. It is imaginable that these kinds of characteristics affect network
characteristics and employees’ experiences of the internal communication.

Another limitation concerns the number of organizations included in our study.
The substantial amount of work within each organization made it impossible to
include more than three schools within the scope of the research project. This,
of course, raises questions about the generalizability of the findings. However,
especially in the CIT, the types of incidents mentioned appeared to reach
saturation towards the end of the project. All three schools had their specific
problems, but we also made many observations that applied to all three
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schools. Chapter 6 provides the overview of these more general results.

A third limitation involves the learning process we went through during the
project. Conducting the communication audits in the three schools, analyzing
the results, and reflecting on the methods has provided us with insights that
changed our views on the phenomenon of communication audits (as described
in section 7.2) and on the specific methods we used. In retrospect, we would
have chosen a different research design for the communication audits. More
awareness of the need to incorporate instrumental and interpretive
perspectives on the internal communication and of the way communication is
interwoven with organizational life would have profoundly affected the way we
designed and conducted the research within the three organizations.
Furthermore, our plea for a different role of the communication auditor (in
section 7.2), recognizing the communication audit as a part of the internal
communication and as a way of co-constructing insights about the internal
communication, would have drastic consequences for the audit process. More
specifically, we would probably also use two of the methods differently. In our
view, the network analysis would have benefitted significantly if the network
data gathering were complemented with qualitative interviews to further make
sense of the network structures and their consequences. Regarding the CSQ, we
would probably have developed a different kind of questionnaire, which
focuses more on the instrumental aspects of internal communication.

Future research may take two opposite directions. The first direction is a
predominantly methodological one, and involves research into the validity and
reliability of specific communication audit methods. The existing literature
focuses more on communication audits a whole than on the contribution of
specific audit techniques. Scrutinizing specific techniques, comparing them
with other techniques, and comparing variations of the same technique will
help us to develop more useful audit designs in the future. The research
described in this dissertation is a first step in this line of research.

The second direction is a predominantly organizational one, and involves the
processes of conducting a communication audit, making sense of the results,
and implementing and monitoring improvements. In this research line, the
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communication audit is seen as an integral part of the organizational
communication, the primacy of the communication audit process is no longer
restricted to the management team, and the role of employees goes beyond
merely being research participants. Instead, employees are committed to the
research project from the very start (deciding on research questions and
research design), and share responsibility for the interpretation of the results,
the conclusions, and the implementation and monitoring of improvements. As
such, they are actively engaged in a collective learning process regarding the
communication in their organization. Research should focus on the dynamics of
such processes, and the way they affect the quality of organizational
communication.

In all, the research in this dissertation has answered fundamental
methodological questions about communication audits. It has also shown that
there are many questions that have yet to be answered. Throughout the project
it became clear that we are on the threshold of a new era, in which conducting a
communication audit has to be geared to recent developments in organizational
life and our view of organizational communication. This requires more research
that goes beyond the simple reporting of audit results, but instead focuses on
the methodological and organizational aspects of communication audits.
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Summary in Dutch
(Samenvatting)

Opzet van het onderzoek
Communicatie speelt een centrale rol in ons professionele leven binnen
organisaties. Organisaties doen dan ook vaak veel moeite om interne
communicatieprocessen te optimaliseren. Daarvoor is inzicht nodig in de
sterktes en zwaktes van alle aspecten van de interne communicatie. Een
dergelijke evaluatie van het communicatiesysteem van een organisatie noemen
we een communicatieaudit. Gewoonlijk bestaat een communicatieaudit uit drie
fases: (1) de evaluatiefase, waarin bestaande communicatiepraktijken in kaart
worden gebracht, (2) de diagnostische fase, waarin bestaande praktijken op hun
kwaliteit worden beoordeeld, en (3) de prescriptieve fase, waarin stappen
worden voorgesteld en uitgevoerd ter verbetering van de interne
communicatie.

Voor het uitvoeren van een communicatieaudit zijn vele verschillende
onderzoeksmethoden beschikbaar. Het methodologische onderzoek naar de
waarde en beperkingen van deze methoden is echter schaars. In deze
dissertatie ligt de nadruk op drie auditmethoden: de kritieke incidenten
methode (critical incident technique; CIT), de Communicatie Satisfactie
Vragenlijst (Comunication Satisfaction Questionnaire; CSQ) en netwerkanalyse.
Hoewel deze methoden vaak worden ingezet als onderdeel van een
communicatieaudit, is er nog weinig bekend over hun specifieke bijdrage aan
de diagnose van communicatieproblemen in organisaties. Zowel de CIT als
netwerkanalyse zijn afkomstig uit een andere onderzoekscontext dan de
organisatiecommunicatie en kunnen dus worden gezien als ‘geleende’
methoden. De CSQ wordt nog veelvuldig gebruikt als onderzoeksinstrument,
maar stamt oorspronkelijk uit de jaren ’70, en het is de vraag of deze vragenlijst
nog steeds toepasbaar is in de huidige organisatiepraktijk. Deze dissertatie
beschrijft vijf methodologische studies die in deze lacune voorzien.

