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The Organisation of External
Communication Disciplines in UK
Companies: A Conceptual and Empirical
Analysis of Dimensions and Determinants

Joep P. Cornelissen
University of Amsterdam

Richard Thorpe
Manchester Metropolitan University, UK

The subject of the organisation of a company’s external communications has been
characterised by enduring debate exemplified in the discussions on the relationship
between marketing and public relations as well as, more recently, in arguments for
a greater "integration" or interaction between and consolidation of a company’s
communication disciplines. Despite this prolific attention to communication organi-
sation in the literature, having resulted in a number of normative prescriptions
and suggestions, there has been little if any actual empirical research on aspects
of communication organisation across companies. Moreover, within the little prior
empirical research, scant attention has been given, firstly, to conceptual develop-
ment in the sense of defining constructs and developing valid measures of commu-
nication organisation, and, secondly, to the contextual factors that may make a
particular organisational arrangement of communication disciplines either more or
less appropriate for a particular company. This paper therefore develops and tests
a number of literature-derived propositions relating organisational dimensions to
conditions in a company’s internal and external environments. Findings of an
exploratory empirical study show that the organisational relationship (in the form
of different types of interaction and their degree of formalisation) between the two
primary departments involved in a company’s external communication programmes
are correlated with such internal environmental conditions as the departments’
domain similarity and resource dependence, as well as the prevailing organisa-
tional norms and cultural conditions within a company.
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nlhere is a widespread belief in the management world that in today’s
1 institutional environment the future of a company depends critically on
how it is viewed by key publics such as shareholders and investors, cus-
tomers and consumers, employees, and members of the community in
which the company resides (e.g., Carroll, 1989; Freeman, 1984). As Olasky
(1987) and others have argued, the turmoil and activism of the 1960s and
1970s created a climate in which companies could no longer suffice with
simply engaging in what could be called &dquo;private relations&dquo;-that is, making
business decisions without regard to governmental or public opinion. Com-
panies now need to make efforts to portray themselves as ethical organi-
sations and to differentiate themselves in a more socially and democrati-
cally ruled market. Broom, Lauzen, and Tucker (1991) comment accordingly
that the &dquo;belief in the sanctity of ’I sell, you buy’ is simplistic and ignores
the new reality of today’s business climate. No organisation can survive
while ignoring the impact of social, political, technical and economic

changes on its relationships&dquo; (p. 220). In recognition of this need for strate-
gies and policies to guide communication with each of a company’s stake-
holders and key publics, questions about the management and organisation
of external communications programmes have become more salient and sig-
nificant than before (Van Riel, 1995). In an attempt to address these ques-
tions, this paper reports on an exploratory empirical research study describ-
ing the organisation and management of external communication functions
and disciplines within companies in the United Kingdom (UK).

Introduction and Background
The last decade has spawned several conceptual and empirical articles

on the management and organisation of a company’s external communi-
cations (e.g., Gronstedt, 1996a, 1996b; Grunig & Grunig, 1998; Van
Leuven, 1991a). This increased attention to communication organisation,
signifying a strong resurgence of academic interest in the traditional
debate on the organisational relationship between marketing and public
relations or corporate affairs as the two main external communication
functions that a company can employ (e.g., Cornelissen & Lock, 2000a;
Ehling, White, & Grunig, 1992), can be attributed to the changed social
and market context with which companies are faced. Van Leuven (1991b),
for instance, argues that altered market dynamics, such as new competi-
tive pressures and productivity demands, might push companies to devise
new organisational structures that better integrate marketing, public rela-
tions, advertising, sales promotions, and product publicity. Similarly, Cay-
wood and Ewing (1991) argue that the renewed importance of the rela-
tionship of the marketing and public relations functions is a result of the
powerful restructuring trend in the corporate world where every function
is examined on its accountability. Gronstedt (1996a, 1996b) further argues
that besides the trends for restructuring there are also obvious practical

 at SAGE Publications on February 15, 2011job.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://job.sagepub.com/


415

reasons for integrating and more closely aligning marketing communica-
tions and public relations: a richer knowledge base and capabilities of
practitioners can be directly dwelled upon, techniques can be cross-fer-
tilised, and the ability to coordinate the various communication vehicles
and tools in order to send out consistent messages about the company

might be substantially facilitated. Equally, Heath (1994) argues for a

greater &dquo;integration&dquo; in organising communication functions and a com-
pany’s external communication efforts:

Some companies and other organisations are well known for their ability to
conduct a truly integrated communication campaign designed to get the
message across even though it is tailored to various stakeholders. Not only
is the matter one of providing a coherent and consistent message that fos-
ters an understanding of the company as its management and employees
want it to be understood, but it also means that key audiences are

addressed in terms of the stake each of them holds with regard to the
organisation. (p. 55)

This argument for &dquo;integration&dquo; has indeed found wide endorsement
with practitioners and academics alike. Under the headings of &dquo;Integrated
Marketing Communications&dquo; (e.g., Schultz, Tannenbaum, & Lauterborn,
1993), &dquo;Integrated Marketing&dquo; (e.g., Duncan & Moriarty, 1997), and &dquo;Inte-

grated Communications&dquo; (e.g., Gronstedt, 1996), writers have defined

&dquo;integration&dquo; as either a cross-functional coordination enabling greater
interaction across communication disciplines (e.g., advertising, issues man-
agement, investor relations, media relations, direct marketing) or the con-
solidation of sets of communication disciplines into departments. Such a
consolidation purports to strengthen interrelations among the various dis-
ciplines and to enable the corporate and marketing communications func-
tions to play a critical and more focused role in the strategic management
of the company (see Duncan & Caywood, 1996). From being equated with
horizontal cross-functional coordination, &dquo;integration&dquo; has thus also come
to be read as the merger of all or at least the large majority of communi-
cation disciplines into a single organisational unit (Miller & Rose, 1994).

Despite this prolific attention to communication organisation-the depart-
mental arrangement of communications and the organisational relationships
between departments-there has been little if any actual empirical research
on communication organisation across companies. Moreover, within the little
prior empirical research, scant attention has been given, firstly, to concep-
tual development in the sense of defining constructs and developing valid
measures of communication organisation, and, secondly, to the contextual
factors that may make a particular organisational arrangement of commu-
nication disciplines either more or less appropriate for a particular company.
This paper therefore develops and tests through a survey a number of liter-
ature-derived propositions relating organisational dimensions to conditions
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in a company’s internal and external environments. The next section dis-
cusses the conceptualisation of the research study.

Conceptual Development of the Research Study
Although several conceptual and empirical articles have focused on

specific dimensions related to communication organisation, such as struc-
ture or decision making (e.g., Dozier & Grunig, 1992; Johnson & Chang,
2000; Van Leuven, 1991a), there has been little if any research focusing
on how communication disciplines and activities are grouped and

arranged into departments, or on the cross-functional interaction and
coordination between them. With specific focus on the latter, this study
develops operational measures for each theoretical construct of interest
(e.g., Churchill, 1979) and gives a descriptive and analytical account of
communication organisation across UK companies.

Construct Development: Operationalising and Measuring
Organisational Relationships Between Departments

The only research to date (Grunig, 1989; Kitchen, 1993) that has
attempted to capture the organisational relationship among public rela-
tions, advertising, and marketing departments explored managerial per-
ceptions of the &dquo;closeness&dquo; of the relationship between communication
units in the sense of asking managers in an open and unstructured
manner whether they perceived some involvement between these units in
a company. Grunig (1989) argues that the question of the closeness of the
relationship between departments inherently calls for perceptual data.
Such conceptualisation and measurement might have been prone to con-
siderable bias, however, as this question seems open to variable interpre-
tation by responding managers, and it is therefore inherently less valid
than the measurement of actual behavioural patterns and interaction
between departments or persons responsible for particular functions. The
present study has therefore made use of multi-item measures (see Appen-
dix A) to capture the construct of the organisational relationship between
departments, where, alternatively, individual or single item measures
might have been prone to a loss in reliability and considerable measure-
ment error (Chaffee, 1991; Churchill, 1979).

The study looks at types of interactions between what are typically the
two main external communication departments within a company: mar-
keting (or customer relations) and public relations (or corporate affairs or
corporate communications) (Broom et al., 1991; Kotler & Mindak, 1978).
The interactions between these two departments were operationalised in
the study by three constructs: transactions, including exchanges of work,
resources, and technical assistance between departments; amount of com-
munication between departments; and the use of information provided by
the other department. In addition, the study also inquired into the for-
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Table 1.

Summary of Scale Characteristics (N = 85)

malisation of the relationship between two departments, in terms of

explicit rules and guidelines for their interaction. In sum, the organisa-
tional relationship of communication departments or units is thus reduced
in the study to interactions (transactions, communication, and information
use) and formalisation, which, the paper argues, not only encapsulate the
concept in a valid manner but also facilitate empirical analysis.

