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ABSTRACT
A significant issue for any academic field is how key theories are
represented in textbooks. Textbooks are important institutional artifacts
that organize entire subject areas, and thus key sites for assessing how
scholarly ideas are developed and understood. However, the field of
communication studies has done little to investigate how the key
theories of our discipline are represented in our textbooks. This critical
essay seeks to remedy this shortcoming with an exemplar investigation
from the field of organizational communication and CCO Theory. We
summarize the current state of CCO thinking and explore how this
theory is portrayed in organizational communication textbooks, while
also discussing implications of textbook representations for the broader
field of communication studies.
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Introduction

One of the most important – and sometimes controversial – developments for an academic field is
the representation and dissemination of key scholarly ideas into textbooks. As Palmer, Simmons, and
Hall (2013) demonstrate in their extensive review, textbooks are ’embedded institutional artifacts that
configure entire academic subject fields’ (p. 485). The way scholarly ideas are articulated and
explained in textbooks establishes a trajectory for how those ideas are likely to be taken up by stu-
dents and future practitioners, and thus sets the stage for an idea’s impact outside the academy. Text-
book representations also provide a unique look at how certain ideas are understood and applied,
beyond what might be evident in the academic literature. Plus, textbooks indirectly shape sub-
sequent scholarship and theory development because many of the people teaching from these
texts are junior scholars whose research is certainly influenced by the understanding of a field that
they develop through their teaching. In short, textbooks play a key role in the institutionalization
and legitimization of academic work and are key indicators of intellectual coherence. Therefore, it
is important for academic communities to investigate how key theories in their field are being
taken up in the textbooks published by scholars in the field – especially when those theories are
in a relatively early stage of development and are beginning to make their way into textbooks.

Despite the significance of this endeavor, we simply have not done much of this work in the field
of communication studies. We have little sense of how theories and ideas that drive our scholarship
show up in textbooks and make their way into undergraduate and graduate classes. To be sure, we
have plenty of personal experiences and anecdotal evidence, as individual educators are quite aware
of what is happening in their own classes and the specific textbooks they use. However, we lack the
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kind of systematic investigation and assessment that would speak to our field more broadly and
inform a larger community of scholars about the current state of theory dissemination in textbooks,
as scholars from other fields have done. Richardson (2004) provides a notable example for the field of
Economics and highlights work from other disciplines (Morawski, 1992 in Psychology; Love, 1991 in
Geology, Myers, 1992 in Biology; and Lynch & Bogen, 1997 in Sociology, just to name a few). Yet in the
field of communication studies, we have not been as attentive to this sort of work.1

This absence is significant because it means we do not have a good sense of the relationship
between theory development and pedagogical practice, which is vital for any field’s maturity and sus-
tainability. Nor do we have sufficient understanding of what is emerging as the ‘received wisdom’ of a
theory for textbook audiences, regardless of what scholars may articulate in the academic literature.
Thus, we remain relatively ignorant about key aspects of our field that could prove to be quite impor-
tant for producing better educational materials, as well as improving subsequent theory develop-
ment. We seek to remedy these shortcomings in the following critical review and case study.

But how to proceed? One approach that we pursue here is to identify an ideal test case, a key
theory that satisfies two conditions. First, a theory that has been around long enough to make a
notable scholarly impact in one of our discipline’s main divisions and is starting to show up in text-
books for that division. Second, a theory that is also in a vibrant time of conceptual development, ‘wet
cement’ that is still being shaped by current scholarship. This is a fine line to walk. We want to avoid
investigating textbook representations of theories that may be too entrenched in the discipline, thus
preventing any meaningful intervention. Yet we also want to avoid theories that are in a stage of
infancy and development where this sort of assessment would be premature, or niche theories for
smaller divisions where our assessment would lack wider appeal and relevance for the broader dis-
cipline of communication, despite its value for a smaller community.

With all this in mind, CCO Theory (Communication as Constitutive of Organization) in the organ-
izational communication division offers a good test case for exploring textbook representations of
communication scholarship. CCO is a relevant and timely exemplar for this sort of investigation
because this theory is growing in scholarly significance and already has a notable presence in
several organizational communication textbooks. Plus, the subfield of organizational communication
is one of the bigger and more influential divisions across our communication associations, with inter-
disciplinary connections to management and organizational studies, and multiple textbooks for the
thousands of students taking classes on the specific topic of organizational communication. Conse-
quently, this is a good place to get started.

The specific content of our case study will be most immediately useful for scholars in the organiz-
ational communication division, but it should also serve as a helpful prototype for how this workmight
proceed for other theories and divisions within our field. That is, our analysis provides a window into
howorganizational communication scholars arefiguring out howbest to represent key ideas from their
academic literature in their textbooks. Yet we engage in this organizational communication-specific
exercise in front of the broader field of communication (by way of this publication) to inform and
inspire subsequent work in other fields of the communication discipline. In what follows, we
present an investigationof CCO representations in organizational communication textbooks, including
a critical assessment of these representations and adiscussion about thebroader implications of theory
dissemination in textbooks. But first, we preface our case studywith a brief overviewof CCOTheory and
its significance for the field of organizational communication.

The institutionalization of CCO theory in the field of organizational communication

Current organizational communication scholarship is heavily influenced by a relatively new idea or
paradigm, but one that is also starting to show up in organizational communication textbooks and
shaping undergraduate and graduate education. That idea is the communicative constitution of
organization, or CCO for short, and it is fast approaching institutional status in the field of organiz-
ational communication (Boivin, Brummans, & Barker, 2017). The basic idea is that organizations are
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constituted in and through human interaction and communicative practice; organizations are not
simply neutral, a priori containers where communication flows or information is transmitted. Concep-
tually, this is an ontological move away from reifying organizations as existing completely apart from
communication towards a social constructionist position where organizations exist in and through
communication (although the exact nature and implications of this ontological claim is still an
open question in the CCO literature).

CCO’s institutional standing is evident in several ways: CCO has a prominent place in the recent
SAGE Handbook of Organizational Communication (stand-alone chapter and numerous additional
references); CCO is the subject of special issues of Management Communication Quarterly (2010)
and Organizations Studies (2011); it has a lengthy entry in the recent Wiley International Encyclopedia
of Organizational Communication (2017); CCO now has the distinguished position of a ‘standing
working group’ at the annual conference for the influential European Group for Organizational
Studies (EGOS); and CCO is featured in top journals in the broader fields of management and organ-
izational studies (e.g. Ashcraft, Kuhn, & Cooren, 2009; Koschmann, Kuhn, & Pfarrer, 2012; Kuhn, 2008;
Schultz, Castelló, & Morsing, 2013). It is fair to say that CCO has arrived.

