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Abstract of the Dissertation 

 

 

The Legitimacy Dance: Communicative Activities Within Virtual Teams 

Involved in Continuous Change 

 

 In the dynamic realm of contemporary organizations, virtual teams have taken the 

forefront, propelled by technological advancements and the disruptive impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Virtual teams are geographically dispersed teams that rely on 

digital channels to collaborate and achieve organizational objectives. However, there is a 

need for a better understanding of how new virtual teams navigate legitimacy and 

continuous change through interactions. This study aimed to understand the role of 

communicative activities in virtual teams or groups navigating continuous change, 

particularly the legitimization process in newly formed organizations. One research 

question was addressed: How does a virtual team legitimize itself through communicative 

activities in continuous change? By examining the interplay of other-than-human actors 

such as texts, documents, conversations, policies, forms, and graphs, the study 

underscores the intricate patterns shaping interactions among virtual team members using 

the communicative constitution of organizations (CCO) framework, specifically the 

version defended by the Montreal School of Organizational Communication. The study 

employed a data collection method using archives (document analysis and artifacts) and 

video-based observation, and the findings are presented in vignette forms to illustrate 

how ventriloquation is at work. The study contributes insights with implications for 

theory, empirical studies, and practice, contributing to the CCO field. 



viii 

Table of Contents 

Page 

Dedication .......................................................................................................................... iv 

Acknowledgments............................................................................................................... v 

Abstract of the Dissertation .............................................................................................. vii 

List of Figures ................................................................................................................... xii 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................... xiii 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION .................................................................................... 1 

Overview ............................................................................................................................. 1 

Statement of the Problem .................................................................................................... 4 

Purpose and Research Question .......................................................................................... 7 

Statement of the Potential Significance .............................................................................. 7 

Implications for Theory.................................................................................................. 7 

Implications for Practice ................................................................................................ 8 

Conceptual Framework ....................................................................................................... 9 

Summary of the Methodology .......................................................................................... 14 

Limitations and Delimitations ........................................................................................... 16 

Definitions of Key Terms ................................................................................................. 16 

Summary ........................................................................................................................... 19 

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE...................................................... 20 

Search Strategies ............................................................................................................... 20 

Setting the Stage ............................................................................................................... 22 

Process Ontological Stances ........................................................................................ 25 



ix 

The Literature on Organizational Communication ........................................................... 26 

History .......................................................................................................................... 26 

Definitions .................................................................................................................... 28 

Communication as Constitutive of Organizations ....................................................... 33 

Communication as a Process ........................................................................................ 34 

CCO Schools of Thought ............................................................................................. 38 

Montreal School of Organizational Communication ................................................... 41 

Montreal and Other Language Theories ...................................................................... 46 

Ventriloquism ............................................................................................................... 50 

Legitimacy.................................................................................................................... 52 

Summary ...................................................................................................................... 59 

The Literature on Organizational Change Models ............................................................ 60 

Perspectives of Organizational Change ....................................................................... 61 

Change as a Continuous Process .................................................................................. 65 

Organizational Change Models .................................................................................... 67 

Summary ...................................................................................................................... 72 

Inferences for the Current Study ....................................................................................... 72 

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ................................................................................ 75 

Research Orientation ......................................................................................................... 75 

Subjectivity Statement ...................................................................................................... 76 

Heritage I’s ................................................................................................................... 77 

Practitioner-Scholar I’s ................................................................................................ 78 

Embodied I’s ................................................................................................................ 79 



x 

Methodology ..................................................................................................................... 79 

Single Case Study ........................................................................................................ 79 

The Ventriloquial Approach ........................................................................................ 81 

Research Design................................................................................................................ 82 

Research Site ................................................................................................................ 82 

Research Site Access.................................................................................................... 83 

Participant Size Strategies ............................................................................................ 84 

Data Collection............................................................................................................. 84 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................... 89 

Trustworthiness ................................................................................................................. 94 

Limitations ........................................................................................................................ 96 

Delimitations ..................................................................................................................... 97 

Ethics and Human Subjects Considerations ..................................................................... 98 

Summary ........................................................................................................................... 98 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS ............................................................................................ 100 

Legitimacy as a Central Construct .................................................................................. 103 

Vignette 1 ........................................................................................................................ 105 

Vignette 2 ........................................................................................................................ 106 

Vignette 3 ........................................................................................................................ 109 

Vignette 4 ........................................................................................................................ 111 

Vignette 5 ........................................................................................................................ 113 

Vignette 6 ........................................................................................................................ 115 

Vignette 7 ........................................................................................................................ 117 



xi 

Vignette 8 ........................................................................................................................ 119 

Vignette 9 ........................................................................................................................ 121 

Vignette 10 ...................................................................................................................... 124 

Vignette 11 ...................................................................................................................... 126 

Summary ......................................................................................................................... 128 

CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS .............................................................................................. 133 

Summary of Findings ...................................................................................................... 133 

Findings in Light of Conceptual Framework .................................................................. 134 

Legitimacy as a Process ............................................................................................. 135 

Power and Temporality .............................................................................................. 139 

Beyond Human Organizing: Other-than-Human Actors ........................................... 146 

Conclusions ..................................................................................................................... 153 

Legitimacy.................................................................................................................. 154 

Power and Temporality .............................................................................................. 154 

Other-than-Human Actors .......................................................................................... 155 

Limitations ...................................................................................................................... 156 

Implications for Theory .................................................................................................. 158 

Implications for Empirical Studies ................................................................................. 161 

Implications for Practice ................................................................................................. 163 

Concluding Remarks ....................................................................................................... 165 

REFERENCES .............................................................................................................. 166 



xii 

List of Figures 

 

 

Page 

1.1. Conceptual Framework ..........................................................................................10 

4.1.  Phase 3 Ventriloquial Analysis: Clusters and Collection of Vents and 

Figures, with Legitimacy as the Central Construct ..............................................102 

 



xiii 

List of Tables 

 

 

Page 

2.1. Definitions of Communication ..............................................................................29 

2.2.  CCO Theory and Schools of Thought with Related Empirical Studies.................39 

 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview  

Technological advancements, globalization, and talent competition have 

drastically changed the traditional workplace. In early 2020, organizations had to revamp 

their operations and practices due to the public health crisis presented by the COVID-19 

pandemic (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020). Virtual workplaces, where employees work from 

different geographical locations, are increasingly becoming common and will likely 

continue dominating in the future (Chai & Park, 2022; Pavlina, 2020). In virtual 

workplaces, groups primarily interact using computer-mediated interactions and 

technology to complete tasks, communicate, and collaborate (Garro-Abarca et al., 2021; 

Morrison‑Smith & Ruiz, 2020).  

Virtual workplaces are not new, as organizations have used remote environments 

to communicate with their employees and accomplish organizational tasks (Dyer & Dyer, 

2020). In the early 21st century, low levels of maturity in virtual teams made leaders 

skeptical of the efficiency of virtual workplaces, and empirical studies showed that the 

number of virtual teams that accomplished goals was minimal (Garro-Abarca et al., 

2021). Nonetheless, with technological advancements and the COVID-19 pandemic, 

virtual workplaces have shown the benefit of access to international markets, increased 

productivity, lower environmental impacts, less commute time, and fewer costs related to 

real estate and office supplies (Dyer &Dyer, 2020).  

In virtual workplaces, teams collaborate and communicate virtually in 

synchronous and asynchronous interactions to achieve common goals (Morrison‑Smith & 
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Ruiz, 2020). Communication patterns between virtual teams are based on many factors, 

such as the choice of communication media, organizational requirements, temporal 

distance, and cultural preferences (Chai & Park, 2022; Dyer & Dyer, 2020). The 

literature further suggests that frequent communication is crucial in moderating the 

relationship between virtual teams that are geographically distributed (Gajendran & 

Joshi, 2012). For example, face-to-face interactions using computer-mediated 

communication have been linked to efficiency because they can provide nonverbal cues 

that enhance communication (Morrison‑Smith & Ruiz, 2020). Although virtual teams’ 

use has constantly grown to accomplish organizational goals with the evolution of 

technological advancements, there is little research observing how members of virtual 

teams communicate with each other in times of change.  

Specifically, there is little knowledge of how communicative activities such as 

texts, conversations, images, and graphs constitute interactions among virtual teams 

navigating continuous change. Changes in organizational processes and routines in times 

of change, such as a global pandemic, pose the need for teams to adapt in order to 

compete and survive in globalized markets. With organizations increasingly 

implementing virtual workplace environments in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 

and continued changes, including employees’ preference for virtual work, there is an 

opportunity to study how communicative activities and patterns emerge in virtual 

environments such as Zoom, Teams, and Webex as teams collaborate to address tasks. 

This virtualization of organizational life is critical because it shows how teams use 

technology to communicate and accomplish shared goals as they navigate continuous 

change. 
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As communication is a broad field, the working definition used for this study is 

the “process of creating and negotiating collective, coordinated systems of meaning 

through symbolic practices oriented toward the achievement of organizational goals” 

(Mumby, 2013, p. 15). As mentioned above, this study is interested in understanding the 

communicative activities within virtual teams as they accomplish organizational goals 

while navigating continuous change. 

The in-depth study of communicative activities or processes helps us understand 

how organizing take place through the production of texts and conversations 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2019). The ontological positioning of this study consisted of 

adopting a processual view to understand how “certain forms of talk and text foster or 

perform practices of organizing” (Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 490). Theoretically, this 

study mobilizes a communicative constitution of organizations (CCO) approach, which 

suggests that communication constitutes organizations and aims to understand how 

organization happens in communication (Schoeneborn et al., 2019). From a constitutive 

viewpoint, communication “does not merely express but—importantly—creates social 

realities” (Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 484).  

This study thus aimed to understand the communicative activities that take place 

during a continuous change that occurs within virtual teams. It also mobilized Cooren’s 

(2010, 2020; Cooren et al., 2012) view of communication as a form of ventriloquation. 

According to this perspective, whenever people speak, they also make other beings, 

called figures, speak and act. These figures can be other persons or other-than-humans 

such as texts, organizations, or even facts. By adding these voices to what is being said, a 

certain form of authority and legitimacy can be gained. This proves to be an important 
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factor in the process of organizing, especially in the context of change. The study 

assumes that change emerges as people continuously constitute their organization through 

different communicative activities that mobilize various forms of ventriloquation.  

The context of the study is virtual teams. Although several studies have explored 

the definition of virtual teams (Abarca et al., 2020; Orhan, 2017), a rigorous and 

integrative definition of this form of teams remains elusive. As the field of virtual teams 

is emergent, the scope and boundaries are unclear, and sound theories are scarce (Abarca 

et al., 2020; Orhan, 2017). As a result, scholars have used different definitions of virtual 

teams or have not defined the term (Mak & Kozlowski, 2019; Orhan, 2017). Some 

scholars differentiate virtual teams from traditional teams by their geographical 

distribution and collaboration methods, i.e., through computer-mediated communication 

(Gibson & Gibbs, 2006; Orhan, 2017; Ortiz de Guinea et al., 2012). This study used 

Morrison‑Smith and Ruiz’s (2020) definition of virtual teams, which are teams that are 

“geographically distributed in which collaborations rely on technology to communicate 

and cooperate” (p. 2). Given the remote work trend caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

the definition aligns with most virtual work environments that rely on technology to 

accomplish tasks and communicate.  

The remainder of this chapter provides a deeper explanation of the problem 

statement, research purpose, research question, significance of the study, conceptual 

framework, methodology, limitations, and definitions.  

Statement of the Problem  

Advancements in communication technologies have allowed organizations to 

reorganize their work structures to achieve organizational goals and respond to change 
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(Beer & Mulder, 2020). One contributor to these advancements is virtual workplaces, 

which have become an established part of today’s business world (Orhan, 2017; 

Vartiainen, 2006). An organization’s capability to change is among the essential aspects 

of its competitive advantage and survival (Bouckenooghe, 2010; Seggewiss et al., 2019; 

Stouten et al., 2018). Organizations change for different reasons, such as economic 

conditions, political climate, mergers, acquisitions, and internal changes, to capitalize on 

innovations or redistribute resources (Cooren et al., 2011; Mumby, 2013). However, the 

literature has shown that organizational change efforts have a high failure rate, whether 

planned or unplanned (Ashkenas, 2013; Decker et al., 2012; Ewenstein et al., 2015).  

Despite the proliferation of approaches to managing change, the planned change 

success rate has remained low. One contributing factor mentioned in the literature is the 

lack of or inadequate communication, even though communication is considered one of 

the tactics to follow during an organizational change in planned change models, including 

Lewin’s (1951) seminal three-step model, Beer’s (1980) six-step change model, Judson’s 

(1991) five steps, Hiatt’s (2006) ADKAR, and on the practitioner side, Kotter’s (1996) 

eight-step model. Pasmore (2015) argued that planned change models follow a linear 

notion of how a single change occurs. However, the reality of everyday organizational 

life navigating change is messier than a linear view. For example, as organizations 

pivoted to remote work due to the COVID-19 pandemic, they were not presented with 

linear and straightforward ways to respond to the evolving change presented by the 

pandemic. Thus, continuous organizational change shows up as “when one change is 

introduced, another is needed, and often that change required undoing something the 

previous change had accomplished” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 8, emphasis added). The 
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perception of change as a single and linear process in which organizations move from one 

planned event to the next is problematic because change is a complex and continuous 

phenomenon, where a single change is rarely isolated from everyday organizational 

routine.  

Alternative ontological perspectives, such as the CCO, suggest that organizations 

are constituted by communication, marking a significant difference in how organizations 

are traditionally defined. The CCO scholarship indeed argues that organization takes 

place in communication while the traditional view claims that communication takes place 

in organization. This argument thus moves away from the perspective that 

communication is one of the tools used in organizations during times of change 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2019). Predominantly scholars associated with the Montreal School 

of Organizational Communication see organizations as conversationally constructed and 

not only as physical spaces connected through communication channels (Schoeneborn, 

2011; Taylor, 1995). Kuhn (2008) posited communication as a processual action in which 

collectives get formed, modified, and organized. Other organizational communication 

scholars have argued that social reality is constituted and can be explained through 

communication (Cooren et al., 2012; Schoeneborn et al., 2014).  

The arguments position communication as a nucleus phenomenon in constituting 

organizational activities such as change. The ontological stance of perceiving 

organizations as a process offers a unique understanding of how communicative activities 

contribute to change on an ongoing basis, particularly in virtual teams. However, little is 

known from both scholarship and practice about how virtual teams navigate continuous 

change and the communicative activities that constitute their interactions.  
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This section has problematized the dominant ways change has been premised as a 

linear notion, although change in organizations is complex and messy. It has offered the 

theoretical perspective of continuous change that is process oriented, discussed how 

communication is usually perceived as a tool in different planned change models, and 

introduced CCO scholarship that argues that organizations exist in communication, where 

communication cannot be reduced to the status of tool. The theoretical focus of this study 

is oriented towards the CCO scholarship, specifically the Montreal School, to understand 

how communicative activities contribute to continuous change.  

Purpose and Research Question 

The study aimed to understand the role of communicative activities in virtual 

teams or groups navigating continuous change, particularly the legitimization process in 

the research site. Thus, the research question is as follows: How does a virtual team 

legitimize itself through communicative activities in continuous change?  

Statement of the Potential Significance  

 The study is relevant to both theory and practice in several regards, as delineated 

below.  

Implications for Theory 

Implications for theory include a greater understanding of how communicative 

activities involving the production of texts, conversations, images, and graphs constitute 

organizational change. The Montreal School’s relational ontology thus offers an 

interesting perspective on understanding how virtual teams interact as they navigate 

continuous change. In addition, the ventriloquism metaphor helps us understand how 
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different agencies (human and other-than-human) can be voiced in the context of various 

interactions to increase the legitimacy/authority of a position and therefore affect the 

change process. The study also offers alternative perspectives on organizational 

communication and shows how it furthers continuous change processes, particularly in 

virtual workplaces.  

The observation of communicative activities that occur through the production of 

text and the enactment of conversations in virtual workplaces is emergent. The study thus 

offers the opportunity to understand these phenomena in organizations, particularly in 

terms of collaboration, and show how virtual teams accomplish work tasks as they 

navigate continuous change. As shown in the study, virtual workplaces imply different 

ways of interacting and new observations not offered with in-person communicative 

activities. These activities constitute how virtual teams interact, particularly in navigating 

continuous change.  

Implications for Practice 

The study aims to make practical suggestions for organizational leaders on how 

communicative activities contribute to continuous change, particularly in virtual teams. In 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic, organizations continue to navigate the 

virtualizations of their teams to accomplish different tasks. The study has significance in 

providing a blueprint to understand how virtual teams legitimize themselves as 

organizations. It also has implications for leaders to understand how to facilitate change 

as a continuous process. Another significance to practice is leadership and team 

development and learning opportunities for members of the research site, especially 

during strategic change, growth, crisis, and team communication culture. The context of 
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this study in virtual teams offers significance to organizations on how communicative 

activities constitute the legitimization process as they navigate continuous change, 

including how teams change through communication. The study also aims to understand 

how these activities shape the conversation of continuous change in the context of virtual 

teams.  

Conceptual Framework  

The conceptual framework identifies and describes the theoretical foundation 

used for the study and the related constructs and definitions (Figure 1.1). It shows virtual 

teams as the study’s context, continuous change as a specific focus of organizational life, 

the constitutive nature of human and other-than-human agencies, and a visual 

representation of ventriloquism in the inner-helix model. The study mobilized the 

perspective of organizational communication defended by the Montreal School, which is 

embedded in the CCO theoretical framework, in order to study continuous organizational 

change in the context of virtual teams. This perspective is embedded in a processual 

ontology, which is concerned with the ongoing process of organizing (Pasmore, 2015; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2019). 
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Figure 1.1 

Conceptual Framework  

 

 

The first theoretical lens in the conceptual framework, which is the foreground of 

the study, is the CCO scholarship. It regards communication as a process by which 

organizations are created, maintained, and changed. According to this perspective, 

communication is not only something that happens within organizations or between 

organizational members; it is also the process whereby organizations are constituted 

(Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). The CCO perspective has been criticized 

for its broad claims about communication’s role in organizations (Bisel, 2010; Sillince, 
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2010). Although criticism emerged early in the development of CCO, the critiques 

focused on a lack of distinction between communication types and differentiation from 

other social groups. The CCO perspective is represented by three schools of thought: the 

Montreal School of Organizational Communication (the most dominant thought in North 

American organizational communication), the Four Flows Model (McPhee & Zaug, 

2000), and Luhmann’s (2018) Theory of Social Systems (Putnam & Nicotera, 2009; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2014).  

The Montreal School of Organizational Communication is the predominant 

school concerned with questions about how organizing is accomplished and what makes 

communicative practices more or less “organizational.” This school, primarily 

represented by James Taylor and François Cooren, is influenced by pragmatism and 

relational epistemology (Cooren et al., 2012; Kuhn, 2008; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). It 

foregrounds the process of “co-orientation, which occurs as people ‘tune in’ to one 

another as they engage in the coordinated activity; as they do so, actors draw upon (and 

are simultaneously drawn upon by) the multiplicity of agents and figures that participate 

in organizing” (Cooren et al., 2011, p. 1155). This camp regards communication as an 

action in a coordinated activity involving humans and other-than-humans (Cooren et al., 

2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). It establishes the importance of texts, such as reports, 

policies, and contracts, in their ability to constitute organizations and give them a form of 

stability.  

Cooren’s (2020; Cooren et al., 2012) metaphor of ventriloquism, the ability to 

make various forms of agency speak, shows how the social world is constructed through 

the mobilization of human and other-than-human actors. The ventriloquial thesis answers 
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the question of who or what is communicating and posits how additional voices can be 

added when people speak, constituting organization and organizing. This perspective 

allows us to show how multiple voices can come together to capture the communicative 

constitution of organizations’ meanings, situations, and realities (Cooren, 2018, 2020; 

Cooren et al., 2012; Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022). The ventriloquial approach is 

therefore both a theoretical lens, i.e., a way of conceiving how communication works, 

and a method of analysis, i.e., a way of analyzing what is happening when interaction 

takes place (Cooren, 2020; Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022). The latter is discussed in the 

methodology section.  

By mobilizing the ventriloquial perspective, this study examines the question of 

legitimacy as the result of dynamic and performative processes. It emphasizes that 

legitimacy is not a static property, but a perception shaped through ongoing 

communication practices. Drawing on the works of Ashcraft et al. (2009), Cooren (2018, 

2020), and Cnossen and Bencherki (2023), who emphasize that communication is not just 

about transmitting messages but also about constituting relations and situations, this study 

views legitimacy as co-constructed through interactions among diverse actors, including 

human and other-than-human elements. It also highlights the relational and material 

dimensions of legitimacy, considering how norms, values, beliefs, and embodied actions 

contribute to its formation. Additionally, this study investigates the dynamics of 

authority, emphasizing its practical, relational, and situated nature. Authority is achieved 

through strategies of activation and passivation, leveraging or downplaying relationships 

to shape collective action.  
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The second theoretical framework, focused on continuous change, is the 

background of this study. The idea of continuous change suggests that change is constant, 

ongoing, emergent, and self-organizing (Weick & Quinn, 1999). It is defined as a “series 

of overlapping, never-ending, planned and unplanned changes that are interdependent, 

difficult to execute, and either cannot or should not be ignored” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 8). 

Unlike planned change, which treats change as a linear process, continuous change 

perspectives acknowledge the reality that organizations are constantly evolving and 

constantly navigating change (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Pasmore, 2015).  

The objective of this study is to examine the role communicative activities play in 

continuous change processes in the context of virtual teams. Little is known about the 

communicative activities within virtual teams as they collaborate and accomplish 

organizational goals. Much of the change research has focused on linear processes, where 

communication is described as one of the tools to leverage during change. The study 

argues that the reality of change in organizations is messy and complex (Pasmore, 2015) 

and suggests that a different approach is needed. The Montreal School offers an 

opportunity to observe how teams navigate continuous change and their interactions, 

focusing on two linked manifestations of communication: text and conversation. 

Observing how communicative activities take place throughout a process of continuous 

change and how virtual teams change through this process offers a unique way to 

understand the role that text, authority, and negotiation play within this context. The 

following section summarizes the methodology for this research: a case study method 

where the ventriloquial perspective was mobilized as a method of analysis.  
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Summary of the Methodology  

A qualitative single case study approach was selected to understand how virtual 

teams change through communication, how the legitimization process takes place, and 

what the role of communicative activities is throughout continuous change processes. The 

research site recruited for this study is a human resource professional association chapter 

at a higher education institute in the United States. The association’s chapter comprises 

undergraduate and graduate students, including two full-time staff members supporting 

the students. Due to restrictions imposed on in-person gatherings due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, the chapter was uniquely positioned to be temporally recognized as a virtual 

organization. Starting in late 2022, the chapter worked on strategies to be fully 

recognized as a chapter to get funding and other resources from the institutions, such as 

career development and professional networking opportunities. Although the institution 

officially recognized the chapter as an official club, the legitimization work continued to 

increase active membership. The chapter added new committee roles to expand 

leadership opportunities, and it hosted virtual and in-person events.  

A single case was used to bind the case within virtual team meetings. As 

mentioned in the conceptual framework, the ventriloquial approach is both a theoretical 

perspective and an analytical method. As a methodology, it illustrates “how people give 

voice to other beings—policies, missions, facts, persons, etc.—that can then be deemed 

as participating in an interaction” (Nathues et al., 2021, p. 1458). Interestingly, this 

perspective positions humans not only as ventriloquists, but also as dummies. For 

instance, someone can ventriloquize a regulation to achieve a specific goal, a move that 

positions her as the ventriloquist while the regulation is positioned as the figure or 
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dummy. However, in invoking this regulation, this person can also be seen as 

ventriloquized by the regulation, a description that then positions her as the dummy. In 

other words, this person’s binding to this regulation leads her to invoke it in specific 

circumstances. This conceptualization of ventriloquism, where humans can be seen both 

as ventriloquists and dummies, offers a new understanding of how communication can 

constitute continuous change within virtual teams.  

Data were collected through archives (document analysis and artifacts) and video-

based observation. The archive collections (artifacts and document analysis) captured 

past decisions and interactions about the change process via agenda items shared using 

Word documents and monthly team meeting notes. Video-based observation allows 

researchers to gain a deeper understanding of organizational members’ interactions and 

provides access to situations that would be challenging to observe in detail by using only 

other forms of data collection, such as interviews and observations (Heath et al., 2010).  

In this study, the video-based observation captured how the virtual team changed 

through a series of communication episodes. The interactions’ unfolding showed the 

fabrication of change in their turns of talk, how the team proposed and negotiated change, 

and ultimately how the team made decisions and followed through during the next 

meetings. The interactions during the virtual meetings happened verbally, with emojis to 

express expressions, while one person was speaking and raising hands (although the last 

two were not as consistently used). In addition, participants were observed during the 

weekly leadership meeting, which included the president, vice president, treasurer, 

secretary, past leadership, and staff member.  
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Limitations and Delimitations  

Qualitative research allows specificity in place of generalizability (Creswell, 

2012), which means that the explicit focus on a single case could certainly limit the cross-

analysis to another case study. However, Wolcott (2008) posited that the more time a 

researcher spends with his or her participants, the more he or she will understand their 

subjective experiences. The short-term period of this study, six meetings, limited the 

depth of understanding that would have been provided by doing a more longitudinal 

study (Gehman et al., 2018). To be cognizant of bias and limit the misinterpretation of 

data, I sought support from peers, faculty, dissertation committee members, and scholars 

in the field.  

After each video observation, I kept field notes for reflection, as well as analytical 

memos and methodological memos, to identify changes and biases as they arose. In 

addition, the field notes allowed documentation of my interpretation compared to the 

participants’ interpretations (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 2000), including any 

emotion-laden experience that arose from experience (Dirkx, 2014). Through efforts for 

continuous introspective reflection, credible, ethical, and trustworthy research can be 

achieved with the hope of valuable contributions to the field of organizational 

communication and change.  

Definitions of Key Terms  

Agency: Capacity to act or do something. While the notion of agency has historically 

been attributed to humans and humans only (see, for instance, Giddens, 1984; 

Emirbayer & Mische, 1998), this notion has been extended by CCO scholars to 

acknowledge the contribution of various forms of actors, whether these actors are 
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texts (Cooren, 2004), technologies (Cooren et al., 2012), or even emotions 

(Cooren et al., 2012).  

Appeal: Understood as “asking someone or something else to speak in one’s name or act 

in one’s place—when a ventriloquial figure speaks or acts for an interactant” 

(Basque et al., 2022, p. 215).  

Authority and authorship: Increasing authority consists of “multiplying authorship of 

an utterance or action, thereby strengthening one’s authority—when a 

ventriloquial figure speaks or acts with or next to an interactant” (Basque et al., 

2022, p. 215).  

Communicative constitution of organizations: Characterized by the claim that 

communication is not something that only happens within organizations or 

between organizational members; instead, communication is also the process 

whereby organizations are constituted (Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 

2014). 

Continuous organizational change: “When one change is introduced, another is needed, 

and often that change required undoing something the previous change had 

accomplished” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 8). 

Figures: Defined as “being made to do or say something by someone or something else” 

(Nathues et al., 2021, p. 1461).  

Legitimacy: Using the legitimacy-as-process lens, defined as “an interactive process of 

social construction … that occurs between multiple social actors, particularly 

those seeking or opposing change” (Suddaby et al., 2017, p. 452). Legitimacy is 

not an inherent property of an organization but rather a perception held by 
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external audiences and shaped through continuous communication practices 

aimed at aligning organizational actions, values, and identities with the 

expectations and norms of stakeholders (Cnossen & Bencherki, 2023).  

Organization: “A network of intersubjectively shared meanings that are sustained 

through the development of a common language and everyday social interaction” 

(Walsh & Ungson, 1991, p. 60). 

Organizational communication: The “process of creating and negotiating collective, 

coordinated systems of meaning through symbolic practices oriented toward 

achieving organizational goals” (Mumby, 2013, p. 15).  

Power: Dynamics constantly negotiated and contested through interactions within the 

organization (Brummans et al., 2014).  

Teams: “Individuals interacting adaptively, interdependently, and dynamically towards a 

common and valued goal” (Salas et al., 2000, p. 341).  

Temporality: Conceptualized as “time is not something that organizations or individuals 

‘have’ or ‘manage’; rather, it is something that is constituted through 

communicative practices and enacted in ongoing interaction” (Putnam & 

Nicotera, 2009, p. 29).  

Virtual teams: “Geographically distributed in which collaborations rely on technology to 

communicate and cooperate” (Morrison‑Smith & Ruiz, 2020, p. 2). 