The measures of all constructs figuring in the research study are men-
tioned in Appendix A. Alpha-coefficients have subsequently been calculated
as a test of the reliability of the measures. Cronbach’s coefficient-alpha is
seen as a valid indicator of the internal consistency of instruments or
scales that do not have right-wrong (binary) marking schemes, and thus
can be used for questionnaires using scales such as rating or Likert
(Oppenheim, 1992). Reliability analysis of the measures in the study
reveals that the alpha-coefficient for all scales is .6061 or higher. The meas-
ures here are thus reliable according to the traditional paradigm of meas-
ure development suggested by Churchill (1979; see also Nunnally & Bern-

stein, 1994). Table 1 shows the alpha-coefficients for all scales.

Research Propositions: Conditions Affecting Communication
Organisation

In order to guide the following discussion, a figure identifying the key
constructs included in the study is provided. These constructs were

derived from prior studies and served as the basis for the research propo-
sitions tested by the current study. Though two sets of conditions per-
taining to a cOIP.1)any’s internal and external environments are hypothe-
sised to be related to the constructs representing the organisational
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Figure 1.

Conceptual Framework for the Study of Communication Organisation

relationships between departments, this study will focus largely on inter-
nal conditions. Because a fairly detailed discussion of the conceptual
framework is provided by Cornelissen, Lock, and Gardner (2001), only a
brief synthesis is offered here.

The internal environmental conditions hypothesised in the conceptual
framework generated the first 15 propositions of the study. Domain sim-
ilarity (the degree to which two different individuals or departments share
similar goals, skills, or tasks) and resource dependence (the dependence
of one functional area on obtaining resources from another area to accom-
plish its objectives) between departments are likely to influence each type
of interaction between departments (e.g., Ruekert & Walker, 1987; Van
Leuven, 1991a). These internal environmental factors led to research

propositions 1 through 6 of the study (see Table 2). Writers have also sug-
gested that a company’s information-sharing norms and the degree of
interdepartmental connectedness between departments (the degree to

which members of one department or unit identify with members of
another unit within the company) (e.g., Sriramesh, Grunig, & Buffington,
1992) impact interdepartmental exchanges and dissemination of informa-
tion. Propositions 7 through 12 are based on these two internal environ-
mental factors. Finally, the literature suggests that another organisational
characteristic arguably regulating behaviour within and across depart-
ments is the degree to which companies have a system of collective or
integrated goals that are superordinate to the interests of individuals or
sub-units within the company. Such integrated goals are seen to promote
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Table 2 (continued)

interaction and collaboration among individuals of different departments
because the achievement of each person is facilitated by the achievement
of others (e.g., Fisher, Maltz, & Jaworski, 1997). This internal environ-
mental condition led to propositions 13 through 15.

The second set of conditions in the framework (see Figure 1) includes
external environmental conditions. Current organisation theory holds
that complex and changing environments require companies to be flexible
enough to adapt to external conditions that change rapidly (Grunig &

Grunig, 1998; Van Leuven, 1991a), and that these organisational arrange-
ments, in turn, prompt greater need for interaction among professionals
across departmental lines. Hence, volatility in a company’s external envi-
ronment, it can be hypothesised, leads to horizontal structuring of and
relatively open and interdependent relationships between departments
such as marketing, corporate affairs, and advertising. A second external
factor is the business sector in which a company operates. Some prior
research has indicated that the roles public relations and marketing are
assigned depend upon the nature of the business sector. Work by Kitchen
(1993) and Moss, Warnaby, and Thame (1997) suggests that public rela-
tions in the consumer goods and retail sectors is closely aligned to mar-
keting, where its role is very much geared towards supporting marketing.
Kitchen (1993), for instance, found that in many Fast Moving Consumer
Goods (FMCG) companies, public relations personnel operate under the
auspices of, and report to, marketing.

In an early stage of this study, these external environmental factors
were included in the study’s list of research propositions. However, after
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a set of exploratory interviews revealed that most managers regard
change and dynamism in a company’s external environment as a constant
nowadays, and therefore would not really provide valid distinctions on this
scale, external factors were deleted from the main study and explored
afterwards in a series of semi-structured interviews with corporate affairs
and marketing communications managers. Findings on external environ-
mental factors should therefore be regarded only as illustrative and as
suggestive for further research.