Yet CCO is not without critique (e.g. Reed, 2010) and its uptake has been questioned (e.g. Novak,
2016). Thus, CCO’s future is very much up for grabs and its place in the field is still undetermined.
Despite this uncertainty, versions of CCO thinking have already made their way into several organiz-
ational communication textbooks, and scholars have begun to articulate a pedagogy of CCO (see
Kuhn & Schoeneborn, 2015). Hence, this is an important juncture for CCO scholarship and the field
of organizational communication: institutionalization represents both a time of vibrant scholarly
activity, but also a narrowing of conceptual scope and a tightening of intellectual boundaries.
Since CCO is one of the main conceptual trends in the field of organizational communication, its
legacy and relevance are important to the discipline as a whole, especially in terms of how CCO is
being taken up in organizational communication textbooks.

Therefore, this is a key moment to review the institutionalized version of CCO that has emerged
over the last twenty years and assess its trajectory within organizational communication and beyond.
That is the purpose of our investigation, both to enhance the progress of CCO scholarship and to
inform the development of pedagogical materials. Boivin et al’s. (2017) important contribution
explains where CCO came from and how it got here. We build upon their work by reviewing
where CCO is going and how it is being taken up in key outlets for scholarly dissemination and trans-
lation: textbooks. Similar work has recently assessed CCO’s uptake in certain scholarly outlets (see
Schoeneborn, Kuhn, & Karreman, 2018), and thus our study helps develop a fuller understanding
of how these ideas are being taken up beyond the immediate community of CCO scholars.

CCO theory in textbooks – A case study

By our count, there are fourteen2 distinct English translation organizational communication text-
books from well-known authors and major publishers that are relevant for this review, most with mul-
tiple editions and recent publication dates, and all readily available through online retailers and
bookstores. Plus, some version of a class in organizational communication is standard in the curricu-
lum of communication departments in almost every university in the United States and many
throughout the world. And given the number of communication majors and students this represents,
it is reasonable to conclude that these textbooks could have a notable impact on undergraduate and
graduate communication education – and that whatever they teach about CCO will shape how CCO
is understood beyond the academy. In the following review, we take a more critical approach than
Boivin et al. (2017) and other CCO summaries by problematizing the institutionalized version or
‘received wisdom’ of CCO, rather than taking it as given. As such, we seek to advance the scholarly
conversation around CCO’s influence and identity, reviewing what exactly is showing up in textbooks
and questioning whether this is beneficial for the future of CCO and the field of organizational
communication.
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To accomplish this, we first review the institutionalized version of CCO, the ‘received wisdom’ that
is accepted and perpetuated within the extant literature. Second, we review all relevant textbooks to
assess how this received wisdom is being taken up (or not) beyond the academic literature. Finally,
we problematize some aspects of the received wisdom and question how CCO is becoming institu-
tionalized in the field of organizational communication through textbook representations. In doing
so, our case study makes several important contributions. First, we enhance the ongoing conversa-
tions around CCO’s development by providing a review of exactly what has been appropriated
and is being taught to students and future practitioners. Second, we show the main trends in
CCO’s uptake and how these patterns can influence CCO’s progress as a scholarly project. Third, in
rethinking the way that CCO ideas are currently taken up, we offer alternative ways of understanding
CCO scholarship, and for orienting future research beyond current approaches. Finally, we provide
guidance for how CCO could be presented more constructively in textbooks and other teaching
materials, providing CCO with more traction outside the academy, which in turn provides credibility
for further scholarly pursuits. All of this serves the broader field of communication studies by offering
a unique assessment for one of the key theories in the discipline and a tangible example of how this
sort of work can be carried out, helping to chart a course for subsequent scholarly and practical devel-
opment, and informing current pedagogy and future educational publications.

The received wisdom

CCO is the current manifestation of a larger scholarly project in the field of organizational communi-
cation to advance a constitutive approach to communication and organizational realities. Emerging
from the interpretive (Bormann, 1983; Putnam, 1983; Weick, 1983) and linguistic (Deetz, 2003) turns,
CCO developed as an alternative approach to functionalist assumptions, and extends organizational
communication’s ongoing interest in the social construction of reality (e.g. Berger Peter & Luckmann,
1966; Giddens, 1984; Weick, 1979). From this constitutive approach, communication ‘is not a second-
ary phenomenon that can be explained by antecedent psychological, sociological, cultural, or econ-
omic factors; rather, communication itself is the primary, constitutive social process that explains all
these other factors’ (Craig, 1999, p. 126). In some areas of organizational communication research this
constitutive approach has been more implicit or embedded (e.g. culture, power, and networks);
whereas other scholars have foregrounded constitutive thinking much more explicitly, such as
McPhee’s work on structuration and Taylor’s work on coorientation (see Ashcraft et al., 2009).

We suggest that five core tenets make up the ‘received wisdom’ of institutionalized CCO: (1) CCO’s
formal initiation around the year 2000, (2) CCO’s implicit and explicit manifestations, (3) CCO’s three
schools of thought, (4) CCO as contra to the transmission model of communication and the container
metaphor of organizations, and (5) CCO as primarily an ontological claim. These ideas are not debated
within the CCO literature, but rather have matured to a state of general acceptance in the field of
organizational communication .3 Our goal here is not to merely summarize CCO thinking – that
has already been done elsewhere much more extensively (see Brummans, Cooren, Robichaud, &
Taylor, 2014; Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen, & Clark, 2011; Schoeneborn & Vásquez, 2017). Instead, we
want to sketch out the basic tenets that make up the institutionalized version of CCO – what we
are calling the ‘received wisdom’ – in order to investigate how these ideas are represented in
textbooks.

Initiated around 2000
A first commonly accepted tenet of CCO thinking is its formal initiation around the year 2000. CCO
officially (though arguably) came on the scene in 2000 via a special issue of the Electronic Journal
of Communication featuring articles by both Taylor and McPhee. Of course, there is no zero-point
for theories, and CCO is no exception – we can only identify the year 2000 because of the important
work that preceded this somewhat arbitrary date. Technically, the idea of a communicative consti-
tution of organization can be traced back to a book published in French by Taylor in 1988: Une
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organisation n’est qu’un tissu de communications: Essais théoriques, which translated in English is ‘An
organization is nothing but a web of communications: Theoretical Essays.’ Taylor had maintained that
organizations are inherently communicative for several years prior to 1988, and McPhee’s initial work
(McPhee & Zaug, 2000) was a response to ideas developed by Taylor and his colleagues throughout
the 1990s, arguing that Structuration Theory was a better foundation for exploring communicative
constitution.

