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A Comparative Study of the Present and
Ideal Roles of Communication Directors in
Selected Business Organizations
Hussein M. Shatshat
Western Illinois University

This paper examines the role of communication directors in regard to in-
ternal communication activities in business organizations. A case is built
for focusing management attention on clarifying and identifying ways of
using the expertise of these communication specialists. Results indicate
that the directors perform a variety of roles ranging from journalistic to
advisorylsupport work. The findings are used to propose a functional role
involved in determining major policies related to developing and maintain-
ing company-wide communication systems. Suggestions are made for
future research.

THE EARLY MANAGEMENT LITERATURE recognized the
importance of communication for business organizations. For
example, Chester Barnard was one of the first pioneer authors
in management education to stress the communication duties of
managers. Barnard declared that &dquo;the first executive function is
to develop and maintain a system of communication.&dquo; He em-
phasized the relationship between communication and organiza-
tion by stating that &dquo;in an exhaustive theory of organization,
communication would occupy a central place, because the

structure, extensiveness, and scope of organization are almost
entirely determined by communication techniques.&dquo;I

Communication as a vital part of the functioning of all levels
of management is still in the evolutionary stage. According to
authorities in the field of organizational communication, lack of
research and recognition given to organizational communication -
by managements of organizations is a common problem that
requires attention. Howard Greenbaum (3, p. 739) recognized
these problems when he stated that &dquo;the applied behavioral
science of organizational communication is still in its infancy. In
fact, it is seldom recognized as a major activity of management;

*The research reported here is based upon my Ph.D. dissertation. I

would like to thank Norman F. Kallaus for his assistance. I would also like
to acknowledge the assistance of Bill Snider, Howard H. Greenbaum,
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and, even where recognized, there is considerable lip service and
uncertainty as to its proper handling.&dquo;

Only a few organizations, continued Greenbaum, have assigned
the responsibility for the management of communication activi-
ties to specific individuals: &dquo;Except in a few organizations,
managements have established executive positions with key
responsibilities relating to the overall administration of commu-
nication systems. Actually, most organizations do not even
specify their communication policies.&dquo;

Robert Carl (2, p. 5) also pointed out that interest in com-
munication on the part of managements of organizations is a

recent phenomenon: &dquo;Communication as recognized-and ac-
cepted-responsibility of corporate management is relatively
new. Only in the last few years, in fact, have companies been
appointing ’Directors of Communications’ or ’Communication
Managers. &dquo;’

With increasing concern for developing short- and long-range
organizational communication plans, the role of communication
directors, because of their expertise in the field of communica-
tion, becomes critical in managing organizational communication
systems. Specialists in communication may be needed to provide
that knowledge just as organizations rely and depend on the
expertise of their accountants, financial analysts, marketing
analysts, and other specialists to assist in solving problems related
to the operation of organizations. In addition, these specialists-
that is, so-called directors of communication-may assist man-
agement in developing efficient and effective communication

systems which, in turn, provide channels of communication to
facilitate decision-making. A director of communications, there-
fore, as the center of communication network within an organi-
zation, is in a position to facilitate communication flow which
provides information necessary to all the members of an organi-
zation.

In too many cases, a director’s role is limited to various

journalistic activities which may not be closely related to the
overall responsibility of organizational communication systems.
Only recently there has been a shift in emphasis on the part of
management from the journalistic/informative type of roles to
a more coordinative function for communication specialists in
organizations.

With this relatively modern interest in the services and exper-
tise of communication specialists, the emerging role of these
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specialists in organizations needs to be understood and clarified.
In this study, attention was directed at role clarification of the
communication director in business organizations. In order to
achieve this objective, the study used a set of selected roles
common to communication directors and investigated the per-
ceptions of a selected group of participants in business regarding
these roles. Specifically, the study compared the participants’
perceptions of the frequency ratings of the present roles and the
ideal roles, as well as the importance ratings of the present roles
and ideal roles, for nineteen selected roles (as shown in Table
1), related to internal communication activities of communica-
tion directors in business organizations.