Propositions 16 through 18 are based on the premise that the rela-
tionship between communication functions in an organization is affected
by, or affects, the degree to which their coordination is formalised, or gov-
erned by explicit rules. Ruekert and Walker (1987) argue that such rules
are inflexible and carry administrative costs, and therefore are not used
in all situations. Formalisation thus tends to be greatest where such costs
can be spread over a large number of transactions between departments.
Hence, it can be hypothesised that formalisation of the relationship
between departments is thus related to the amount of transactions, as
well as the amount of communication between these departments. In addi-
tion, work by Maltz and Kohli (1996) also suggests that information use
is positively related to the degree of formalisation between departments,
as such information is transmitted to a department through formal and
official channels.

Finally, in line with prior research (Ruekert & Walker, 1987), this

study’s conceptual framework also suggests that the different manifesta-
tions of interdepartmental interaction are mutually reinforcing among
themselves. Proposition 22 tests the hypothesis that the transaction flows
between departments-resource, work, and assistance flows-are interde-
pendent dimensions of interfunctional interaction, as work flows, for

example, often require some form of transfer payment and thus generate
resource flows. Because of these interdependent flows of information and
materials, it can further be hypothesised that a higher degree of commu-
nication is associated with a higher level of transactions between depart-
ments, tested by proposition 19. And when there are such high levels, and
hence repetition, of transactions and communication between depart-
ments, a department’s use of information submitted by the other unit is
consequently likely to be higher. Repetition of interaction can be seen as
signalling the importance of such interactions for both units, which, in
turn, might stimulate information use (Maltz & Kohli, 1996). Hence,
propositions 20 and 21.

Data Collection

The research method consisted of a survey-questionnaire and sets of
semi-structured interviews. The survey was subject to purposeful sampling
in order to include one of the hypothesised sources of heterogeneity (i.e.,
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the business sector in which a company operates) in the conceptual frame-
work. The sample was compiled from the Hollis Europe (1997) and Dun
and Bradstreet (1997) databases. Large companies (number of employees
> 500) were sampled in the manufacturing, financial, retail, regulated util-
ities, chemicals, and technology and engineering sectors within the UK.
One of the key considerations here was that large companies are likely to
have fully developed external communication functions (see Grunig, 1992;
Kotler & Mindak, 1978), while in small to medium sized companies,
external communication activity might not have evolved into various full
disciplines and/or departments, and might even fall together as the

responsibility of one or a few persons (Kotler & Mindak, 1978).
The purpose of the survey was to test the propositions and also to con-

sider whether there is empirical support for the environmental or open
systems perspective of communication organisation implied in the study’s
conceptual framework. Hence, to ensure variation on key constructs, a
sample of 289 units (i.e., managers involved in external communications
for large UK-based companies) was compiled. Each manager was mailed a
copy of the four-page questionnaire and a cover letter explaining the study
goals. Of the 289 in the original sample, 67 managers responded that they
were unable to participate due to time constraints or company guidelines,
reducing the eligible sample to 222. Of the 222, 85 responded to the four-
page questionnaire, for an overall response rate of 38.3%. The industries
they represent are shown in Table 3. Of these 85 respondents, 55 are
senior managers or directors of corporate affairs, while the remaining 30
have different job titles and responsibilities (e.g., director of marketing or
investor relations). Although variation might exist between job titles and
associated job responsibilities, it is argued here that the company attrib-
utes in question-that is, features of the organisational relationship
between communication departments-could be adequately described by
these respondents, all of whom are closely involved with their company’s
external communications (cf. Blau & Schoenherr, 1971).

The aim was to focus sets of questions on the organisational relation-
ship between the companies’ two main external communication depart-
ments, usually public relations or corporate affairs and marketing, and to
statistically analyse the scores on the measures of this relationship. In the
survey, subjects were asked to indicate which department was formally
responsible for particular communication functions (e.g., issues manage-
ment, advertising, public affairs), and then were presented with sets of
questions on the organisational relationship between the two main depart-
ments responsible for a company’s external communication programmes.