Nevertheless, the publication of Taylor’s and McPhee and Zaug’s articles in the 2000 special issue
of the Electronic Journal of Communication brought the idea of the communicative constitution of
organizations to the forefront and exposed the broader discipline of communication to this develop-
ing idea in the subfield of organizational communication.4 What those scholars presented in their
individual works would become known as Montréal School and the Four Flows Model, respectively.
Thus, the year 2000 serves as a starting point for ‘CCO proper’ scholarship, providing a tangible means
to gauge CCO’s progress both theoretically and empirically. The year 2000 is also an important marker
because it is the year that Taylor & Van Every’s seminal book The Emergent Organization was pub-
lished, which was a culmination of Taylor’s work to date on the communicative constitution of organ-
izations (even though the moniker CCO was not used explicitly in this text). To be fair, the seeds of
CCO proper were sewn in the late 1980s with ongoing cultivation throughout the 1990s. But CCO as
we know it today came of age and was named as such in and around the year 2000, and this serves as
a reasonable starting point for assessing CCO’s impact and influence.

Since 2000 there have been several key publications that marked CCO’s continued evolution and
contribution, such as Putnam and Nicotera’s (2009) edited volume, which put Taylor and McPhee’s
work into conversation with one another and firmly established the CCO moniker; Kuhn’s (2008)
article on a communicative theory of the firm, which introduced CCO thinking to a broader organiz-
ational studies audience; Ashcraft et al.’s (2009) article, which introduced CCO to scholars in the
Academy of Management; and a special issue of Organization Studies (2011) on the topic of CCO
(edited by Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen, & Clark) featuring four empirical studies from a broad disciplin-
ary mix of contributors; to name just a few of the more influential contributions since 2000.

Implicit & explicit manifestations
A second aspect of institutionalized CCO is the recognition of implicit/embedded and explicit mani-
festations of CCO thinking. Despite the appearance of ‘CCO proper’ around the year 2000, the con-
cepts and assumptions that lead to CCO began long before, with foundational pieces published
throughout the 1980s and 90s (e.g. Putnam & Pacanowsky, 1983; Taylor, Cooren, Giroux, & Robichaud,
1996). The far-reaching nature of CCO’s history, and its role as an extension of social constructionism
and interpretivism, has led to a significant collection of work that is implicitly connected to the under-
standing of communication as constitutive. Ashcraft et al. (2009) identify three strains of implicit CCO
thinking – culture, power, and networks – that are in contrast to the two explicit threads, structuration
(a.k.a. The Four Flows Model) and the text/conversation dialectics of coorientation (a.k.a. the Montréal
School). The point here is that while ‘CCO proper’ is relatively new in the field of organizational com-
munication, the underlying ideas have been around much longer. Plus, organizational communi-
cation scholars continue to do ‘CCO-like’ work that contributes to a broader constitutive project,
even if not immediately recognized as CCO scholarship per se (e.g. Fairhurst, Green, & Courtright,
1995; Putnam, Fairhurst, & Banghart, 2016).

Three schools of thought
One of the more recent but established aspects of CCO’s received wisdom is the ‘three schools’ cat-
egorization of CCO thinking (see Schoeneborn et al., 2014). In just under twenty years, CCO has
become a diverse metatheoretical perspective that incorporates three distinct attempts to under-
stand the very nature of organizing, all elevated to the status of ‘schools of thought.’ First, The Mon-
tréal School (Cooren, Taylor, & Van Every, 2006; Taylor & Van Every, 2000, 2011) centers on
coorientation and the dialectics of texts and conversations that scale up to distinct entities with

ANNALS OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNICATION ASSOCIATION 5



the capacity for collective agency and authority. Second, the Four Flows School (McPhee & Zaug,
2000, 2009) is a structuration-based approach to CCO that identifies four streams or durée (à la
Giddens) of communication necessary for organizations to exist (membership negotiation, activity
coordination, institutional positioning, and self-structuring). Finally is the Social Systems School
(Luhmann, 2003; Seidl & Becker, 2005), based on the scholarship of Nikolas Luhmann and his work
on autopoiesis and decisional communication. Though united in their central orientation to the com-
municative constitution of organizations, these schools take markedly different approaches to con-
ceptualizing organizing and its relationship to communication, as well as key distinctions
regarding agency, social construction, materiality, and relationality (see Brummans et al., 2014;
Cooren et al., 2011; Schoeneborn & Vásquez, 2017 for more detailed explanations of these three
schools and their differences).

Contra to the transmission model and container metaphor
A fourth tenet of institutionalized CCO is its contrast to a transmission model of communication and
the container metaphor of organizations. CCO is fundamentally opposed to a transmission (only)
model of communication and the idea that communication is ‘a flow of messages across space
from sources to receivers for purposes of influence and control’ (Craig, 2013, p. 10). Ashcraft et al.
(2009) describe CCO’s non-transmission based definition of communication as the ‘ongoing,
dynamic, interactive process of manipulating symbols toward the creation, maintenance, destruction,
and/or transformation of meanings, which are axial – not peripheral – to ongoing organizational
existence and organizing phenomena’ (p. 22). Furthermore, a container metaphor is the logical exten-
sion of the transmission model for conceptualizing organizations (Putnam, Philipps, & Chapman,
1996). Here the idea is that organizations are containers that ‘hold’ the communication that flows
‘within’ them, implying a strict separation between ‘organization’ and ‘communication.’ This orien-
tation presents both challenges and opportunities for ongoing scholarship that disputes functionalist
assumptions of organizing. Though a transmission model and container metaphor are conventionally
associated with business communication (the work of Artiz & Walker, 2011 is a notable exception),
and are most often referenced or assumed in traditional management and organizational studies,
CCO challenges these assumptions and provides an alternative means for understanding the very
existence of organization.

Ontological claim
A final aspect of CCO’s received wisdom is that CCO is primarily a claim about organizational ontol-
ogy, what organizations fundamentally are, the nature of their being. As an ontological claim, CCO
positions communication as the central means of organizing – not as byproduct of existing structures
or as a component of the container, but as the manner in which organizational members continually
produce and reproduce the organization through their interactions (McPhee & Zaug, 2000; Taylor,
2011; Taylor & Van Every, 2000). Ultimately, CCO recognizes communication as the means through
which social realities – and thus organizations – are created. This orientation is clearly demonstrated
in Blaschke and Schoeneborn’s (2017) recent edited volume, Organizations as Communication: Per-
spectives in Dialogue. In this work, multiple scholars, associated with the Organization as Communi-
cation (OaC) blog and collaborative work connected with the European Group for Organizational
Studies (EGOS) conference, contribute a European perspective to CCO’s growing literature. Conse-
quently, we argue that organizations as communication is the ‘big idea’ of CCO, the most concise, dis-
tilled articulation of CCO thinking.