Ventriloquation: Phenomenon by which various figures are made present when humans 

and other-than-humans speak on their behalf (Cooren, 2010, 2020; Cooren et al., 

2012).  
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Vent: One that “makes someone or something do or say something, it animates a dummy 

to speak” (Nathues et al., 2021, p. 1461).  

Summary  

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the study and virtual teams as the study 

context. The problem statement discussed the need for alternative perspectives, such as 

the communicative constitution of organizations and the idea of continuous change, 

which offers an understanding of how communicative activities contribute to change on 

an ongoing basis. More specifically, the study aimed to understand the role of 

communicative activities throughout continuous change processes and how virtual teams 

change through communication.  

The study is significant for theory by providing insight into how communicative 

activities are enacted continuously rather than serving only as a tool during organizational 

change and how these activities further the continuous change processes in virtual teams. 

The study’s implications for practice relate to how communicative activities contribute to 

continuous change and help organizational members understand the type, nature, and 

timing of communication to facilitate change as a continuous process within their virtual 

teams. 

The chapter concluded with a discussion of the methodology using a single case 

study with a ventriloquial approach, which involved collecting data using archives 

(artifacts and document analysis) and video-based observation. The next chapter dives 

deeper into the perspective of organizations as both nouns and entities as well as verbs 

and processes, followed by a discussion of the communicative constitution theory, 

including the Montreal School, and the continuous organizational change model.   
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CHAPTER 2: 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter lays the theoretical foundation of the communicative constitution of 

organizations (CCO) approach and the continuous organizational change model. The 

literature review first addresses the view of organizations as entities vs. processes and 

introduces the perspectives of communication and change as processes. The second 

section discusses organizational communication, including the CCO theoretical 

framework, the Montreal School of Organizational Communication, and the ventriloquial 

metaphor. The third section discusses change as a process and organizational change 

models. The chapter concludes by discussing inferences for the current study.  

Search Strategies  

The selection of literature for this review consisted primarily of peer-reviewed 

journal articles written in English after 1951. Organizational communication literature 

moved from a functionalist paradigm up to the 1970s to a hermeneutic approach that 

consists of examining organizations as dynamic and constitutive (Deetz, 1982). Multiple 

books and library searches were conducted using the Internet search tool from the 

Gelman Library at George Washington University. The search spanned multiple 

databases of journal articles, books, and dissertations using the following tools as the 

primary databases: ABI/ Inform Complete Plus, Communication, Mass Media Complete, 

Business Source Ultimate, ProQuest Dissertations, and Google Scholar. Secondary 

databases included JSTOR, Education Source, PsycINFO 1887-Current, ERIC, and 

Emerald Library.  
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The literature selected for this study represents a mix of both seminal and 

contemporary views on CCO and continuous change. Therefore, the following search 

terms and combinations were applied, and this section was continuously updated as the 

literature review progressed: 

● Communicative constitution of organizations (CCO): [“linguistic turn” OR 

“metaphor” OR “language” OR “narrative”] AND [“organizational 

communication” OR “organizational discourse”] AND [“organization theory” OR 

“partial organization”] AND [“process” OR “organizing” OR “verb”] AND 

[“ventriloquism” OR “ventriloquial”] AND [“turn of talk” OR “conversations” 

OR “interactions” OR “speaking” OR “performative”] AND [“text” OR 

“documents” OR “graphs” OR “tables”] AND [“sociomateriality” OR 

“materialized” OR “materiality” OR “relational ontology”]  

● Communication and continuous change: [“communication” OR “internal 

communication” OR “organizational communication” OR “workplace 

communication” OR “internal public relations” OR “two-way communication” OR 

“symmetrical communication”] AND [“organizational change” OR “continuous 

change” OR “change initiatives” OR “change processes” OR “change failures” OR 

“resistance to change” OR “commitment to change”] AND [“evolutionary” OR 

“revolutionary” OR “discontinuous”]  

● Change and communication: [“Change-related communication” OR “change 

communication” OR “change communication models”] AND [“process” OR 

“organizing” OR “continuous”] AND [“metaphor” OR “social change” OR 
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“institutional change” OR “organizational change”] AND [“conceptual metaphor” 

OR “sensemaking” OR “meaning making”] 

● Virtual teams: [“teams” OR “virtual teams” OR “remote teams” OR “tele-teams” 

OR “online teams” OR “digital teams”]  

Setting the Stage 

The Greek poet C. P. Cavafy evoked Homer’s Odyssey in arguing the importance 

of life’s journey over the destination in his highly regarded work, Ithaka. The poet 

referred to Ithaka as the journey that gives individuals the experiences, knowledge, and 

wisdom to make meaning in life. The metaphor of Ithaka applies to understanding how 

organizing takes place as a process. The central views in organization studies are 

organizations as entities consisting of things and organizations as processes or the 

concept of organizing (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). 

Organizations as entities or nouns characterize organizations as stable and fixities, while 

organizing is regarded as a verb or process, implying a form of social practice 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2019). The two perspectives differ and offer a partial understanding 

of organizations (Rescher, 1996; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005).  

Barley and Kunda (1992) characterized the evolution of managerial thought as the 

movement of a pendulum that swings from one side to the other. The authors 

characterized organizations as being conceivable by the rhetoric of design and the 

rhetoric of devotion. The rhetoric of design emphasizes rational control and the view of 

organizations as machines and a puzzle for the manager to solve as a technical problem. 

For example, Fredrick Taylor’s scientific management argued for rational control, where 
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the question of organizing work was regarded as a technical problem with canons of 

science informing solutions (Barley & Kunda, 1992).  

In the rhetoric of devotion, organization as an entity is viewed as a collective, “a 

locus of shared values and moral involvement” (p. 384). Thanks to the contributions of 

Barley and Kunda (1992), our understanding of organizations has shifted from a techno-

rational view of organization to a sociocultural one. The contrasting ways of 

understanding organizations as stable entities and processes stem from the rhetoric of 

design and devotions. Researchers who view organizations as stable entities consider 

these collectives as “a reified, three-dimensional phenomenon with height, depth, and 

breadth, occupying a relatively-fixed space and manifesting an interior and an exterior” 

(Smith, 1993, p. 12). On the other hand, the verb and process view of organization points 

to the ongoing or organization-in-the-making view (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004; Weick, 

1979). The views presented by Barley and Kunda (1992), who consider organizations as 

either forms of control or devotion, and the subsequent notions of organizations as 

containers versus processes offer a different understanding of organizations.  

In addition, Rescher (1996) traced the distinction between organizations as 

entities vs. processes to the philosophical difference between ancient Greek pre-Socratic 

philosophers Democritus and Heraclitus. On the one hand, Democritus viewed the world 

as made of stable things that remain more or less the same. On the other hand, Heraclitus 

regarded the world as a process by arguing that things come to existence due to 

fluctuating and ever-changing activities. Democritus’s view of stability was evident in 

much of the 19th and 20th centuries, where most organization scholars viewed 

organizations more as stable entities than as processes (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). 
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Nonetheless, during this time, the process view was notable among pragmatic scholars 

such as William James and John Dewey, as well as process philosophers (Rescher, 1996). 

This study’s ontological positioning focused on organizing as a verb and process. 

Social psychologist Karl Weick’s (1979) organizing model has influenced the field in 

perceiving organizations as patterns for the past 50 years (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020). 

The process ontological perspective implies thinking of phenomena as in motion, 

unfolding over time and becoming. Scholars interested in process theorizing thus seek to 

understand and explain the world in terms of interlinked events, activity, temporality, and 

flow rather than variance and relationships among dependent and independent variables 

(Langley et al., 2013).  

Theoretically, this study adopted a CCO perspective, which suggests that 

communication constitutes organization (Schoeneborn et al., 2019). Drawing from 

Dewey’s (1916/1944) pragmatic emphasis, this approach amounts to pointing out that 

“society not only continues to exist by transmission, by communication, but it may fairly 

be said to exist in transmission, in communication” (p. 5). CCO scholars thus take 

inspiration from Dewey’s point to capture the following ontological move: “Instead of 

just envisaging communication as something that happens in organization, the CCO 

movement paradoxically proposes to study how organization happens in communication” 

(Cooren et al., 2017, p. 513).  

Conceiving of communication and organization as processes also acknowledges 

the material dimension of communication (Cooren, 2020). For CCO scholars, everything 

that exists has, by definition, a material dimension, a position that amounts to two 

premises: (1) materiality is a property of all (organizational) phenomena and (2) studying 
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these phenomena implies a focus on processes of materialization, that is, ways by which 

various beings come to appear and make themselves present throughout space and time. 

The premises are essential because they present how human beings should also be 

understood as media through which other beings communicate, whether the latter are 

policies, ideologies, passions, situations, organizations, other people, or ecosystems. 

(Cooren, 2018, 2020).  

Process Ontological Stances  

This study aimed to understand the process of change that occurs through 

communicative activities. From a constitutive viewpoint, communication “does not 

merely express but—importantly—creates social realities” (Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 

484). The Montreal School and CCO more broadly study both organization as process 

and entities (Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2016). In empirical studies, CCO 

scholars propose switching the unit of analysis from the individual social actors to the 

communicative practices as the constitutive elements of organizational activities. For 

example, Wilhoit and Kisselburgh (2015) studied the phenomenon of bicycle commuting 

to understand the material traces that constitute organizing without focusing on specific 

individual actors. These scholars found that collective actions among the bicycle 

commuting group emerged as a form of “spatial resistance” (p. 581) to reclaim spaces 

and infrastructures dedicated to car drivers and pedestrians.  

Like communication, the ontological distinctions that can be mobilized to study 

change consider the organization either as a noun and stable entity or as verbs and 

processes. Depending on these two epistemological perspectives, organizational studies 

thus define change in two ways. The first is “an observed difference over time in an 
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organizational entity on selected dimensions,” and the second is “a narrative describing a 

sequence of events on how development and change unfold” (Van de Ven & Poole, 2005, 

p. 1280). The first definition uses a variance theory method where change is a dependent 

variable with a set of independent variables (Mohr, 1982; Poole et al., 2000). The 

perspective that views organizations as stable entities thus conceives changes as a 

dependent variable to explain “a change driven by deterministic causation, with 

independent variables acting upon and causing changes to independent variables” (Van 

de Ven & Poole, 2005, p. 1381). In contrast, the second definition posits how change 

unfolds in the temporal sequence of events and is often associated with a process theory 

where change events occur in narrative forms (Poole et al., 2000; Tsoukas, 2005; Van de 

Ven & Poole, 2005). 

This section on the two ways of conceiving of organization (either as a noun and 

stable entity or as a verb and process) explains the key difference between these two 

perspectives. The study is embedded in the perspective of organizing as a process, which 

provides a more comprehensive understanding of organization, as discussed in the first 

paragraph. The following section discusses the literature on organizational 

communication, including its history and definitions, the CCO framework, and other 

models including that of the Montreal School.  

The Literature on Organizational Communication  

History  

The discussion in this section focuses on the history of communication in the 

United States and acknowledges that other histories of communication exist in other 
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countries and regions of the world. As a discipline, communication began in the United 

States in 1917 with a focus on the study of persuasion and speech instruction (Keyton, 

2017). The discipline was influenced by John Dewey and Sigmund Freud between the 

1920s and 1940s, as communication scholars mainly focused on understanding speech 

and personality. Dewey’s (1916/1944) famous pragmatic claim, quoted above, according 

to which “society not only continues to exist by transmission, by communication but it 

may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication” (p. 5), shows the influence 

the seminal thinker continues to have in communication. (The quote will be discussed in 

more detail in the CCO section.)  

In the 1940s, communication scholars were inquisitive about understanding work 

groups and team structures, a fascinating phenomenon that communication scholars, 

especially those in the management space, continue to study (Keyton, 2017). This decade 

also saw the growing popularity of organizational communication as a field to understand 

and find a solution for organizing individuals in workplace settings efficiently and 

effectively (Keyton, 2017). Organizational communication was conceptualized and 

practiced during this time from the perspective of individuals as rational beings who 

apply formal logic to their work (Barley & Kunda, 1992). The mechanical metaphor of 

organization influenced how communication was understood and practiced. The 

perspective of organizing as a process also acknowledges that communication is one of 

the phenomena within organizational life, thereby setting boundaries for organizations.  

Then in the 1980s, influenced by interpretive and critical approaches, 

organizational communication research weaved in different ontologies, epistemologies, 

and research methodologies to conceptualize communication as having a constitutive role 



28 

in organizational phenomena (Putnam & Pacanowsky, 1983). In this regard, 

organizational communication was defined as the “process of creating and negotiating 

collective, coordinated systems of meaning through symbolic practices oriented toward 

the achievement of organizational goals” (Mumby, 2013, p. 15). This definition was the 

working definition used in this study.  

Definitions 

As briefly mentioned, different disciplines and scholars influenced the 

communication field to embrace different philosophical perspectives. Although 

fascinating, the diverse ways communication has been understood also create a challenge 

in finding one definition. In a seminal work, Craig (1999) argued to reconstruct 

communication theory as a “dialogical-dialectical field” to unify different 

communications models and theories by proposing a constitutive metamodel of 

communication. The practical approach engaged seven main traditions in dialogue and 

debate to show the idea’s practicality, although critics highlighted its epistemological bias 

(Bergman, 2012; Craig, 2015). Different definitions of communication represent the 

individual, dyadic, group, and organizational levels of analysis, while other definitions 

represent metaphorical perspectives. Some have situated communication to address the 

symbols that create and disseminate messages, and others refer to communication’s 

internal and external components. Selected definitions of communication are discussed 

below and are summarized in Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1 

Definitions of Communication  

Communication 

feature 

Year and  

author Definitions 

Metaphors and  

perspectives 

Communication Shannon & 

Weaver 

(1964) 

“Fundamental problem of communication is that 

of reproducing at one point either exactly or 

approximately a message selected at another 

point” (p. 3). 

Mechanistic 

metaphor; 

conduit model 

Weick 

(1979) 

“The processes which create, maintain, and 

dissolve social collectives, … these processes 

constitute the work of organizing, and … the 

ways in which these processes are continuously 

executed are the organization” (p. 1). 

Process 

perspective; 

constitutive 

organizing  

Mumby 

(2013) 

“Vehicle, or conduit, through which thoughts and 

knowledge about the world can be expressed and 

shared” (p. 18). 

Mechanistic 

metaphor; 

conduit model  

Mumby 

(2013) 

“Dynamic, ongoing process of creating and 

negotiating meanings through interactional 

symbolic (verbal and nonverbal) practices, 

including conversation, metaphors, rituals, 

stories, dress, and space” (p. 14). 

Process 

perspective; 

constitutive, 

organizing  

Internal 

communication 

 

Frank & 

Brownell 

(1989) 

“The communications transactions between 

individuals and/or groups at various levels and in 

different areas of specialization that are intended 

to design and redesign organizations, to 

implement designs, and to co-ordinate day-to-day 

activities” (pp. 5-6). 

Tactical / 

communication 

as a tool 

perspective  

Cornelissen 

(2004) 

“All methods (internal newsletter, intranet) used 

by a firm to communicate with its employees” (p. 

189).  

Tactical / 

communication 

as a tool 

perspective 

Cheney & 

Christensen 

(2001) 

“Employee relations, statements of mission and 

organizational development” (p. 231). 

Intersecting 

with external 

communication 

External 

communication  

Tankosic et 

al. (2017) 

“The exchange of information both within the 

organization itself and outside the organization.” 

Intersecting 

with internal 

communication 

Corporate  

communication  

Argenti 

(1996) 

“Image and identity, corporate advertising, media 

relations, financial communications, employee 

relations, community relations and corporate 

philanthropy, government relations and crisis 

communications” (p. 77). 

  

Organizational  

communication  

Mumby 

(2013) 

“The process of creating and negotiating 

collective, coordinated systems of meaning 

through symbolic practices oriented toward the 

achievement of organizational goals” (p. 15). 

Process 

perspective; 

constitutive, 

organizing  

Strategic  

management  

Tucci & Roy 

(2022) 

“The ongoing planning, monitoring, analysis and 

assessment of all necessities an organization 

needs to meet its goals and objectives” (p. 1). 

Process 

perspective; 

constitutive 
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Communication theories have undergone several alterations and modifications. 

Early research was dominated by scientific management and a positivistic approach, in 

which communication was regarded as separate from organizations and a conduit of 

information (Deetz, 1982; Mumby, 1993). For instance, in one of the most influential 

communication models of the 20th century, Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver 

developed a sender and receiver model, which was developed in the Bell Telephone 

Laboratories. The two engineers developed a model to address telephonic issues, named 

“noise,” by identifying three communication problems: technical, semantic, and 

effectiveness (Shannon & Weaver, 1964). This quantifiable model was meant to improve 

communication and became extremely popular (Mumby, 2013).  

According to this perspective, communication was defined as a “vehicle, or 

conduit, through which thoughts and knowledge about the world can be expressed and 

shared” (Mumby, 2013, p. 18). In addition, engineers viewed communication as a 

technical problem in which the “fundamental problem of communication is that of 

reproducing at one point either exactly or approximately a message selected at another 

point” (Shannon & Weaver, 1964, p. 3). Nevertheless, certain management scholars 

began to criticize the conduit model for introducing ambiguity in the interpretation of 

communication acts and the process of meaning-making by message recipients. 

Additionally, they argued that this model downplayed the significance of communication, 

portraying it as a casual activity that demands minimal effort (Axley, 1984).  

Through a significant shift, communication studies moved from a hyperfocus on 

external communication, commonly referred to as public relations, to incorporate internal 

communication (Cornelissen, 2008). As internal stakeholders demanded more 
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transparency and information, communication practitioners looked inward to their 

internal communication practices (Welch & Jackson, 2007). Internal communication, also 

called employee communication, internal relations, and staff relations, positioned 

employees as key stakeholders (Argenti, 1996; Page & Parnell, 2019; Welch & Jackson, 

2007) whose views have to be taken into account. With regards to internal 

communication, scholars tend to cite Frank and Brownell (1989), who defined it as “the 

communications transactions between individuals and/or groups at various levels and in 

different areas of specialization that are intended to design and redesign organizations, to 

implement designs, and to co-ordinate day-to-day activities” (pp. 5-6).  

This definition has been used to refer to communication as a critical element in 

organizations (Berens et al., 2005), as a field of practice within organizations, and as the 

interactions that take place between managers and their teams (Smidts et al., 2001). 

Another definition of internal communication was offered by Cornelissen (2004), who 

categorized it as “all methods (internal newsletter, intranet) used by a firm to 

communicate with its employees” (p. 189). This definition highlights the need to consider 

the media, channel, and message content by which communication takes place. 

However, the above definitions of internal communications did not take into 

account the strategic management goals of organizations (Welch & Jackson, 2007). 

Strategic management is the “ongoing planning, monitoring, analysis, and assessment of 

all necessities an organization needs to meet its goals and objectives” (Tucci & Roy, 

2022, p.1). This definition centers on internal communication as one of the critical 

features of organizations, although not the central phenomenon by which organizations 

exist and function. Scholars and practitioners also started understanding that effective 
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corporate communication depends on a strategic internal and external plan that involves 

different stakeholders (Men, 2014).  

In this regard, Freeman (1984) defined stakeholders as “any group or individual 

who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the firm’s objectives” (p. 25). From 

the stakeholder perspective, communication with internal stakeholders is classified 

according to four interrelated levels: leadership, day-to-day routine, department/divisions, 

and project teams such as committees (Welch & Jackson, 2007). Identification of 

different internal stakeholder groups leads to strategic messaging based on who 

communicates, to whom, in what way, and with what channel, and leads to the question, 

for what purpose? Cheney and Christensen (2001) argued, however, that internal and 

external communication are not mutually exclusive and categorized internal 

communication examples as related to employee relations, mission statements, and 

organizational development. The authors used examples of an internal email forwarded to 

individuals outside of organizations, making the email an external form of 

communication. Their caution is essential in recognizing the fluidity between internal and 

external communication.  

Most communication and management scholars in external or internal 

communication, strategic management, and corporate communication tend to define 

communication as one of the many activities occurring within organizational walls and as 

a tool for information transfer (Schoeneborn et al., 2019). The following section 

introduces the CCO view, which positions communication as a central phenomenon 

through which organizations exist and function.  
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Communication as Constitutive of Organizations  

In the United States, from the 1980s, communication scholars and, to some extent, 

practitioners, shifted to a hermeneutic approach examining organizations as dynamic 

(Deetz, 1982) and communicatively constituted (Cooren et al., 2012). This interpretive 

perspective, sometimes called social constructionism (Mumby, 2013), argues that 

organizations are constituted through members’ interpretations. This perspective defines 

communication as the “dynamic, ongoing process of creating and negotiating meanings 

through interactional symbolic (verbal and nonverbal) practices, including conversation, 

metaphors, rituals, stories, dress, and space (Mumby, 2013, p. 14). The meaning-centered 

notion in the definitions suggests communication as a basic process through which 

organizational members make sense of their environment. This perspective also focuses 

on how people create social realities. This interpretive approach has profoundly shaped 

organizational communication, especially in the 1980s (Pacanowsky & Putnam, 1983). 

From this perspective, organizational communication is defined as the “process of 

creating and negotiating collective, coordinated systems of meaning through symbolic 

practices oriented toward the achievement of organizational goals” (Mumby, 2013, 

p. 15).  

The CCO approach can be defined, in some aspects, as being in continuation with 

and, in other aspects, in rupture with the interpretive approach, gaining wide attention in 

theoretical and empirical studies. North American scholars chiefly developed this theory 

and later branched into European organizational studies, including the working group 

“Organization as Communication,” which operated from 2015 to 2020, and the current 
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working group “Communication, Performativity and Organization” at the European 

Group of Organizational Studies. 

Communication as a Process  

Schoeneborn, Kuhn, and Kärreman (2019) posited that CCO scholarship has 

made contributions to management fields in three ways: (a) it introduced a processual 

ontology of organizations from a communicative perspective; (b) it defined organizations 

as primarily rooted in communicative activities; and (c) it demonstrated the critical role 

that artifacts, texts, and technology play in constituting organizations. In the first 

contribution, the CCO scholarship engineered a significant shift in communication 

perspective, developing a processual ontology of organizations as constituted through 

communicative accomplishments. Notable works include Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen, and 

Clark (2011) and Taylor (2011). Second, CCO scholarship highlighted the organizing 

properties of communication, shifting the perspective of communication as a tool through 

works such as Kuhn (2008). The third contribution concerns the formative and 

communicative role of texts, technologies, and artifacts in organizational settings. This 

contribution is more connected to the Montreal School of Organizational Communication 

(Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2014) and is discussed in subsequent sections.  

Finally, the fourth contribution is in the nascent stages of research, and it is 

concerned with treating organizations as neither a noun nor a process by focusing on the 

organizationality of loose and fluid social collectiveness. Wilhoit and Kisselburgh (2015) 

suggested a broad definition of organization as collective actions or as an adjective and 

defined it as the “similar aggregated actions (communicative or otherwise) which interact 

and overlap to create some result which would not be possible without the scale of many 
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actors” (p. 576). The organizationality viewpoint typically studies social phenomena 

outside formal organizational walls and argues that collective organizational actions can 

emerge anywhere in the broad social world, such as among empirical studies in bike 

communities (Wilhoit & Kisselburgh, 2015). 

CCO scholarship broadens the ontological perspective of communication and 

organizations from “what is an organization?” to “how is organizing accomplished?” 

and “what makes communicative practices more or less organizational?” This 

scholarship’s contribution also introduces three dimensions based on these ontological 

questions. First, CCO scholarship can view organization as a “noun” or “entity.” Second, 

it can view organization according to an organizing perspective, labeled as a “verb” or 

“process” dimension. Finally, the third dimension, the most nascent in research, is 

organizations as organizationality, regarding it as an adjective or attribute (Hernes & 

Weik, 2007; Schoeneborn et al., 2019, pp. 477-480).  

Smith (1993) identified three critical relationships between communication and 

organizations. The first feature is containment, which regards the organization as 

containers of communication with set boundaries. Similar to the CCO scholarship’s 

notion of the organization as a noun or entity, the containment view also tends to regard 

communication as one of the tools used in organizations. The second category, 

production, views communication and organization as discrete processes that shape one 

another. The production notion views the relationship as “either through interactions that 

formed organizations or through organizing that shaped communication, or from the two 

processes that coproduced each other” (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2015, p. 376). In the third 

category, Smith depicted communication and organization as equivalent. In other words, 
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the equivalency hypothesis establishes that communicative constructions are a form of 

organizing (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2015).  

Smith’s (1993) typology has been critiqued for being too deterministic, 

particularly in the notion of equivalency. For example, Fairhurst and Putnam (2004) 

argued for a grounded-in-action orientation, which considers that “organizations 

emerged from associations among actors and objects whose institutional origins carried 

traces of past organizing or laminations of successive logics, routines, and sensemaking 

that constructed organizations through layered accounting practices” (p. 377). Compared 

to Smith (1993), the contribution of this perspective is that organizations are conceived as 

an ongoing flow of social interactions.  

Much of the CCO focus has been on the tension between communication and 

organization as a noun or entity (Nicotera & Mahon, 2013; Schoeneborn et al., 2016). On 

the other hand, the communicative constitution of organizing is more concerned with 

how “certain forms of talk and text foster or perform practices of organizing” 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 490). In this regard, the organizing agenda is interested in 

how organizing is done through communicative activities or processes and what makes 

communicative practices more or less “organizational” (Schoeneborn et al., 2019).  

Mead (1934) emphasized that communication is a social activity where a gesture 

made by one organism and their response to that gesture make up communication as an 

entire social act. For Mead (1934), “gestures become significant symbols when they 

implicitly arouse in an individual making them the same responses which they explicitly 

arouse, or are supposed to arouse, in other individuals, the individuals to whom they are 

addressed” (p. 47). In addition, Elias (1991, 2000) posited that individuals and groups 
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participate in processes with widespread consequences that are not foreseen as they 

interact in local situations. This notion shows the paradoxical process of interactions and 

communication in a nondeterministic way that is the basis of human identity emergence 

and formation (Stacey et al., 2000).  

The CCO perspective has been criticized for its tendency to make overarching 

ontological claims without adequately distinguishing between different types of 

communication that contribute to organizational formation (Bisel, 2010). Furthermore, 

the perspective offers vague responses to the question of what sets organizations apart 

from other social entities like movements or communities (Sillince, 2010). It is worth 

noting that these criticisms of the CCO perspective were raised approximately a 

decade ago when the paradigm was still in its early stages of development. It is 

essential to acknowledge that the CCO perspective has evolved since then, and 

subsequent research and scholarship may have addressed or refined these initial 

criticisms. 

By asserting that organizations exist through communication, the CCO 

scholarship acknowledges the role that verbal, nonverbal, textual, and mediated 

communication play in organizing processes (Ashcraft et al., 2009). Notably, the 

Montreal School (discussed in more detail later in this chapter) emphasizes the critical 

role human and other-than-human agencies play in the constitution of organizations. 

Human agency is relational and “always involves capacities of other beings and things” 

(Cooren, 2018, p. 142).  
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CCO Schools of Thought 

First, the heterogeneous CCO movement incorporates three primary schools of 

thought: The Four Flows Model (McPhee & Zaug, 2000), Luhmann’s (2018) Theory of 

Social Systems, and the Montreal School of Organizational Communication (Putnam & 

Nicotera, 2009; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). The Four Flows School, influenced by 

structuration theory and represented by Robert D. McPhee, posits that the communicative 

constitution of organization results from four essential flows of communication, which he 

identified as institutional positioning, self-structuring, membership negotiation, and 

activity coordination (Bruscella & Bisel, 2018; McPhee & Zaug, 2000; Schoeneborn et 

al., 2014). The second school, Luhmann’s Theory of Social Systems, represents a form of 

“radical constructivism” by emphasizing social systems and environments with minimal 

focus on individual agency (Schoeneborn, 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). Finally, the 

Montreal School, represented by James Taylor, François Cooren, and several other 

scholars, is influenced by pragmatism and relational epistemology (Cooren et al., 2012; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2014).  