In addition to the survey, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with two corporate affairs and two marketing communications managers in
four large companies within different sectors in the UK (nuclear industry,
retail, airport, financial/banking). The purpose of these interviews was to
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Table 3.
Business Sectors of Companies Surveyed (N = 85)

explore the influence of environmental dynamism on the organisational
design and management of external communications, and to follow up on
some of the managerial issues brought up by the data of the survey. The
interview approach used elements of semi-structured interviewing tech-
niques (Lindlof, 1995) through a topic guide (see Appendix B). Semi-struc-
tured interviewing calls for a specific list of questions, given in a specific
order, whereas, in comparison, unstructured interviewing would be com-
pletely open ended, allowing the participants to lead the conversation where
they want. A topic guide creates a menu of questions to be covered and
leaves the exact order and articulation to the interviewer’s discretion.

Notwithstanding, all questions (as formulated here by the conceptual frame-
work) are asked of all participants in roughly the same way. However, there
exists flexibility for the interviewer to ask optional questions, pass on
others, and depart briefly to follow unexpected paths. The idea here is that
experiences and background vary among participants, and the interviewer
should have the discretion to reshuffle questions to pursue issues relevant
to the moment or to pursue new issues altogether (Lindlof, 1995). The
strengths of such a semi-structured approach are that it increases the com-
prehensiveness of the data and makes data collection systematic for each
respondent (and each case), and logical gaps in data can be anticipated and
closed where the interview remains fairly conversational and situational.

Results and Analysis
The study developed sum scales for each of the multi-item constructs

to test the propositions in the conceptual framework. The propositions
have been tested through the use of correlational analysis for two reasons.
First, many of the propositions examined represent statements of associ-
ation between two constructs. Although it is possible to suggest causal
relationships for at least a number of these propositions, there is reason
to believe that causation may be circular or mutual among some of them.

For example, resource dependencies between departments might lead to
transaction flows between these areas, but, equally, increased transaction
flows might also be seen as resulting in a greater form of resource
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dependence between these areas. Similarly, formalisation can be seen as
the result of relatively high levels of interaction between departments; it
can, however, also be seen as instigating such interaction. And, secondly,
given that many of these propositions had not been tested thoroughly in
previous research, simple correlational analysis is deemed most appropri-
ate for this kind of exploratory analytical study. Correlational analysis is
considered useful here in specifying the form and degree of imperfect or
at least relatively unexplored relationships among variables and con-

structs (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).

The Departmental Arrangement of External Communication
Functions

In order to measure and examine the organisational relationship
between the two main communication departments, the study first

explored the departmental arrangement of communication disciplines. The
question addressed here is whether communication disciplines are dis-

persed throughout the company or, alternatively, held within one or a few
departments such as marketing and public relations. Recently, writers
(e.g., Argenti, 1998; Grunig & Grunig, 1998; Van Riel, 1995) have started
to emphasise the negative consequences of dispersing and delegating
communication responsibilities to other units such as finance and human
resources, as this might erode the power and role of corporate and mar-
keting communications within the strategic management of the company.
Despite these admissions, however, responses to the survey (see Table 4)
indicated that in the large majority of the 85 companies studied, commu-
nication disciplines have been consolidated into corporate affairs or public
relations (i.e., media relations, employee communications, public affairs,
community relations, issues management, crisis management, investor

relations) and marketing (i.e., promotions, consumer relations, direct mar-
keting, branding) departments. These data further seem to suggest that
such consolidation of disciplines into corporate affairs and marketing
departments does not depend on the business sector in which a company
operates, but instead are related to the interdependencies between depart
ments in terms of domain similarity (the degree of sameness or difference
between &dquo;corporate&dquo; and &dquo;marketing&dquo; objectives or missions) and task or
resource dependencies, as well as to the resultant interaction between dis-
ciplines. In regard to the latter, the data might be seen to indicate that
disciplines with relatively higher interdependencies are grouped together
to minimise the costs associated with cross-unit interaction.

The Organisational Relationship Between Communication
Departments

The organisational relationships between departments involved in a
company’s external communications are characterised by relatively high
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Table 5.

Degree of Interaction and Coordination Between the Two Main
Communication Departments (N = 85)

Note: Based on a five-point scale. Measures used in the survey-questionnaire are
summarised in Appendix A.