Het onderzoek is uitgevoerd binnen drie grote scholengemeenschappen in
Nederland. Binnen deze organisaties zijn 165 interviews gehouden met
medewerkers. Deze medewerkers is gevraagd een netwerkanalyserooster in te
vullen waarin ze konden aangeven met welke collega’s ze (veelvuldig) contact
onderhielden en over welke onderwerpen. Daarna namen alle 165 werknemers
deel aan een interview waarin hun gevraagd werd enkele kritieke
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communicatiegebeurtenissen te noemen en gedetailleerd te beschrijven (CIT).
Tot slot vulden alle medewerkers een Communicatie Satisfactie Vragenlijst in
(CSQ), waarin gevraagd werd naar hun algehele tevredenheid met de
communicatie binnen de organisatie en hun tevredenheid over verschillende
aspecten van de interne communicatie (zoals de ervaren mediakwaliteit, het
communicatieklimaat, etc.).

De vijf deelstudies
In de eerste studie (hoofdstuk 2) staat de rationale van de CIT centraal. In het
ideale geval vervangt de CIT abstracte en vage noties omtrent communicatie
door specifieke gebeurtenissen die tegelijkertijd ook de meer structurele
aspecten van het communicatiesysteem van een organisatie blootleggen. In
totaal werden 745 kritieke incidenten verzameld waarvan ongeveer driekwart
bestond uit afgebakende gebeurtenissen. Toch gaven medewerkers tevens
terugkerende incidenten weer, en voor een klein deel grepen ze de CIT aan om
algemene situaties te schetsen. Een ruime meerderheid van de incidenten had
bovendien betrekking op structurele aspecten van de communicatie binnen de
organisaties. Ongeveer eenderde van de incidenten betrof eenmalige
gebeurtenissen die medewerkers niet als typisch voor de communicatie binnen
hun organisatie ervoeren. Van de incidenten met structurele connotaties bleken
er veel te leiden tot ‘sensemaking’ bij de werknemers. Tevens werden er veel
incidenten genoemd die telkens doorverteld werden aan collega’s. Deze
resultaten bevestigen de potentie van de methode als auditinstrument en de
toepasbaarheid van de rationale binnen organisatorische settings. De methode
bleek een zeer nuttige, inductieve manier om de communicatie binnen een
organisatie te bestuderen vanuit het perspectief van medewerkers. Door het
gebruik van de CIT kwamen er bovendien communicatieproblemen aan het
licht die gemakkelijk over het hoofd gezien zouden kunnen worden als er alleen
voorgestructureerde instrumenten zouden zijn ingezet.

In de tweede studie (hoofdstuk 3) staan verschillende validiteitsaspecten van
de CSQ centraal. Sinds de introductie van deze vragenlijst in de jaren ’70 is er
veel veranderd in werkomstandigheden en communicatiemogelijkheden
binnen organisaties. Ook is de kijk op medewerkers sindsdien erg veranderd.
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Eerder werd een medewerker vooral gezien als een middel om organisatiedoelen te bereiken; tegenwoordig worden medewerkers gezien als volwaardige
personen die hun eigen wensen, behoeftes en voorkeuren meebrengen naar de
werkvloer. De vraag dringt zich op of de CSQ nog geschikt is voor het meten van
communicatietevredenheid in deze nieuwe omstandigheden. Daarom is in de
tweede studie onderzoek gedaan naar drie validiteitsaspecten, waarbij een
vergelijking van de CSQ-resultaten met die van de CIT centraal stond.

Aangaande de convergente validiteit van de CSQ waren de resultaten over het
algemeen positief. We zagen dat de twee methoden (CSQ en CIT) grotendeels
vergelijkbare resultaten opleverden, hoewel de resultaten van de CSQ minder
uitgesproken waren dan de CIT-resultaten, met gemiddelde scores op de
schalen die dicht bij het midden lagen. Aangaande de inhoudsvaliditeit van de
CSQ blijkt dat factoren die als problematisch naar voren kwamen in de CITinterviews, niet of onvoldoende bevraagd worden in de CSQ. Het betreft hier
onder andere de wijze waarop beslissingen genomen worden, het functioneren
van communicatielijnen, de verdeling van verantwoordelijkheden en de
naleving van regels en afspraken. De criterium-gerelateerde validiteit van de
CSQ kan gezien worden als positief, aangezien negen van de tien CSQ-dimensies
positief correleren met de algehele communicatietevredenheid.