Table 2.2 highlights key aspects of each school of thought. The following 

paragraphs provide a high-level introduction to the first two schools of thought: the Four 

Flows Model and Luhmann’s Theory of Social Systems. Following this, a section 

addresses the Montreal School in more detail, concluding with a discussion on 

ventriloquism, the ability to make other beings speak and act.  
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Table 2.2 

CCO Theory and Schools of Thought with Related Empirical Studies  

 

CCO theory Montreal School 

Theory of 

Social Systems 

Four Flows 

Model 

Ontology Reality constituted 

via 

communication 

Relational Radical 

constructivist  

Duality of 

structure 

Epistemology  Communication is 

the primary form 

by which 

organizations are 

constituted 

Subjects and 

objects act upon 

each other  

Observer’s 

knowledge is 

constructed in 

self-referential 

ways  

Observer depends 

on established 

knowledge (often 

institutionalized) 

and its practical 

feasibility 

Communication 

as a 

phenomenon 

Interactive, 

dynamic, and 

acknowledges that 

the view of one-to-

one transferability 

of information is 

not the only way 

of understanding 

communication 

Relational 

between human 

and other-than-

human agencies 

Self-

reproducing 

process of 

meaning 

negotiation  

Symbolic 

interaction 

between actors 

Material/other-

than-human 

agency 

General 

acknowledgment 

of the constitutive 

nature of other-

than-human 

agencies  

Heavy 

acknowledgment  

Rejects other-

than-human 

agencies acting 

on their own 

but 

acknowledges 

they are part 

of the 

organizational 

environment 

No 

acknowledgment 

(considers that 

agency is a 

specifically 

human property) 

 

The Four Flows Model 

The Four Flows model regards communication as mutually enacted through 

symbolic interactions between different actors (Schoeneborn et al., 2014). Its ontological 

and epistemological assumptions are based on the notion of the duality of structure, 

which is the idea that social structures are the medium and outcomes of human agency. 

The methodology is a middle point between the Montreal School and Luhmann’s (2018) 
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social systems, explicitly using critical discourse-focused and ethnographic methods 

(Bruscella & Bisel, 2018). Theorized by McPhee and Zaug (2000), the Four Flows school 

of thought posits that organizations are constituted through four communication 

processes: self-structuring, membership negotiation, activity coordination, and 

institutional positioning. 

This model has been used empirically to understand communicative activities in 

nonorganizational contexts. For example, Henderson (2017) conducted a qualitative 

study on residential areas as organizations to derive insights into the role that 

communication plays in constituting a community within a neighborhood of Strathcona, 

Canada. Using McPhee and Zaug’s (2000) Four Flows framework, the study defined 

constitutive communication as verbal, nonverbal, textual, and mediated forms through 

which formal organization is constituted. In addition, the study conceptualized 

neighborhoods as a social and particular unit, including the residents as social actors 

involved in the four communication processes. Other studies using the Four Flows 

framework have observed the interaction between Air Force maintenance squadrons 

(Browning et al., 2009) and the constitutive role of communication in land ownership in 

Mexico (McPhee & Iverson, 2009).  

The limitation of the Four Flows model tends to be its focus on a top-down 

approach. Similarly, scholars from the Montreal School approach have argued that 

organizations should be conceived as rooted in (dis-)local relations, a position that leads 

them to adopt a bottom-up approach by emphasizing the contributions of human and 

other-than-human agencies (such as documents) (Schoeneborn, 2011). Another limitation 

of this perspective (see Bruscella & Bisel, 2018; Henderson, 2017) is the assumption that 
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only human agencies constitute organizations. This model thus disregards the agency of 

things like documents and text and their key role in the constitution of organizations. 

Luhmann’s Theory of Social Systems 

German sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1995) saw communication as a critical 

element in social systems. The perspective regards humans and other-than-humans as part 

of an organization’s environment rather than perceiving them as constituting the 

organization (Schoeneborn et al., 2014). For instance, according to Luhmann’s theory, 

communication serves the purpose of describing an object or symbolically conveying 

information, as seen in the use of red cards on a soccer field.  

This Theory of Social Systems also argues that decision-making is the form of 

communication that defines organizational systems. According to Luhmann (2018), 

decisions have a paradoxical nature (Seidl & Becker, 2006) to the extent that any 

decision implies the existence of at least two alternatives, while deciding precisely 

consists of claiming that, in fact, there was no real alternative, hence the paradox. 

Decisions constitute for Luhmann a key aspect of organizations, as once they are made, 

decisions become the premises of subsequent decisions, which ultimately structure how 

an organization is constituted (Schoeneborn, 2011; Seidl & Becker, 2006).  

Montreal School of Organizational Communication 

Traditionally, organizations are viewed as relatively stable entities that are made 

up of artifacts, buildings, competitive advantage, and strategic goals. The CCO 

perspective offers a different viewpoint on how organizations can be understood and 

studied. According to the Montreal School, organizations are conceived as emerging in 

interactions (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Cooren et al., 2011; Nathues et al., 2021; Schoeneborn 
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et al., 2014). To address the notion of “organization,” Taylor and Van Every (2000) set 

forth communication as the essential modality for the constitution of organization. They 

explained how organization can simultaneously be both local and global, and how these 

properties, which give organization continuity over time and across geographically 

dispersed situations, also manifest in the day-to-day human interpersonal exchange.  

They define communication as both the site and surface of organization, which 

they related to the notions of conversation and text. Communication is regarded as a site 

because organization emerges and is sustained through conversations. However, as 

Taylor and Van Every (2000) pointed out, conversation alone cannot account for the 

organizational phenomenon. Organization also has to be recognized by its members, and 

there has to be a representation of its existence so that organization transcends the 

localness of everyday action. This representation is achieved through text, which they 

considered the organization’s surface. Although the text and conversation approach is 

sometimes considered outdated, it was central in the creation of the Montreal School. The 

reason is that conversations and text are not the only phenomena that constitute 

organizations, as other artifacts such as images, graphs, tables, technologies, and 

buildings also constitute organizations.  

Taylor (2011), the founder of the Montreal School, posited that communication 

involves interactions and transactions. According to the Montreal School, the process of 

co-orientation “occurs as people ‘tune in’ to one another as they engage in the 

coordinated activity; as they do so, actors draw upon (and are simultaneously drawn upon 

by) the multiplicity of agents and figures that participate in organizing” (Cooren et al., 

2011, p. 1155). Compared to the other two CCO schools of thought, the Montreal School 
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also establishes the importance of other-than-human agency in organizational processes. 

For instance, it insists on the role reports, policies, and contracts play in the constitution 

of organizations.  

As mentioned above, the performative characteristic of CCO helps us understand 

the constitutive nature of communication and relational ontology between agents. For 

example, organizational-wide change initiatives such as implementing a new human 

resources system are components that organizational leaders attempt to control; however, 

the constitutive aspect of the new change is negotiated, interpreted, and discussed among 

organizational agents (Cooren et al., 2011; Mumby, 1987). By insisting on the co-

oriented nature of communication, CCO suggests that meaning is emergent and ongoing. 

Using a human resources system implementation as an example, it is clear that the 

meaning generated by different agents is not isomorphic, as more agents in different roles 

engage with the change. For instance, Jones and colleagues (2008) conducted a web 

survey involving 400 employees from medium-sized and large corporations in the United 

States. The survey revealed that employees in different hierarchical positions had varying 

interpretations and negotiations of communication within the context of change. While 

executives initiated the communication surrounding the change, employees at different 

levels of the hierarchy engaged with the message in different ways, highlighting the 

dynamic and ongoing nature of communicative activities. However, it is worth noting 

that this type of study, which relies on surveys, has limitations. A CCO approach, on the 

other hand, would typically focus on examining how a specific understanding of this 

change is revealed through the detailed analysis of interactions. 
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In transactional frames, organizational actors are identified by their roles, as 

humans or other-than-humans, roles that represent the organization in authoritative ways. 

Kuhn (2008) built upon the importance of power by insisting on the role authoritative 

texts play in the constitution of organizations. More specifically, Kuhn (2012) showed 

that an authoritative text “portrays the relations of authority and criteria of 

appropriateness that become present in ongoing practice” (p. 553). In organizations, some 

texts play an authoritative role in representing the organization as a whole and in 

expressing its identity and culture. Thus, authoritative texts “become actors in their own 

right, guiding and shaping the conversations that comprise the practice of organizing” 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 483).  

The concept of authoritative text is also used to investigate the process of 

organizing that transcends a single organization to the public domain. Porter and 

colleagues (2018) observed an online discussion forum on climate change in the 

Netherlands where skeptics engage with one another. Created by the Dutch government, 

the online forum was intended to bring together different perspectives on climate change 

following a public argument on the legitimacy of the science behind the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. As there was no single authority similar to 

the ones found in a formal organization, the study highlighted that authority is achieved 

through members inscribing their interest with the collective decision, which the authors 

labeled authoring. The study shows how organizing is accomplished through 

authoritative text in which members negotiate to form alliances to strengthen their 

collective trajectory. This notion raises the question of who is constituting what; in a later 
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section, the concept of ventriloquation, the ability to make one speak for the other, is 

discussed in more detail.  

Other-than-human agencies and their influence in constituting organizations 

distinguish the Montreal School from the other two schools, particularly from Luhmann’s 

(2018) Social Systems Theory (Cooren et al., 2012; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). Empirical 

studies have examined interactions in team meetings to understand this type of agency. In 

particular, meetings are everyday and commonplace practices that constitute 

organizations. For example, Miranda (2019) investigated how a small English language 

program negotiated interactions in team meetings. This qualitative research used 

discourse analysis to investigate verbal and nonverbal interactions that were then 

converted into policies and procedures.  

Although the Montreal School has received significant attention in scholarship 

compared to the Four Flow Model and the Social Systems Theory (Bruscella & Bisel, 

2018), it has also received criticism. For instance, McPhee and Zaug (2008) questioned if 

all communication types are constitutive, mainly when organizations engage with their 

members and nonmembers. This argument raises an interesting point about what defines 

organizations, such as corporations, in comparison with a haphazardly gathered crowd. 

Blaschke et al. (2012) also critiqued the Montreal School’s primary focus on analyzing 

single communicative events, arguing that it may lead scholars to overlook the 

emergence of organizations as larger entities formed through these events. To address 

this concern, the authors proposed a communication-centered social network analysis 

methodology that aligns with the underlying assumptions of the Montreal School. In this 

approach, communication events become the central nodes of the network, while 
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individual ties serve as connections between these events. From their argument, this 

inverted network analysis allows for the study of organizations as they communicatively 

unfold, aligning with the aim of CCO scholars to understand organizations as processual 

entities. Despite the criticism, the proposed communication-centered social network 

analysis methodology suggested by Blaschke et al. (2012) provides a valuable 

perspective that enables studying organizations as they emerge through communicative 

processes. Nonetheless, the Montreal School offers a unique way of holistically 

understanding how human and other-than-human agents influence organizing and 

intricacies of communicative practices. 

Montreal and Other Language Theories  

The Montreal School is the dominant perspective within CCO, and it shares 

similarities and differences with other language-centered approaches such as 

organizational discourse analysis, root metaphors, and narratives and storytelling. The 

similarities and differences between CCO and the three premises are explained below.  

Organizational Discourse  

Organizational discourse is concerned with the use of text as a critical driver of 

organizational dynamics and examines how “social reality is talked into (or out of) 

existence through conversations and documents” (Schoeneborn et al., 2019, p. 479). 

Alvesson and Kärreman (2011) termed “discourse” as “specific language use in context 

but also with a concern for broader themes” (p. 574), and they employed Ashcraft, Kuhn, 

and Cooren’s (2009) definition of material agencies as “sites, objects, and bodies” (p. 

574). Organizational discourse also posits that there are two types of discourse, which are 
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called “small d” and “big D” discourse (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000, 2011; Fairhurst & 

Putnam (2001).  

Fairhurst and Putnam (2001) defined discourse in lowercase as “the study of 

words and signifiers, including the form or structure of these words, the use of language 

in context, and the meanings or interpretations of discursive practices” (p. 79). The 

“talking things into existence” focus of organizational discourse analysis is more 

concerned with “small d” discourse, while the focus on institutionalized bundles of text is 

focused on “big D” discourse (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000). The “big D” discourse 

analysis corresponds to Foucault’s notion of discourse and aims to understand systems of 

thought, assumptions, and types of language (Schoeneborn et al., 2019). Here the notion 

of text goes beyond written documents to encompass talking, visual representations, and 

cultural artifacts (Grant et al., 2007; Marroquin, 2011). 

From a discourse perspective, organizational communication is defined as the 

“process of creating and negotiating collective, coordinated systems of meaning through 

symbolic practices oriented toward achieving organizational goals” (Mumby, 2013, p. 

15). The symbolic practices in the definition refer to verbal and nonverbal ways of 

communicating. Organizational discourse aims to understand socially constructed 

realities by examining language, text production, distribution, and consumption (Hardy, 

2001; Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). Language from a discourse perspective is 

conceptualized as “differentiating, fixing, naming, labeling, classifying and relating—all 

intrinsic processes of discursive organization—that social reality is systematically 

constructed” (Chia, 2000, p. 513). Organizational discourse focuses on discourse, that is, 

on how it is organized and what it is doing. It is important to note that asking what 
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discourse is doing is a very different theoretical question than focusing on how it 

represents ideas and objects (Deetz, 1982).  

Like CCO and the Montreal School, organizational discourse is also interested in 

how social realities are talked into existence through figures, including the power and 

conflict to control what is said into existence (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). 

Schoeneborn, Kuhn, and Kärreman (2019) explained that the critical difference lies in 

how the Montreal School perceives the performative role of other-than-human agencies 

(i.e., places, objects, and bodies). In contrast, organizational discourse suggests that 

agency is vested in discourse or language and the individual. The linguistic turn of the 

20th century emphasized the importance of language in constituting and maintaining 

organizations (Deetz, 2001). The organizational discourse perspective regards discourse 

and organizations as both products and producers, where both constitute one another 

(Deetz et al., 2004). The Montreal School attempts to further the understanding of 

language’s role in organizing (verb or process) and organization (noun or entity). It 

problematizes the “relationship between language and social reality and renders that 

relationship inherently processual, indeterminate, and conflict-laden” (Schoeneborn et al., 

2019, p. 478).  

Root Metaphors  

Metaphorical explanations for organizations or “root metaphors” focus on how 

humans understand or structure the world and create knowledge about it (Putnam et al., 

1996). Scholars and practitioners use metaphors and figurative speech to understand 

organizations and how these tropes help connect an entity to something similar to 

illuminate understanding. Examples of organizational metaphors include “machines,” 
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“living organisms,” “exchange systems,” “cultural groups,” and “theater” (Cornelissen, 

2005). Like scholars who study metaphors of organization, the Montreal School scholars 

accept the premise of metaphoric explanations. For example, Cooren et al. (2011) used 

ventriloquism as a metaphor. However, unlike root metaphors, the Montreal School is 

more interested in the “ontogenesis” of organizing and organization. Ontogenesis refers 

to the “coming into being” of organization through communicative activities. This notion 

moves away from treating metaphors as rhetorical and focuses more on actions in the 

process of organizing (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Cooren et al., 2011).  

Narratives and Storytelling  

The third language-centered approach that shares similarities with the Montreal 

School is a narrative and storytelling perspective. This perspective makes stories the 

central feature of how organizations are created and organizing is sustained (Schoeneborn 

et al., 2019). Narratives and storytelling assume that communication is driven by stories 

such as characters, morals, and plots that resonate with organizational members (Fisher, 

1984). Similar to CCO’s notion of coming to being of organization in communicative 

activities, narratives and storytelling are used to bring about organization and organizing. 

For example, organizations use storytelling to help employees make sense of and 

transform individual memory into institutional memory (Boje, 1991, 1995). However, the 

Montreal School is also interested in tensions, authority, power, and conflict to 

understand their consequences in organizing (Kuhn, 2012). Even though the narrative 

approach has been historically helpful for the CCO perspective, which shares tenets of 

storytelling, it is more about understanding action, primarily through Greimas’s work and 

the way he analyzed the functioning of narrative structures (see especially Cooren, 2000, 
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as well as Taylor & Van Every, 2000). The Montreal School questions the prevalence of 

narratives and storytelling more than other communicative activities such as texts, 

images, and graphics (Cooren, 2006).  

To summarize, the Montreal School furthers the understanding of other-than-

human agencies constituting social realities. It shares similarities with neighboring 

language-centered approaches: root metaphors, narratives and storytelling, and 

organizational discourse analysis. Its difference highlights the coming-into-being of 

organization and organizing, as well as the focus on conflict, tensions, and power.  

Ventriloquism  

The Montreal School approach problematizes two questions: Who or what is 

talking and acting? And What is talked about and acted on? (Nathues & van Vuuren, 

2022). The question of who or what is communicating addresses how additional voices 

are added in each communication, constituting organizing and organization. Cooren et al. 

(2012) argued that the act of ventriloquation is a constitutive aspect of any 

communication because of “our capacity to make other beings say or do things while we 

speak, write, or, more generally, conduct ourselves” (p. 5). This notion opens a different 

perspective on the classic view of communication by showing that humans keep speaking 

for or in the name of various beings, whatever their ontology (Cooren et al., 2012).  

Cooren’s (2010, 2020; Cooren et al., 2012) ventriloquial metaphor, which alludes 

to the ability to make other beings speak and act, suggests reciprocity between human 

and other-than-human agencies. The ventriloquial perspective also posits that the world is 

communicated into being through the contributions of various human and other-than-

human beings (Cooren, 2020; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013). Communication is, 
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therefore, a process by which various ideologies, cultures, languages, speech, rules, 

norms, etc., get ventriloquized, whether this is done consciously or unconsciously 

(Cooren et al., 2012). According to this approach, human actors, metaphorically 

conceived as ventriloquists, stage dummies to make them speak and act in specific 

situations. Since ventriloquists sometimes use the term “figure” to speak about their 

dummies (Goldblatt, 2006), this is also the term that Cooren used to speak about what or 

who is ventriloquized in a specific situation.  

Cooren (2010) also drew on Goldblatt’s (2006) notion of ventriloquism by 

arguing that “anything we are producing can, to some extent, retroactively affect us” (p. 

86). For example, the values and worldviews that we ventriloquize in a specific 

discussion can also be seen as ventriloquizing us by leading us to act and do things in 

specific ways. Similarly, in organizations, policies or mission statements are used to 

express what is presented as the single voice of the organization. Using the idea of 

ventriloquation raises the question of how an authoritative text is reciprocally constituting 

the actions of human agents.  

Ventriloquism is also understood as a show or performance act that requires 

preparations for the act and the settings in which the act should be executed (Christensen 

& Christensen, 2022). Since organizations do not have their voice as individuals would, 

they express themselves through the voice of others (Taylor & Cooren, 1997). 

Organizations can therefore be seen as “acted upon as much as they act” (Cooren, 2010, 

p. 22). However, Christensen and Christensen (2022), in their discussion on auto 

communication as a form of communication through which collectives are animated by 

their own constructs, cautioned against the influence of certain figures or dummies in 
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their constitutive power. This capacity is dependent on how participants are involved. 

While many figures may be invoked to describe a situation, some are likely to be 

considered more pertinent by reflecting on what matters to participants and what the 

situation seems to dictate or require (Christensen & Christensen, 2022, p. 5; Cooren, 

2020).  

In the context of organizations, a ventriloquial approach can thus be used to 

analyze situations and events where organizations are talked about or invoked into 

existence. In these contexts, the identified ventriloquial effects can be seen as resulting 

from how specific organizational elements or figures are invoked. For example, empirical 

studies have looked into ventriloquism as a specific performance act or show in which the 

figures invoked can have significant consequences for the organization in terms of how 

its stakeholders see it and how it commits itself to act in the future (Christensen & 

Christensen, 2022). The conceptualizing of ventriloquism as a show extends the 

metaphor as having a front side, where the act is accomplished, and backstage where the 

action is rehearsed and evaluated.  

Legitimacy  

The concept of legitimacy is a fascinating puzzle that prompts us to reflect on its 

attribution: Who has the power to decide what is considered “legitimate” and to what 

degree? This question looms over organizations of all sizes, industries, geographical 

locations, and maturity levels, presenting a paradox that permeates their daily realities. 

Indeed, the very essence of legitimacy lies in the eyes of those who wield the power to 

evaluate it, and these evaluations possess the potential to accumulate and shape the 
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collective disposition of the audience toward the organization in question (Baba et al., 

2021).  

In a seminal article, Suchman (1995) defined legitimacy as a “generalized 

perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate 

within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (p. 

574). This definition highlights the social and subjective nature of legitimacy, where it is 

based on shared understandings within a given context. Legitimacy is not a property 

owned by an organization, but rather a “generalized perception or assumption” held by 

external audiences. This audience can include diverse stakeholders like customers, 

regulators, the media, and the general public (Suchman, 1995).  

Suddaby and colleagues (2017) introduced three perspectives on legitimacy: 

legitimacy-as-property, legitimacy-as-process, and legitimacy-as-perception. Legitimacy-

as-property views legitimacy as a tangible attribute or resource possessed by an entity. 

Legitimacy-as-process focuses on the interactive nature of legitimacy, emphasizing the 

social interactions and processes involved in constructing legitimacy. Legitimacy-as-

perception sees legitimacy as a sociocognitive evaluation, where it is formed through 

perceptions and judgments made by individuals or collectives. The article further 

explored the actors involved in legitimacy construction and their roles. These include the 

legitimacy object (the entity being evaluated), the change agent (seeking to influence the 

evaluation process), and the evaluator (rendering legitimacy judgments).  

The authors also discussed how legitimacy can occur as a result of congruence 

between an organization’s manifestations and external expectations (legitimacy-as-

property), as a consensus among multiple actors in a social field (legitimacy-as-process), 
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or as a result of individual and collective cognition (legitimacy-as-perception). For this 

specific study, legitimacy-as-process appears more aligned, as it suggests that 

organizations must engage in continuous communication practices to establish and 

reinforce their legitimacy. This involves actively seeking to shape the perceptions and 

evaluations of stakeholders and the broader society by effectively communicating their 

values, actions, and contributions. 

In the CCO framework, legitimacy is not based solely on institutional rules or 

external norms, but is co-constructed through ongoing communication practices (Baba et 

al., 2021). Cooren and colleagues (2011) emphasized that legitimacy “is ultimately 

secured through processes of communication” (p. 1158), which are seen as dynamic and 

involving the negotiation and interpretation of organizational actions, values, and 

identities within the context of various stakeholders. To illustrate, organizations may 

strategically engage in communication efforts aimed at presenting themselves as 

legitimate. These efforts could involve showcasing their adherence to societal norms, 

ethical practices, or industry standards. Through these communicative activities, 

organizations aim to cultivate acceptance, trust, and recognition from stakeholders, thus 

contributing to their perceived legitimacy. By actively shaping and framing their 

narrative through communication, organizations seek to establish a sense of legitimacy 

that aligns with the expectations and values of their stakeholders.  

Drawing on the works of Ashcraft et al. (2009), Cooren (2018, 2020), and 

Cnossen and Bencherki (2023), which emphasize that communication is not just about 

transmitting messages but also about constituting relations and situations, this study also 

views legitimacy as a performative element. In this view, legitimacy is “less a matter of 
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describing pre-existing action to match a given norm than it is a matter of accomplishing 

that action in such a way that it constitutes a situation that sets its own expectations and 

in which it is legitimate” (Cnossen & Bencherki, 2023, p. 933; italicized in article). In 

this performative view, legitimation is not solely about describing pre-existing actions or 

conforming to given norms. Instead, it is about actively accomplishing actions in a way 

that creates a situation with its own expectations, which are perceived as legitimate.  

In the context of this study, the examination of the relational aspect of 

legitimation involves understanding the dynamics and interactions between various 

actors, both human and other-than-human. This perspective recognizes that legitimacy is 

not solely determined by human actions and communication but also takes into account 

how other-than-human-actors such as objects, technologies, or organizational structures 

can contribute significantly to the establishment and maintenance of legitimacy (Cooren, 

2020, Cnossen & Bencherki, 2023). These elements play a crucial role in shaping the 

situations and contexts in which legitimation occurs. For example, the presence of certain 

technologies or physical infrastructure can lend credibility and legitimacy to an 

organization or a process. By configuring these diverse actors, legitimation aims to align 

the situation with recognized norms, values, and expectations. This process involves 

actively organizing and coordinating human and other-than-human actors within a given 

context. It seeks to create a coherent and consistent narrative or representation that 

conforms to prevailing societal or organizational standards.  

Cnossen and Bencherki (2023) argued that legitimacy is achieved through a 

dynamic interplay between different sources of action in which actions are considered to 

be legitimate when the immediate author of those actions not only performs them but also 
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materializes the norms, values, or beliefs that co-author them. In this lens, when it comes 

to determining whether an action is seen as legitimate, there is a back-and-forth process; 

the person carrying it out not only performs the action itself but also embodies certain 

norms, values, or beliefs connected to it. This means the action is shaped by and reflects 

these shared ideas and standards. Instead of relying on external rules or frameworks to 

judge legitimacy, the authors suggested that we look at how people’s words and actions 

bring together different factors to create a specific situation where the action is 

considered legitimate. In other words, legitimacy is not just about following rules but 

actively contributing to the context and shaping what is acceptable. By considering how 

people talk about things and the physical aspects of their actions, we can better 

understand how legitimacy is formed.  

In their empirical study, Cnossen and Bencherki (2023) explored the concept of 

legitimacy in the context of art organizing, specifically focusing on festivals and 

performances. They argued that art organizations face a paradox in that they need to 

break norms to generate artistic innovation while also being perceived as “acceptable” by 

society to survive in their institutional environment. The authors highlighted that the 

legitimacy of art is dependent on exogenous norms and societal acceptance. They 

discussed how the legitimacy of art has traditionally relied on discourse and institutional 

frameworks. However, they suggested that legitimacy should also be understood through 

the lens of relationality, materiality, embodied action, and sensory experiences that are 

inherent to artistic practices.  

For this study context, power, temporality, and authority are important constructs 

to discuss regarding their relation to the question of legitimacy (Chapters 4 and 5 dive 
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deeper into explicit connection with the study.) In the Montreal School of Organizational 

Communication, power is understood as a fundamental element in constructing 

organizational reality. Power is seen as intertwined with communication processes and 

practices, shaping how meanings are constructed, negotiated, and distributed within 

organizations (Brummans et al., 2014). It operates through discursive practices, where 

specific individuals or groups exert influence over others by defining what is considered 

legitimate knowledge, controlling access to resources, and setting the boundaries of 

acceptable discourse.  

This approach emphasizes that individuals or hierarchical structures do not solely 

hold power but are also embedded in organizations’ discourses, language, and 

communication patterns. It recognizes that power dynamics can be negotiated and 

contested through interactions, and that different actors can exercise power in various 

ways depending on their position, expertise, and discursive strategies. In addition, 

temporality refers to the understanding that organizational processes and phenomena 

unfold over time. The Montreal School approach thus acknowledges that organizations 

are not static entities but are constantly evolving and shaped by historical, present, and 

future-oriented communicative practices. Temporal aspects such as narratives, 

storytelling, and the construction of organizational histories play a role in how 

organizations make sense of their past, present, and future and project their identity and 

goals.  

Scholars have shown that the traditional bases of authority, such as hierarchical 

position and expertise, are eroding in today’s fluid and fragmented work environments 

(Bourgoin et al., 2020). They have proposed a performative perspective on authority, 
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emphasizing its practical, relational, and situated nature. To illustrate their argument, they 

conducted a 6-month autoethnography of a consulting assignment, providing rich insights 

into how authority is achieved in such contexts. The authors identified two mirroring 

processes, what they call activation and passivation, through which relations are 

leveraged or downplayed to shape the situation and guide collective action. On the one 

hand, activation involves building relationships, establishing rapport, and creating 

connections with team members, thereby enhancing their authority and influence. By 

investing time in getting to know team members personally and showing genuine interest 

in their ideas and concerns, the leader gains trust and followership.  

On the other hand, passivation strategies involve intentionally downplaying 

personal influence to avoid undermining the authority of other team members. The leader 

may step back in certain situations, allowing others to take the lead and acknowledging 

their expertise, fostering a sense of shared authority and promoting collaboration within 

the team. Bourgoin and colleagues (2020) also highlighted that authority is not solely 

dependent on individuals but also involves artifacts and abstract entities. The findings of 

the study contribute to the understanding of authority as a relational phenomenon, 

shedding light on the sociomaterial dimension of authority in organizations. Authority, 

according to the Montreal School approach, is not solely associated with formal positions 

or hierarchical structures but is understood as constituted communicatively and 

negotiated. Hence, authority is produced and maintained through communication 

practices that confer legitimacy and control over knowledge, decision-making, and 

actions within an organization.  
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In conclusion, legitimation is a dynamic and performative process that goes 

beyond mere description and conformity. It involves ongoing processes of 

communication, negotiation, and co-construction. Legitimacy is not an inherent property 

of an organization but rather a perception or assumption held by external audiences and 

shaped through continuous communication practices aimed at aligning organizational 

actions, values, and identities with the expectations and norms of stakeholders. 

Legitimacy is co-constructed through interactions with diverse actors, both human and 

other-than-human, within specific contexts.  

The performative nature of legitimacy emphasizes the active accomplishment of 

actions that create situations with their own expectations, perceived as legitimate. The 

dynamics of authority and legitimacy involve relational processes, where individuals 

activate or passivate their influence and leverage sociomaterial elements to shape 

collective action. Understanding legitimacy requires considering the interplay of norms, 

values, beliefs, and embodied action within the context of societal acceptance and 

institutional frameworks. By examining the relational and material dimensions of 

legitimacy, scholars gain insights into how organizations navigate the tension between 

breaking norms for innovation and conforming to societal expectations for acceptance 

and survival. Overall, legitimacy is an ongoing and socially constructed phenomenon that 

requires active engagement and strategic communication to establish and maintain it in 

today’s complex and dynamic organizational environments. 