In summary, the received wisdom of CCO portrays a version of communication as constitutive
of organizing accepted as normal science (à la Kuhn, 1970) in the field of organizational com-
munication. Not that everyone in the field of organizational communication identifies with or
even agrees with the CCO project, but for those that do, these five tenets are generally unques-
tioned and taken as points of departure for subsequent CCO scholarship. However, in addition to
CCO’s scholarly institutionalization in the field of organizational communication, CCO scholars
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also seek to make a difference beyond the scholarly literature (see Koschmann, 2010), influencing
people who pursue careers outside academia. This raises important questions regarding how CCO
is being taken up outside the academic literature in textbooks, whether the received wisdom of
CCO is actually being passed on to students and future practitioners, and if this received wisdom
is what we should be passing along in the first place. However we might anticipate CCO will be
utilized and remembered by future generations of scholars, students, and practitioners, these
outlets play an important role in whether or not the legacy and legitimacy of CCO will be sus-
tained (Furusten, 1999). With this in mind, we turn to an analysis of how CCO is being represented
in textbooks.

A critical review of CCO theory in textbooks

In this section, we summarize what content textbooks contain, and offer a constructive critique of this
material. Our goal is to provide a thorough understanding and evaluation of how the ideas of CCO
thinking are represented in textbooks. This analysis serves two main purposes. First, it gives scholars
an honest assessment of how CCO thinking is understood and conveyed to student audiences, which
can shape how scholars develop their ideas in the future and inform their efforts to convey the rel-
evance of CCO scholarship to broader audiences. Second, our review can help current and future text-
book authors understand how their contributions relate to the work of others, and inform their
ongoing attempts to articulate CCO ideas in their textbooks, as well as inspire new materials and
methods for teaching CCO (e.g. Boivin et al.’s, 2017 call for CCO textbooks).

Research methodology

We followed the methods of a general thematic analysis: identifying relevant sources, systematically
reviewing and coding the pertinent material from each source, then analyzing this material to ident-
ify higher-order themes that emerged from our initial codes (Boyatzis, 1998; Guest, MacQueen, &
Namey, 2011). Our review included all current English-language5 organizational communication
textbooks, as well as more general communication textbooks that have sections or chapters on
organizational communication – all of which might be expected to include content about CCO.
We did not include other textbooks written by organizational communication scholars on more tar-
geted subjects (e.g. ‘Communication and Organizational Culture’ by Keyton), nor any of the popular
organizational communication case study books (e.g. ‘Case Studies in Organizational Culture’ edited
by May). We also did not include older textbooks that pre-dated the year 2000 or are no longer in
circulation (e.g. ‘Organization-Communication: Emerging Perspectives’ edited by Thayer & Barnet).
We did include one recent non-textbook in our review (Castor, 2018) because its express
purpose is to ‘introduce key ideas of the CCO perspective to undergraduate students’ (p. X), and
thus aligns with our interest in textbook representations of CCO. Finally, we only reviewed
English language textbooks from Western publishers (though some of these books have an inter-
national readership). Table 1 lists all the materials in our review, as well as a summary of the themes
of representation we identified.

We began by looking for evidence of explicit chapters or sections on CCO in these textbooks. We
also searched the indices for related terms like constitutive, communicative, or social construction that
suggested an orientation towards CCO thinking, even if CCO terminology was not used explicitly. Our
review of this material was guided by several initial questions: Where is CCO being taken up in text-
books? How is CCO represented in these textbooks? Then our analysis of this content included more
targeted and critical questions: What does this representation tell us about how the received wisdom
of CCO is understood and passed on to students? Howmight CCO scholars respond to the way CCO is
represented in textbooks? How might future textbooks or other pedagogical materials address CCO?
Our analysis resulted in two overarching thematic categories: (1) themes of representation and (2)
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themes of trajectory, each consisting of several subthemes. We explain these findings below, then
conclude with a discussion about our analysis and the broader implications of our work.

Themes of representation

This theme captures the various ways in which CCO is represented in textbooks, ranging from full
chapters to complete absence.

Table 1 CCO representation in textbooks (most recent editions).

Themes of representation Source CCO content

Full Chapters

Castor (2018) Preface and chapter 1 introduces CCO thinking
Chapter 2 titled ‘A Tale of Three Perspectives’ describes the three
schools of CCO

Remaining chapters apply Montréal School thinking to
environmental case studies

Griffin, Ledbetter, and
Sparks (2019)

Depicts CCO as the Four Flows model

Miller and Barbour (2014) Chapter titled ‘Constitutive Approaches’
Describes Montréal School and Four Flows
‘Spotlight on Scholarship’ section highlighting a CCO empirical study

Chapter Sections and
Honorable Mentions

Cheney, Christiensen, Zorn,
and Ganesh (2011).

Opening chapter includes section called ‘Organizations as
Communication’

Chapter on Organizational Structure and Process concludes with a
section on ‘Emergent Structures and Self-Organizing Systems’ that
highlights research from Taylor and McPhee & Zaug

Leadership chapter includes section called ‘Constitutive Approaches’

Kramer and Bisel (2016) Introduces a ‘Communicative Definition of Organizations’ in a section
of the opening chapter called ‘Defining Organizations’

Explains ‘four kinds of messaging’ that communicatively define
organizations (mirroring the Four Flows)

Modaff, Butler, and DeWine
(2018)

Introductory chapter has section called ‘Communicative Constitution
of Organizations’

Explains CCO as the Four Flows model and rooted in structuration,
CCO represents the first theory development by the field of
organizational communication

Mumby and Kuhn (2019) Discussion of the ‘CCO approach’ in a subsection of the introductory
chapter called ‘Organizations as Communication’

Chapter 2 reiterates the ‘CCO approach’ in a discussion about the
social construction of organizations

Shockley-Zalabak (2015) Side panel with brief definition and explanation of CCO
End of chapter review question about communication and
organizational constitution

Nicotera (in press) Chapter on ‘History of the Field’ presents the three schools of CCO:
Montréal School, Four Flows, and Social Systems approaches

Remaining chapters explore organizational communication ‘through
an approach based in structuration theory and CCO theory’

Absent

Avtgis and Rancer (2012)

NA

Brewer and Westerman
(2017)

Conrad and Poole (2012)
Eisenberg, Goodall, and
Trethewey (2014)

Zaremba (2009)

8 M. A. KOSCHMANN AND T. G. CAMPBELL



Full chapters
Three texts devote full chapters to CCO thinking. First, Griffin, Ledbetter, and Sparks’ (2018, 10th
edition) communication theory textbook includes a chapter called ‘Communicative Constitution of
Organizations of Robert McPhee.6’ This chapter originated in the previous edition (9th) but the
content is the same in the current edition. It provides a detailed description of CCO as represented
by the Four Flow’s Model. The authors describe organizations as existing ‘because communication
brings the organization into existence’ (p. 255) and clearly articulate McPhee’s understanding of CCO:

He [McPhee] thinks communication doesn’t just reduce ambiguity–it creates organization itself. But it’s one thing
to observe that communication creates organization; it’s much harder to explain exactly how that happens.
McPhee’s answer to this big CCO question is four specific forms of communication, or flows, that accomplish
this (p. 257).