De conclusie is dat de CSQ een bruikbaar instrument is voor het genereren van
algehele conclusies over de communicatietevredenheid van medewerkers. De
diagnostische waarde van de CSQ is echter beperkt. De gemiddelde scores op
de schalen leiden al snel tot een vals gevoel van geruststelling over de stand van
zaken in de organisatie. De dimensies van de CSQ komen niet noodzakelijkerwijs overeen met de echte bronnen van ontevredenheid onder medewerkers.

De derde studie (hoofdstuk 4) betreft een literatuurreview waarbij een
inventarisatie is gemaakt van de verschillende dataverzamelingsmethoden die
beschikbaar zijn voor netwerkanalyse. Tevens is gekeken welke aspecten van
de organisatiecommunicatie onderzocht kunnen worden met behulp van deze
technieken. Er werden zes methoden onderscheiden: sociometrische vragen,
dagboeken, observatie, analyse van bestanden, ECCO analyse en de “small
world” techniek. De literatuurreview leidde verder tot de inventarisatie van
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tien mogelijke aspecten van de organisatiecommunicatie die in een
netwerkanalyse centraal kunnen staan. Vijf van deze aspecten kunnen worden
gezien als de kern van netwerkanalyse, aangezien het merendeel van de
methoden zich op deze aspecten richt. Dit zijn: het blootleggen van
communicatiepatronen, het identificeren van groepen in de organisatie, het
opsporen van individuen met specifieke netwerkposities, het mediagebruik
binnen de organisatie, en de informatietypen waarover gecommuniceerd
wordt. De resultaten van het literatuuronderzoek zijn gebruikt om de
netwerkanalyse dataverzamelingsmethode voor studie 4 te ontwerpen.
Hiervoor zijn uiteindelijk sociometrische netwerkvragen opgesteld, omdat de
literatuurstudie uitwees dat deze methode het best aansluit op het in kaart
brengen van structurele kenmerken van het communicatiesysteem.

De vierde studie (hoofdstuk 5) betreft een studie naar de mogelijkheden en
beperkingen van netwerkanalyse als communicatieauditinstrument. Hiervoor
zijn de resultaten van de netwerkanalyse vergeleken met die van de CIT en de
CSQ in de drie organisaties. Deze studie richt zich op drie niveaus binnen de
netwerkdata: (1) de netwerken als geheel (2) de netwerkposities van
(sub)groepen in de organisatie en (3) de netwerkposities van individuen. Er
zijn uiteindelijk drie relaties gevonden tussen de bevindingen van de netwerkanalyse aan de ene kant en de resultaten van de CSQ en CIT aan de andere kant.

De unieke bijdrage van netwerkanalyse lijkt te liggen in het blootleggen van
situaties die vanuit de individuele perceptie van medewerkers niet in het oog
springen, maar die vanuit een managementperspectief wel onwenselijk zijn. Zo
is in twee van de drie organisaties een geïsoleerde vestiging gevonden aan de
hand van de netwerkanalyse, een resultaat dat niet naar voren kwam door
middel van de CIT of CSQ. Ook kwam er door middel van de netwerkanalyse
zicht op de netwerkposities van medewerkers, iets waaraan de twee andere
methoden volledig voorbijgaan, maar op basis waarvan mogelijke
kwetsbaarheden en kansen in het communicatiesysteem geïdentificeerd
kunnen worden. Ten tweede werd een complementaire relatie gevonden
tussen netwerkanalyse en de twee andere methoden. In dit geval versterkten
de resultaten van de netwerkanalyse de bevindingen van de CSQ en CIT,
waarbij de netwerkweergaves vooral de ernst en de urgentie van de situatie
onderstreepten. Ten derde bleek er soms aanvullende diagnostische informatie
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nodig te zijn, in het bijzonder vanuit de CIT, om netwerkdata te kunnen duiden.
Dit was vooral het geval waar het de algehele netwerkindicatoren betrof. Het
lijkt riskant om aan algemene netwerkindicatoren (zoals de dichtheid en de
centralisatie van het netwerk) conclusies te verbinden over communicatieproblemen in een organisatie. Deze deelstudie maakt duidelijk dat
netwerkanalyse een unieke maar ook beperkte bijdrage levert aan een
communicatieaudit.