Summary  

In summary, this section covered the organizational communication literature and 

the evolution of this literature from functionalist to constitutive paradigms. It also 
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discussed the shift to internal communication, focusing on employees as vital 

organizational stakeholders. The section on communication as constitutive of 

organizations discussed the ontological shift regarding communication as more than a 

tool used in organizations. CCO scholarship claims that the process of organizing takes 

place in communication, an idea that was introduced by three schools of thought within 

the CCO scholarship: the Four Flows Model, Luhmann’s Theory of Social Systems, and 

the Montreal School of Organizational Communication. This study is embedded within 

the Montreal School.  

The Montreal School and language section discussed the similarities with 

neighboring language-centered approaches: root metaphors, narratives and storytelling, 

and organizational discourse analysis. The Montreal School difference highlights the 

coming-into-being of organization and organizing, the focus on other-than-human actors, 

and the key role of legitimacy. The following section discusses the literature on change 

models by briefly introducing linear change models used for planned change as well as 

the idea of continuous change from the perspective of process ontology as an alternative 

perspective to understand how virtual teams evolve throughout time.  

The Literature on Organizational Change Models 

This study defines continuous change as “when one change is introduced, another 

is needed, and often that change required undoing something the previous change had 

accomplished” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 8; emphasis added). The study aimed to understand the 

key role that communicative activities play in legitimization processes in the context of a 

virtual group. The research site navigated change to legitimize itself as a recognized 

organization to increase active membership and receive resources and funding. Since the 
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CCO approach and the continuous change perspective have developed different concepts 

and methodologies, continuous change is used as the background of the study, and virtual 

teams as the context.  

The following sections discuss the different perspectives researchers have used to 

study organizational change, followed by a discussion of change as a continuous process. 

This part of the literature review concludes with a discussion of the differences between 

linear and continuous change models.  

Perspectives of Organizational Change  

Organizational change has been studied from many perspectives using various 

methods. In a seminal work, social psychologist Lewin (1951)1 introduced three states of 

change labeled the force-field analysis—unfreezing, moving, and refreezing—to explain 

the sustainability of change. In this analysis, change is assumed to result when two 

forces—driving and restraining—are no longer creating equilibrium, which means that 

the organization has to return to a new balance, called “quasi-stationary equilibrium.” 

This three-step model for change paved the way for understanding how change occurs, 

the role of change agents, and the implementation of change, although the model is 

critiqued for its oversimplification of change and does not fully consider the fluidity and 

complexity of organizations (Cummings et al., 2016).  

Emery and Trist (1960) approached organizations as sociotechnical systems by 

outlining two main components, namely the people who work for the organization (social 

 
1
 Although the three-step change model is widely credited to Lewin, recent publications have pointed out 

the foundational significance of the development of the model after Lewin’s death, a development that was 

carried on by other management and human relations scholars. Emerging ideas call for revisiting the 

original work for newer ways of understanding change (see, for example, Cummings et al., 2015). 
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element) and the technology and machines they use to do their jobs (technical element). 

The sociotechnical systems emerged from a field project in World War II reconstruction 

of the British coal mining industry by the Tavistock Institute (Emery & Trist, 1960). By 

recognizing the social and technical elements as interdependent components, the authors 

acknowledged the need for organizational change to consider both aspects. The 

understanding of organizations as sociotechnical systems implies that changes in 

technology or machinery should be accompanied by changes in the social aspects of the 

organization, such as work processes, job roles, and interactions among employees. 

Similarly, changes in the social dynamics within the organization may require 

adjustments or advancements in the technological infrastructure. Emery and Trist’s 

(1960) approach highlights the importance of aligning social and technical elements 

during organizational change processes. Neglecting one aspect while focusing solely on 

the other can lead to imbalances, resistance, or inefficiencies. Thus, their work 

emphasizes the need for a holistic approach to change management that addresses both 

the social and technical dimensions of organizations. 

Katz and Kahn (1978) introduced the conceptualization of organizations as open 

systems, which posits the relationships between organizations and their environment. The 

revolutionary idea of open systems is encompassed in systems theory, an interdisciplinary 

shift in understanding organizations as a whole (Checkland, 1997; Mele et al., 2010; 

Weinberg, 2001). An open system approach assumes that organizations can acclimate to 

changes in environmental conditions irrespective of internal information processing (Katz 

& Kahn, 1978). Since then, organizational change has been studied from different 
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viewpoints, such as inputs or outputs, triggers of change, strategic change management, 

stage and resistance to change, and the nature of change.  

In the 1980s, scholars in management further developed the underlying 

assumption of organizations as open systems. For example, Chin and Benne (1989) 

extended the concept of open systems by looking at individual motivation to implement 

successful change efforts, particularly from power and coercion perspectives, which they 

labeled self-interest, personal values, and fear. March (1981) argued that organizations 

depend on their environment and questioned Katz and Kahn’s (1978) notion of change as 

a mechanistic process. March (1981) argued that “understanding organizational change 

requires discovering the connections between the prosaic and the poetic in organizational 

life” (p. 575). In this regard, March (1981) proposed perspectives for interpreting 

organizational action during change, including solving problems, experiential learning 

from previous change efforts, learning from other organizations or “contagions,” and 

regenerating organizational actors through turnover and new employees.  

Other scholars have categorized change in terms of alpha, beta, and gamma 

magnitudes, particularly the size of change individuals experience (Golembiewski et al., 

1976). In their organizational change theory and research review, Armenakis and Bedeian 

(1999) identified five joint change efforts: content, contextual, process, criterion, as well 

as affective and behavioral responses to change. Employee and managerial sensemaking 

has also been studied as an outcome of change (Luscher & Lewis, 2008; Mantere et al., 

2012; Weick, 1995).  

Glick and Huber (1993) posited that organizational change occurs essentially 

through the action of environmental forces and top management. Environmental forces 
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enjoin organizations to adapt to complex and challenging environmental needs, and top 

management act as a “source of change, an inhibitor of change, interpreter of the 

organization’s environment or manipulator of the organization’s environment” (p. 9). 

Glick and Huber (1993) suggest that organizations that survive and remain competitive 

navigate successfully between environmental and top management forces. As the 

literature on organizational change evolved, newer perspectives emerged to understand 

how the shift between the two forces occurs.  

In addition, by conducting an interdisciplinary review of about 200 articles on 

change, Van de Ven and Poole (1995) recognized four perspectives that capture the 

overarching frameworks. The four change processes are categorized by their generative 

mechanisms or motors: teleological (planned change), evolution (competitive change), 

dialectic (cognitive change), and life cycle (regulated change). The literature defines 

planned change from different angles; most commonly, it is conceptualized as purposeful 

and deliberate efforts by organizations to reach the desired stage as opposed to change 

that is due to environmental or uncontrollable forces (for definitions, see Chapman, 2002; 

Porras & Robertson, 1987; Porras & Silvers, 1991). This view of change as a linear 

process that occurs straightly and linearly incorporates the assumptions of complex 

cause-and-effect relationships (Franklin & Streeter, 1998). However, change in 

organizational life is “messy and complicated” (Bloom, 2000, p. 2). Alternatively, 

scholars in the field have proposed other perspectives, such as the continuous change 

perspective, to study the nature of organizational change and the theoretical foundations 

used as guidance (Burke, 2002; Pasmore, 2015).  
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Change as a Continuous Process  

One alternative view in organizational change perspectives calls for recognizing 

change as a process or continuous phenomenon. Continuous change moves away from 

the view of linear and single-focused change introduced by Lewin (1951) and adopted by 

practitioners such as Kotter (1996), which views change as a single event process. 

Continuous change in organizations is defined as a “series of overlapping, never-ending, 

planned and unplanned changes interdependent, difficult to execute, and either cannot or 

should not be ignored” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 8). This definition emphasizes the process of 

change that is continuous and interconnected. The notion of change as a process can also 

describe the dynamics of groups and individuals. For example, a family as an 

organization would be considered through the ongoing patterns of relationship between 

members, where the family is in a “continual process of iteration in which it is 

perpetually constructing itself” (Stacey et al., 2000, p. 32). Understanding the family as 

emergent and not a predesigned system is consistent with the process understanding of 

change.  

Viewing organizations as living systems, Weick (1979) referred to the interlocked 

behaviors and organizing of social systems to describe how organizing occurs through the 

connection between and among two or more people. In this organizing process, Weick 

(1979) underscored the need to focus on processes and the importance of this dimension 

to living systems. He emphasized the existence of a progression from one process to the 

next and the fact that these processes overlap and blend. By identifying four 

characteristics of interdependencies essential to a complex living system, Weick (1979) 

argued that these change processes overlap and come together to create multiple 
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combinations of self-formed process patterns designed to anticipate and respond to the 

environment in which they function. He further maintained that more than one process is 

active at any given time and that the “speed” with which the organizing process adapts to 

environmental conditions varies (p. 145). This perspective supports that living systems’ 

processes, such as organizations, are synchronous, nonlinear, and nonisolated.  

The continuous change perspective suggests that change is an evolution occurring 

gradually and inherently in the process of organizing (Weick & Quinn, 1999). It assumes 

that organizations are often in a state of slow, continual, incremental, and cumulative 

movement. It has also been referred to as nonrevolutionary (Miller & Friessen, 1982, 

1984) and, in some cases, suggests independence among organizational units in an 

adaptation to specific local and environmental needs (Cyert & March, 1963). As 

described above in the definition of continuous change, the perception of change as a 

process acknowledges that organizational changes can be a mix of planned and 

unplanned responses to other changes rather than strategic efforts (Burke, 2002; 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Van de Ven & Huber, 1995; Pasmore, 2015). As a result, 

Miller and Friessen (1982) argued that organizations should be “constructed to ensure a 

complementary alignment among structural variables” (p. 870). Continuous change is 

characterized by short and small episodes of change in which inertia leads to normality 

(Vaughan, 1996), competency traps (Levinthal & March, 1993), or even temporal 

milestones (Gersick, 1994).  

Metaphors used to describe continuous change include those built around the 

ideas of improvisation, translation, and learning (Weick & Quinn, 1999). Improvisation 

occurs when the gap between planning and implementation is narrowed, where the 
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translation is through adoption and editing. The learning metaphor in continuous change 

implies a range of skills and knowledge that is altered rather than a specific action, as 

well as the idea that a change is not just a substitution but could also include 

strengthening existing skills. In addition, Vaill (1996) coined the metaphor ‘permanent 

whitewater’ to describe the complex nature of continuous change as an intense and 

dynamic process. The recurrent acts of improvisation, learning, and alteration of ideas 

explain the ongoing process of continuous change, as when a new change initiative is 

introduced, another initiative is needed to undo or improve a previous change effort.  

The complexity of studying change as a process is also due to the temporal 

connections among various events and the dynamic nature of processes (Van de Ven & 

Poole, 2005). In continuous change, “each shift in practice creates the conditions for 

further breakdowns, unanticipated outcomes, and innovations, which are met with more 

variations. Such variations are ongoing; this change process has no beginning or end 

point” (Orlikowski, 1996, p. 66). Using the process perspective of change, empirical 

studies apply direct observations, multiple case studies, and archival analysis (Langley, 

1999; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). The goal of the in-process study is versatility, which 

is the “degree to which it can encompass a broad domain of developmental patterns 

without modification of its essential character” (Poole et al., 2000, p. 43).  

Organizational Change Models  

As the adage goes, change is the only constant, whether in the workplace or in 

one’s personal life, making it a necessity in the process of life. Unfortunately, both 

scholarship and practice show that planned organizational change initiatives fail at a rate 

of 60% to 70%, which has remained the same since the 1970s (Ashkenas, 2013; 
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Ewenstein et al., 2015; Kotter, 1996). Other recent studies indicate that the failure rate of 

planned organizational change may be as high as 93% (Decker et al., 2012). It is 

problematic and fascinating why this failure has happened steadily for the past 50 years. 

Pasmore (2015) argued that planned change models follow a linear notion of how a single 

change occurs. However, the reality of everyday organizational life in navigating change 

is messier than a linear view. For example, as organizations pivoted to remote work due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, they were not presented with linear and straightforward 

ways to respond to the evolving change presented by the pandemic. Thus, continuous 

organizational life change shows up as “when one change is introduced, another is 

needed, and often that change required undoing something the previous change had 

accomplished” (Pasmore, 2015, p. 8, emphasis added).  

The discussion of continuous change from planned change offers an 

understanding of the complexity of navigating change in organizations. The following 

sections introduce linear change models and how they have conceptualized organizational 

change, particularly communication about change. The section is not exhaustive but 

instead provides a high-level discussion of different linear process models and then 

moves to the discussion of continuous change. 

Linear Change Models  

Change processes are implemented to improve organizational effectiveness and 

address external challenges and quality of work (Chapman, 2002). The literature is often 

approached with prescriptive models targeted at senior managers and executives to 

implement planned organizational change successfully (Stouten et al., 2018). These 
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change process models often outline a sequence of steps considered applicable across 

various organizational change interventions.  

Three change process models are more commonly referenced in the literature than 

other models. The first is Lewin’s (1951) seminal three-step model, which was already 

presented: unfreezing, moving, and refreezing. The model originates from force-field 

analysis to understand the change process in organizations, and many change process 

models have roots in it (Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999). The limitations of Lewin’s (1951) 

model are its broad focus and rigid approach, particularly in the last step, and its focus on 

a top-down approach.  

The second model commonly referred to as change and embedded in the 

practitioner lens is Kotter’s (1996) eight-stage model, which denotes creating a sense of 

urgency, establishing the guiding coalition, developing a vision and strategy, and 

communicating the change vision. In particular, Step 2 of the model, building a coalition, 

promotes involving key employee stakeholders to ensure the success of a change effort. 

However, its limitations include its top-down approach in the formulation of vision and 

the fact that the model fails to offer ways to sustain change once it is implemented.  

The action research model is the third commonly mentioned change process 

model, typically top-down and characterized by data collection and diagnosis before 

change implementation. This model approaches planned change as a cyclical process, 

requiring collaboration between organizational members and organizational discourse 

practitioners, with a heavy emphasis on preliminary diagnosis and after-change action 

(Cummings & Worley, 2008).  
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Other prescriptive change models discuss communication as a necessary 

component during planned change. For example, Beer’s (1980) six-step change model 

includes accurate diagnosis, alignment of change with roles, communication of vision 

with stakeholders, implementation, institutionalizing change, assessment, and monitoring 

of change. Beer’s (1980) model emphasizes management and employees’ buy-in to 

improve and implement change, creating two-way communication. However, the model 

takes a linear approach of moving from one step to another. In addition, Cooperrider and 

Srivasta’s (1987) appreciative inquiry focuses more on the change recipient and 

improvement.  

As an organizational development intervention, appreciative inquiry was also 

discussed by Austin and Bartunek (2006) as dialogic, positive working elements from 

which employees can draw energy and build a consensus around positive working 

elements. Judson’s (1991) five-step model and Kanter and colleagues’ (1992) model 

emphasize that the one-size-fits-all approach does not work in change management and 

point out the importance of the diagnostic process. Similarly, Kotter’s (1996) eight-step 

model and Hiatt’s (2006) ADKAR model focus on communicating a vision, individual 

belief in change, and integrating change with organizational structures/processes as well 

as learning/training. 

Continuous Change Model 

Pasmore (2015) proposed a model for leading continuous change in organizations, 

using the ‘helicopter view’ metaphor to help leaders manage complex and continuous 

change. The four models or phases are discovering, deciding, doing, and discerning. 

Unlike linear change models, the four models co-occur to help leaders have a helicopter 
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view of change efforts within their organization. Also, although they are referred to as 

phases, the four actions are in constant interplay as continuous organizational changes 

play out, making them endless as long as the organization exists. For example, the first 

action, discovering, focuses on stepping back from the everyday routine of organizational 

life to scan and have a vision for the overall direction of the sum of the change efforts. 

The primary focus here is on what is happening outside the organization rather than 

internally to help leaders align their short-term goals with long-term organizational 

objectives. The discovery process also highlights the importance of developing metrics, 

milestones, and timeframes for different organizational change efforts.  

As leaders gain insights from their environment and align goals with 

organizational objectives, they may decide to continue the discovery process or 

simultaneously decide which change initiatives to implement. The second phase, 

deciding, is where guidance is developed that directs the work of change across the 

organization. In this phase, Pasmore (2015) emphasized diagnosing problems and 

focusing on the priority of change activities, which would help design a roadmap for the 

change: who, when, where, and how. In this process, leaders may return to the discovery 

process or simultaneously stay in the discovery and deciding phases. As change is 

constant, change is constantly being executed in the continuous change perspective, 

whether it is a new initiative or a former change implementation that has to be revised 

due to a new change. In this process, communicating and engaging different stakeholders 

are essential. Unlike the linear models, the continuous model emphasizes that 

communication around change is constant and does not begin or end in the third phase of 

doing. Pasmore (2015) called for tapping into the “collective intelligence of the 
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organization” to make the change process more efficient and faster (p. 42). In this phase, 

commitment to the change process is critical, with constant communication to engage and 

inspire different stakeholders throughout the four phases.  

The last phase, called discerning, is where organizations assess, learn, align, 

integrate, and respond proactively to the continuous change process. Pasmore (2015) 

emphasized that learning and assessment of feedback, including elements that challenge 

assumptions, are critical. Learning is even more critical in continuous change than in 

single-event change such as planned change because the change may not be repeated in 

single-change efforts. 

Summary  

This section covered the literature on organizational change and the evolution 

from Lewin’s (1951) force-field analysis to conceptualizing organizations as open 

systems. The organizational change perspectives were discussed as change occurs due to 

environmental forces and top management actions. Following this, the section discussed 

Van de Ven and Poole’s (1995) seminal work, which identifies four overarching 

frameworks to categorize the literature: teleological, evolution, dialectic, and life cycle. 

Finally, the perspective of change as a process was introduced as an alternative paradigm 

to study and understand organizational change. The continuous change model is aligned 

with the CCO perspective, as both are concerned with organizing and processes. 

Inferences for the Current Study 

Some inferences can be made that inform the current study. First, the perspective 

of organizations as entities or nouns characterizes organizations as stable and fixities, 
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while organizing is regarded as a verb or process, that is, as a social practice 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2019). The two perspectives are different and offer a partial 

understanding of organizations (Rescher, 1996; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). The 

ontological underpinning is critical to understanding how to study organizations. This 

study’s ontological positioning is of organization as a verb and process to understand the 

role of communicative activities throughout continuous change processes. Due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, virtual spaces are increasingly popular for accomplishing different 

tasks and provide an opportunity to study how virtual teams communicate and interact as 

they navigate continuous change. Part of this opportunity is also observing how virtual 

teams organize because little is known about how communicative activities appear in 

virtual environments. In virtual spaces, members can also use emojis and chat functions 

to share their opinions, adding another layer of interactions not easily afforded in in-

person contexts.  

Second, the literature on organizational change usually regards communication as 

a tool for managers to use or holds a limited view of the role of communication 

(Anderson, 2004). Alternative perspectives, such as the CCO perspective, provide an 

understanding of how communicative activities emerge in the complexity and messiness 

of organizational change. Empirical studies have used communicative activities to show 

how organizational reality is constructed through communication and how organizational 

change is accomplished discursively. For example, Ford (1999) proposed a shift in 

perspective by conceiving of organizational change as an unfolding series of 

conversations rather than a clearly defined objective reality where members leave one 

conversation to begin another.  
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Anderson (2004) also showed the role of texts in organizational change by 

investigating conversational and writing practices used by project team members at a 

high-tech corporation. As for Marroquin (2011), she described how organizational 

change is brought about through interactions. This study aimed to contribute to the 

literature by observing the role of communicative activities throughout continuous 

change processes, particularly in virtual settings. Observing interactions among members 

engaged in ongoing and evolving change offers a unique opportunity because “change is 

a phenomenon of time. It is the way people talk about the event in which something 

appears to become, or turn into, something else, where the ‘something else’ is seen as a 

result or outcome” (Ford & Ford, 1994, p. 759).  

The study is significant to theory in providing concrete examples of how 

communicative activities are used continuously rather than as a tool during organizational 

change, offering alternative perspectives on organizational communication and how it 

furthers the continuous change processes. The significance to practice is the increased 

understanding of how virtual teams interact and communicate as they navigate 

continuous change. Team development and learning opportunity could also occur as 

virtual teams interact, especially during strategic change, growth, crisis, virtual team 

culture, and virtual team communication.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODOLOGY 

The previous chapter introduced the literature on understanding the role of 

communicative activities throughout continuous change processes and how virtual teams 

change through communication. This chapter details the method used in the study. The 

chapter begins by discussing research orientation and three subjectivity I’s following 

Peshkin’s (1988) recommendation that subjectivity influences the researcher’s academic 

and professional journey. The third section discusses the study’s methodology by 

describing how the case is bounded and introducing ventriloquism as a method of 

analysis. Following this, the research design is detailed, including research site selection, 

data collection using archives (document analysis and artifacts) and videos, and data 

analysis. The chapter concludes with discussions of trustworthiness, potential limitations 

and delimitations, and human subjects considerations.  

Research Orientation  

About 25 years ago, Deetz (2001) pointed out that studies on how organizations 

communicate have often focused on making organizations work better and improving the 

tools they use. In traditional models of organizations, communication was viewed as a 

tool in economic accomplishment, which means that human interaction was usually not a 

focus. However, as the world became more virtual and global, members faced rapid 

social and organizational changes. This atmosphere required developing alternative 

research orientations characteristic of contemporary workplaces, as previous methods 

quickly become outdated. To Deetz (2001), organizational communication researchers 
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thus needed to “use communication conceptions aimed at increasing genuine 

participation rather than increased influence and control” (p. 51).  

Understanding alternative orientations requires finding new ways of organizing 

and understanding organizations. In this regard, the communicative constitution of 

organizations (CCO) perspective, particularly the Montreal School, proposes a relational 

ontology that offers an alternative orientation in understanding how communication is 

constitutive of organizations. For example, Cooren (2018) argued that we should talk 

about materiality and sociality as essential features of everything that exists. According to 

him, “Insisting on the sociality of anything amounts to focusing on the relations that 

sustain its existence and identity while insisting on its materiality consists of highlighting 

what this thing is made of, which also leads us to acknowledge its relationality” (Cooren, 

2018, p. 279).  

According to a relational ontology, communication is therefore understood as a 

materialization of relations, which means that humans are not alone in implementing 

those transformations. Other agents of different ontologies (e.g., documents, principles, 

emotions, technological devices) also play an essential role in this process, and notably, 

they contribute to the materialization of change.  

Subjectivity Statement  

The Dutch Post-Impressionist painter Vincent van Gogh once famously said, 

“The way to know life is to love many things.” This quote summarizes my curiosity 

about research topics and the reflexive process I took in my research in handling different 

philosophical tensions. As an emerging scholar-practitioner, I aimed to bring my study 

participants’ different and multiple realities to the findings. Creswell (2013) emphasized 



77 

that qualitative research is value-laden because of the researcher’s role as a primary 

instrument in data collection and analysis. The researcher’s values, interests, and 

reflexive work influence the researcher’s interpretation of data (Merriam, 2009). Thus, 

the researcher must identify and document subjective statements to have the participants’ 

emic perspective (Peshkin, 1988). The study was situated in two orientations: the primary 

one is the Western orientation in which the research is embedded, and a secondary 

orientation is African Indigenous knowledge. To use Hatch and Zilber’s (2012) metaphor 

of border crossing, I aimed to demonstrate how the two worldviews reflexively shaped 

the study.  

Three subjectivity I’s are identified and discussed following Peshkin’s (1988) 

recommendation that subjectivity influences the researcher’s academic and professional 

journey. The selected three (Heritage I’s, Scholar-Practitioner I’s, and Embodied I’s) are 

part of continuous introspective work in identifying subjectivity, and they likely evolved, 

with new subjective I’s emerging as the study progressed.  

Heritage I’s 

I was raised in a competitive environment where I was motivated to aim high and 

dream big. I was also encouraged to be humble and learn to develop myself. My learning 

motivation stems from a curiosity about communication, specifically humans and other-

than-humans, in their constitutive nature of organizations. My background, including 

ontological, epistemological, and axiological values, shaped my interactions with 

participants and my interpretations of the findings. I attempted to be a reflexive thinker 

and bring pluralistic views to my research because different paradigms influence people’s 

belief systems, assumptions, habits, and decision-making (Hart, 2010).  
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My worldview is a blend of the African Indigenous worldview and Western 

worldview in which the study is embedded. In dominant Western worldviews, alternate 

views, such as Indigenous ways of being, are often marginalized and regarded as 

secondary perspectives. Nevertheless, different worldviews offer alternative perspectives, 

and the tension between worldviews offers opportunities to bring new arguments and to 

think (Deetz, 2001; Hart, 2010; Pio & Waddock, 2020).  

My salient identity is my Ethiopian and Eritrean heritage as well as my 

upbringing in a collective culture. In African Indigenous moral theory, actions are related 

to harmoniously living with others and honoring collectivist relationships (Metz & Gaie, 

2010). This Afro-communitarian principle creates a reciprocal relationship between 

people, generating solidarity and collectivism. For example, Ubuntu described African 

ethics and the humanistic philosophy of reconciliation and collective oneness (Gade, 

2013; Metz & Gaie, 2010). Similarly, in Ethiopia, communal life or mahaberawi nuro 

(መሓበራዊ ኑሮ) emphasizes the mutual existence between communities and nature. My 

collectivist upbringing constitutes my subjectivity I’s (Peshkin, 1988) because I value 

collectivism over individualism, and I acknowledge that this subjectivity could discount 

those who prefer an individualistic culture.  

Practitioner-Scholar I’s 

My Western worldview is oriented toward relational ontology (Cooren, 2018). 

Although I am interested in diverse research topics and areas, my current practice 

problem is understanding the role of communicative activities throughout continuous 

change processes. The notion of communication is both an academic and practical 
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interest. My educational training in public relations and professional experience in 

communication and technology influenced my interest in the research topic.  

Embodied I’s 

Peshkin (1988) described identifying subjective I’s in the research process, 

including the emotions that arise throughout the research. I view the continued search and 

understanding of one’s subjectivity in research as helping develop an inner self-formation 

for reflexivity, self-inquiry, and community. Similarly, Dirkx (2014) argued that the 

different emotion-laden experiences inform inner feelings about the self to “develop a 

deeper, more differentiated and integrated sense of our inner selves” (p. 255). In addition, 

these experiences help individuals become aware of their unconscious side, which creates 

powerful positive or negative emotions. Although Dirk’s (2014) context of emotion-laden 

experience is more focused on cognition in work-related learning, the argument of 

understanding different emotions is applicable in conducting research. 

Methodology 

The study’s design was a single case study (Stake, 1995, 2005). The ventriloquial 

approach was mobilized to analyze data (Cooren, 2020; Cooren et al., 2012; Nathues & 

van Vuuren, 2022). The sections below provide a rationale for aligning a single case 

study and the ventriloquial approach used for this study.  

Single Case Study 

Stake (1995) warned that there is no single definition of a case study because it 

exists in other disciplines and practices outside of education and the social sciences. 

Furthermore, a case study design often includes individuals or groups where the case may 
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be preselected to understand a particularity of the case (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2010). On the 

other hand, researchers are puzzled that understanding the case is secondary to 

understanding a particular phenomenon (Stake, 1995). A case can be a person, an event, 

or a program that is described in depth, in detail, in context, and based on the whole 

perspective, not just components (Creswell, 2003; Yin, 1994). Case studies are often used 

to learn about unknown or less understood topics (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001).  

The study aimed to understand communicative activities within virtual teams as 

they collaborate to address organizational tasks and goals in the context of continuous 

change. The context of change bounded the case because the CCO framework assumes 

that organizations and organizational activities are constituted by communication. 

Therefore, it was imperative to bound the study within the context of continuous change 

to understand one phenomenon in everyday organizational life. In addition, a qualitative 

descriptive single case study helps to describe the constitutive dimension of 

communication in continuous organizational change. Qualitative researchers undertake 

qualitatively descriptive single case studies because an existing theory falls short of 

describing a phenomenon adequately or our understanding of the phenomenon is 

relatively nascent (Merriam, 2009). Stake (2005) noted that the primary focus of a 

descriptive case study is bounded systems, which serve as the focal point of the study. 