levels of transactions and communication and relatively high levels of
involvement through information use on both sides (see Table 5). Coordi-
nation between these departments is established through the use of stan-
dard operating procedures and formal communication channels. Further-
more, while the relationships between these departments are thus to a
large extent formalised, the data also indicate that the involvement and
coordination of departments is at the same time also established more

freely and through informal means of communication. That is, while the
organisational relationship between departments is generally verbalised by
the persons and departments involved, it is to a considerably lesser degree
formally written down. The explanation suggested here is that the specific
services communications departments deliver cannot be fully specified and
standardised, in comparison and contrast with, for instance, finance and
operations departments. Responses of managers during the semi-struc-
tured interviews add to the explanation here: communication tasks and
issues are variable in nature and hence the involvement of specialists of
diverse backgrounds cannot be fully anticipated or specified in advance. As
the Head of Government Relations of a large government owned company
within the nuclear business (including activities such as uranium procure-
ment, manufacture of new fuel, reactor design technology, reactor services,
electricity generation, and recycling of used fuel) explains,
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we are very good at reacting to events. So, if something happens, we can
put together a team and deal with the issue as it arises. I think we are less

good at the kind of strategy and looking forward and seeing what things
are going to happen and working out structures and so on. We don’t, I

think, put as much effort into working out formal strategies for dealing with
things. Partly because, I think, there is usually so much going on that we
usually spent a lot of time reacting to events anyway.

Of the 21 propositions represented in Table 6, 17 are supported by the
data based on interactions between the two main communication depart-
ments (all but P4, P14, and P15, with PI only partially supported). The
significance of the association (p) shows how unlikely it is that the level of
r (i.e., the strength of the relationship shown between the two variables)
could have occurred by chance. Significant relationships are interpreted as
those where correlation coefficients (r) lead to a p value which is less than

0.05, that is, when there is only a 1 in 20 chance that the correlation coef-
ficient calculated could have occurred by chance. The correlations pre-

sented in Table 5 indicate that interaction, either in the form of transac-
tions (resource, work and assistance flows), communication, or

information use, between communication departments is positively related
to departmental characteristics in terms of the resource dependencies
between and domain similarity of these departments, as well as to the
wider organisational context (information sharing norms, the interdepart-
mental connectedness between departments, and the formalisation of rela-
tionships between departments), in which these departments operate.

The final set of propositions of the study stated that the various types
of interactions or flows between personnel of the main departments or
units of communication would be inter-correlated (P19-22). Table 6 shows
that transaction flows between departments are positively related to the
amount of communication between them (P19), and that a department’s
use of information (received from another unit) is positively related to the
amount of transactions and communication with this particular unit (P20,
P21). Table 7 shows the inter-correlations performed for each of the trans-
action flows (P22). All of the correlations are positive and significant at
the .01 level. Further, two of the three correlations are close to or above
.5 showing a strong degree of positive association among the three types
of flows and providing support for the proposition.

Discussion

In this section, the focus is on the substantive interpretation of the
results and the emergent findings. First, focusing on the relationship
between internal environmental conditions and the organisational rela-
tionship between departments, the results suggest positive relationships.
The study found that the interaction, either in the form of transactions
(resource, work, and assistance flows), communication, or information
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Table 6.
Correlations Between Sum Scale Measures: Interaction Between the

Two Main Communication Departments (N = 85)

*p < 0.05

use, between communication departments is positively related to depart-
mental characteristics in terms of the resource dependencies between and
domain similarity of these departments. The organisational characteris-
tics of information sharing norms, interdepartmental connectedness

between departments, and formalisation of the relationship between com-
munication departments also appear to be positively related with the
interaction between these departments.

 at SAGE Publications on February 15, 2011job.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://job.sagepub.com/


429

Table 7.
Inter-Correlations of the Interaction Flows Between the Two Main

Communication Departments (N = 85)

’Significant at .057 level

Taken together, the findings thus support an environmental or open
systems view, where dimensions of communication organisation, the

organisational relationship between departments in particular, appear to
be related to conditions in a company’s internal and external environ-
ments (see Figure 1). The semi-structured interviews also add to this envi-
ronmental or open systems view where responses suggest that the flexi-
ble and often not fully formalised organisational relationships between
departments are related to organisational and departmental characteris-
tics, but also to the dynamism in a company’s external environment. The
latter, interviewed managers commented, triggers responsive communica-
tions activity and, hence, the relationships between relevant departments
should be structured and managed for such responsive activity. The fol-
lowing quote from an interview with the Corporate Affairs Director of a
large retail group illustrates this general belief in flexible communication
organisation amongst managers:

The area we work in is not like finance, and, of course, I have this discus-

sion all the time with [managers in] finance, because it means that for

instance managing our budget is much more difficult as we are constantly
responding to both the external and internal environment.... Your envi-
ronment is changing all the time, which means that your tactical approach
is probably adjusting all the time. So, what is a priority one day is no longer
a priority the next day. It requires continuous flexibility.