De communicatieaudits binnen de drie scholen hebben geleid tot een zestal
clusters van terugkerende communicatieproblemen. Hierover wordt
gerapporteerd in de vijfde studie (hoofdstuk 6). Het eerste cluster van
problemen betreft de mate waarin medewerkers betrokken worden bij de
besluitvorming. De scholen hadden sterk gecentraliseerde netwerken, en veel
medewerkers gaven aan dat ze te weinig invloed hadden op beslissingen die
hun werk sterk beïnvloedden. Deze “opgelegde” beslissingen waren vaak
onvoldoende toegespitst op de praktijk van de werkvloer en daardoor slecht
uitvoerbaar. Een tweede cluster van problemen betrof een gebrek aan
responsiviteit ten aanzien van “bottom-up” initiatieven van medewerkers.
Wanneer betrokken medewerkers verzoeken deden of hun plannen naar
hogere managementlagen communiceerden, kregen ze vaak geen, een te late, of
een gebrekkige reactie. Beide clusters van problemen leidden volgens de
medewerkers tot verminderde prestaties van de school en tot sterke gevoelens
van onderwaardering bij medewerkers.

Een derde cluster van problemen betrof het gedrag van managers in de scholen.
Medewerkers gaven aan dat managers vaak niet zichtbaar waren in de
organisatie en dat ze weinig empathische vermogens hadden. Sterk hieraan
gerelateerd was het vierde cluster van problemen, dat het communicatieklimaat binnen de scholen betrof. Dit klimaat werd als zeer positief ervaren
waar het de directe werkomgeving betrof, maar het klimaat binnen de school
als geheel, en met name de communicatie met de hogere managementlagen,
werd vaak gekarakteriseerd als arrogant en wantrouwend.

De laatste twee clusters hadden betrekking op specifieke groepen binnen de
organisatie. Veel stafmedewerkers voelden zich ondergewaardeerd binnen de
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school, ten opzichte van de medewerkers met lesgevende taken (cluster 5) en
tevens werd door de communicatieaudits de geïsoleerde positie van sommige
vestigingen binnen de scholen blootgelegd (cluster 6). Dit werd door veel
medewerkers niet als probleem aangeduid, maar het lijkt onwenselijk vanuit
managementperspectief om een afgezonderde vestiging binnen de organisatie
als geheel te hebben.

Algemene conclusies
De verschillende studies laten zien dat methodologisch onderzoek naar
communicatieauditmethoden veel nieuwe inzichten genereert en dat het
belangrijk is om een goede combinatie van onderzoeksmethoden te kiezen
wanneer een communicatieaudit wordt uitgevoerd. De resultaten laten zien dat
een instrumentele benadering van communicatie, die nog steeds dominant is
binnen communicatieaudits, niet langer toereikend is. Een benadering van
organisatiecommunicatie die uitgaat van de “zender-ontvanger” metafoor, die
zich uitsluitend richt op informatie-uitwisseling tussen medewerkers, en die
uiteindelijk door managers aan te sturen valt, is te beperkt om de essentie en
reikwijdte van communicatie binnen een organisatie te vatten. Het is van
belang om ook de behoeftes, vaardigheden en belangen van medewerkers te
betrekken in een communicatieaudit, aspecten waar de interpretatieve
benadering van communicatie zich specifiek op richt. Binnen deze benadering
staat de wijze waarop medewerkers de communicatie binnen hun organisatie
beleven, centraal. Het lijkt belangrijk om deze beleving van medewerkers mee
te nemen in een communicatieaudit, aangezien de doelen van een organisatie
alleen gerealiseerd kunnen worden als de belangen van medewerkers serieus
worden genomen. De focus van het huidige communicatieauditonderzoek ligt
sterk op de informatie-uitwisseling tussen medewerkers, maar veel van waar
organisaties echt mee worstelen blijft daardoor verborgen.

De literatuur op het gebied van organisatiecommunicatie lijkt te suggereren dat
er gekozen moet worden tussen een instrumentele of interpretatieve
benadering van communicatie. Een exclusieve focus op informatie-uitwisseling
in een organisatie leidt ertoe dat veel problemen buiten beeld blijven, maar een
exclusieve focus op interpretatieve processen zou betekenen dat cruciale
problemen in de informatie-uitwisseling niet blootgelegd zouden worden.
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Beide situaties zijn onwenselijk. In deze dissertatie wordt daarom gepleit voor
een auditmethodologie waarbij beide perspectieven vertegenwoordigd worden
en er tevens oog is voor de relaties tussen beide perspectieven. Een dergelijke
aanpak en een goed overwogen keuze van (een combinatie van) auditmethoden
zal leiden tot de best mogelijke diagnose van communicatieproblemen in
organisaties.
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