Therefore, a descriptive case study design appeared more appropriate for understanding a 

bounded system. Another alignment of the descriptive case study was its focus on a 

descriptive outcome and addressing questions based on theoretical constructs (Yin, 

2003).  
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Researchers use a single case design when the study is unique and involves 

illuminating the intricacies of the theory—in this case, that there is a link between 

constitutive communication and continuous organizational change (Stake, 1995; Yin, 

2003).  

The Ventriloquial Approach 

The idea of ventriloquism captures how multiple voices can be invoked, evoked, 

or convoked to define the nature of a situation (Cooren, 2018, 2020; Cooren et al., 2012; 

Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022). As a methodology, this approach illustrates “how people 

give voice to other beings—policies, missions, facts, persons, etc.—that can then be 

deemed as participating in an interaction” (Nathues et al., 2021, p. 1458). The approach 

conceives humans as both ventriloquists and dummies, and it is through their 

interventions that organizations come to exist through conversations and interactions. 

Humans can, for instance, invoke what a document says to achieve their goals and, in 

other situations, be seen as the dummies through which a document or an organization 

manages to speak. This conceptualization of ventriloquism, where humans can be seen as 

both ventriloquists and dummies, offers a new lens for understanding how 

communication constitutes organizational activities and what counts or matters in these 

activities.  

Ventriloquism as a metaphor helps us think about communication as a central 

dimension of organizational activities. A ventriloquial approach opens opportunities to 

dive deeper into how communication constitutes realities, meaning, and organizations. 

Using this method helps us understand the rich mechanisms by which ventriloquism can 

be used to study the everyday life of organizations. In the context of continuous change, 
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it offers exciting ways of capturing data on virtual teams’ communicative activities that 

contribute to continuous change. Nathues, van Vuuren, and Cooren (2021) developed the 

first methodological framework of ventriloquism for two reasons: to show how voices 

can be recognized in what organizational members say and to provide a systematic way 

to analyze them. Their methodological framework consists of four phases, namely (1) 

identifying vents and figures; (2) grouping and assigning activities; (3) relating; and (4) 

showing. They guide researchers on ways to mobilize the ventriloquial approach in 

empirical studies. A full description of how the study employed the four phases of the 

ventriloquial approach is provided in the data analysis section of this chapter.  

Research Design 

Research Site 

The research site was a human resource professional association chapter at a 

higher education institute in the United States. The association’s chapter comprises 

undergraduate students, graduate students, and alumni, including full-time staff members 

supporting the students. The chapter hosts weekly and biweekly meetings for its 

executive leaders, committee teams, and general membership. Due to restrictions 

imposed on in-person gatherings as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the chapter was 

uniquely positioned to be temporally recognized as a virtual organization. Starting in late 

2022, the association worked on strategies to be fully recognized as a legitimate student 

club to help it secure funding and other resources from the institution, such as career 

development and professional networking opportunities. Although the institution 

officially recognized the chapter as an official club, the legitimization work continued to 
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increase active membership, add new committee roles to expand leadership opportunities, 

and host virtual and in-person events.  

 The site afforded an ideal environment to help answer the research question and 

to observe members’ interactions as they improvised their work and learned as they 

responded to the evolving change they experienced. Data collection with the research site 

started in early March 2023. By the time data collection started, the student chapter had 

undergone a leadership transition, in which a new executive leadership team was elected. 

The first meeting that was video recorded was the first time the newly elected team met 

as a group, which allowed following how the team communicated and developed trust 

over time.  

Research Site Access 

The study’s primary purpose was to understand the role of communicative 

activities throughout continuous change processes and how virtual teams change through 

communication. Two factors were used for the selection criteria of the research site. The 

first criterion was an organization going through continuous change initiatives to explore 

change-in-the-making. Using Demers’s (2007) notion of studying change from the 

“internal dynamics that produce organizational change” (p. 192) positions the researcher 

to look at change as a continuous process from the inside (Marroquin, 2011). The specific 

internal dynamic for the study was the communicative activities in continuous change 

and how virtual teams change through communication. The second criterion was having a 

virtual team dispersed in different locations to accomplish tasks.  
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Participant Size Strategies 

The participant size selection strategy consisted of selecting a group of graduate 

student leaders and the full-time staff supporting them. The group met virtually to 

accomplish different organizational goals such as branding/marketing, recruiting new 

members, and providing professional resources to their members.  

Data Collection  

The study used video observations as the primary data collection method and 

archives as the secondary data collection method. Using both methods allowed for a 

multifaceted examination of communication and continuous change, as each method 

offered different types of data. For example, video observation was well suited for 

capturing ongoing actions and interactions in real time among the leadership team. On the 

other hand, the archives were ideal for reconstructing past decisions, such as the chapter’s 

constitution, and obtaining textualized information from the meetings. While each 

method had its advantages, each also had certain limitations, which are discussed in more 

detail in the limitations section. However, combining the two methods established 

credibility and trustworthiness and allowed for data corroboration (Bowen, 2009). 

Triangulating data allowed for a more reflexive approach.  

Video-Based Observations 

In recent years, video-based research has gained popularity as a means to access 

the everyday life of organizations, providing insights often missed in traditional 

ethnographic studies (Heath et al., 2013). It is an emerging method for studying 

organizations, particularly in “workplace studies,” where the focus is on organizational 
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activities in different settings, such as surgical rooms, control centers, and financial 

trading rooms (Engestrom & Middleton, 1996; Heath et al., 2000). The research site 

served as a different setting to capture how virtual teams interact and negotiate various 

organizational goals.  

The chapter hosted weekly executive leadership meetings on Microsoft Teams on 

Fridays between 1:00 and 2:00 pm. The video recordings of these meetings helped me 

understand how organizational members interact and how they “organize their conduct 

and make sense of each other’s actions for the practical purposes at hand” (Llewellyn & 

Hindmarsh, 2013, p. 1403). 

In addition, the video-based data collection method allowed me to gain a deeper 

understanding of organizational members’ interactions. It afforded new forms of analysis 

that would have been challenging to observe by using only other data collection methods 

such as interviews and observations (Heath et al., 2010). Chiefly, video offered a detailed 

understanding of organizational life’s relationality, especially in its social and material 

dimensions. For example, participants sometimes used the ‘React’ feature on Microsoft 

Teams to react to messages or questions rather than respond verbally. Video recordings 

also captured the communicative activities between members and how they constituted 

and made sense of their surroundings (Heath et al., 2013). For example, participants 

worked on an application form using Microsoft Forms, where they screen-shared to 

collaborate on different revisions. They also used video conferencing and instant 

messaging to share updates and discuss strategies to achieve their organizational goals.  

The video-based data collection method was fitting because it enabled me to 

record and account for “the here and now of everyday life situations and settings” 
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(Jorgensen, 1989, p. 13). This data collection method is grounded in the idea that access 

to members’ practices can only be gained through detailed observation since “interviews 

and narratives merely make the accounts of practices accessible instead of the practices 

themselves” (Flick, 2006, p. 215). This is particularly true in the context of virtual teams, 

in which interactions happen in computer-mediated communication. The study’s 

theoretical framework is also aligned with other workplace studies because it is interested 

in organizational members’ interaction with each other, the material artifacts that 

constitute the interactions, and the location where the interactions are happening. The 

multimodal data collection in workplace studies is interested in capturing the 

entanglement of talk and action of everyday work. The study contributes to how these 

interactions happen in virtual teams, including what new interaction patterns emerge in 

the observation.  

Video-based data collection raises the notion of affordances, which describe the 

“action possibilities” of an environment or an object based on how a video is used in 

certain features and not others (Christianson, 2018). Of course, different features are 

captured in a video, such as audio, timing, and visible information; nonetheless, the 

affordances help us understand which features are appropriate to the research question, 

design, and analysis process. For example, Liu and Maitlis (2014) used coding schemes 

to capture facial emotions and physical and verbal cues to analyze video recordings of 

seven top management team meetings at a high-tech company. In strategic conversations, 

the researchers investigated displayed emotions such as anger, excitement, and frustration 

to understand how the emotional dynamics generated through these displays shape a top 

management team’s strategizing. On the other hand, Trougakos and colleagues (2008) 
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used a gestalt composition of coding and analysis to examine the relationship between 

workday break activities and emotional experiences and the role these variables play in 

the performance of positive affective displays in service interactions.  

As mentioned above, video-based research offers an analytical opportunity to 

capture organizations’ day-to-day activities and members’ interactions. As with any data 

collection method, it comes with ethical, methodological, and analytical challenges and 

shortcomings. Heath and colleagues (2013) described the perceived concerns by ethics 

committees in using video and audio recordings when dealing with human subjects. More 

specifically, methodological challenges include the relevance of video recordings, such as 

determination of view, analytical frame, duration of recording, and the relationship 

between different forms gathered in the data collection, such as field notes (Christianson, 

2018; Heath et al., 2013). The methodological challenges of audio-visual recordings for 

the everyday life of organizations also impact the alignment with the theoretical 

framework used in a study.  

Archives 

In CCO scholarship, archives are used to describe documents and artifacts 

because they are “traces of the past that communicate through materialization effects” 

(Basque et al., 2022, p. 248). Documents or written texts often appear as symbolic or 

interpretational processes, whereas artifacts present themselves primarily through sensory 

and physiological aspects. However, archives have been criticized by postmodernists, 

feminists, and postcolonial researchers due to questions of power and suspicion of 

distortions of marginalized groups in society (Basque et al., 2022).  
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CCO scholars are interested in how archives make themselves present throughout 

space and time and how archives come to make a difference (Basque et al., 2022, p. 247; 

Cooren, 2020, p. 2). Since members of the research site primarily meet in virtual spaces, 

their artifacts may not be physical objects and may correspond to digital archives. One of 

the underlying assumptions of CCO scholarship is that other-than-humans can make an 

essential difference in how organizations are constituted (Cooren et al., 2012; 

Schoeneborn et al., 2014). This study’s comprehensive document analysis approach drew 

from multiple sources, such as the chapter’s constitution, meeting minutes, meeting 

agendas, emails, social media posts, and documents that members collaborated on in 

addition to the video-based observation.  

These documents provided a better understanding of the communicative activities 

between members and of the context and content of the changes the group was 

discussing. For the data analysis process, I also took a relational ontology orientation to 

understand the materiality of archives, both documents and artifacts, and to determine the 

relations that unite the agents to act and make a difference (Cooren, 2020).  

Data Handling and Storage 

Data handling and storage are critical elements in increasing the reliability of 

qualitative research (Creswell, 2012). The research site sent me the recording of the 

meetings after each meeting over Microsoft Teams. I moved the files to a password-

protected folder on my computer, where each meeting had its own folder for 

organizational purposes (e.g., First Meeting_03/08/2023). To transcribe the recording, I 

uploaded the MP4 recordings to Google Cloud’s speech-to-text service for transcription. I 
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then imported the transcripts from the video observations and WhatsApp messages into 

ATLAS.ti for coding and analysis.  

I used consistent naming conventions for my data files, backed up my data 

regularly, used encryption to protect my data, documented my coding process, and shared 

my data and analysis with other researchers. All accounts created on Microsoft Teams, 

Google Cloud, and ATLAS.ti have strong passwords. The data analysis on ATLAS.ti was 

shared with the dissertation chair via invitation, and the codebook was downloaded as an 

Excel file to share with dissertation committee members.  

Data Analysis 

The study collected numerous types of data such as video recordings, transcripts 

(raw and coded), WhatsApp messages, and primary documents (chapter constitution, 

policies, application form). Before the first meeting observation, the research participants 

added me to their institution-owned Microsoft Teams account so I could attend meetings 

and access meeting links, documents, and recordings. I joined the Microsoft Teams 

account as a guest (the limitations of which are discussed in the Limitations section). 

During each meeting, I took field notes that included timestamps to refer back to the 

recordings in the analysis process. I also assigned pseudonyms to the participants for 

anonymity and coding purposes, as specified by the George Washington University 

Institutional Review Board:  

● President: Participant 1  

● Vice President: Participant 2  

● Secretary: Participant 3 

● Treasurer: Participant 4  
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● Staff Advisor: Participant 5  

Recordings were then transferred from Microsoft Teams to a password-protected 

folder on my computer, with each meeting having its own folder. As mentioned above, 

the MP4 recordings were uploaded to Google Cloud’s speech-to-text service for 

transcription. This paid service converts speech into text with an application 

programming interface powered by Google’s artificial intelligence research and 

technology.  

Before the audio transcription of each meeting, I used the speech-to-text feature 

called word-level confidence, which measures the degree of accuracy of the response by 

labeling the confidence level for the entire transcription request as a number between 0.0 

and 1.0. The transcription was converted into an Excel file with columns that included the 

start time and end time of each transcript, word-level confidence, speaker tag, and 

transcript. After the transcription of all six meetings, I checked for transcription accuracy 

by playing the recordings of each meeting. I also changed the speaker tag to participant 

coding (Participant #1, Participant #2) to make it consistent across each recording.  

The research site also used WhatsApp as a form of chat conversation between 

meetings to follow up on decisions made during their weekly meetings. I worked with the 

president of the research site to receive the chat history exported from WhatsApp. The 

raw transcripts from the meeting observations and the WhatsApp messages were 

uploaded to ATLAS.ti, a computer-aided qualitative data analysis software application, 

for coding and analysis. On ATLAS.ti, I created a project code called “Dissertation Data 

Analysis” to differentiate the project from other projects. In one document, I added 
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selected vignettes that referred to the application form, the main project the chapter’s 

leadership worked on, and the WhatsApp messages.  

Drawing on the work of Nathues, van Vuuren, and Cooren (2021) as well as 

Nathues and van Vuuren (2022), I used the four phases of the ventriloquial approach for 

data analysis: (1) identification of vents and figures; (2) grouping and assigning activities; 

(3) relating; and (4) showing. The framework helped me decenter the data analysis 

process and uncover the multiple voices that shape situations and realities. After each 

meeting, in my field notes, I wrote notes asking Who is the ventriloquist? Whose voice is 

being spoken through? Who is the intended audience? This helped me capture emerging 

ideas before starting the data analysis process.  

I identified various voices and vents in the first phase through ventriloquial effects 

of explicit invocations of figures, implicit invocations of figures, and animations by vents 

(Cooren, 2010; Nathues et al., 2021; Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022). I utilized the code 

group feature on ATLAS.ti to identify three ventriloquial effects by labeling them as code 

groups. In this phase, I asked three questions in assigning these ventriloquial effects: (a) 

What is a person invoking with what they are saying or doing? (b) What voice can be 

recognized in what a person is saying or doing? (c) What appears to lead or what is 

presented as leading a person to say what they are saying or do what they are doing? 

(Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022, pp. 217-218).  

The explicit invocations were more straightforward to capture and identify in the 

first question (What is a person invoking with what they are saying or doing?) because 

they were openly mentioned in the interactions. For the second question—What voice can 

be recognized in what a person says or does?—I identified implicit invocations. This 
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process required a more profound process to uncover what the chapter’s leadership was 

attempting to accomplish. The third question—What appears to lead or is presented as 

leading a person to say what they are saying or do what they are doing?—is a recent 

addition to the first phase of identifying explicit and implicit invocations (Nathues & van 

Vuuren, 2022). This third effect shows that individuals are not only ventriloquized by 

themselves but also attribute animation to others (Castor, 2020). Initially, Nathues, van 

Vuuren, and Cooren (2021) attributed emotions, attitudes, and values; however, 

prepositions such as because of, due to, or so animated cues to expand the view of what 

leads a person to say what they are saying or doing (pp. 1163-1464; Nathues & van 

Vuuren, 2022, pp. 218-219).  

As I identified the implicit invocations of figures and animations (vents), I moved 

from initial observations to developing concepts and explanations to understand the 

performative and constitutive effects. The effects required a ventriloquial lens because 

the approach is more concerned with the unfolding effect than the rationale behind why 

organizational members said something.  

In the second phase, the grouping was accomplished by grouping vignettes into 

clusters and assigning activities into clusters. Once the two steps were completed, the 

grouped clusters were changed into collections. I utilized the code manager feature on 

ATLAS.ti to group the clusters and collections. I used three analytical questions to guide 

me in this phase: (a) What groups and categories have previous studies found, and are 

they reappearing in the data? (b) If the data are not reappearing, what other groupings 

can be observed? (c) What ventriloquial voices are grouped and named together and 

what is causing them to be grouped? (Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022, pp. 219-220). This 



93 

phase was critical because it helped me create the structure of the vignettes, and 

classifying them into clusters and collections helped me have an organized method and 

analysis process.  

In the third phase, I identified voices of authorship and relationships, as the 

clusters and collections were related to prominent voices. Nathues, van Vuuren, and 

Cooren (2021) cautioned that ventriloquism has no absolute origin; instead, multiple 

actants (actors) accomplish tasks through different agency chains. Ventriloquism can 

relationally weave together configurations by “appealing to figure to speak for oneself, 

by sharing authorship with figures, by expressing possession of figures, or by attributing 

the action to figures” (Nathues & van Vuuren, 2022, p. 220). In this process, the 

interactions on Microsoft Teams meetings and WhatsApp messages helped me point to 

discourses, ideas, and messages that were often collectively generated through a 

collaborative process that involved multiple actors influencing and building on each other 

in ‘agency chains.’  

Voices were grouped around and associated with certain prominent voices or 

‘figures,’ and certain key actors emerged as representative or symbolic of the discourses. 

It was also fascinating to observe how and why certain prominent voices became seen as 

the originators or authors of discourses that were collaboratively generated, although 

there is no absolute original source in ventriloquism. The analysis in this phase suggested 

several possibilities: attributing ideas to figures, having them speak for others, sharing 

authorship with them, or expressing possession of them.  

The fourth phase is concerned with the strategy of showing the data. Langley and 

Abdallah (2011) recommended using vignettes that provide excerpts to readers. This 
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approach also helps the reader understand how the researcher analyzed the selected 

excerpt and allows them to make their own interpretations. Nathues and van Vuuren 

(2022) suggested that the length of the selected vignettes depends on the research 

questions, aims, and findings. The final selected vignettes produced 91 voices (codes), 

324 quotations, and 967 lines.  

The ventriloquial analysis helped me consider alternative interpretations and the 

politics of differing constructions. The first phase of identifying the vents and figures 

demonstrated how different voices are invoked or come to express themselves in 

interactions. In the grouping and relating phases, I identified the three critical dimensions 

of interactions: members invoke different voices, actors, and other-than-human 

elements—i.e., the ventriloquist, the ventriloquized, and the audience. However, the key 

point is that ventriloquism is at work; the voices are not the actual point of origin. 

Chapter 4 discusses the findings and the dimensions of interactions, i.e., members invoke 

different voices, actors, and other-than-human elements.  

Trustworthiness 

Johnson (1997) emphasized four trustworthiness techniques that were employed 

in this study. They correspond to a subjectivity statement, thick description, member 

checks, and peer discussions. 

Researcher Reflexivity. To support the trustworthiness of the study’s findings, 

researcher reflexivity was employed in two ways, producing a subjectivity statement 

prior to the study and keeping researcher field notes and memos during data collection 

and analysis. According to Saldana (2013), subjectivity statements and ongoing 

researcher notes can help to identify and capture the researcher’s potential biases and 
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reactions in a study. I used the field notes and memos in the data analysis process to 

document emerging voices and themes, including findings and contributions. In addition, 

the field notes and memos allowed me to document my interpretations compared to the 

participants’ interpretations (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 2000). They served as a 

valid form of comparison and “audit trial” of my meaning-making process and steps 

taken in the data analysis process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). A total of 23 pages of 

researcher field notes and memos were documented for this study. 

Thick Description. Based on the work of philosopher Gilbert Ryle (1949) and 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973), thick description is now commonly taken to mean 

“highly descriptive, detailed” (Merriam, 2009, p. 227) narrative that “presents detail, 

context, emotion and the webs of social relationships” (Denzin, 1989, p. 83). In addition, 

thick description “builds up a clear picture of the individuals and groups in the context of 

their culture and the setting” (Holloway, 1997, p. 154). I employed thick description as a 

tool to build and convey meaning and aid the reader’s comprehension. For example, thick 

description was employed in the interaction analysis of how participants invoked 

different voices and actors in meetings. Doing so helped me increase both internal 

validity and transferability (Merriam, 2009) by providing support for findings and 

conclusions and built credibility by helping demonstrate the “authority of the researcher” 

(Krefting, 1991, p. 220).  

Member Checks. Following the data collection process, I met with the chapter’s 

president to discuss emerging themes and interpretations. This discussion helped me 

examine whether they comported with what was known (Merriam, 2009). After the data 

analysis was completed, participants were asked to review the selected vignette to ensure 
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that it ethically reflected the interaction and accurately described the participant’s 

recollection of events. 

Peer Discussions. During the data collection and analysis process, I met with 

knowledgeable researchers in the Montreal School to discuss the ventriloquial analysis 

process. These discussions helped me make sense of the analysis phases and identify 

what voices were emerging in the data. I also met with video-based researchers to learn 

more about video data collection, particularly in virtual environments. These discussions 

helped me ensure that emerging findings were consistent with the coding and the raw 

data (Merriam, 2009). Although the peer discussions were helpful, only the dissertation 

committee members could access the raw transcripts and analysis process on ATLAS.ti.  

In addition, to be more reflexive and limit the misinterpretation of the data 

collected and analyzed, I sought support from the dissertation committee and scholars in 

the CCO field. I used field notes for observations and memos in the data analysis process 

to reflect on what was emerging in the data collection process. Through continuous 

introspective reflection, I aimed to produce credible, ethical, and trustworthy research 

with the hope of making valuable contributions to organizational communication and 

change management.  

Limitations 

Qualitative research allows specificity in place of generalizability (Creswell, 

2012). The explicit focus on a single case in this study could limit the cross-analysis to 

other case studies. Wolcott (2008) argued that the longer researchers spend with their 

participants, the more they will understand the subjective experiences. Since this research 

lasted less than 6 months, it limited the depth of understanding that would have been 
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provided by doing a longitudinal study (Gehman et al., 2018). Nonetheless, the focus on 

one specific project—the production of an application form—helped me understand how 

organizational members invoke different voices as they navigate continuous change in 

virtual environments.  

Another limitation was the technological feature of Microsoft Teams. I was added 

to the research site’s Microsoft Teams account as a guest user. However, I had limited 

access to download recordings and documents because my account was not considered a 

member of the organization. Due to this limitation, I had to wait for the research site to 

send me the meeting recordings, which delayed the transcription and analysis process.  

While video-based methods provide unique benefits, they also have limitations 

around framing, reactivity, and perspectives, particularly in virtual environments. First, 

videos capture only what is within the camera’s frame and may not capture critical 

contextual details outside the frame. This limitation is standard in most video-based 

empirical studies; however, there was an added layer of limitation because, in this study, 

the participants selected the frame. For example, in some meetings, participants blurred 

their backgrounds, narrowing the contextual detail. Another limitation was participant 

reactivity in the meetings. People may act differently when recorded on video, changing 

their normal behavior and interaction patterns (Heath et al., 2013). For example, speech 

or actions at times seemed unnatural or performed for the camera, which coud 

compromise the authenticity of the data.  

Delimitations 

Delimiting or bounding the study permitted the study to be considered  

a case study. The study was delimited in several ways, including focusing on  
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one organization, one project (i.e., the legitimization process), and one time  

period.  

Ethics and Human Subjects Considerations 

Following approval of the proposal by the committee, a request for data collection 

was approved by the Institutional Review Board at George Washington University. Each 

participant was advised via a recruitment email and consent form that the research was 

being conducted as part of a dissertation and that the information gathered would not be 

attributed to individuals or the organization. Additionally, participants were advised that 

their personal or specific statements would not be published except without attribution. 

All participants were informed of their right to refuse to participate or withdraw during 

the study until the end of data collection. Following the data analysis process, participants 

were invited to review the selected vignettes as part of member checks and provide 

feedback.  

Summary 

This chapter presented how this qualitative study was conducted using a 

ventriloquial approach. It outlined the research orientation and data collection method of 

video-based observation and document analysis. Techniques employed to enhance the 

trustworthiness of this study were presented, including triangulation through the use of 

researcher reflexivity, peer discussions, member checks, and thick description. A 

rationale was provided for each component of the research design, given the relational 

ontology guiding this study. Finally, ethical considerations were discussed, and steps 

were taken to minimize any risk to participants. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS  

This qualitative study aimed to understand the role of communicative activities 

and artifacts such as texts, conversations, images, graphs, and tables in virtual teams or 

groups in the context of continuous change. This chapter highlights selected vignettes or 

excerpts identified through ventriloquial analysis. Using guidance from Nathues, van 

Vuuren, and Cooren (2021) and Nathues and van Vuuren (2022), the data were analyzed 

using the four-step framework for ventriloquial analysis. The first phase, called 

identifying, consists of identifying explicit invocations of figures, implicit invocations of 

figures, and animations by vents. In the second phase, called grouping, the rich list of 

ventriloquial effects from Phase 1 is grouped into assigned activities. In the third phase, 

called relating, the clusters and collections from the grouping process are integrated by 

tracing back chains of authorship. The findings are presented as vignettes in the last 

phase, showing. 

The first three phases helped me move from initial observations to developing 

concepts and explanations to understand the performative and constitutive effects of these 

ventriloquial moves. The first phase involved identifying the different voices that were 

ventriloquized in the interactions from the six meetings by identifying explicit, implicit, 

and animated figures. In the second phase, I moved the rich list of ventriloquial effects 

into a more structured process by grouping vents and figures into clusters. The first and 

second phases showed that legitimacy emerged as the main construct, which was a 

prevalent focus for the chapter and laid the groundwork for further analysis.  



101 

In the relating phase, the vents and figures identified in the first and second 

phases were grouped into an integrated structure tracing back the chain of legitimacy. In 

this phase, I took the categories of ventriloquial effects identified in Phase 2 and related 

them to each other. This involved looking for connections between the different voices 

and activities that had been identified. The goal of the third phase was to develop a 

deeper understanding of how the different ventriloquial effects work together to create 

meaning. As a visual tool, Figure 4.1 maps out and categorizes the identified 

ventriloquial acts and their relationships and shows this process of relating vents and 

figures. The figure distinguishes between the different types of vents and figures 

singularized in the identifying and grouping phases. This third phase was an important 

step to delve into the effects and implications of ventriloquial acts, providing visual 

insight into the role of communication in shaping organizational dynamics and outcomes. 

Following the identifying and grouping process in the third phase, as shown in 

Figure 4.1, the real-data excerpts were presented as vignettes in the fourth phase, called 

showing (Nathues et al., 2021). The 11 vignettes below were selected from the six 

observed meetings and allowed me to show the role of communicative activities and 

artifacts in a newly formed organization as it sought to be legitimized. The vignettes were 

selected to create a storyline or a narrative of how the leadership team communicated and 

negotiated different decisions. The first vignette starts from the first meeting I observed 

to introduce how the new president positioned the chapter and, ultimately, how the rest of 

the leadership team would perceive it. The first vignette introduces the chapter, and in the 

subsequent vignettes, the application form was introduced as an idea to help the 

organization achieve its desired legitimacy from different stakeholders. Each vignette 
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shows how the communicative activities between the leadership team bring out the 

study’s main findings, such as legitimacy, power, temporarity, and the role other-than-

human agents play in organizing, such as the application form and virtual environments.  

 

Figure 4.1 

Phase 3 Ventriloquial Analysis: Clusters and Collection of Vents and Figures, with 

Legitimacy as the Central Construct  

 

 

In addition, the 11 vignettes show how participants positioned themselves through 

specific ventriloquial moves and voices to gain legitimacy by invoking occupation and 

experience or other external groups. While Figure 4.1 in the relating phase distinguishes 

between vents and figures, this fourth phase shows how these vents and figures showed 
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up in the interactions through the vignettes. The analysis also shows how power operates 

through rhetoric and framing in communicative processes in subtle yet highly 

consequential ways. Approaching the vignettes with this rationale of creating a storyline 

helped answer the research question—How does a virtual team legitimize itself through 

communicative activities in continuous change?—as the vignettes are a “powerfully 

illustrative” (Langley & Abdallah, 2011, p. 127) way of identifying and describing the 

study’s nuanced findings through the ventriloquial analysis.  

Legitimacy as a Central Construct 

As a newly founded organization, the research site navigated continuous changes 

in its operations and leadership structure. In early 2023, a newly elected executive team 

took over the chapter’s operations, in which new strategies were presented and discussed. 

Throughout the six meetings, I observed the executive leadership team discussing ways 

to strengthen the legitimacy of the chapter in the eyes of different stakeholders. In these 

virtual meetings and the WhatsApp group, the members invoked other figures that were 

implicitly and explicitly staged for a variety of purposes, such as to persuade, legitimize, 

or resist.  