The authors go on to explain how McPhee recognizes communication as the essence of organization
and emphasizes the role that communication has in calling organizations into existence. Further-
more, this chapter positions CCO as asking a foundational question: how does communication
create organization? The authors briefly acknowledge other formulations of CCO, but do not label
these as schools of thought, nor do they describe their contributions to CCO.

Second, Miller and Barbour (2014) dedicate a full chapter to ‘Constitutive Approaches’ in the most
recent edition (7th) of their textbook on organizational communication. Here the authors define a
variety of concepts and provide detailed descriptions of both The Montréal School and the Four
Flows Model. Miller and Barbour also explicitly refer to CCO as an ontological claim, particularly in
a stand-alone section entitled, Spotlight on Scholarship: Constituting Collaboration, which features
Koschmann’s (2013) work on the communicative constitution of collective identity as an exemplar
of empirical CCO work. What’s more, this chapter clearly positions CCO as antithetical to transmission
model and container metaphor of organization:

As we discussed back in Chapter 1 when we considered ways to complicate our thinking about communication, it
is often important to move beyond ideas about communication as simply transmitting information – and related
ideas about the organization as the container in which the information is transmitted to – to consider the ways in
which communication processes create and recreate systems of meaning and understanding. (p. 83)

In this description, Miller and Barbour reference CCO’s role in the ongoing conversation around social
construction and emphasizes CCO’s perspectives ontological aims. Though this text does not provide
a clear articulation of the Social System Theory approach to CCO, in the discussion section the authors
direct their students to recognize a broad collection of CCO related terms including each of the Four
Flows, the duality of structure, d/Discourse, conversation, text, scaling up process, degrees of separ-
ation, and ventriloquism.

Finally, Castor’s (2018) text introduces CCO thinking in chapter 1, with a clear explanation that CCO
addresses the ‘ontological nature’ of organizations, and a section on the ‘conceptual and theoretical
roots’ of CCO thinking. This is followed in chapter 2 with lengthy explanations of the Montréal School,
Four Flows, and Social Systems approaches to CCO. The remainder of the book applies Montréal
School concepts to a variety of environmental case studies in order to demonstrate the utility of
CCO thinking.

Chapter sections and honorable mentions
The broadest scope of representation involves textbooks with chapter sections or ‘honorable men-
tions’ of CCO. For instance, Cheney, Christiensen, Zorn, and Ganesh’s (2011) textbook includes
several sections related to CCO thinking. Their opening chapter includes a brief section called ‘Organ-
izations as Communication’ where they explain how organizations exist as ‘complex systems of
symbols, messages, efforts, and activities’ (p. 8). Additionally, their second chapter on Organizational
Structure and Process concludes with a section on ‘Emergent Structures and Self-Organizing Systems’
where they encourage readers to move away from seeing communication in organizations towards
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seeing the organizing properties of communication itself. They develop these ideas in reference to
both Taylor and McPhee and Zaug, citing their seminal works and describing organizations as ‘com-
municatively constituted’ (p. 40). Finally, their chapter on Leadership includes a section on ‘Constitu-
tive Approaches’ that explains the social construction of leadership qualities and situations, as well as
the centrality of managing meaning for leadership effectiveness.

Additionally, Mumby and Kuhn’s (2019) recent textbook introduces the ‘CCO approach’ in a sub-
section called ‘Organizations as Communication,’ which is part of their broader ‘Defining Organiz-
ational Communication’ section in their opening chapter titled ‘What is Organizational
Communication?’ The authors reiterate this reference to the CCO approach in chapter 2 (‘Developing
a Critical Approach to Organizational Communication’) in a section on the social construction of
organizations. These explanations expand what Mumby did in the first edition of his textbook
(2012) where in the introduction he simply oriented the text to the position that ‘communication con-
stitutes organization’ but with no further explanation of CCO per se. Both editions also include chap-
ters titled ‘Organizations as Communication Systems’ that discuss social systems. The first edition
mentions Luhmann explicitly, whereas the second addition does not. Neither edition mentions the
Montréal or Four Flows specifically, only the broad reference to the ‘CCO approach.’

In a different vein, Nicotera’s forthcoming textbook is intended to provide a CCO-driven perspec-
tive on organizational communication, highlighting what it means to take a communicational
approach to organizational studies (personal correspondence). She includes an extensive section
on CCO in an early chapter called ‘History of the Field: Developments in the 21st Century.’ This
section presents CCO in the familiar three-schools framework, saying: ‘this genre of theory is most
often described as occupying three distinct branches: McPhee’s four flows; the Montréal School;
and Luhmann’s social systems theory’ (n.p.). The concluding section of this chapter explains that
the rest of the textbook develops an understanding of the field of organizational communication
through an approach based in structuration theory and CCO theory.

Furthermore, the most recent edition (4th) of Modaff, Butler, and DeWine’s (2018) textbook
includes a section in their introductory chapter called ‘Communicative Constitution of Organizations,’
where they explain that ‘communication is more than just something that happens in organizations –
it constitutes organizations’ (p. 3). They go on to claim that ‘CCO represents the first theory develop-
ment by the field of organizational communication’ (p. 4) and has its roots in structuration theory. The
rest of this section ‘Examine[s] the four flows model to understand the relationship between organ-
ization and communication’ (p. 4) and states that they will ‘integrate the CCO perspective’ throughout
the remaining chapters (p. 5). This is a notable expansion from their previous edition, where Modaff et
al. (2012) introduce the notion of the ‘communicative organization’ in their textbook, where ‘com-
munication is the central process in the organization’ and the ‘essence of organizational life’ (p.
10). However, their ‘communicative organization model’ is all about the centrality of
‘misunderstanding’ and portrays organizational life as inherently problematic, but with no further
explanation or exploration of the communicative constitution of organization (vs. strategic communi-
cation planning and social interaction in relation to anticipated misunderstandings).

Finally, some textbooks make brief mentions of CCO but with limited explanation, or hint at
ideas of communicative constitution but with no further development. Shockley-Zalabak (2015)
provides a brief description of CCO within the larger context of organizational communication
perspectives. In this section, Shockley-Zalabak’s side-panel definition describes CCO as ‘Communi-
cation processes or flows which generate and sustain organizations’ (p. 50). At the conclusion of
the chapter, the review section challenges readers to ‘Describe how communication constitutes
an organization’ (p. 62). This statement suggests that CCO is more than just another component
of organizing; it is an ontological approach to understanding the very existence of the organiz-
ation. However, because CCO is embedded within a larger chapter of ‘emerging perspectives’
and because this question is only one of sixteen for this chapter, CCO is portrayed as one perspec-
tive among many. The chapter references ideas from both the Montréal School and the Four
Flows Models, but does not label the schools or describe the ideas part of a broader CCO
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project. Similarly, Kramer and Bisel’s (2016) textbook incorporates CCO thinking in the ‘definitions
of organizations’ section of their introductory chapter, offering a ‘communicative definition of
organizations’ (vs. a legal definition or a social definition, p. 8). CCO is not mentioned explicitly,
nor are any of the three schools discussed formally, but the general idea of communicative con-
stitution is included as a key way to define and understand organizations and organizing. Kramer
and Bisel go on to develop this communicative definition of organizations in terms of ‘four kinds
of messaging’ that mirror McPhee and Zaug’s (2000) four flows.