Second, the interrelation found between various types of interactions
or flows between personnel of the two main communication departments
(P 19-22) has particular relevance to theory and studies on the organisa-
tional role and position of communication departments as it suggests that
organisational relationships between communication (-related) depart-
ments in the form of resource dependencies, transactions, communica-
tion, and information use may be reciprocal. Recognising that there is

increasing interaction and involvement between communication depart-
ments, this reciprocity generally rebuts the thesis for imperialistic behav-
iour of one department towards another (e.g., marketing versus corporate
affairs) (see also Lauzen, 1993; Moriarty, 1994; Van Leuven, 1991a).
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Conclusion

One of the objectives of the study was to empirically test several propo-
sitions advanced in the literature as antecedents of communication organ-
isation. The findings of the study suggest that the studied internal envi-
ronmental conditions are important determinants of the organisational
relationship between communication departments. Through the sets of
semi-structured interviews, the study also found suggestive evidence that
the organisational relationship between departments is related to the

dynamism in a company’s external environment (i.e., the level of interac-
tion is positively related to the level of dynamism, while formalisation is
negatively related to the volatility in a company’s external environment),
but this finding is subject to further study. Moreover, it needs to be men-
tioned that the research study has been descriptive and analytical rather
than normative in nature and has not focused on performance implica-
tions of particular forms of organisation. Thus, explicit recommendations
for how external communications should be organised across companies
cannot be drawn directly from the research study. However, on the basis
of the empirical findings, the authors can make some recommendation on
how the study’s observations can guide and inspire managerial action, as
well as future empirical research.

Managerial Implications
The study has identified organisational dimensions and environmental

parameters to be considered. The present study helps managers to iden-
tify the broad range of issues to consider in regard to the organisation of
a company’s external communications. It might be that practitioners,
when thinking about organisation, tend to think primarily in terms of the
structural location of different units in a company, as perhaps illustrated
in the company’s organisation chart (cf. Workman, Homburg, & Grunen,
1998). The conceptual framework of the research study also emphasises
the importance of the organisational relationships and processes between
departments within communication organisation. It follows therefore that,
with this framework, the whole idea of a &dquo;fixed solution&dquo; towards the

organisation of communications-that is, allotting discrete communication
functions to discrete units or departments in a one-size-fits-all manner to
handle the variety of external communication needs that can arise-is
rejected as unrealistic, and a more complex and balanced view is provided,
which emphasises the range of decisions and types of situations in which
one form or another may arise and become significant.

Through the empirical research conducted the study profiles the gen-
eral understanding among managers of how external communications are
organised across large companies within the UK. Besides suggesting that
organisational design decisions are and must be made in consideration of
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environmental conditions, the study contributes to the implementation of
this more flexible view of communication functions by developing a model
(with empirically validated relationships between constructs) which might
bridge the gap between academic understanding and management prac-
tice. Managers’ discontent with academic work on communication organ-
isation and the elusive way in which new prescriptions and theories of
external communications management have been handled has become

apparent (e.g., Cornelissen & Lock, 2000b; Drobis, 1997; Miller & Rose,
1994). In response, the conceptual framework of the study has translated
concepts in the arguments surrounding the management and organisation
of external communications into operationalized constructs of organisa-
tion such as the departmental arrangement of communication disciplines
within a company and the interaction and co-ordination between func-

tional areas or departments. The usefulness of measurable constructs and
indicators that have a direct reference to managerial practices, and which
have been measured to assess their significance, is emphasised here. For
example, the study points to structural relationships between the degree
of interaction and the degree of co-ordination between departments
within a company (see also Ruekert and Walker, 1987), and also between
the domain similarity and resource dependencies between departments on
the one hand and the level of interaction between them on the other.
These findings clearly suggest that managers can consider the character-
istics of their department within their company and install particular
coordination mechanisms to achieve desired and/or required levels of
interaction between particular departments.

Research Directions

The objectives of this study involved conceptual development in the
sense of explicating constructs into valid operational measures and of
defining a conceptual framework derived from the literature that addresses
key dependent and independent variables that can be measured. The con-
ceptual framework suggests a number of relationships that explain and pre-
dict the organisational relationship between units as well as the depart·
mental arrangement of communication disciplines. Specifically, the study
primarily attempted to address the question of what organisational char-
acteristics such as culture, structure, and routines impact and perhaps
facilitate the interaction within and across disciplines and departments.