In the first meeting, I observed that legitimacy appeared in two forms. From a 

ventriloquial perspective, legitimacy consists of creating the impression that one has the 

right or authority to do something (Hesmondhalgh, 2007). First, the president apparently 

felt that he needed to gain legitimacy in the eyes of his colleagues as the leader, that is, a 

person capable of conducting the meeting authoritatively with formal and presentational 

tones. He shared agenda items before the meeting and proposed adding new committees 

to the organization. This backstage preparation (Christensen & Christensen, 2022), where 
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the president contemplated and prepared documents, represented a professional process 

to aid him in gaining legitimacy as the chapter leader. Knowing that he was, by 

definition, one of the main spokespersons of the chapter, he carefully deliberated over the 

appropriateness of specific figures and discussed how critical stakeholders might perceive 

organizational presentations.  

The first meeting was also the only one held in a hybrid environment. This 

decision was due to a scheduling conflict where three members (the president, vice 

president, and secretary) were on campus, and two others (the treasurer and staff advisor) 

attended virtually on Microsoft Teams. The president, who attended in person, stood at 

the corner of a conference room to open the meeting and welcome his new colleagues. By 

physically positioning himself in this way, he appeared to have symbolically asserted his 

legitimacy as the group leader in the eyes of his audience. In this initial meeting, the 

interaction between the leader and the rest of the team was rather formal and not very 

interactive, as the president stood and presented a screen to his audience. In subsequent 

meetings, the interaction was less presentation-like and more dialogic as the team seemed 

to have acknowledged the president’s legitimacy and trust appeared to build.  

Second, the question of legitimacy showed up in how the team interacted to 

discuss strategies they wanted to accomplish for the first year. The purpose of gaining 

legitimacy in the eyes of the university and other affiliated associations was to allow the 

chapter to secure annual funding allocated to recognized student clubs. These funds aid in 

hosting events and building communities for their members.  
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Vignette 1  

In the vignette below, the president opened the first meeting by describing the 

club’s unique positionality. He did so by putting forward the chapter’s membership and 

its affiliation with a professional association. 

President: The chapter prides itself on being the first ever chapter to include 1 

all three groups, which are undergraduates, graduates, and alumni, 2 

and the virtual club, so that should be our way to promote the club. 3 

Apart from that, to further enhance the educational value of 4 

[affiliated association] and to schedule guest speakers for panel 5 

discussions related to certain HR [human resources] topics.  6 

In lines 1 to 3, the president staged the chapter by describing how it “prides itself” 

in being what he implicitly presented as the unique aspect of the organization, that is, 

being the first virtual organization on campus, according to him, that comprised three 

different membership groups. He implicitly positioned himself as the spokesperson 

through whom the chapter could present itself to the other participants in the meeting. In 

doing so, he also attempted to establish the value of the chapter by emphasizing this 

uniqueness. Through his intervention, it was not only a chapter that presented or 

ventriloquized itself; it was also a unique organization that could be distinguished from 

other associations on the campus.  

In the following lines, the president moved from the unique aspects of the chapter 

to public perception as he pointed out, “So that should be our way to promote the club” 

(line 3). This line attempts to create an impression that the chapter’s unique value should 

be shared by the other participants and that it should be considered a logical way to 

promote the club. The president here implicitly asserted his authority and guided the 

direction of the discussion. Interestingly, the situation as staged by the president—i.e., the 

fact that it was unique on the campus—was here implicitly presented by him as what 
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should lead the team to use this feature as a “selling point,” so to speak. In other words, it 

was not only the president telling the other participants what they should do; it was 

especially, in his mouth, the value of uniqueness that, in a way, dictated what should be 

done.  

This ventriloquial move allowed the president to decenter the source of authority 

and justification while speaking in the name of the group (“our way” in line 3). Through 

this move, he not only differentiated this leadership team from others but also showed the 

other team members how the chapter could gain greater legitimacy in the eyes of 

stakeholders. Legitimacy here was a promotion to strategically portray and interpret the 

club’s role and value to shape perceptions and judgment. The president also suggested 

inviting guest speakers to “enhance educational value” (line 4) and portray relevance and 

impact. Here, the president evoked speakers who were experts in their fields and who 

could then speak to the chapter’s mission and values. He also created the impression that 

the chapter was a valuable resource for its members and the broader community.  

Vignette 2  

Throughout the first meeting, the president suggested different agenda items for 

the newly elected leadership team to discuss. He ventriloquized different actors’ voices to 

add credibility to his suggestions, such as those of the past president, chapter advisors, 

and other university staff members. In this meeting, he also recommended hosting a 

general membership meeting in early May 2023 before students left for summer vacation. 

Finally, he suggested different goals for the chapter to increase active membership to 100 

members. To achieve this goal, the team then discussed appointing new committee heads 
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to increase their membership base through a newly formed marketing committee and to 

reach the chapter’s financial goals through a finance committee. 

President: Before the members’ meeting, let’s collaborate with other 7 

organizations in the university and other clubs, and let’s  8 

promote the chapter. We can also share about the first members’ 9 

meeting. 10 

Vice President: That’s a good idea because we don’t have many followers on 11 

social media, so I think we need to gain it, and for that, we need 12 

collaboration. 13 

Secretary: Okay, so what kind of collaboration you’re talking about, like 14 

what should we do?  15 

President: The chapter is not recognized by many university people. So, I 16 

think to get it recognized, at least like, for example, you go to one 17 

club and promote the chapter. Some meetings are going on, and 18 

these are what our agenda is and what we are focused on. We can 19 

upload it to our Instagram page, and the post can be shared in the 20 

story of other clubs.  21 

Secretary: Yeah, sure, we can do this.22 

The president implicitly positioned himself as animated by the goal of promoting 

membership growth for the chapter. He spoke on behalf of “the university” and “other 

clubs” to voice collaboration with them to promote the chapter (line 8). He then spoke on 

behalf of his colleagues “we” (line 9) to build urgency for the first general membership 

meeting. In lines 7 to 9, he stated, “let’s collaborate with other organizations” and “let’s 

promote the chapter,” in which he implicitly showed that he felt authorized to speak on 

behalf of the chapter and that his ideas represented the views of his colleagues. The vice 

president reinforced the president’s suggestions about collaboration by responding, 

“that’s a good idea” (line 11). She also justified why she thought so by mentioning that 

they “don’t have many followers on social media” (lines 11-12).  
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Ventriloquially speaking, the fact that the chapter had a small number of 

followers on social media was therefore presented as supporting the president’s invitation 

for collaboration, reinforcing what he just proposed. Although the president and vice 

president appeared to be in consensus, the secretary asked, “Okay, so what kind of 

collaboration you’re talking about, like what should we do?” (lines 14-15). For the 

secretary, the term “collaboration” that the president mentioned did not appear specific 

enough, and she wanted to know what he meant by that to know what to do in promoting 

the chapter. In response to the secretary’s concern about the chapter’s engagement on 

social media, the president pointed out that the chapter is “not recognized” (line 16), a 

fact that was ventriloquially presented as dictating that they needed to do something 

about it. In doing so, he attempted to persuade the other members to collaborate with 

other organizations and promote the chapter. He appeared to be doing this by invoking 

the value of collaboration and suggesting that gaining followers on social media was 

necessary.  

The president then asked his colleagues to go to various clubs to promote the 

club, saying, “you go to one club and promote the chapter” (lines 17-18). Interestingly, it 

was not only the president who was enjoining the participants to go to these clubs, but 

also the fact that he put forward before—i.e., that the chapter was not recognized. This 

fact indeed dictated that the participants go to various clubs to promote it. The other 

leaders did not appear to challenge this use of voice, indicating the credibility and power 

the president was able to gain through a ventriloquial speech where he invoked different 

figures to build urgency in promoting the chapter and collaborating with other groups.  



109 

Framing the agenda, promoting clubs, and posting to Instagram were not neutral 

acts but shaped legitimacy. Instagram was not just a channel but helped constitute 

legitimacy performatively by amplifying and endorsing the message. As other-than-

human actors, social media platforms have agency as active participants in meaning-

making and enable new interactions. The chapter’s legitimacy on social media was 

constituted through the number of followers and interaction with posts. As posts are 

amplified through sharing, liking, and algorithms, voices become intertwined, making it 

unclear who is really speaking. Hence, from a ventriloquial perspective, that agency has 

no absolute origin.  

Vignette 3  

This study aimed to understand the role of communicative activities in virtual 

teams or groups navigating continuous change, particularly the legitimization process. 

The research site offered a real-life example of how teams in virtual settings negotiate for 

legitimacy and navigate continuous change. As a new organization navigating changes 

and working to be legitimized by different stakeholders, the chapter’s leadership worked 

to find ways to increase membership and active participation. In order to recruit new 

marketing and finance committee leaders, the team discussed creating an application for 

the new committee leaders. 

Secretary: We could create the form on Google Forms or Microsoft Forms, 23 

or a formatted Word document. 24 

President: More like Microsoft Forms where people can fill that form. We 25 

will be preparing questionnaires where we will ask about 26 

experiences in marketing and finance. Also, whoever is applying 27 

for the positions should be graduating in 2024. 28 

Vice President: Yeah, that makes sense. You are going to lose people in another 2 29 

months. 30 
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In the above vignette, the chapter’s leadership team discussed how to set up the 

application form to recruit committee members, which was also the first time the 

application form was discussed as an idea. The interaction was between the president, 

vice president, and secretary. I first identified different vents and figures using 

ventriloquism to understand this vignette’s passive and active voices. In this process, I 

also identified implicit and explicit invocations to understand what animated the 

chapter’s leadership members.  

From a ventriloquial perspective, the communication episodes between the three 

participants help examine the oscillating dynamic of how humans are both ventriloquists 

and dummies. As the vent, the secretary summoned a collective “we” (line 23) to propose 

three options for the group’s consideration to find solutions for the application form. She 

explicitly invoked the different technological platforms where the application form could 

be created. The president implicitly asserted his perceived position of power by directly 

mentioning his preference for the use of Microsoft Forms (line 25). Through his 

intervention, Microsoft Forms thus became the ideal platform over the other two because, 

according to him, people could quickly fill out this kind of form. He also declared that the 

form should include questions about experience in the two committee roles (line 27), 

more precisely, marketing and finance. Using “we will be” (lines 25 to 26), the president 

did not appear to propose or suggest anything. He was just telling the two participants 

what they would do regarding these forms. He therefore channeled and shaped a sense of 

shared purpose and action on the group’s behalf. The others were being ventriloquized 

into agreement with this path.  
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Time was another component in this interaction, where the president used his 

authority to establish a criterion of selection, i.e., the graduating year of candidates 

(“should be” in line 28). In doing so, the president ventriloquized a time constraint 

(graduating year), which appeared to lead him to establish this specification. Here, a 

bidirectional relationship is evident between vents (the president using his authority in 

lines 25-27) and figures (the president acting as the channel by which a time constraint 

dictates a criterion of graduation year). In line 29, the vice president showed agreement 

with the president’s point by evoking time and emphasizing how soon a final-year 

student would graduate. Interestingly, as this interaction episode concluded, the 

leadership team did not discuss a deadline for the application form draft and who would 

be responsible for creating the form. In terms of temporality, a shared sense of futurity 

seems to be conjured in which “we” act purposefully now to avoid “losing people in 

another 2 months” (lines 29-30). The team was called on to see themselves moving 

together through time, from the present into a future that required anticipating and 

mitigating future changes. This interaction shows that shared time horizons are key to 

crafting connections across organizational members.  

Vignette 4 

The application form took different states throughout the data collection, and 

changes were iterative and emergent. For example, in the interactions below from the 

second meeting, the application form moved from an idea into textualized material. 

Textualization, the process by which conversations become textualized, is a critical 

component in interactions where an idea is written down or documented (Anderson, 

2004). Observing the chapter’s executive leadership team work on the application form, 
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starting as an abstract idea and moving to a finalized draft, helped me unpack how 

continuous change occurs in interactions. The interaction shows how the application form 

was subject to ongoing modification and development based on the team’s 

communication.  

Vice President: I’ll create a draft, and I’ll share it with you after this call. Let’s 31 

connect tonight, and we’ll discuss the questions we should put 32 

into the form. 33 

President: Okay, so let’s do this: by the end of the day, let’s create the 34 

Microsoft Form for applications, let’s release it, and let us see 35 

how many responses we get. By the end of next week, I think we 36 

will have at least some committee applicants in, and we can move 37 

forward.  38 

(Vice President, Secretary, and Treasurer nod in agreement.) 39 

In this interaction, the vice president explicitly evoked the application form and 

committed herself by mentioning that she would create it and share it with the other 

participants in the meeting. She also set a deadline to send the draft to her colleagues 

“after this call” (line 31). Committing oneself here means that this engagement on her 

part now constrained her to fulfill a specific mission that she just gave herself. 

Ventriloquially speaking, we could say that the vice president thus produced a figure, i.e., 

her commitment, which was now constraining her to do something specific, i.e., creating 

a form that would be shared with the other participants just after the call. Having 

committed herself, she then invited her interlocutors to “connect tonight” (line 32) in 

order to discuss the questions they should put into the form (lines 32-33). In doing so, she 

appeared animated by feelings of urgency to set up the application form.  

By responding “Okay, so let’s do this” (line 34), the president implicitly staged 

the team hierarchy as he aligned with what the vice president just said, but also specified 

what they would all do by the end of the day. A sense of entitlement thus ventriloquized 
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itself as he appeared again to guide the conversation. By saying, “Let’s release it, and let 

us see how many responses we get” (lines 35-36), the president thus animated a collective 

actor, represented by the pronoun “we,” which marked his authority to speak on its 

behalf. By the end of the exchange, new deadlines had been set, additional questions 

proposed, and further steps articulated for releasing and monitoring the application form 

results. The president seemed to have accomplished the desired effects as the audience 

nodded in agreement. The form did not have a fixed or final state but continuously 

evolved based on the conversational interactions of those involved in shaping and 

responding to it. 

Vignette 5 

The fifth vignette was from the third meeting in which the application form was 

being updated. In this interaction, the chapter’s executive leadership team explicitly 

invoked occupations (HR program) and written information (committee position 

descriptions) as they negotiated to work on the application form.  

Treasurer: I was talking to a friend in the HR program, and she wanted to 40 

join but also wanted to see the position descriptions. She might 41 

be interested in a position but is unsure about which one. Have 42 

we finalized the descriptions? I want to make sure you all were 43 

okay with giving her the position descriptions and see if she 44 

wants to apply for a head of a role.  45 

President: That’s a good point. I can attach a description of the roles on the 46 

first page of the application form so that applicants can access it.  47 

Treasurer: This form you sent looks great. We want to make sure people are 48 

really committed, so I think asking them to answer some 49 

questions, … and the questions you have here are good. 50 

President: Thank you for letting me know. I’m going to send it to you after 51 

this meeting so you can send them a reminder link in the email 52 

that we have scheduled the interviews for Sunday, April 2nd, and 53 

to be ready for a time frame from 12:30 pm to 4 pm.  54 
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Compared to the interaction about the form in the second meeting, in this 

discussion the application form started taking on a life of its own, continuously invoked 

and updated in subsequent meetings (line 47). The leadership team invoked different 

voices to add credibility to their suggestions for updating the form. For example, the 

treasurer channeled the voice of “a friend in the HR program” (line 40) interested in a 

position to imply that role descriptions must be provided. The treasurer here appeared 

animated in two ways: as a figure, as she served as the spokesperson for her friend, and 

regarding the position descriptions, which she appeared to feel strongly about for the 

team to share with potential committee members.  

The treasurer implicitly invoked the negative outcome if the position descriptions 

were not shared with potential applicants. She warned of the potential harm of this 

(“unsure about which one” in line 42), although she only explicitly referred to her friend. 

By speaking on behalf of another person (the friend) and explicitly mentioning the 

occupation (HR program) and an implicit outcome if the position description was not 

provided, the treasurer gained legitimacy to shape the outcome of the application form. 

The treasurer’s unforeseen request also showed that change does not follow a straight 

path. While the team created the initial application form for a purpose, they now had to 

respond to new issues emerging from its development and dissemination. Here, the team 

navigated the continuous change of the application form that took on a momentum of its 

own and generated additional work.  

The president then pointed to a location in the application form where he would 

make changes, thereby speaking on its behalf (lines 46-47). He explicitly gave a timeline 

for the revised application form, “I can attach...” (line 46) and “I’m going to send it to 
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you...” (line 51) to propose changes and convey next steps. The treasurer then praised the 

way the application form looked as well as the “questions you have here” (line 50). She 

also positioned herself as speaking on behalf of the chapter by saying, “We want to make 

sure people are really committed” (lines 48-49).  

The vignette highlights how the dynamics of continuous change and 

ventriloquism come together in interactions to constitute organizing the application form. 

In other words, organizing the application form is an ongoing and evolving process 

influenced by communication and the diverse voices of the individuals involved.  

Vignette 6 

In the fourth meeting, the application form continued to be revised. As it took on 

a life of its own, more information was added and removed to increase the recruitment of 

qualified committee leaders and, ultimately, strengthen the chapter’s legitimacy. The 

chapter’s leadership navigated the continuous change of the application form as they 

ventriloquized different figures to finalize the form. The excerpt below provides an 

example of this dynamic.  

Vice President: So, for this form that you are preparing on Microsoft Form, you 55 

are putting it to the social media handles, right?  56 

President: Yeah, I’m adding the handles= 57 

Vice President: =Okay, and= 58 

Secretary: =Also, we can share the application link with our references. 59 

Vice President: Yes, we can do that. That will help us get more applicants. 60 

President: I agree. I must submit a membership roster to the [affiliated 61 

association] because we must maintain the affiliations with them. 62 

The vignette shows the interaction between the chapter’s leadership team as they 

discussed additional items to add to the application form. In order to distribute and 
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promote it, the vice president explicitly invoked social media handles as a means to 

amplify the committee heads’ recruitment process (line 56). The secretary suggested 

sharing links with references to guide the development of the form (line 59). This 

interaction shows that organizational tools and processes are often fluid and emergent 

rather than static. The continuous refinement of the application form reflects that there is 

no fixed or final state at this time. The form is subject to change based on the team’s 

communicative interactions, and it takes on a life of its own as it gets shaped and spread 

in ways that may not have been envisioned initially.  

In line 60, the vice president signaled agreement with the secretary’s idea about 

sharing the link with references, as she explicitly mentioned potential applicants and 

implicitly reaffirmed the legitimacy of the chapter. Following this, the president 

explicitly invoked the main professional association with which the chapter was 

affiliated. He briefly mentioned the requirement to submit membership rosters to 

maintain the chapter’s affiliation (lines 61-62). The affiliated association was implicitly 

mentioned here (“them” line 62), as the president pointed out the need for the chapter not 

only to be perceived as legitimate on campus but also to be legitimate externally by the 

professional association. Speaking on behalf of the chapter (“we must,” line 62), he 

warned of an undesired outcome if the chapter failed to be perceived as legitimate with 

the professional association.  

In addition, the ongoing changes to the application form showed the different 

interpretations and ideas. While created with a particular purpose, this text was 

recontextualized and took on new meanings as the leadership team interacted and shared 

it with prospective committee applicants. The executive leadership team discussion 
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regarding posting the form on social media and sharing it with references demonstrated 

how the text was becoming detached from its original authors’ control. The application 

form was achieving a kind of agency or momentum as it was socially spread and applied 

in practice. 

We thus see how the application form and organizing take shape based on the 

interplay of communication, not the intention or will of any single entity alone. Change 

unfolded on the ground through this iterative interplay. The vignettes show that authority 

and outcomes emerge in the responsive relationships between humans, other-than-human 

agencies, and their communicative moves—negotiating unforeseen changes, invoking the 

voice of technology to propose new directions, and setting new accountabilities through 

the flow of talk.  

Vignette 7  

Virtual environments offer another unique characteristic, particularly when 

participants react to an idea or a suggestion. These reactions were nonverbal and were 

shared either as a gesture by thumbs up or by using the “react” option in the meeting 

controls, as seen below.  

President: Are we clear on this thing to meet at 12 pm? There are six people 63 

in total, so we have to divide the six interview slots over 30 64 

minutes. 65 

(All participants nod in agreement.) 66 

(The Treasurer uses the thumbs-up emoji.) 67 

President: If we complete this interview process on Sunday, we will have at 68 

least six people working for this organization apart from us so 69 

that we can conduct the members meeting very successfully!  70 
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In the above vignette, the president mentioned the time of the meeting (noon), the 

number of people to be interviewed (six), and the need to divide the interviews into 30-

minute slots. The vignette also shows that virtual environments offer different nonverbal 

ways of interacting. At first, when confirming the meeting time, the president implicitly 

referred to “this thing” (line 63) rather than specifying the purpose or topic of the 

meeting, which evoked a sense of shared understanding (the interviews); this sense was 

confirmed when he spoke of what “we” need to do. The team responded with a nod to 

express their agreement, and the treasurer ventriloquized her response using the thumbs-

up emoji (line 67). The fact that the president could set a time for the meeting and assign 

tasks without any objections suggests a shared understanding of the need to be efficient 

and productive.  

The president ventriloquized the chapter’s need for new members by emphasizing 

that the interviews would result in at least six new people working for the organization. In 

doing so, he also expressed the chapter’s value of success by stating that the interviews 

would lead to a more successful meeting for members. By using the thumbs-up emoji, the 

treasurer used the computer-mediated reaction to speak on her behalf to confirm the 

meeting at noon. From a ventriloquial perspective, this interaction could be said to show 

that technologies, i.e., other-than-human agencies, are not neutral but actually speak on 

our behalf as we use them, impacting how we construct shared understanding and how 

organizing takes place.  

In the last line, the president asserted that conducting the interviews on Sunday 

would mean “we will have at least six people working for this organization” (lines 68 to 

69). By using the organization’s collective voice, he implied that the interviews would 
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benefit the organization, giving the statement more credibility and authority. By setting 

himself up as speaking on behalf of the abstract entity of “this organization,” the 

president thus invoked the voice of the collective while gaining the appearance of a 

collective agreement and shared purpose. He also pointed to a future in which the 

executive leadership team would grow, and more people would work for the organization. 

He implicitly suggested that the chapter was a growing and successful organization that 

could attract new members.  

Virtual environments afforded different communication methods for the chapter’s 

executive leadership team. In addition to the weekly executive leadership meetings, the 

team also used the WhatsApp messaging app to communicate in between the meetings. 

The messaging app was usually used for meeting scheduling, meeting agendas, and 

urgent updates. Compared to the weekly meetings hosted on Microsoft Teams, 

information shared on the WhatsApp messaging app was textualized to guide the 

interaction between the leadership team members.  

Vignette 8 

As a virtual environment, WhatsApp enabled the team members to message each 

other asynchronously, share multimedia messages, create chat groups, etc. These 

technological affordances impacted how information was shared and discussed by 

enabling multiple conversations. One particular example was meeting agendas, a written 

text that shaped how members interpreted and discussed items. The excerpt below shows 

a meeting agenda the chapter’s president shared a few hours before a weekly leadership 

meeting on March 20th.  
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President: Hi team, meeting agenda for our meeting: 1. All the updates we 71 

have discussed. 2. What have we finalized? Application form? 3. 72 

What will be the application process? 4. What events are we 73 

planning or strategy? 5. Q&A (for the alumni and undergraduate 74 

students for leadership positions) 75 

As a textualized material, the meeting agenda is not just a list of items to be 

discussed but rather a way of ventriloquizing the chapter’s voice to create a sense of 

shared meaning and purpose among the meeting participants. The first item on the 

agenda, “All the updates we have discussed” (lines 71-72), ventriloquized the 

organization’s past by referring to the history of prior discussions invoked as grounding 

and warranting whatever the group had “finalized” and paths forward to be delineated. 

The future was presented as determined rather than open or ambiguous. The second item 

on the agenda, “What have we finalized? Application form?” (line 72), ventriloquized the 

organization’s present state. This item referred to the work done by creating a sense of 

momentum and progress. The third item on the agenda, “What will be the application 

process?” (line 73), ventriloquized the organization’s future by referring to the work that 

still needed to be done, and it therefore helped to create a sense of anticipation and 

excitement. Similarly, both “what we have finalized” and “what will be” suggest a 

reasoned, evidence-based progression from past conclusions to present certainties to 

future inevitabilities. The agenda crafted a narrative of how the organization was 

developing in a linear path by implicitly appealing to reasoned analysis.  

The fourth item on the agenda, “What events are we planning or strategy?” (lines 

73-74), ventriloquized the organization’s goals and objectives. This agenda item created a 

sense of direction and purpose as it helped to ensure that the chapter was moving toward 

its goals. It also implied that a strategic, intentional approach would be outlined based on 
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some logical assessment of needs and priorities. The seeming rationality of “planning” 

(line 74) framed whatever was proposed as pragmatically aligned with organizational 

necessities rather than shaped by individual agendas. The textualization of the agenda 

items was supposed to ensure that the organization was moving toward its goals and was 

being responsive to its stakeholders’ needs by creating a sense of continuity and history. 

It demonstrates how textualization constructs a particular view of the chapter and its 

situation as grounded in reason by implying logical connections between past, present, 

and future and framing language around strategic planning, necessity, and transparency.  

The selected vignette shows how technological platforms extended the space for 

organizing to finalize the application form, schedule interviews, and plan upcoming 

meetings. The vignette highlights the unique challenges afforded in virtual environments 

and the interruption to speech trajectories. Participants also ventriloquized different 

features to show agreement, such as using emojis like the thumbs up. These features or 

other-than-human agencies shaped how emotions and alignment can be communicated in 

virtual environments. The virtual environments also constituted how the team crafted 

shared meaning because they were limited to using available digital tools. Thus, the 

technologies we use are not neutral but rather shape and constitute how interaction and 

organizing take place.  

Vignette 9 

As the chapter was in its early stages, the leadership team continuously negotiated 

the dynamics of power and temporality. In the negotiation, a shared sense of the chapter’s 

standing and desire for future control became central to organizing. Throughout the six 
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meetings, I observed how power emerged as the executive leadership team oriented 

collectively across time rather than fixed in structures and individuals.  

President: We will need some committee heads for the chapter, so I want 76 

you all to finalize interview dates. Most probably, by the end of 77 

the day, I will try to finalize the Microsoft Form for applications. 78 

Till then, if we have some references, let’s plan interviews for 79 

them so that we can finalize some committee heads and divide 80 

the work to promote the member meeting through word of mouth 81 

and by promoting on Instagram.  82 

(All participants nod in agreement.) 83 

(The Treasurer uses the thumbs-up feature.) 84 

President:  What do you all think? How long should the interviews be?  85 

Vice President: Most of the time in HR, 45 minutes is the criteria, but we can 86 

keep it to 30 minutes because I do not think we have to ask many 87 

questions. These are the organization’s initial stages, and we need 88 

people—we really need people—so in the process, people can 89 

learn what we need them to join as soon as possible. 90 

The president exerted his perceived power as the chapter leader by proposing a 

course of action for the group and summoning them to respond (“so I want you all to...” 

in lines 76-77). By doing so, the president also positioned himself as animated by a sense 

of urgency. The repeated use of “we” also enacted a particular collective identity and set 

of interests the others were called to align with. The nodding reaction to the president’s 

suggestion in line 83 showed that this power move effectively secured agreement and 

consent and that his authority was implicitly recognized. Also, the treasurer using the 

thumbs-up feature in addition to nodding shows how humans use emojis to communicate 

on their behalf (line 84). The treasurer could have used her hands to make the thumbs-up 

sign. However, her decision to use the feature shows the affordance of technology to 

extend communication and interaction in virtual environments.  



123 

Interestingly, the president moderated his power move by asking questions 

(“What do you all think?” line 85) and mentioning provisional possibilities (“most 

probably,” line 77). Power and authority in this interaction operate in a fluid, negotiable 

manner enacted through communication, not as a fixed attribute of individuals or roles. 

With the group’s agreement, power appeared not coerced but given. Power was also 

switched from the president to the vice president, who spoke on behalf of an occupation. 

Before suggesting how long the interviews should be, the vice president started with 

“most of the time in HR” (line 86) to give her suggestion legitimacy and power and to 

shape the group’s orientation. To some extent, it was a form of experience that spoke 

here through her. 

Both speakers referred to the “initial stages” of the chapter to warrant the need for 

expedient action because resources were lacking (“we need people,” line 89), and 

development was required (“people can learn,” lines 89-90). The vice president’s 

emphasis on “we really need people” (line 89) also invoked the urgency of filling the 

committee roles. A shared understanding of the early stages of the chapter was used to 

justify the exercise of power in pushing the group in a particular time-sensitive direction. 

However, the open-ended nature of “stages” (line 88) also implied that the future remains 

unwritten. Power operates as much through temporal framing—conjuring a shared sense 

of urgency and possibility—as through individuals, roles, or norms. The interplay 

between present realities and future potential shapes how, why, and when authority is 

exercised and how it is consented to in this interaction.  
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Vignette 10 

Throughout the six meetings, the interactions between the executive leadership 

team also demonstrated how temporality is used to create a sense of historicity in 

organizations. In the excerpt below, the interaction between the president, secretary, and 

vice president illustrates how members invoke the past, present, and future to create a 

sense of shared mission and position the chapter from a particular point in time.  