Absent
In addition to reviewing where CCO was present within textbooks, we also considered where it was
absent. Despite CCO’s growing popularity, some of the texts we considered for this analysis made no
noteworthy reference to CCO thinking. For example, Papa, Daniels, and Spiker (2008) describe the
Social System Theory of organizing but without any further discussion related to communicative
constitution:

Luhmann has a theory that is grounded explicitly in in communication, and he also relies on an evolution model
to explain social change, but he generates some new thinking about systems that is attracting considerable inter-
est among scholars in management studies and organizational communication (p. 116).

Additionally, the textbook by Eisenberg, Trethewey, LeGreco, and Goodall (2017) makes no mention
of CCO or a constitutive approach to communication (neither terms are listed in the index); the same
is true of Conrad and Poole’s (2012) text on strategic organizational communication, as well as the
organizational communication textbooks by Avtgis and Rancer (2012), Brewer and Westerman
(2017), and Zaremba (2009). Overall, these absences are notable because they show that despite
CCO being seen as institutionalized in the scholarly organizational communication literature, it is vir-
tually non-existent in these texts. To be sure, these textbook authors are under no obligation to
include CCO in their textbooks, and CCO may not be a good fit for the purpose or audience of a
given textbook. However, we include these relevant texts in order to provide a thorough review of
current textbook content to provoke discussions about how best to represent and advance ideas
of communicative constitution beyond the academic literature.

Themes of trajectory

This theme identifies emerging trends in CCO textbook representations, indicating the direction we
seem to be heading and offering opportunities for assessment and critique.

Limited uptake
Despite the institutional status of CCO described by Boivin et al. (2017), one of the main trends of
our thematic analysis is the limited uptake of CCO ideas and terminology in organizational com-
munication textbooks. Even textbooks that clearly introduce and explain CCO do little more than
define basic terms or situate CCO as a general orientation for the rest of the book, but with
limited further development, and minimal attempt to apply CCO thinking to various organiz-
ational issues and cases (though Castor’s recent text is a notable exception). This is certainly
understandable, given that the CCO literature can be a bit dense and abstract – especially the
Montréal School and Social Systems vocabulary – and that textbooks are intended to reach a
broader, non-scholarly audience. This is also probably why we see Four Flows thinking rep-
resented more in these textbooks – its vocabulary is more accessible and less abstract. Yet it
still raises questions about the discrepancy between the deep insights found in the CCO literature
and the limited portrayals we see in textbooks, and whether organizational communication scho-
lars can develop relevant ways to translate or transform CCO thinking for student and practitioner
audiences.
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Discrepant portrayals
Our analysis reveals that the Four Flows Model receives the most attention in textbooks, followed by
the Montréal School, whereas the Social Systems approach receives little description or recognition
as a key aspect of CCO thinking. This contrasts with what is portrayed in the academic literature,
where the Montréal School has by far the most scholarly development, followed by a growing pres-
ence of Social Systems research (particularly in Europe), and lastly a limited amount of Four Flows
research (despite an extensive amount of citations). This raises important questions for organizational
communication scholars to consider: Should textbooks generally reflect the balance of scholarly
development? What are the implications for the least-developed scholarly approach to CCO being
most represented in textbooks? Should textbook authors even be concerned about representing
CCO with the three-schools framework that is common in the scholarly literature?

Tension of CCO as both question and answer
In their recent article on the pedagogy of CCO, Kuhn and Schoeneborn (2015) note that ‘the CCO per-
spective represents a powerful way for students to question and look behind the taken-for-granted of
the organization’s existence’ and position this as one of the primary goals of presenting students with
constitutive perspective to organizing (p. 298, emphasis added). Similarly, Putnam and Nicotera
(2009) clarify that ‘CCO is a body of work connected by a central question or an overall problem
rather than a clear-cut answer’ (p. 158, emphasis added). However, we contend that this emphasis
on CCO as a question is not a central message being conveyed in textbooks. Rather, CCO is portrayed
more as an answer or a conclusion. Of course, textbooks focus more on accepted or established
knowledge and not academic speculation. Yet presenting CCO as more of an answer or conclusion
– however implicitly or indirectly – may be a missed opportunity to help students and future prac-
titioners develop the analytical skills to question the taken-for-granteness of organization’s existence
and explore ways in which organizations may be communicatively constituted. Again, we see a dis-
crepancy between the vibrancy of CCO scholarship and a much more limited portrayal in textbook
outlets, raising questions about how best to convey the richness of CCO thinking to a non-scholarly
audience. Conversely, despite the quotes above, CCO actually is an answer, an affirmative statement
about the constitution of organizations and their ontological status, which is beneficial for students
and practitioners looking for more concrete and tangible ideas. Thus CCO as both question and
answer creates a tension of how best to represent these ideas in textbooks; a tension that probably
does not need a resolution, but may need better representation and articulation.

Case study conclusion: taking stock of the uptake

In an effort to advance the conversation initiated by Boivin et al. (2017), we now problematize the
institutionalized version of CCO and how this received wisdom has been taken up in textbooks.
We move to question how CCO is developing and consider what the state of its legacy might be,
should its present trajectory remain unchanged. Specifically, we interrogate the ‘big idea’ of CCO
and our continued acceptance of CCO as three schools of thought.

