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Conununicative Strategies and the Evolution of

Organisations Facing the New Turbulence: ICTs as

Peoblerns and Opportunities
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ABSTRACT Traditional organisational structures are currently being challenged by rapid changes in
their environments, primarily caused by the introduction of computer and information technology.
Successful transition to newpatterns rif organisation which makes sense rif the complex meaning rif these
new environments require both 'creative' (self-organising) and stabilising (self-referencing) processes. This
paper justifies the theoretical importance rif considering communication as a necessary response by
organisations to non-linear change. the processes by which organisations might accommodate new
organisational turbulence and strategies fir creating desirable futures within turbulent organisational
environments are considered.
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Introduction

Traditional bureaucratic organisational structures are cur rently being challenged by
rapid changes in their environments. Environmental turbulence in organisations has
been primarily caused by the introduction of computer and information technologies, 1

the accelerating growth in scientific and technical knowledge.i and its subsequent
implementation in companies with a resultant and recursive increase in organisational
complexity. In addition, demands for international competitivcness' and the globalisation
of industries have resulted in a large scale corporatisation of firms.4

In tum, these changes have demanded that firms and their members are more
adaptable in their new forms of working environments. For example, organisations are
expected to complete larger amounts of work in a shorter space of time, with an
increased emphasis on quality. In view of this, computerisation and mechanisation have
created a predicament which is paradoxical to the original intent of simplifying daily
work procedures.' Arguably, the current convergence in computing, broadcasting and
telecommunications has both accelerated and changed the character of organisational
environments.6

Rapid changes in organisational environments are comparable to 'bifurcations' in the
trajectories of dynamic systems; these points of deviation in a system's evolutionary path
represent a state of apparent 'chaos'. 7 Herein, the raison d'itre of this paper arises: Do
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metaphors" derived from the study of systems help explain the current information and
communication technology (l 'C'I) mediated environments of organisations; and do they
suggest approaches as to how organisatio ns might understand and deal with the current
turbulence they are facing? In order to answer these quest ions we introduce the literature
on organisational sense makin g as a set of ideas which fleshes out the processes- sug
gested in genera l by systems metap hors- by which we may monitor, understand and
interven e in organisationa l trajectories," with the intenti on of increasing the cha nces of
creating desirabl e futures within turbulent environments.

In brief we argue that systems metaphors suggest that organisations maintain a
continual tension between self-referencing and self-organising properties during the
course of their evolution. Self-organisation is an approach whereby a system tries to
ada pt to environmental cha nges, as oppose d to its own self-referencing ab ility, which tries
to preserve its original nature or identity.!" There is a continua l tension between the
opposing properties of self-organisation and self-reference in systems or firms in the
course of their evolution in time and space. A similar pull and push occurrence has been
highlighted by other theori sts when viewing organic, demographic and systems ' evol
ution ary traj ectories. I I Organi sation al dynamic theorists refer to the phenomenon in the
form of feedback cycles'f and open-closed system issues.l"

The point of change for organisations comes, metaphorically speaking, when en
vironme ntal pressures make it difficult to sustain the curre nt ways of organising. At this
poin t the system moves to a new patt ern of organi sation (metaphorically speaking, a
higher level of energy). The point of conflict between the two opposing systemic forces
(self-referencing and self-organising) allows the introduction of 'creativity' or 'diversity' to
help stee r a system's evolutionary trajectory towards its members' desired emergent
'will' .14 Malik and Probst describ e the tensions as a pattern that can be studied to make
calculated int erventi ons by human beings, with a view to achieving desirable outcom es
in the future.P But exac tly how might this be achieved?

\Ve sugges t that the essential processes are commun icat ive in nature and that
therefore a conceptual understanding of the role of communica tion in organisational
tran sition s is wa rranted. In this paper we seek to justify the theoretical impo rtance of
conside ring communication as a necessary respon se by organisations to non-linear
cha nge in three ways. Firstly, we argue that the convergence of technologies has change d
the 'currency' of relations in an organisational environment from man aging the spee d of
data flow, to managing the negotiation of meanings.l'' Seco ndly, we discuss how
communication may be described by using metaphors from chaos theory . In particular,
in the literature on organisation al communication the two conflicting foci, 'communi
cation in organisations' and 'communication as organisation ', can be recon ciled via an
understanding of the concepts of self-reference and self-organi sation .

Thirdly, we describ e how communication intervenes to man age turbulence. The
ongo ing process in which a firm's members reflect on their actions and rece nt develop 
ments in their organi sation al environment is describ ed as 'sense making' l" and is argue d
to be an emergent process.l" T his process helps to identi fy problems and issues that are
relevant to a firm at a parti cular point in time '" and to decide upon a counteractive
interventioni st stra tegy to modify or gove rn a situation.