President: I am thinking of adding a change to our constitution. I also had a 91 

conversation about this with [Center for Student Involvement], 92 

and they said that if this works for you, you can make some rules 93 

for your organization and the team. After that conversation, I set 94 

up a rule: if a committee leader is leading a team but is not 95 

working on their stuff, they are just making the team work or 96 

throwing the work on their team. We would have a head of HR 97 

who can look into this.  98 

Secretary: From my HR experience, I think it is a bad idea. I do not think 99 

anybody would appreciate people watching and monitoring their 100 

performance, especially in this type of setting. 101 

Vice President: Yes, I agree. We should avoid doing that= 102 

Secretary:  =Exactly  103 

Vice President:  Because doing the work and getting the work done is more 104 

important. 105 

President: I see your point. 106 

Secretary: We should just focus on the application form with the time we 107 

have= 108 

President: =All right, sounds good. 109 

The president mentioned a document, the chapter’s constitution, as he appeared to 

be preoccupied by this figure. He summoned a collective voice (“our constitution” in line 

91) to indicate the shared authority among the leadership team for the possible changes to 

the constitution’s rules and regulations. Before proposing the changes, he explicitly 

mentioned his conversation with the Center for Student Involvement. He then spoke on 
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behalf of the center to show the support he received for the constitutional amendment he 

was about to propose (“they said that if this works for you, you can make some rules for 

your organization and the team,” lines 93-94).  

This line was interesting as it did not explicitly mention if the center’s comment 

on “if this works for you” was to the president or the entire chapter leadership. However, 

the president appeared to have taken the initiative to amend the constitution before the 

rest of the leadership weighed in on the changes, as he reported having “set up a rule” 

(lines 94-95) about creating a new internal HR role. To justify his rationale, he invoked 

figures and spoke on behalf of committee members who may be overwhelmed by 

different projects if the committee leaders were not supporting them (lines 96-97). He 

appeared to be animated by these issues, which he seemed to feel strongly about, moving 

the chapter into an ideal future state. Others were implicitly called to align with the vision 

and rationale voiced by the president.  

However, the future that the president invoked shifted when the secretary strongly 

disagreed with the new rule change. In lines 99-101, the secretary indeed evoked her 

experience in HR to voice disagreement with the proposed change. By using the word 

“from,” the secretary was also ventriloquizing the past as she drew on her experience in 

HR to make her argument. She appeared to feel strongly about the changes (“I think it is 

a bad idea” in line 99) and voiced that it could be a wrong decision by speaking on behalf 

of other members (“I do not think anybody would appreciate…” in lines 99-100). 

Implicitly, she also warned that the change could negatively impact the chapter’s image 

and, ultimately, its legitimacy, as she pointed out, “especially in this type of setting” (line 

101). The rest of the leadership team was now being called to recognize alternative 
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perspectives that saw the proposed change as misguided and harmful to “our” shared 

interests.  

The vice president further voiced the secretary’s counterframing in line 102, using 

“we” to signify agreement while speaking on behalf of the chapter. The group was 

summoned to agree that for “us,” outcomes matter more than monitoring people’s work. 

The vice president also used the word “doing” (line 104) to position herself as speaking 

from the present. Two competing senses of shared purpose had now been voiced, and 

tension rose as different “we’s” were conjured for the group to identify. The president 

appeared to avoid further justifying his rationale to prevent tension by agreeing with the 

counterargument from the secretary and vice president. The secretary also animated 

urgency to the conversation that the team should “just focus on the application form with 

the time we have” (lines 107-108), as she was animated by the application form and 

pointed to the urgency of working on it by giving it a voice. The president then consented 

to the alternative view, and the “we” originally summoned was relinquished in favor of 

the one now crafted through the persuasive voices of the other speakers. Here, power and 

legitimacy were negotiated between the three leaders as they invoked explicit and 

implicit voices.  

Vignette 11  

As the general membership meeting deadline approached, a sense of urgency 

strengthened to finalize the committee positions’ interview dates. The initial date 

scheduled for the interviews was postponed at the last minute, making the executive 

leadership team anxious about the timing. In the excerpt below, the president suggested a 
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new interview date by asserting his power and speaking on behalf of external 

organizations to add credibility to his suggestion.  

President: According to the conversation I and the [Center for Student 110 

Involvement] had about the past year and how the previous 111 

leadership team has been working, they guided me through the 112 

interview process. Accordingly, I have decided to organize the 113 

interview on Thursday, April 13th, which is very doable. I asked 114 

[Center for Student Involvement] when most classes are held for 115 

every department, and they said all classes are after 5:30 pm. I 116 

am deciding to keep the interview in the morning or afternoon= 117 

Vice President: =Agreed= 118 

Treasurer:  = Okay 119 

All participants nod in agreement.  120 

In this excerpt, I examined how the president’s voice conveyed authority. In lines 

110 to 112, he explicitly staged the voices of the Center for Student Involvement and the 

previous leadership team to illustrate the rationale for his suggestion. Harnessing these 

institutional voices gave him a perceived legitimacy, symbolic power, and authority to 

frame the date choice as prudent and guided. In this case, legitimacy was constructed 

rhetorically rather than being a “thing” someone possesses. The president also positioned 

himself as animated by these two institutional voices (previous leadership and Center for 

Student Involvement) as he spoke on behalf of their suggestions. By invoking the 

previous leadership team’s decision, he framed his decision to be understood as 

constituting the current choice of date and time. So, the temporal dimension—linking 

past, present, and future—is central to constituting organizational decision-making. The 

past is not left behind but rather animates current choices.  

In lines 113 to 114, the president then shared his decision to host the interviews 

on a specific date (“I have decided to organize the interview on Thursday, April 13th…”). 
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Implicitly, he appeared to assume his team would agree with the proposed date as he 

enacted the decision by noting the guidance and advice that led him to choose April 13th 

as “very doable” (line 114). He continued to position himself as animated by the Center 

for Student Involvement to build his rationale for the new date by explicitly invoking 

class schedules as a time constraint to host the interviews.  

In this excerpt, the ventriloquized figures appear to give the president legitimacy 

and power to gain approval from the team, even though the speaker ultimately “decided” 

on that date (line 113). The ventriloquial lens shows how this interaction artfully enacts 

power and decision-making in and through communication. At the end of the interaction, 

the president secured verbal and nonverbal approval for his suggestion.  

Summary  

In conclusion, this chapter presented findings to help understand the key role that 

communicative activities and artifacts play for teams navigating continuous change. The 

four-step ventriloquial analysis framework was used to identify explicit and implicit 

figures and sources of animation. In the second phase, these ventriloquial effects were 

grouped into assigned activities. The third phase, as shown in Figure 4.1, traced back 

authorship chains, integrating clusters and collections from the previous phases. Selected 

vignettes were presented as findings to address the research question: How does a virtual 

team legitimize itself through communicative activities in continuous change?  

Utilizing the four-step ventriloquial analysis framework, the six observed 

meetings revealed the performative and constitutive nature of communication. The 

analysis shows that legitimacy was a central construct for the newly formed organization 

navigating continuous changes. Through weekly Teams meetings and communication on 
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WhatsApp, the executive leadership team engaged in various ventriloquial moves to 

strengthen the chapter’s legitimacy in the eyes of different stakeholders. The ventriloquial 

framework provided a valuable tool for understanding the subtle power dynamics at play 

within teams, particularly for a new organization navigating legitimacy and continuous 

change.  

The vignettes presented in this chapter show how organizational members 

invoked different figures in interactions. The voices invoked had various degrees of 

legitimacy based on context. Thus, legitimacy is socially negotiated and fluid, not 

inherent or absolute. It is also negotiated through webs of communication and crafted 

rhetorically through textualization. Legitimacy also showed up in how the president 

invoked different voices, including body language, to gain legitimacy from his new 

colleagues. 

Throughout the six meetings, the committee application form served as a crucial 

artifact that was perceived to contribute to the chapter’s legitimacy. The vignettes 

illuminate the evolving nature of the application form within the virtual team. Initially 

conceived as an idea, the application form underwent continuous revisions and updates 

throughout the executive team’s interactions until it was shared with potential committee 

applicants. Vignette 7 provides insights into the collaborative nature of the application 

form development. The team engaged in discussions and deliberations, considering 

various perspectives and refining the form based on feedback and input from team 

members. This iterative process reflects the virtual team’s commitment to creating a 

comprehensive and effective application form that aligned with their goals and 

objectives. This form thus became a tangible representation of the chapter’s values with 
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the potential to strengthen its legitimacy in the eyes of potential committee applicants and 

the chapter’s membership.  

The selected vignettes also demonstrate the profoundly communicative and 

constitutive nature of power and temporality in interactions. They highlight how subtle 

uses of voices accomplish power and politics in interactions, even when attributing 

decisions to ostensibly neutral institutions or processes. For example, in Vignette 5, 

power dynamics came into play as team members navigated disagreements and negotiate 

solutions. Power operates through rhetoric and framing, influencing the team’s subtle yet 

highly consequential interactions. Different participants could gain influence and 

accomplish specific effects by animating voices that were not their own, such as the 

Center for Student Involvement, past leadership team, or an occupation. These persons 

lent weight to their own voices by adding others to guide decision-making and gain 

authority. The ability to handle conflicts constructively and negotiate power reflects the 

virtual team’s cohesion in managing interpersonal dynamics and maintaining a 

harmonious work environment.  

Leadership, as depicted in Vignettes 9 and 10, also plays a crucial role in wielding 

power and establishing legitimacy. Although power was fluid and negotiated, the 

president, perceived as the legitimate leader of the chapter, often asserted his authority 

and influence to shape the chapter’s direction and decision-making processes. For 

example, this was shown in his decision on an interview date and his attempt to make 

amendments to the chapter’s constitution (even if the rest of the team rejected the latter). 

Power is also evident in the team’s ability to leverage technology, as seen in Vignette 10. 

The team’s adeptness with virtual collaboration tools empowered them to communicate 
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and collaborate efficiently, giving them a competitive advantage in the virtual 

environment. This technological power contributed to the team’s legitimacy by 

showcasing their adaptability and efficiency.  

The vignettes also highlight temporality—how realities and meanings get 

constructed in the ephemeral spaces between communications. Participants invoked the 

past to shape how decisions were understood and legitimized in the current moment. The 

modification of the application form and logistics of the interview dates illustrate how 

organizing emerged differently through each discourse or interaction. The iterative nature 

of the application form development, as depicted in Vignette 7, also reflects the temporal 

aspect of the team’s activities. The form underwent continuous revisions and updates, 

indicating a process that unfolds over time.  

From a ventriloquial perspective, the vignettes thus unveil change as continuous 

rather than something that can be permanently fixed or imposed. They also show whose 

voices revealed power dynamics at work through rhetoric and persuasion. In addition, 

virtual meetings and the WhatsApp group emphasize the temporal aspect of leadership 

interactions as team members synchronize their schedules, allocate specific time slots for 

discussions, and engage in real-time exchanges to make timely decisions. From the 

invocation of different voices to the iterative development of the application form and the 

dynamics of power and temporality, the vignettes show how the new chapter’s executive 

leadership navigated continuous change as a new organization. 

In conclusion, the analysis of communicative activities within virtual teams offers 

valuable insights into their complex interactions in dynamic environments. The findings 

underscore the significance of leadership, power dynamics, the evolution of artifacts, and 
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the recognition of historical continuity and temporality. The vignettes reveal the intricate 

connection between rhetoric, persuasion, and power dynamics by examining 

communication’s performative and constitutive effects. This understanding of the 

communicative process in constructing legitimacy provides the knowledge to effectively 

support virtual teams in navigating continuous change and achieving long-term success. 

The next chapter provides a comprehensive discussion and interpretation of the key 

findings and their implications for theory, research, and practice.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Previous chapters introduced the research question “How does a virtual team 

legitimize itself through communicative activities in continuous change?” and the 

findings of the present case study designed and carried out to answer it. This final chapter 

begins with a summary of the study’s main findings. Then, it moves into a review of the 

findings in light of the study’s conceptual framework and a discussion of their alignment 

with the literature, followed by the study’s conclusions and limitations. The implications 

for theory and practice are presented, along with recommendations for future research. 

The paper concludes with a few closing remarks. 

Summary of Findings  

This qualitative case study delved into the intricate workings of communicative 

activities within virtual teams navigating continuous change. By employing the 

ventriloquial approach, the study aimed to understand how communicative activities and 

organizational artifacts, like textual exchanges, forms, and documents, contribute to 

legitimizing virtual teams and managing constant change. The six observed meetings at 

the research site were especially significant, providing valuable insights into how the new 

organization navigated its legitimacy among various stakeholders in the evolving 

organizational landscape.  

The study unearthed three key findings, each illuminating how communication 

constitutes organizational realities, realities that therefore emerge in interactions (Cooren 

et al., 2011; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). First, the emergence of legitimacy as a dynamic 

process became central to the strategies and pursuits of the newly formed chapter. The 
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chapter’s leadership team employed communicative practices to negotiate ideas by 

ventriloquizing various stakeholders. By doing so, they aimed to influence decision-

making and fortify the chapter’s standing within the broader university system. Second, 

the study unveiled the inherently constitutive nature of power and temporality in 

organizations. The interactions reflected fluid power dynamics and actively shaped and 

reshaped them in real time, blurring conventional distinctions between leaders and 

followers and present and future orientations. Finally, the study highlighted the 

innovative agency of other-than-human actants in virtual environments. Notably, the 

application form and computer-mediated functions, such as emojis and thumbs up, 

influenced interactions and played a significant role in organizing. The vignettes 

presented in Chapter 4 vividly illustrated these dynamics, and this chapter delves into a 

comprehensive discussion of the three main findings, demonstrating their alignment with 

the existing literature.  

Consequently, the discussion draws upon examples from the vignettes to illustrate 

how communication actively constructs and legitimizes new organizational realities, 

ultimately shaping the chapter’s endeavor to establish itself as a recognized and valued 

group within the larger campus ecosystem. This analysis prompts the question: To what 

extent did the study’s conceptual framework anticipate these compelling findings? 

Findings in Light of Conceptual Framework  

This study’s conceptual framework draws upon the communicative constitution of 

organizations (CCO) framework, specifically the Montreal School of Organizational 

Communication, and continuous organizational change. As mentioned above, the study’s 

findings have been analyzed and presented within the framework, highlighting three key 
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contributions: understanding legitimacy as a dynamic process, recognizing the fluidity of 

power and temporality, and exploring the organizing role played by other-than-human 

actants in virtual environments. By examining these findings, I gained valuable insights 

into the complex nature of organizational communication and its influence on various 

aspects of organizational dynamics.  

Legitimacy as a Process  

As discussed in Chapter 2, legitimation is a complex process that goes beyond the 

actions of a single entity or group. It involves the active participation of all actors 

involved (human and other-than-human), including the audience and even passersby. In 

this dynamic view, legitimacy is not achieved through one-way communication or the 

passive reception of messages. Instead, audience members and others play an active role 

in the accomplishment of legitimacy (Cnossen & Bencherki, 2023). This positioning, 

actions, and interactions with the entity or situation in question contribute to shaping and 

reinforcing perceived legitimacy. Aligned with the findings, this perspective recognizes 

that legitimation is a collective endeavor, where the engagement and participation of 

various actors are essential for the establishment and maintenance of legitimacy. It 

emphasizes the agency and influence of audience members and others, highlighting their 

active role in co-creating and validating legitimacy through their own behaviors and 

responses.  

In the CCO framework, organizations do not passively accrue legitimacy; they 

actively cultivate it through communicative processes (McPhee & Zaug, 2000). While 

external strategies like public relations, media engagement, corporate social 

responsibility initiatives, and stakeholder engagement undoubtedly influence legitimacy 
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perceptions, Cooren and colleagues (2011) emphasized that organizing is ultimately 

secured through processes of communication. This signifies a socially constructed 

perception of the appropriateness and conformity of an organization’s actions, structures, 

and practices to societal norms and expectations (McPhee & Zaug, 2000). Stakeholders, 

including employees, customers, regulators, and the public, wield collective judgment, 

evaluating the legitimacy of an organization based on its values, goals, behavior, and 

responsiveness to societal concerns (Putnam et al., 2016). While external communication 

efforts influence these perceptions, managing meaning, shaping identities, and fostering 

dialogue with internal audiences play crucial roles in this ongoing construction of 

legitimacy (Cooren et al., 2011).  

The research site is no different—a new organization sought to establish 

legitimacy among its internal and external stakeholders. The findings emphasize that 

legitimacy is not a fixed construct but rather a dynamic process that continually evolves 

and adapts to the ever-changing landscape of stakeholder expectations. The team 

recognized the significance of being legitimized to strengthen visibility on campus and 

secure funding resources for the research site’s activities. This aligns with the 

understanding that legitimacy is a socially constructed perception shaped through 

ongoing communication processes (Cooren et al., 2011). The vignettes in Chapter 4 

illustrate legitimacy as a process that involves a delicate balance between the chapter’s 

pursuit of its goals and its ability to align with prevailing normative orders. The 

interactions show how the leadership team navigated this complex terrain carefully, 

recognizing the importance of being perceived as a legitimate organization within the 
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university system and as a legitimate organization of the professional association it 

represents on campus.  

The initial meeting also offered another glimpse into the construction of 

legitimacy. Through subtle ventriloquial practices, the president aimed to establish the 

perception of rightful leadership authority (Hesmondhalgh, 2007). This was not about 

silencing others but rather crafting a meticulous performance. Premeeting preparation, 

agenda control, and proposals for new committees formed a carefully orchestrated script. 

This projected an image of competence and perceived control, subtly positioning the 

president as the “natural” leader speaking for the chapter’s best interests. This backstage 

preparation aligns with Christensen and Christensen’s (2022) empirical study showing 

that ventriloquism is a specific performance act where invoked figures (like the president 

speaking on behalf of the chapter in Vignette 1) can have significant consequences for 

how stakeholders perceive the organization and its future actions. The first meeting, 

which was in a hybrid meeting format, with the physical presence of the president leading 

a formal presentation against a backdrop of virtual attendees, further amplified this 

symbolic performance. This physical and figurative positioning aligns with McPhee and 

Zaug’s (2000) understanding of symbolic representations and role performance 

influencing organizational legitimacy. Nonetheless, as subsequent meetings unfolded, the 

team’s interaction became more dialogic. This shift suggests a growing recognition of the 

president’s perceived legitimacy and the development of trust, reflecting the dynamic 

nature of legitimacy and the ongoing communication efforts required to maintain it (Seidl 

& Werle, 2018). The evolving dialogical nature of the team’s interaction signifies the 

active construction and negotiation of legitimacy within the leadership team. 
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Legitimacy was also constructed communicatively through textual moves such as 

framing the site as innovative rather than that being a quality the club inherently 

possessed (see Vignette 1). The leadership team employed such practices throughout the 

observed meetings by ventriloquizing different actors, including the university, other 

campus clubs, the affiliates’ association, and occupations. The team aimed to enhance the 

credibility of their suggestions and reinforce the research site’s legitimacy by 

ventriloquizing these voices. The team’s focus on gaining legitimacy in the eyes of the 

university and affiliated stakeholders, particularly to secure annual funding, supports the 

idea that legitimacy is crucial for accessing external resources and support (Putnam et al., 

2016).  

Recognizing that legitimacy is a collective judgment made by various 

stakeholders, the leadership team actively discussed ways to align their strategies with the 

expectations of these stakeholders. Throughout the observed meetings, they emphasized 

the chapter’s uniqueness and sought to differentiate it from other associations on campus, 

establishing its distinct value and identity. Employing this strategy is a common 

organizational practice to achieve perceived legitimization for actions and practices, 

including the perceived value and relevance of an organization’s activities (Cooren et al., 

2011; Putnam et al., 2016). 

This process of staging and differentiation highlights the interplay between 

legitimacy as a social construct and the communicative strategies employed by the 

leadership team to legitimize their actions and practices. It underscores how organizations 

actively engage in communicative activities to shape perceptions, manage meaning, and 

construct legitimacy within their respective contexts.  
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In conclusion, the findings indicate that legitimacy is a dynamic process. It is not 

fixed or static but rather fluid and requires organizations to continuously adapt 

communication strategies to align with evolving societal expectations and norms 

(Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2012). The findings highlight the interplay between legitimacy 

as a social construct and the strategic communicative practices employed by the chapter’s 

leadership team, including ventriloquial techniques and rhetorical framing. By 

recognizing the complexities of legitimacy and its connection to communication, 

organizations can navigate the challenges and opportunities in constructing and 

maintaining legitimacy within their respective contexts. This finding highlights the 

relevance of the CCO theory’s lens on legitimacy in understanding organizational 

dynamics and the communicative processes involved in establishing and maintaining 

legitimacy in various contexts.  

Power and Temporality  

The Montreal School of Organizational Communication offers a unique 

perspective on power and temporality within organizational contexts. According to this 

perspective, organizations are not fixed structures but ongoing processes that emerge 

through communication (Schoeneborn et al., 2014). Within this framework, power is an 

inherent characteristic of communicative interactions, where groups with shared 

perspectives interweave their voices to exert collective influence. The framework 

recognizes that power is a dynamic interplay of voices, narratives, and shared meanings 

that are co-created and contested within the organizational context.  

Similarly, temporality is considered a fundamental aspect of organizing, as 

organizations constantly evolve. Time is not seen as a linear sequence of events but rather 
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as a fluid and emergent property of communication itself. By understanding power and 

temporality within the Montreal lens, we gain insights into the relational nature of power, 

the role of communication in shaping organizational realities, and the influence of 

temporal dynamics on decision-making processes and sensemaking activities. 

Fluidity of Power  

Challenging the notion of organizations as static entities, the Montreal School 

perspective considers them as dynamic processes emerging from communication, 

perceiving power as an intrinsic element of communicative interactions, especially within 

discourse coalitions where groups intertwine their voices to collectively exert influence 

(Brummans et al., 2014; Schoeneborn et al., 2014). In communication, power dynamics 

are not limited to formal positions of authority or resource control; power is a dynamic 

interplay of voices, narratives, and shared meanings that are co-created and contested 

within the organizational context. This perspective emphasizes that even seemingly 

ordinary exchanges, such as informal conversations or email threads, are significant sites 

where power dynamics unfold, shaping decision-making processes and constructing 

organizational realities (Nicotera & Mahon, 2013).  

In the study’s context, the findings revealed the chapter’s leadership team’s 

continuous negotiation of power dynamics. As they made changes and revisions to the 

application form, the team strategically evoked their expertise in HR and marketing and 

ventriloquized stakeholders, such as the Center for Student Involvement and the affiliated 

association, to influence their suggestions. Notably, the treasurer and secretary played a 

role in influencing decisions, such as adding more description to the application form and 

sharing the application form link with their references (as seen in Vignettes 5 and 6 in 
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Chapter 4). Throughout the six meetings, power emerged as the leadership team 

collectively oriented across time, transcending fixed structures and individuals.  

Within the CCO framework, power is not fixed but enacted through 

communication, shaped by ongoing interactions and negotiations (Putnam & Nicotera, 

2009). The interaction from Vignette 9 exemplifies this dynamic nature of power, as the 

president exercises influence by proposing a course of action and eliciting the group’s 

response (Vignette 9, lines 76-77). This exercise of power is not limited to formal 

authority but is enacted through inclusive language and communicative practices that 

foster a collective identity and align the group’s interests. These findings support the 

argument that power is a relational and shared phenomenon that emerges through 

communication, challenging traditional notions of power as individual attributes (Putnam 

& Nicotera, 2009).  

Power in organizational contexts goes beyond formal roles and positions, as it is 

embedded in communicative practices and the ability to shape meanings, decisions, and 

actions (Putnam & Nicotera, 2009). The chapter’s leadership team interaction analysis 

demonstrates this relational understanding of power. The president exercises power by 

proposing a course of action, seeking agreement from the group, and employing language 

choices that influence and shape the group’s activities (Vignette 9, lines 76-77). This 

relational view aligns with the Montreal lens and the broader CCO framework, 

emphasizing power as constructed and negotiated through ongoing communication 

processes. Power is enacted by influencing collective understanding and actions, and its 

dynamics are shaped within the organization. This highlights the significance of 

communication practices in shaping power dynamics (Putnam & Nicotera, 2009). 
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Moreover, the findings also demonstrate the strategic deployment of institutional 

voices as a form of power. In Vignette 11, the president strategically stages the voices of 

the Center for Student Involvement and the previous leadership team to enhance the 

credibility and legitimacy of his suggestion (lines 110-112). By ventriloquizing these 

voices, he positions himself as animated by their perspectives, increasing his influence 

over the decision-making process. This strategic utilization of institutional voices 

exemplifies the fluidity of power within organizations, as individuals can temporarily 

assume the authority and legitimacy associated with these voices to enhance their 

persuasive abilities and influence others. 

By connecting the findings to the literature on power and the CCO framework, it 

becomes evident that formal roles or hierarchical positions do not solely determine 

organizational power. Instead, power emerges and evolves through communicative 

exchanges among organizational members. This understanding contributes to a deeper 

comprehension of power as a dynamic and socially constructed phenomenon within 

organizational settings, aligning with the Montreal School’s perception of power as a 

collective and relational process. 

Temporal Dynamics 

Organizations are fundamentally temporal; through ongoing communication, they 

emerge and change over time (Ashcraft et al., 2009). As stated by Taylor and Van Every 

(2000), “Temporality is at the heart of organizing, as organizations are constantly in flux, 

changing and evolving over time” (p. 58). This perspective emphasizes that time is not 

just a backdrop or container for organizational activities but an active force that shapes 

and is shaped by communication processes. Thus, temporality is not just a linear, 
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objective sequence of events but also a fluid, emergent property of communication itself 

(Cooren, 2004). Documents and records act as “temporal bridges,” transporting past 

moments into the present to influence current decisions and actions (Taylor & Van Every, 

2000). An example of this is the application form, which underwent continuous changes 

and developments before being disseminated to potential applicants. This illustrates how 

the past, present, and future are not compartmentalized entities but interconnected 

elements within an ongoing web of conversations, texts, and interactions in the chapter’s 

context. 

CCO scholars argue that temporality is about not solely the passage of time but 

also the timing of communication events and actions. As Putnam and Nicotera (2009) 

explained, “Time is not something that organizations or individuals ‘have’ or ‘manage’; 

rather, it is something that is constituted through communicative practices and enacted in 

ongoing interaction” (p. 29). This argument can be taken further, where time is not solely 

possessed or controlled by organizations or individuals; rather, it is also formed through 

communication methods and brought into existence through continuous interaction. Thus, 

time can be conceptualized as constitutive in negotiating power, identity, and meaning 

within organizations. This is evident in how the chapter’s leadership discussed 

recruitment and general membership meeting deadlines, shaped their future actions, and 

fostered a shared sense of urgency. Anticipating future consequences like “losing people” 

(see Vignette 3) and the need to develop the application form continuously influenced 

their decision-making, revealing how temporality intertwines with power dynamics. 

Temporality in the findings thus emerged as a product of communication processes, 
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where the chapter’s leadership engaged in sensemaking activities that give meaning to the 

past, present, and future.  

The timing of communication events and actions also shaped power dynamics 

within the chapter’s leadership team. Power is strategically influenced by choosing when 

to communicate specific ideas, highlighting how “timing is crucial in shaping the 

trajectory of organizational life and the negotiation of meaning” (Taylor & Van Every, 

2011, p. 61). The temporal dimension of communication influences event interpretation, 

power dynamics, and organizational members’ sensemaking processes. The timing of 

communication also actively constitutes the future—vision statements, strategic plans, 

and project proposals act as imagined futures, shaping present actions and guiding the 

organization’s trajectory (Brummans et al., 2014). Through communication, 

organizational actors negotiate future possibilities, set goals, outline timelines, and craft 

shared expectations. In this sense, temporality also recognizes the existence of multiple 

temporalities within an organization, interwoven and often discordant (Nicotera & 

Mahon, 2013). Short-term deadlines and project cycles coexist with longer-term strategic 

plans and the slow evolution of organizational culture. For the chapter, the short-term 

goal was disseminating the application form and recruiting new committee heads, while 

being legitimized was an ongoing long-term goal as the chapter engaged with different 

stakeholders.  

Another aspect of temporality in the literature is the role of narratives in linking 

past, present, and future, providing coherence across time (Ashcraft et al., 2009). 