Clarifying the Big Idea
Although we certainly recognize that textbooks are not the place for nuanced academic debate and
deep theoretical development, we still should ensure that these outlets cohere with ideas in the scho-
larly literature. One way to do this is to focus on a unifying concept that faithfully represents the
breadth of thinking in the scholarly literature, but without getting lost in the theoretical minutia
that is less relevant for students and future practitioners. However, this is not what we see in most
textbook representations of CCO thinking (Cheney et al. and Mumby & Kuhn’s texts are modest
exceptions, with their brief sections on Organizations as Communication). Instead, we see discrete
categories, multiple definitions, and an emphasis on learning the different schools (if even that).
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Yet this seems to miss the heart of what CCO is trying to accomplish and the overall thrust of the
constitutive project. Earlier we suggested that organizations as communication is the ‘big idea’ of CCO,
the most concise, distilled articulation of CCO thinking. We believe this may be the most effective way
to convey CCO to a textbook audience, providing a foundation from which to explore further aspects
of CCO thinking. It is also a vague enough term to accommodate multiple approaches to CCO think-
ing, enabling textbook authors to sidestep current academic debates that are better worked out in
the scholarly literature and stay focused on a unifying concept. In textbooks, we could do more
than just describe individual components of CCO thinking, such as the process of coorientation or
the definitions of the four flows. We can also do a better job of orienting people towards the ‘big
idea’ of CCO: organizations as communication. Organizations as communication signifies the ontologi-
cal position of CCO and provides a clear contrast to the idea of communication within organizations,
the main implication of the transmission model of communication and contain metaphor of organ-
izations. But it does not require textbook authors (or students) to take a stand on specific ontological
positions or implications currently being debated among CCO scholars, such as the flattened ontol-
ogy currently advocated by some Montréal scholars versus the stratified/leveled ontology of other
related organizational theories (see Kuhn, Ashcraft, & Cooren, 2017), or the alternative conceptions
of agency advocated by different CCO scholars (see Brummans 2018).

Other approaches to organizational communication have made similar translation moves with
notable success. In particular, critical scholars have been quite effective at advancing the big idea
of power without getting bogged down in the minutia of postmodernism and poststructuralism
that may not be/seem immediately relevant for some textbook audiences. This provides instructors
a strong foundation from which to discuss a number of relevant concepts, such as ideology, disci-
pline, and concretive control that are more easily connected to students’ experiences and current
events. Similarly, focusing on the big idea of organizations as communication can ground insightful
discussions on issues of authority, agency, collective action, change, culture, and identity, just to
name a few.

Rethinking the three schools of thought
For several years now, CCO has been explained as a meta-theoretical framework composed of
different schools of thought, first as two (Montréal and Four Flows in Ashcraft et al.’s 2009 article),
then as three (Social Systems added in Cooren, et al.’s 2011 article and beyond). This categorization
may have been a helpful way to make sense of emerging ideas in the scholarly literature, but now we
question whether this this approach may have outlived its usefulness – like a ladder that enabled us
to gain necessary elevation but now may be an encumbrance for the remainder of our journey. This is
especially true as we seek to represent the CCO literature in textbooks. Our contention is that despite
its initial utility in the academic literature, the current three-school categorization has key shortcom-
ings that may hinder the advancement of CCO thinking for students and practitioners.

First, the present three-school categorization seems too dependent on founding scholars (Taylor,
McPhee, and Luhman) and locales (namely the Université de Montréal). For example, Miller and
Barbour indicate that they will ‘discuss two specific constitutive approaches that have their home
in the discipline of organizational communication: the Montréal School developed by James Taylor,
Francois Cooren and their colleagues and The Four Flows approach developed by Robert McPhee
and his colleagues’ (p. 83). Certainly founding scholars should get their due recognition in the litera-
ture, and institutions that foster innovative thinking should be acknowledged. But going forward, this
may not be the best way to teach and advance CCO thinking in the pages of organizational communi-
cation textbooks for several reasons: it makes CCO thinking too biographical and personality driven, it
may keep CCO thinking too rooted in the past, it hints at a potential academic tribalism, and it
obstructs CCO thinking from branching out beyond its original circumstances – all of which may
hinder the advancement of CCO thinking in textbooks (and perhaps even in the scholarly literature).
It also makes it difficult to incorporate important constitutive work that does not fit neatly within a
particular school (e.g. Putnam et al.’s, 2016 article that develops a constitutive approach to
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contradictions, dialectics, and paradoxes in organizations), and work that is clearly aligned with a par-
ticular school but not by scholars who are from that locale (e.g. Montréal-related work by Koschmann,
2013; Koschmann et al., 2012; Kuhn, 2008; Kuhn & Burk, 2014; Stohl & Stohl, 2011). Instead, as we will
develop further below, we suggest a better approach could be to categorize CCO thinking in text-
books based on concepts and ideas (i.e. coorientation, structuration, autopoiesis), simpler frameworks
that are easier for students and future practitioners to grasp initially (i.e. bottom up, structure, social
systems), or even the underlying questions that motivate each school (i.e. the question of scaling up,
the question of organizational distinctiveness, the question of self-replication and preservation).

Furthermore, portraying CCO thinking via the current three-school conception conveys an equiv-
alency that is simply not supported by the academic literature. Textbooks that address CCO thinking
either present the Montréal School and the Four Flows as comparable schools of thought (Miller &
Barbour, 2014; Shockley-Zalabak, 2014) or focus primarily on the Four Flows model (Griffin, Ledbetter,
& Sparks, 2014, 2018; Kramer & Bisel, 2016; Modaff et al., 2018). However, this is not an accurate reflec-
tion of what we see in the scholarly literature. By far, the majority of empirical and conceptual CCO
research is from scholars aligned with the Montréal School, or who are doing clear Montréal School
work. In comparison, while McPhee and Zaug’s (2000) original article on the Four Flows model (and
subsequent reprint in Putnam & Nicotera’s 2009 edited book) has been cited extensively, our analysis
of Google Scholar citations (N = 503) demonstrates that almost all of these citations simply reference
the Four Flows model with no further engagement or development. The small number of studies that
do engage with the Four Flows model merely apply one or more of the flows to a particular organ-
izational context (e.g. Bean & Buikema, 2015; Fay & Kline, 2011; Mann, 2015; Mease, 2015), and only a
small handful of studies seek to advance the Four Flows model through further conceptual develop-
ment (e.g. Bruscella & Bisel, 2018; Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008; Osacio, Loewenstain, & Nigam,
2015). For the most part, the Four Flows model continues to be articulated the same way it was orig-
inally introduced nearly twenty years ago, and by no reasonable measure provides evidence of a
‘school’ of thought today (i.e., a recognizable collection of scholars clearly working to develop and
advance this line of thinking). However, recent developments may challenge this assessment: the
number of Four Flows citations has increased notably over the past ten years (sixty-five references
in 2018 compared to twenty in 2008), and a long-awaited book by McPhee and Iverson is under
review with a major publisher at the time of this writing (personal correspondence). But for now,
we would be wise to reconsider how we represent the Four Flows model in our textbooks.

A similar assessment can be made of the Social Systems approach developed by Luhmann. Euro-
pean scholars (especially Dennis Schoeneborn, Stephen Blaschke, and David Seidl) have done excel-
lent work to explain the relevance of Luhmann’s thinking for organizational communication and
appropriate his work in the broader field of organizational studies. However, it is probably best to
categorize this as more of an ‘emerging’ approach, given the limited uptake and application in the
extant scholarly literature. Of course, none of this is to disparage Four Flows or Social Systems think-
ing, nor to assume the superiority of the Montréal School, but only to call for an honest assessment of
what organizational communication scholars have actually contributed to the academic literature,
and to consider a revised presentation of this work in our textbooks.