In the context of this pap er , the complete process of reflection , decision making and
act ion in a firm can be described as organisational learning.i" tha t is, an attempt by the
firm to acco mmo date its rapidly cha nging environment. In con trast to conventional
man agerial or interventi oni st thinking, systems theory metaphors emphas ise the indeter
minate nature of cha nge interventi ons. Organi sational action occurs via a combination
of emergent external conditions and emergent internal communica tion processes. A
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self-organising approach to internal communication therefore heightens the probability
that an organisation will make the transition to a new pattern of viability.

The Convergence of ICTs and Organisational EnvirolllD.ents

The first information techn ology (IT) phase accelerated the rate of information flow, but
the meaning of the data remained unproblematic." While convergence continues to
increase the rate of data flow, the meani ng of informa tion is now problematic. The
converged system mixes sources and modes of communication (such as videoconferenc
ing and Email), stores repertoires of communication (Intranet and Intern et), mixes genres
on the one screen (TV and Email), and shifts sites of communication (for example, the
consumption of porn ography at work). T he shift, therefore, is from functional mediation
to cultural mediation . The new problem is not just about rates of data flow, but rath er
about the construc tion of meanings in short time periods.

Mitroff and Benni s, for example, pr eempt the complexity of the emerging commu
nicatively constructed environmen ts.f They argue that these environments feature the
enhanced capac ity for fantasy; the juxtaposition of radically different contents and some
subsequent warp ing of traditional content boundaries; the engineering of bizarre images;
the overloading of information and the subsequent radical simplification of ideas;
incestuous recycling and dilution of ideas and images; the reversal of natural patterns of
causality by image manipulation; and the accentuation of the visual and emotional.

A key drive r in the symbolic complexity of this environment is the move to
commodification as the major means of exchange between orga nisations and environ
ments. As described elsewhe re .P this commodification expresses itself in cultural sym
bolic terms as well as instrumental and logistical terms. In oth er words , as physical
survival becomes increasingly taken for granted, organisations are more frequ ently
engaged in producing goods and services which serve the interest of human identities,
not human bodies. Although not required for the current argument, the literature
describing the shift from modem to postmodern conditions could be used to flesh out this
argu ment. 2~

A case in point which illustrates the shift to the postmodern is the recent corpo rate
war between Microsoft and Netscape.f T he seemingly unassailable position of Microsoft
has been seriously (but not fully) thr eatened by Netscape. The problem for Microsoft was
not simply a problem of keepin g up with the speed of cha nges in the IT sector (it has
more resources than anyone to throw at speed problems); rather, the problem was seeing
what the changes meant. The move to networks was appa rently pre-empted by the
Microsoft bureaucracy but not before the founders of Netscape (who definitely were not
a bureaucracy) had made a significant headstart. Moreover, while Microsoft seemed to
foresee the technological applications of the Int ernet , they apparently underestimated the
emerging cultural implications of its mode of operating.

Conununication and Chaos: Acconunodating the new EnvirolllD.ental
Turbulence

Just as the chaos metaph or establishes that organisations maint ain a continual tension
between self-referencing and self-organising propert ies during the course of their evol
ution, there is increasing evidence that communication might have a similar feature.
Carole and T aylor state tha t ' deviat ions (in systems) are constantly cropping up that
need dealing with and repairing ', thu s suggesting the chaotic phenomena observed in
human systems , which obligate a correct ive measure." Co mmunication serves as the
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medium to sense such deviations by organisational members, as well as an agency to
establish a counteractive or balancing act. The end of such sense making through
communication, which would culminate in an appropriate decision or action in a firm,
would be indicated by that stage 'when further expansions, draw nothing new'.27 This is
self-referencing in action.

The 'moment of chaos' in systems relates to 'crises' in organisations wherein
corporate decision makers must confront their 'cultur ally embedded logic, value-laden
justifications, and corporate value systems' in addition to the rationales that support their
communicative processes, in such predicaments.i" Communication is necessary for
making sense of a changing reality, by continually clarifying uncertain circumstances.
Information sent or received gains meaning only against a context or frame of
reference. 29

The search for recurrent patterns in communication as a guideline for sense making
may be similar to Gleick's reference to repetitive patterns in Lorenz's attractor and
Mandelbrot's sets.3D These may be seen as examples of 'requisite variety" in naturally
occurring systems and events, which set a rich context and guidelines for interpreting a
situation in order to take an appropriate action, especially during a phase of turbulence
or 'chaos'. Thus, communication not only builds the cultural and rational aspects of
human systems as a frame of reference to help interpret changes in the boundaries of
such systems, but also provides an inexhaustible source of variation.