Studying the integrative and specialised role of external communica-
tions and the interaction and involvement between departments points to
several important research issues. Firstly, indicating structural relation-
ships between internal and also external environmental conditions on the
one hand and organisational dimensions on the other, the study sub-
scribes to and outlines an environmental or open systems perspective. To
extend the present study as well as prior work of Kotler and Mindak
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(1978), Grunig (1989, 1992), and also Van Leuven (1991a), a research
replicating and further exploring the relationship between organisational
dimensions, organisational structure in particular, and environmental fac-
tors is needed. The study also explored the factors that might explain
whether communication activities are dispersed or held within a function.
Although the study suggests that disciplines with interdependencies (i.e.,
domain similarity and resource or task dependence) between them are
grouped together into departments, other factors might be considered rel-
evant here. Rao’s (1997) analysis can be considered insightful in this con-
text. It suggests that the recent increase in separate investor relations

departments in Fortune 500 companies is not related to a company’s size
or the differentiation of the investor relations functions from other com-
munication functions, but is positively correlated with such factors as the
variability in returns to shareholders, the number of anti-management
shareholder resolutions sponsored by investor rights activists, the per-
formance of the company and the number of analysts following it, and the
number of competitors with investor relations departments. In the light
of these first studies conducted, more research is also needed on the
effectiveness and value of different levels of integration and specialisation
of the external communication function in different contexts, which

requires a further exploration of the operation and effectiveness of exter-
nal communication programs associated with particular organisational
arrangements (see Grunig & Grunig, 1998).

Secondly, the conceptual framework raises the issue of the impact of
building a communication function internally or contracting with another
organisation-that is, outsourcing some of the communication activities to
agencies. As Gronstedt and Thorson (1996) have documented, the value
of hiring an agency to perform a part of the communication task depends
on the required expertise needed, the way this expertise is coordinated
with other (in-house) disciplines, and, closely related, the structure and
nature of the client organisation. Further research is needed to identify
the types of agencies and agency-structures contracted, the client’s

desired degree of integration or separation of different external commu-
nication functions, and other factors ultimately accounting for those
choices such as the agency’s culture, geographic location, size, history,
and the type of client business (e.g., Bosman, 1997; Dowling, 1994).

Thirdly, further research might focus on the generalisability of the
study’s framework, replicating the study and extending its findings. Given
the study’s location within the UK, further research in different national
contexts is needed to further elaborate on how societal contexts affect the

organisation of a company’s external communications. To do this, a con-
ceptualisation might need to be developed that investigates which societal
variables affect communication organisation. Generalisable dimensions
that vary across nations could be identified (e.g., degree of governmental
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regulation of the economy) and then propositions developed that relate
these more general dimensions to the organisational dimensions as spec-
ified in the conceptual framework of the study.

Finally, given the complexity of the topic of communication organisa-
tion, the study has restricted its focus and method to the development of
a general framework and correlational analysis. Relationships between key
constructs in the conceptual framework have been tested through the use
of correlations. However, as with the development of any correlational
framework, there are many questions left unanswered. Are there other or
better appropriate measures to use? What are the specific relationships
between the independent and dependent variables? Are there any moder-
ating or mediating variables that the empirical research has not explored?
Are the relationships linear? The causality of the particular relationships
found in the study thus needs to be addressed in further research, per-
haps through an experimental or longitudinal treatment and the use of
regression analyses.
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Appendix A
Measures Used to Capture Constructs
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Appendix B
Topic Guide and Selected Questions

From the Interviews

Ascertaining the organisation of communication disciplines involved such
questions as the following:

~ How are communication disciplines grouped into units/departments?
~ What coordination mechanisms are established within and across these

departments?
~ How are these disciplines organised internally within these departments

(formalisation of relationships between disciplines, decision making, report-
ing relationships)?

Ascertaining the interaction between these units/departments involved such
questions as the following:

~ How do communication professionals of different units/departments inter-
act with one another and with other functional areas in the company?

~ What types of (formal) structures and mechanisms exist to facilitate this
interaction?

~ What type of (formal) structures and mechanisms exist to coordinate the
activities of communication professionals of different units/departments?

Ascertaining the relationship between the above organisational dimensions
and environmental factors involved such questions as the following:

~ Which factors are considered significant in deciding for a particular organ-
isational configuration?

~ Which factors are seen as affecting the interaction between professionals of
different units/departments?
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