To be clear, we are not suggesting that the current three-school categorization is wrong or mis-
guided, especially for the academic literature. We applaud the recent panel at the University of
Hamburg and subsequent article in Management Communication Quarterly about the three
schools of CCO thinking (Schoeneborn et al., 2014) and see this as an exemplar of scholarly develop-
ment and beneficial for the field of organizational communication. However, we are claiming that the
current three-school categorization may not be the best way to represent CCO thinking in textbooks,
especially if we are concerned about the future relevance and legacy of CCO and the broader con-
stitutive project. Instead, we are calling for enhanced representational and translational work in text-
books that does more to convey the ‘big idea’ of organizations as communication. CCO is a way to
understand and explain organizational ontology. We need to foreground questions of being for text-
book audiences, we need to explain why organizational existence matters, and we need to
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demonstrate how CCO provides a variety of different ways to both ask and respond to these ques-
tions, leading to new insights that are relevant for students and future practitioners. We can do this by
showing how different concepts (i.e. coorientation, structuration, and autopoiesis) help us under-
stand and explain organizations as communication, how these concepts relate to – and challenge
– frameworks students are already familiar with (e.g. micro-level interaction, social structures), and
how they address relevant organizational questions (e.g. how do local conversations scale up to
certain organizational forms, how do people exercise collective agency, how do organizations
speak, how and why do organizations have authority?). We should be grateful for the three-
schools ladder than helped us scale to our current heights, but we should also consider whether
or not this is the best resource for proceeding on the next leg of our journey.

Of course, some may see this whole case study as a bit premature. After all, CCO Theory has only
formally be around for roughly twenty years, and its presence in textbooks is somewhat modest. But
that is exactly our point – now is a key time for assessment and intervention because the future is still
very much up for grabs. Once certain ideas become more entrenched and codified it will be much
harder to alter the trajectory and shape the direction of CCO thinking. Our hope is that textbooks
would provide insightful representations and applications of CCO scholarship in order to advance
these important ideas among students and future practitioners, and to provide a strong foundation
of intellectual coherence and credibility to advance CCO thinking.

Discussion and conclusion

From time to time, it is important for academic disciplines to assess the ways in which key theories
within their field are represented and disseminated in textbooks. This kind of work is important for
gauging the institutional trends in a particular field, and evaluating what scholarly ideas are taken up
by textbook authors and gaining traction with students, thus providing key insights into the trajec-
tory of the field and presenting opportunities for intervention or affirmation. At issue is the way in
which textbooks tend to codify ideas as canonical knowledge because of the format and cultural
standing of textbooks in our educational system (despite qualifications and caveats by textbook
authors). Thus, any investigation into textbook representations of scholarly ideas is likely to raise
just as many questions as it may answer. Should textbooks reflect current scholarly discussions,
and to what extent? What should we reasonably expect from textbooks in terms of representing
scholarly conversations and theoretical developments? Should textbooks only present ‘settled’ scho-
larship, or also include current debates and trends? For instance, Modaff et al. (2018) present the
notions of agency and structure as relatively straightforward concepts in their introductory section
on CCO, yet these are two of the most contested and debated concepts in the CCO literature and
the broader field of organizational studies. Furthermore, how much should textbook content stay
tethered to developments in the scholarly literature? For example, is it problematic that the Four
Flow approach to CCO thinking is the most represented approach in textbooks, even though it is
the least developed in the scholarly literature? Or does it tell us something that this CCO approach
might have the most traction with textbook audiences? Trying to answer these questions often
leads to a paradox of competing goods in our pedagogy. As Swales (1993, p. 224) explains, ‘The
better textbooks are at transmitting a canon of knowledge (one good), the worse they are at fostering
critical reading (another good).’ Thus, we are left with important questions about how to balance the
tension between transmitting canonical knowledge and fostering critical thinking.

Our analysis also surfaces questions of application and relevance for students and practitioners.
What aspects of CCO thinking seem to resonate most with students or current practitioners, and
how could this in turn inform future scholarship? What related concepts could make for insightful
textbook content, even if not explicitly connected to CCO scholarship? For example, Deetz’s (1995)
stakeholder model is a popular application of critical management studies, but does not necessarily
require students to fully understand the breadth of critical theory in order to appreciate and apply the
model. Could a similar application of CCO thinking be developed? What might this look like? Can we
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draw students in to interesting discussions about the implications of a CCO approach (e.g. agency,
authority, emergence) without necessarily requiring a thorough understanding of coorientation or
autopoiesis, for example? What are the practical areas where the question ‘what is an organization’
makes a difference? Further development of CCO thinking does not depend on students’ abilities to
master the theoretical vocabulary of CCO scholarship, but rather that they grasp the gist of the idea –
organizations as communication – and how it can apply in a number of relevant contexts and
scenarios.

Overall, we are calling for more attention to the ways in which scholarly ideas in the field of com-
munication studies are represented in our textbooks. We offer but one example of how this could be
done, focusing on a burgeoning and influential theory (CCO) in one of our field’s main divisions
(organizational communication). We sought to answer the question: what are we doing?, while
also provoking the question: what do we think about this? We summarized the institutionalized
version of CCO, the ‘received wisdom’ and explored how this was represented in organizational com-
munication textbooks. By summarizing this content and assessing its trajectory, we enable organiz-
ational communication scholars a better understanding of our subfield to inform subsequent
scholarship and pedagogy, as well as demonstrating to the broader field of communication how
we all might engage in this important work.

Notes

1. A Google Scholar search of ‘textbook’ in the title and ‘communication’ in the source revealed 118 citations, none
of which address the issue of communication theory representation or dissemination in textbooks.

2. This only includes textbooks that are currently in print, but not out-of-print textbooks that still may be available
from a used bookseller.

3. To be sure, the implications and applications of these ideas are still debated within the scholarly literature, just not
necessarily the premises themselves. For example, there continues to be lively debates about the exact nature of
CCO’s ontological claims (e.g. Kuhn, Ashcraft, & Cooren, 2017), but the idea that CCO is making ontological claims
about communication and organizations is not debated.

4. These articles motivated a subsequent pre-conference at the 2002 National Communication Association conven-
tion called ‘The Communicative Constitution of Organization and Its Implications for Theory, Research, and Prac-
tice,’ which resulted in Putnam and Nicotera’s (2009) influential book Building Theories of Organization: The
Constitutive Role of Communication.

5. We consulted organizational communication colleagues from Europe regarding additional textbooks we should
include in our review. We were told that most European universities either use one of the English-language text-
books already included in our review, or use corporate communication textbooks or scholarly handbooks that
would not be relevant for our analysis.

6. Every chapter in this textbook is a separate theory attributed to a specific author(s), but not written by that author.
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