Thus, communication serves as a source to clarify uncertain situations in an
organisation by recurrent patterns of sense making until no further meaning is drawn;
this is its self-referencing property. Additionally, it also helps societies or firms to adjust
to changes in their milieu by serving as a medium which transforms decisions into
actions, based on the interpretation of the information received. This is communication's
self-organising feature.

Within traditional communication theory, Thayer explains that when people organ
ise themselves into collective enterprises, they also organise the flow of 'en terp rise-related
information' or organisational communication; in this way the strategic relationships
between and among the various working parts of the firm or social system are
established.V This suggests that communication is a tool for maintaining a perceived
'state of organisation'.

Bach and Harnish argue that actions which result in 'changes in institutional states
of affairs' require only that an 'utterance' count as an act of a certain sort merely 'by
virtue of falling under the relevant convention'Y' The inference being that the commu
nicative act is complete when there is total comprehension of the intent behind a
statement, either explicitly or implicitly. It also means that no response is necessary from
a recipient for completing the communicative act ; and if there is one, it is totally driven
by 'convention'r" Thus the organisational culture is a frame of reference or context, to
make sense of a communicative act. Hence communication is reduced to the role of a
tool for achieving preconceived goals to maintain an intended state of 'organisation',
alternatively referred to as 'communication in organisation'.

However, this raises two queries: Firstly , how do organisational cultures or conven
tions emerge: what constructs a culture? Secondly, how are 'preconceived goals' arrived
at? The answers to both these questions are contained in the argument that communi
cation has an alternative role-that of being the very decision making process and thus
the very act of organising. The hypothesis is a view of 'communication as organisation'
instead of 'communication in organisation'; here a higher level or role of communication
in the organising act is suggested. The dynamics of such a 'communication as organis
ation' perspective need to be analysed to clarify issues.
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Katz and Kahn hinted at a 'co mmunication as organisation' argument when sta ting
that communication is a 'social process' of 'broadest relevance in the functioning of any
gro up' and thu s, ' the very essence of a social system or an organi zation'. 35 Thayer alludes
to the view that if orga nisations were to 'evolve natu rally' their communication systems
would also evolve with them, 'co nsistent with their needs, wha tever those may be,.36
Therefore, a supposition may be tha t such a 'communication as organi sation ' view is a
reference to the informal organi sation , as opposed to its form al struc ture . Thus, even
from a tradition al communication theory perspective, an impli cat ion seems to be that the
actual decision making act is brought about by informal conversation, altern atively
referred to as the 'grapevine', rather than policies, documents or other forma l struc ture s,
even though these cont inue to contribute toward building a fram e of reference.

The importan ce of the informal organisation is reiterated in modern speech com
munication theory. T aylor reasons, that 'if communication is equivalent to organizat ion
then conversa tion mu st be the arena for the realization of transaction s' r' " Similarly,
Searl e describes the 'narrative' style of conversation as a form of organisational discourse
and an attempt to crea te the image of a firm in the form of a 'symbolic entity' .38

An example of this is found in Pa can owsky's description of the A. L. Gore case, in
which he attempts to build th rou gh the narrative style of his ar ticle and by using a
metaphor, the fabric of Gore's organisationa l culture r' " H e refers to narrative 'stories'
abo ut mem bers in the firm, which tried to portray ideal 'roles' or objectives that needed
to be pu rsued . By realising wha t the firm 's goa ls meant to them , these stories motivated
the firm 's members to enact the roles. Additionally, a new knowledge of what their roles
meant or contributed toward the making of the firm gave them a sense of ownership.
Thus empowered, they were willing to offer the price of 'membership' to Gore by way
of employme nt to attain a sta te of self-rea lisation and consequently, satisfaction, on the
one hand, and productivity for the firm on the other . The crea tion of a symbolic entity
by narrative prop er ties of communication served as a 'macroframe' of reference for
'microinterac tion'i '"

Thus, in the 'co mmunication as organi sation' persp ective the narrative role of
communication, as found in the informal orga nisation, culmina tes in the empowerment
of people th rough enac tment of intent, bringing about the very act of organising or
construc ting their social reali ty.

The attempt to achieve these newry dtjined goals (which correspo nd to the closed phases
of an organisation 's evolution), requ ires communication to be redu ced to a merely
executive ro le, as found in the 'communication in organisation' concept. It is the refore
a cycle, which might begin with a 'communication in organisation' perspective, tran s
forming to 'co mmunication as organisation', before reducing once more to the original
status, while exec uting what has been decided upon for a futu re course of action by a
firm 's mem bers.