Individuals within organizations can leverage temporal agency and skillfully crafted 

narratives to maintain or extend their power (Robichaud & Cooren, 2013). They do this 
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by controlling the flow of time by defining deadlines, setting agendas, and prioritizing 

certain narratives over others (p. 636). In Chapter 4, the first vignette showed how the 

president created a compelling narrative about the uniqueness of the chapter. This 

ventriloquial move allowed him to decenter the source of authority and justification while 

speaking in the group’s name (“our way” in Vignette 1, line 3). As this was the first 

meeting for the leadership team, the narrative also set the stage to shape the 

organization’s perception and the stakeholders’ perceived legitimacy.  

Further illustrating this, in Vignette 11, the president explicitly staged the voices 

of the previous leadership team and the Center for Student Involvement to support his 

suggestion on interview dates. Powerful actors such as the president can control the flow 

of information through narrative ventriloquism (Robichaud & Cooren, 2013). By 

speaking on their behalf, he leveraged a temporalized narrative that seamlessly links the 

past (previous team), present (his proposal), and future (future interviews). This strategic 

ventriloquism controls the flow of information and subtly asserts his perceived authority 

by aligning himself with established entities. In both examples, the findings indicate how 

the president leveraged narratives and temporal dimensions to assert perceived authority 

and influence decision-making processes. These findings are aligned with the literature 

that recognizes the multifaceted interplay between past, present, and future to gain a 

deeper understanding of the role of time in shaping organizational realities through 

communicative activities.  

In conclusion, the findings emphasize the fluidity of power and the role of 

temporality in organizational communication. Power as illustrated in the vignettes is not 

limited to formal positions or resource control but emerges through communicative 
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interactions, shaping decision-making processes and constructing organizational realities. 

This supports the Montreal perspective that highlights power as a dynamic interplay of 

voices and shared meanings within discourse coalitions. Temporality is also not a linear 

sequence of events but an active force shaped by communication. As the interactions 

showed, time is constitutive in negotiating power, identity, and meaning, influencing the 

timing of communication events and actions. Narratives also play a significant role in 

linking the past, present, and future, providing coherence and enabling individuals to 

leverage temporal agency. Recognizing the fluidity of power and the interconnectedness 

of time and communication facilitates a deeper understanding of organizational 

dynamics, leading to more inclusive and effective practices. 

Beyond Human Organizing: Other-than-Human Actors  

The notion of other-than-human agencies within the Montreal School of 

Organizational Communication highlights the recognition and consideration of other-

than-human entities and their communicative agency in organizational processes 

(Cooren, 2018, 2020; Cooren et al., 2012). Rooted in the broader field of communication 

studies, the perspective focuses on understanding communication as the fundamental 

process that shapes and constitutes organizations (Taylor & Van Every, 2011). As 

discussed in Chapter 2, this perspective challenges the traditional view of organizations 

as human-centric entities and emphasizes the importance of examining the role of other-

than-human actors in organizational communication. Other-than-human actants make a 

difference in a given situation in organizing such as ideas, mission statements, emotions, 

objects, and technologies. They are considered active participants in the communication 

process, capable of influencing and co-constructing organizational meanings and 
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practices (Cheney et al., 2014). For instance, email, instant messaging, or project 

management tools influence the flow of information, decision-making processes, and 

overall organizational functioning (Orlikowski, 2007). In this context, the other-than-

human concept expands the scope of analysis beyond human actors to include how other-

than-human actants constitute organizations and organizational processes (Clifton et al., 

2021).  

Ventriloquizing Emotions  

The presence of other-than-human actants, particularly in technology platforms, 

provides distinctive communication patterns that have a profound impact on organizing 

processes. The study findings highlight the crucial role played by these actors in shaping 

organizational communication patterns and practices. With their unique designs, 

affordances, and constraints, communication technologies significantly influence how 

individuals interact, collaborate, and coordinate their activities (Orlikowski, 2007). 

Notably, in virtual environments and remote meetings involving participants from diverse 

locations, technology platforms assume the role of intermediaries, enabling and 

facilitating communication among the individuals involved.  

Ventriloquism, the phenomenon wherein other-than-human agencies, such as 

technology platforms, act as proxies for individuals or groups (Cheney et al., 2014), plays 

a crucial role in virtual environments. In the context of this study, the findings align with 

other empirical research that explores the impact of digital platforms on organizing. For 

instance, Dawson and Bencherki (2022) examined the communicative constitution of 

authority and resistance in social media, specifically focusing on alternative National 

Park Service Twitter accounts created by rogue employees. Their study highlighted how 



148 

authority and resistance can manifest outside traditional organizational structures, 

suggesting that digital platforms exhibit organizational characteristics. Similarly, the 

findings of this study contribute to the understanding that authority and resistance can 

extend beyond conventional organizations in the virtual context. It demonstrates that 

digital platforms, serving as other-than-human actors, can display elements of 

organizationality. Another relevant empirical study by Leybold and Nadegger (2023) 

acknowledged the role of content moderation algorithms employed by digital platforms. 

They examined the case of pole dancers protesting against the shadow ban on Instagram 

and emphasized how these algorithms reinforce existing social hierarchies and privileges. 

These studies highlight the significance of other-than-human agencies, such as digital 

platforms, in shaping organizational dynamics, authority, and resistance and reinforcing 

social hierarchies within virtual environments.  

Nonetheless, there is still much to uncover regarding the contribution of other-

than-human agencies in digital or virtual settings. This study contributes significantly to 

the burgeoning field of Montreal School research by shedding light on the affordances 

offered by virtual environments. The findings reveal that various functions within virtual 

meetings, such as emojis, thumbs up, and chat features, serve multiple purposes in 

organizing activities.  

First, these functions allow participants to ventriloquize their emotions and 

communicate nonverbally in a virtual environment. For example, it was demonstrated in 

Chapter 4 that when participants nodded in agreement (for example, see Vignettes 4, 7, 9, 

and 11) or used the emoji function (for example, see Vignette 7), they used the functions 

as a means to communicate on their behalf. Emojis, for example, can convey emotions, 
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reactions, or attitudes concisely and quickly. Thumbs up or other reaction buttons allow 

participants to provide quick feedback or show agreement without interrupting the 

speaker. Participants relied on nonverbal cues and gestures to supplement their 

communication in virtual environments. For instance, nodding in agreement is a common 

nonverbal cue used in face-to-face interactions to indicate understanding, support, or 

approval. Using emojis and gestures as other-than-human agencies allows individuals to 

communicate their agreement or support without explicitly verbalizing it.  

These findings suggest that emojis in virtual communication can be seen as a 

form of ventriloquism, where these graphical representations “speak” on behalf of the 

individuals using them. In the meetings, emojis served as intermediaries, amplifying and 

representing participants’ emotional states, attitudes, and reactions within the 

organizational context. They played a crucial role in adding emotional context and 

conveying nonverbal cues that may be absent in text-based communication. They 

provided participants with a means to express their feelings and attitudes in a way that 

was concise and easily understandable. By selecting specific emojis, individuals can 

reflect on their emotional states and communicate them to others, allowing the emojis to 

become a representation of their emotions (Cheney et al., 2014). These graphical 

representations serve as a way to enhance the expressiveness of communication beyond 

the limitations of text alone.  

In organizing, emojis contribute to creating shared meaning and understanding 

among participants. They act as a form of symbolic communication that helps interpret 

messages. Emojis can facilitate the building of social bonds, allowing individuals to 

express empathy, support, or agreement without interrupting the flow of communication. 
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They also enable participants to provide quick feedback or reactions to others’ ideas or 

contributions, creating a sense of engagement and collaboration within the virtual 

meeting environment. Incorporating emojis as other-than-human actors in the CCO 

framework makes organizing more dynamic and inclusive. Emojis act as intermediaries 

that ventriloquize the individuals using them, giving voice to their emotions and 

enhancing their communicative presence within the organizational context. 

Application Form as a Boundary Object  

Boundary objects, as elucidated by Star and Griesemer (1989), function as 

versatile translators, bridging communication gaps between diverse groups. Boundary 

objects are tangible or intangible artifacts that serve as intermediaries between different 

actors or communities, facilitating communication and collaboration across boundaries 

(Caccamo et al., 2023). Organizational documents, tools, and even physical spaces can all 

embody this role, providing a shared language despite divergent interpretations. Take, for 

instance, the blueprint of an architectural project in which different actors (i.e., architects, 

engineers, and construction workers) with diverse skills engage. However, depending on 

their skill set, each actor will decipher it differently. Nonetheless, it remains a crucial 

intermediary, facilitating collaboration and ensuring coherence in the construction 

process.  

In the context of other-than-human agencies, boundary objects challenge the 

traditional human-centric view of organizations, acknowledging the crucial role of these 

elements in organizing. They act as intermediaries that bridge diverse perspectives, 

occupations, and knowledge systems, allowing different groups to collaborate and engage 

in joint activities (Star & Griesemer, 1989). These objects can translate, mediate, and 
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align different understandings, enabling communication and coordination across 

boundaries. Conversely, other-than-human agencies operate more subtly, quietly shaping 

the organizational landscape by exerting “quasi-agency” (Latour, 1999). Technologies, 

physical layouts, and seemingly inert objects can therefore have significant influence.  

Consider the algorithms employed in financial institutions. Although lacking a 

voice, their calculations invisibly guide investment decisions, impacting organizational 

portfolios and, ultimately, shaping the economic terrain (Leonardi & Barley, 2008). Other 

studies have examined how technological tools such as software act as other-than-human 

agencies, shaping organizational routines and practices (Leonardi, 2011). Another study 

by Carlile (2004) examined how scientific instruments, as boundary objects, facilitate 

collaboration and knowledge sharing within interdisciplinary research teams.  

In the brainstorming process, the application form functioned as a boundary 

object and contributed to organizing ideas and information. In the first meeting, the 

chapter’s president suggested the team work on an application form to recruit more 

committee leads to strengthen the chapter’s perceived legitimacy and delegate the 

responsibility of marketing and finance to the prospective committee leads. During the 

initial brainstorming session (see Vignette 2 in the previous chapter), the chapter’s 

leadership generated diverse ideas, often spontaneously and without structure. In this 

initial brainstorming phase, there was little discussion of next steps or who would be 

responsible.  

The application form took shape in subsequent meetings and moved from being a 

mere idea to becoming a textualized document. As a boundary object, the application 

form thus served as a framework for capturing and documenting the ideas and 



152 

information generated during the meetings (see, for example, Vignettes 5 and 6). It 

facilitated the organizing and coordinating of ideas during the meetings by providing a 

common language and structure for organizing the generated content (Caccamo et al., 

2023). It enabled the chapter’s leadership to align their understandings, identify patterns 

or themes, and evaluate the feasibility or relevance of the ideas. The findings from the 

observation indicate that the application form as a boundary object enhanced 

collaboration, improved comprehension, and supported the subsequent steps in the 

organizing process. 

The application form as a boundary object did not end in the brainstorming and 

organizing phase. When the form was disseminated to interested applicants, it continued 

to ventriloquize the leadership team. Suchman’s (2007) critique of the “planning model” 

in human-machine interaction offers a valuable lens to understand human and other-than-

human actors and how the application form in this context served as a boundary object 

beyond the process of finalizing it. While on the surface, the application form might 

appear as a mere receptacle for candidate information, closer analysis reveals its subtle 

yet significant influence on the committee recruitment process and, ultimately, the 

perceived legitimacy of the chapter.  

Drawing on Suchman’s (2007) notion of “situated actions” (p. 55), the application 

form can be viewed as actively shaping who participates, how they are evaluated, and 

even the recruitment process itself. First, the application form, like the map in Suchman’s 

(2007) tourist study, acts as an interpretive filter, shaping who sees the call for 

recruitment and how they understand it. The language used in the design layout and the 

accessibility of the form influence who feels equipped or motivated to apply. Second, the 
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application form becomes a platform for negotiation between applicants and the 

committee. Applicants use the form to present or ventriloquize themselves in a specific 

light, navigating its constraints and opportunities to craft their narrative. The committee, 

in turn, interprets the information through their own lens and prepares for the interview 

process. These negotiations can lead to unforeseen reconfigurations within the 

recruitment process. By recognizing the application form as an agent, we move beyond 

its conception as a passive tool and delve into the dynamic interplay between humans and 

other-than-human actors.  

The findings of this study strengthen our understanding that other-than-human 

actors, such as the application form, play an active role in the organizing process. The 

application form brought together various actors, those present in the meetings and those 

ventriloquized by the chapter’s leadership team, including applicants from different 

communities of practice. The analysis revealed that this created a shared space for 

negotiation, collaboration, and alignment toward a shared goal of earning the perceived 

legitimacy for the chapter. Just as scientific instruments facilitate collaboration and 

knowledge sharing within interdisciplinary research teams (Carlile, 2004), the application 

form acted as a tool that enabled coordination, communication, and decision-making 

among different stakeholders involved in the organizing process.  

Conclusions  

The findings discussed above reinforce the relevance of the Montreal School of 

Organizational Communication framework in understanding organizational legitimacy. 

The three central findings, legitimacy, power and temporality, and other-than-human 

actants, provide valuable insights into the role of communication organizing as they 
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highlight the interplay between communication processes, meaning-making, and identity 

formation in shaping perceptions of legitimacy. The study further validates the 

applicability of the CCO theory in diverse organizational contexts and underscores its 

potential for guiding future research on legitimacy and communication.  

Legitimacy  

The findings shed light on the dynamic nature of legitimacy in virtual teams and 

the integral role of communicative activities in their construction. Legitimacy is not a 

fixed attribute but an ongoing process that requires active engagement from all 

stakeholders. The collective nature of legitimation is emphasized, with audience members 

and others playing an active role in co-creating and validating legitimacy through their 

behaviors and responses. The findings align with the Montreal School perspective that 

legitimacy is cultivated through communicative processes. The study showcases how 

virtual team leaders strategically navigate this complex terrain, employing ventriloquial 

practices and careful framing to establish perceptions of rightful leadership authority. 

Power and Temporality 

The findings contribute to the growing literature in the Montreal School that 

views power as not confined to formal positions or resource control but as emerging from 

communicative interactions. The analysis shows that voices and shared meanings shape 

decision-making processes and construct organizational realities. This understanding 

challenges traditional notions of power as individual attributes and highlights the 

relational and collective nature of power within organizations. Similarly, temporality is 

not a linear sequence of events but an active force shaped by communication. It is 
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through ongoing interactions and negotiations that time is constituted and enacted, 

influencing the timing of communication events and actions. The findings also contribute 

to our understanding of narratives, which play a significant role in linking the past, 

present, and future, providing coherence and enabling individuals to leverage temporal 

agency. By recognizing the fluidity of power and the interconnectedness of time and 

communication, the study suggests how organizations can develop more inclusive and 

effective practices that account for the dynamic nature of power dynamics and the 

influence of temporality on organizational processes.  

Other-than-Human Actors  

The findings highlight the role of other-than-human actors, such as technology 

platforms and application forms, in shaping the communication dynamics within virtual 

teams. Technology platforms act as proxies for individuals, enabling nonverbal 

communication and emotional expression through features like emojis and chat functions. 

These features foster collaboration, build social bonds, and enhance engagement within 

virtual meetings. Application forms serve as boundary objects, facilitating 

communication and coordination among diverse stakeholders. They provide a common 

language and structure for organizing information, influencing the recruitment process 

and the perceived legitimacy of the organization. Recognizing the agency of these other-

than-human actors deepens our understanding of their active role in virtual team 

dynamics.  

Overall, the study contributes to our understanding of how virtual teams 

legitimize themselves amidst continuous change and the influence of technology 

platforms and documents such as the application form. Understanding the interplay 



156 

between human and other-than-human actors in organizations and the effect on 

organizing is crucial in today’s rapidly evolving world.  

Limitations  

Qualitative research can delve into the specifics rather than aiming for broad 

generalizations (Creswell, 2012). However, every study has its limitations, and this one is 

no exception. Notably, time constraints, the absence of a comparative analysis with 

another organization, the small sample size (participant size and new organization), and 

the potential presence of research bias posed limitations to the study.  

First, time constraints stand out as a limitation of the study. The short-term data 

collection and analysis timeframe may not capture the long-term effects and changes that 

could occur beyond its limited scope. A longer and more extensive longitudinal study 

would be necessary to grasp the dynamics within virtual teams, especially new ones, and 

how they navigate legitimacy and continuous change over time. Unfortunately, due to the 

short-term timeframe of the study—covering six meetings over 3 months—the 

opportunity for a thorough exploration was constrained. A more extensive longitudinal 

study would have allowed for a more in-depth examination of the complexities involved 

(Gehman et al., 2018). This would allow for a deeper understanding of how these teams 

evolve and enable a more comprehensive analysis of the long-term implications, 

including a deeper look into an organization’s past, present, and future. Since the research 

site is a new organization, there were limitations to fully capturing how members make 

sense of the organization’s past.  

Another limitation worth noting is the focus on a single case. While this approach 

offers valuable insights, it limits the ability to compare and cross-analyze with other case 
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studies. For example, a multi-case study would allow comparison with another 

organization that is in a similar situation to understand and compare how communicative 

processes influence virtual teams’ navigation of legitimacy and continuous change. 

Additionally, the sample size and selection process pose limitations to the study. With a 

relatively small sample size, there is a risk that the findings may not fully represent the 

broader population of virtual teams. This limitation makes it challenging to draw broader 

conclusions about virtual teams navigating legitimacy and continuous change when the 

sample size and selection process are limited. 

Another crucial limitation to consider is the potential presence of research bias. 

My biases and perspectives, shaped by my background and experiences in organizational 

communication, could influence the findings and interpretations. To counter this, I sought 

support from peers, faculty, dissertation committee members, and scholars in the field. 

After each video observation, I took meticulous field notes and engaged in reflective 

practices, analytical field memos, and methodological memos to identify and address 

emerging biases or changes. This approach allowed for comparing my interpretations 

with those of the participants, facilitating a more balanced analysis (Creswell, 2007; 

Lincoln & Guba, 2000). Additionally, it enabled the capture of emotion-laden 

experiences (Dirkx, 2014) that emerged during the study, ensuring credible and 

trustworthy research that contributes valuable insights into organizational communication 

and change.  

In conclusion, while this study offers valuable insights into the role of 

communicative activities in virtual teams navigating legitimacy and continuous change, it 

is essential to acknowledge its limitations for future research. These limitations 



158 

encompass the challenge of generalizing the findings to different virtual teams and 

organizational settings, the small sample size and potential lack of representation, the 

presence of research bias, the time constraints imposed by the short-term period, and the 

absence of a comparative analysis with another organization in a similar context. 

Addressing these limitations through future studies, including more extensive and diverse 

samples and more extended research periods, will contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the intricate communicative dynamics within virtual teams navigating 

legitimacy and continuous change. 

Implications for Theory 

Within the CCO framework, the study advances our understanding of how 

communication practices shape virtual teams involved in continuous change. By applying 

the CCO perspective, the study highlights the constitutive nature of communication, 

emphasizing that communication is not only a tool organizations use but is fundamental 

to their existence and ongoing construction. It also attempts to respond to Sillince’s 

(2010) criticism of the CCO framework, which challenges the CCO theory to provide a 

more precise understanding of how organizing is distinct from other social processes and 

calls for further theoretical development and clarification. This study contributes to the 

understanding of organizing and joins the ontological discussions regarding the nature of 

“the” organization and its emergence. In addition, the study expands the application of 

the CCO framework to the context of virtual teams, shedding light on how 

communicative activities within these teams contribute to their identity, roles, and 

processes. This contribution enriches the theoretical understanding of virtual teams 
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within the CCO framework and extends its application to dynamic organizational 

settings. 

In terms of legitimacy, the findings challenge traditional views of legitimacy as an 

inherent quality granted by external authorities. Instead, they highlight that legitimacy is 

a socially constructed concept co-created through ongoing stakeholder communication 

processes. This calls for a more dynamic understanding of legitimacy, moving away from 

fixed and static attributes. The study emphasizes the strategic role of communication in 

shaping perceptions, managing meaning, and constructing legitimacy within specific 

contexts. Communication is not just about conveying information but is a strategic tool 

organizations employ to achieve legitimacy. There is a need for further exploration of 

diverse communicative strategies and tactics organizations use to legitimize their actions 

and practices. The findings underscore the importance of ongoing dialogue and 

interaction among stakeholders in constructing legitimacy. Legitimacy is not achieved 

through one-way communication but through active participation and engagement. This 

challenges the notion that organizational actions solely determine legitimacy and suggests 

that it is a collective endeavor involving multiple actors. Legitimacy is subject to constant 

negotiation and reevaluation, requiring organizations to remain responsive to these 

dynamics. 

The findings contribute to the theoretical understanding of power and authority by 

challenging the notion of power as an individual attribute. They also highlight its 

relational nature within organizational communication. Power is an ongoing, dynamic 

interplay of voices, narratives, and shared meanings. This perspective emphasizes that 

seemingly ordinary exchanges significantly shape decision-making processes and 



160 

construct organizational realities. The study demonstrates that communication practices 

are crucial in shaping power dynamics. Power is enacted through inclusive language, 

communicative practices, and the strategic deployment of institutional voices. Individuals 

can temporarily assume authority and legitimacy associated with these voices to enhance 

their persuasive abilities and influence others. Organizations are fundamentally temporal, 

constantly evolving through ongoing communication. Temporality is an active force 

shaped by communication processes. The timing of communication events, linking past, 

present, and future through narratives, influences power dynamics and organizational 

sensemaking. Multiple temporalities coexist within organizations, with short-term 

deadlines and project cycles intertwining with longer-term strategic plans and 

organizational culture. Narratives provide coherence across time and enable individuals 

to leverage temporal agency. 

Regarding ventriloquism, the study contributes to the theoretical framework of 

how virtual teams engage with multiple voices and sources of authority to legitimize their 

actions and decisions. It contributes to our understanding of the complex interplay of 

voices within virtual teams and how these voices are enacted, negotiated, and attributed 

meaning. It highlights the inclusion of other-than-human actants, such as technology 

platforms and communication tools, in organizational analysis. These actants actively 

participate in communication processes, co-constructing organizational meanings and 

practices. Understanding their impact on communication is crucial for effective 

organizational functioning. Other-than-human actants, particularly technology platforms, 

significantly influence communication patterns and practices. Their unique designs, 

affordances, and constraints shape how individuals interact, collaborate, and coordinate 
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activities. Emojis and nonverbal cues in virtual environments serve as intermediaries, 

amplifying and representing participants’ emotions and contributing to shared meaning 

and understanding. Other-than-human agencies act as boundary objects, bridging 

communication gaps between diverse groups. For example, the application form 

discussed in the analysis serves as a boundary object, capturing and documenting ideas, 

enabling comprehension, and supporting subsequent steps in the organizing process.  

Overall, the study’s contributions to theory within the CCO framework and 

ventriloquism provide valuable insights into the communicative dynamics and legitimacy 

processes within virtual teams involved in continuous change. The study broadens our 

theoretical understanding of how communication constitutes organizations and highlights 

the intricate interplay of voices and sources of authority within virtual team contexts. 

These contributions advance theory in organizational communication and shed light on 

the unique challenges and opportunities virtual teams face in dynamic organizational 

environments. 

Implications for Empirical Studies 

The implications of the findings for empirical studies provide an opportunity to 

explore how organizations strategically communicate to legitimize their actions and 

practices. The methodological approaches used in the study, including a combination of 

data collection methods such as document analysis, artifacts, and video-based 

observation, offer a multi-method approach to understanding organizing and the 

communicative roles of communication. Future empirical studies may benefit from 

adopting multiple data collection methods to capture the complexity and nuances of 

virtual team interactions. In addition, the presentation of vignettes illustrates specific 
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instances of ventriloquism and legitimization processes in organizations. This approach 

allows for a detailed examination and analysis of specific cases, providing in-depth 

insights into the communication dynamics.  

By analyzing additional other-than-human actors, such as public statements, 

media coverage, and social media posts, researchers can uncover how these actors are 

invoked to legitimize organizations’ and stakeholders’ perceptions. In terms of the 

interplay between ventriloquism and other-than-human actors, future research on digital 

platforms and generative artificial intelligence platforms would offer a fascinating view 

of how other-than-human actors influence organizing, including the ethical implications. 

Exploring how artificial intelligence systems act as voices and sources of authority in 

organizational settings can contribute to our understanding of the evolving dynamics 

between humans and technologies. 

In addition, longitudinal analysis allows for tracking changes in legitimacy over 

time, shedding light on how organizations adapt their communication strategies to meet 

evolving stakeholder expectations and societal norms. Considering the dynamic nature of 

power and the active role of communication, empirical studies can employ longitudinal 

research designs to examine power processes over time. Such studies provide insights 

into the evolution of power relations, the emergence of new voices and coalitions, and the 

impact of communication practices on power dynamics within organizations. By 

capturing the complexities of power enactments, longitudinal studies offer a continuous 

understanding of how power operates within organizational contexts.  
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Implications for Practice  

The Montreal School offers a new approach to how leaders perceive 

communication. It encourages us to view communication as a powerful mechanism for 

shaping organizational realities, fostering collaboration, and promoting positive change. 

It offers the language of verbs from being to becoming, relating, and doing in an 

organization and perceives organizations as reproduced through talk (Christensen & 

Cornelissen, 2011). Practitioners can leverage this insight to view organizations as a 

process and develop comprehensive communication plans that align with their values and 

stakeholder expectations, strategically crafting messages and using appropriate channels 

to shape perceptions of legitimacy among stakeholders. Adapting communication 

strategies to changing stakeholder expectations and societal norms becomes crucial in 

this context. This perspective provides communication practitioners with a sophisticated 

language, showing that communication is more than a tool; it is constructive, constitutive, 

and complex (van Vuuren & Knoers, 2022). Moreover, proactive external environment 

monitoring and responsiveness to emerging issues demonstrate an organization’s 

relevance and strengthen its legitimacy. Organizations foster inclusivity and broaden their 

legitimacy base by incorporating multiple voices and perspectives in communication. 

Recognizing the agency of other-than-human actants, particularly communication 

technologies, provides a new lens for integrating technology into organizational practices. 

By understanding how these actants shape communication processes and contribute to 

organizational legitimacy, practitioners can make informed decisions regarding 

technology adoption and integration. Viewing other-than-human actants as boundary 

objects emphasizes their role in bridging communication gaps and fostering legitimacy 
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across diverse groups. Practitioners can leverage these actants to facilitate knowledge 

sharing, alignment of perspectives, and stakeholder collaboration, thus enhancing 

communication effectiveness and organizational outcomes.  

In addition, understanding power as a dynamic interplay and temporality as an 

active force enables practitioners to recognize that power relations are continuously 

negotiated and contested. In this regard, the ventriloquial lens offers an analytical payoff 

that decisions are communicatively accomplished. Using this lens, practitioners can pay 

attention to evolving power dynamics and the role of communication in shaping these 

dynamics over time and the power of agencies of talks. It is essential to consider specific 

organizational contexts since different industries, structures, and cultural factors 

influence how power is negotiated. Embracing a temporal perspective helps leaders make 

informed decisions, develop strategic plans, and effectively manage change.  

The ventriloquial approach offers valuable insights into the reciprocal nature of 

leadership. As demonstrated in the vignettes, the communicative practices within 

organizations play a crucial role in shaping the identities of both leaders and followers. 

This understanding has practical implications for practitioners involved in leadership 

development training. One implication is the need to incorporate active listening into 

leadership development programs. Active listening enables leaders to attentively perceive 

and comprehend the explicit and implicit cues utilized by different agents, such as 

humans and other-than-human elements. By actively listening, leaders can better 

understand what motivates participants and influences their behaviors. This knowledge 

can inform their decision-making processes and enable them to guide and engage their 

teams effectively. Moreover, embracing the ventriloquial lens in their professional 
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development can significantly enhance leaders’ ability to work with their teams. Leaders 

can navigate and leverage communication channels to drive effective collaboration and 

achieve organizational goals by recognizing the reciprocal relationship between 

communication and organizing. They can develop a heightened awareness of how 

communication shapes the dynamics within their teams, enabling them to create an 

environment conducive to innovation, trust, and productivity. 

Concluding Remarks 

In conclusion, this study offers valuable insights into the communicative activities 

of virtual teams navigating continuous change, deepening our understanding of 

communicative activities, legitimization processes, and their implications for theory, 

empirical studies, and practical applications in the field of CCO. By exploring the 

dynamics of communication and the constitutive nature of virtual team interactions, this 

research sheds light on the significance of various elements, such as texts, documents, 

conversations, policies, forms, graphs, etc., in shaping organizational realities. Notably, it 

highlights the role of ventriloquism, where diverse voices, including those of other-than-

human actors, contribute to the legitimacy and authority within organizations. Overall, 

this study makes significant contributions to advancing theoretical frameworks, empirical 

research methodologies, and practical applications in organizational communication, 

providing a solid foundation for further exploration of the communicative activities 

involved in virtual teams navigating continuous change.  
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