Similarly, Stacey argues that firms sequentially undergo both closed and open ph ases
in their evolution." T he closed ph ase corresponds to the time that members spend
reflectin g on actions and studying information that is made ava ilable to them about
recent environme ntal changes. This is followed by an open phase of evolution, when
members decide on a stra tegy-a plan to manage or govern these changes, as found in
informal stra tegic planning measures, or to crea te desirabl e futures in keeping with the
newly acquired set of assumptions.

In an effort to resolve disturban ce or uncert ain ty, communication can assume a
self-organising property which can facilitate members' interaction s with their cha nging
percepti on s of reality. Co mmunication might then help members to achieve desira ble
futures by extending to them the power to execute their 'intent' or to socially construc t



106 G. Hearn & A. Ninan

a reality, based on their assumptions. This creates an opportunity for developing a new
firm, in keeping with their wills or desires. This is the 'communication as organisation'
VIew.

Conununication Toward 'Calculated Interventions': Strategies for Facing
Chaotic Transition

In the case of learning organisations, communication does more than just help members
to 'r eproduce their environments'; it helps to 'selectively process and reconstitute those
environments through selective generalisation' .42 'Selective generalisation' means that
'typically a system has several alternatives at hand with which it can intercept and
neutralize changes in its environment. It is pr ecisely upon this elasticity tha t its stab ility
rests, as well as its ability to find favorable conditions of existence ,.43

Thus, through the dual properties of communication, organisational members
achieve the ability to understand and modify their cha nging reality by tran sforming their
decisions into actions. In view of this, communication entails an empowering attribute:
through its du al prop erties 'one comes to believe that one can influence people and
events in the organization to achieve desired ends' . Further, 'one is not merely at the
mercy of external forces (political, economic, or social); rath er , individuals recognize ways
by which they can directly intervene in the environment' .H

The key ingredient, then , is to facilita te ongoing processes of communica tion that will
encourage the required variation and the new patt ern of organisation . Conversations ,
narratives-the 'informal' side of the organisation once thought superfluous-becomes
the seedbed of the future, to be encouraged. Through this process, the essential idea or
innovation which will act as the 'strange attrac tor' toward the new pattern may be
uncovered. ICT s may themselves facilitate this process in a number of ways.

Firstly, communication techn ology may take on the role of facilita tor in this learning
exercise. It should be learning-supportive by offering itself as a repository of tacit
knowledge'? that has been created by previous learning experiences, thu s forming a
richer context for the sense and decision making acts. Intranet and other means of
storing a community's history suggest themselves here.

Second ly, communication techn ology could aim to be, in itself, an increasingly
efficient system for facilitating rapid information dissemina tion abo ut continual environ
mental changes and demands among memb ers of a firm. T his is a mechanical or
'communication in organisation' role that could help a firm to learn the limitations of an
extant tool or techn ology, and of the latest needs of its environment. Equitable access to
information for all memb ers via user friendly communication technol ogies within a firm
prom otes a learning environment.

Thirdly, a communication techn ology could act as an 'attractor' or 'devianr" as
explained in the chao s theory metaphor.H T hat is, the techno logy may be selected for
fur ther use on a larger scale. Members, through consensual decision making, may
execute or amplify the use of an increasingly advantageous communication techn ology.
T he diffusion of videoconferencing, and subsequent organisational inn ovation may in
(rare) cases proceed in this mann er.48

In the first phase of IT diffusion , ICT s operated in concert with the closed phase of
orga nisational evolution, which required that memb ers maintain a state of affairs or an
existing plan . These technological interfaces were tools for disseminating informa tion
which was helpful for efficiently main taining a firm in its stable phases.

In the current phase of ICT diffusion , ICTs may also facilitate frame-breaking and
self-organising into the new patterns of organisa tional functioning required by environ-
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mental turbulence. ICTs may facilitate variety, diffusion, juxtaposition and sense making.
Wh ether they are used in this way is not only a feature of their functional properties, but
also of their emergent social construc tion.

Conclusions

Converging ICTs have changed the complexity that organisations now face. The
meaning, in addition to the rate of complex information flows, mu st now be dealt with .
Insight into successful transitions (for new and old firms) in these environments can be
gained via metaphors from non-linear and complex systems concepts.i'' Successful
transitions are non-deterministic processes which sustain the self-referencing needs of the
organisation, whilst allowing for self-organisation in new patterns of operation. This
demands communication toward variety and diffusion of ideas, as well as pro cedural
communication. New ICTs may facilitate self-organisation because they may offer
repositories of easy and equitable access to knowledge , as well as rapid diffusion and
juxtaposition of ideas . Ultimately, though, it is the organisation's social construction of
the technologies they select which will make this more probable.
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