METHODS AND PROCEDURES

To develop a data collection instrument, it was necessary to
construct a set of roles that are practiced by communication
directors in the day-to-day operation of internal communication
systems in business organizations. After a comprehensive review
of organizationsl communication literature, three studies were
located-Townsend (6), Carl (2), and Greenbaum (4)-which
deal specifically with the role of a communication specialist,
manager, or director in business organizations. These studies
became the main source from which a set of role statements

regarding the communication directors’ responsibilities were
developed.

In addition to these three studies, several communication

specialists were interviewed in order to incorporate their ideas
in the statements of roles. Furthermore, these roles were vali-
dated by a jury panel with expertise in organizational communi-
cation and through the use of pilot study. Finally, a questionnaire
was constructed for use in this research to measure the partici--
pants’ perceptions of the present and the ideal roles (for each of
the nineteen roles identified in this study) of the communication
directors.

Selection of Data Sources

The sample of participants for this study was randomly selec-
ted from O’Dwyer’sDirectory of Corporate Communications (5).
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The 1976 edition of this directory lists 1,458 companies. From
this list of firms, companies are shown to have specific public
relations or communications departments and from that list a
random sample of 250 companies was selected. A total of 250
questionnaires were mailed to the sample selected; and 106 us-
able responses, or 42.46 percent of the mailing, constituted the
source of the data for this study.

The Statistical Techniques

The data derived from the responses to the questionnaire
were analyzed using the following statistical techniques:

1. To compare the differences in perceptions of communica-
tion directors between each of the nineteen roles in terms of the

frequency ratings of the present role and the ideal role, the
paired t-test was applied to the data to find the differences
between these pairs of observations (present and ideal) or the
two means.

2. Similarly, to compare the differences in perceptions of
communications directors between each of the nineteen roles in
terms of the importance ratings of the present role and the ideal
role, the paired t-test was applied to the data to find the differ-
ences between these pairs of observations (present and ideal) or
the two means.

3. Also, in order to determine the statistical significance of
the data concerning the variables related to the sex of the
respondent, years of experience as a communication director,
and the type of present organization in which the respondent
was presently employed, the t-test of significance was used.

4. Similarly, to determine the statistical significance of the
data concerning the variables related to the age, education level
attained, major in college, position title, years of experience in
present organization, and the size of present organization in
which the respondent was presently employed, the one-way
analysis of variance test was used.

NULL HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH FINDINGS

Six null hypotheses were developed and analyzed through the
data, leading to the following results (partial findings are illus-
trated in Table 1 ) :
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1. Frequency of Role Performance
H1: No significant differences exist between each of the

nineteen roles in terms of the frequency ratings of the
present role and the ideal role perceptions of commu-
nications directors.

When the paired t-test of significance was applied to each of
the nineteen statements of roles dealing with the participants’
perceptions of the frequency ratings of the present role and the
ideal role of communication directors, fourteen statements of
roles were found to be statistically significant at the .05 level of
significance (see Table 1). As shown in Table 1, these were roles
1, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 19. Therefore,
the null hypothesis (Hl) for these fourteen statements of roles
was rejected. Accordingly, no statistically significant differences
were found between the mean scores of the respondents for 2,
3, 4, 6, and 14. Therefore, the null hypothesis (Hl) was retained
for these five statements of roles.

2. Importance of Role Performance
H2: No significant differences exist between each of the

nineteen roles in terms of the importance ratings of
the present role and the ideal role perceptions of
communications directors.

When the paired t-test of significance was applied to each of
the nineteen statements of roles dealing with the participants’
perceptions of the importance ratings of the present role and
the ideal role of communication directors, fourteen statements
of roles were found to be statistically significant at the .05 level
of significance. These roles, as listed in Table 1, were roles 1, 5,
7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, and 19. Therefore, the
null hypothesis (H2) for these fourteen statements of roles was
rejected. Accordingly, no statistically significant differences

were found between the mean scores of the respondents for 2,
3, 4, 6, and 17. Therefore, the null hypothesis (H2) was retained_
for these five statements of roles.

3. Demographic and organizational variables

H3: No significant differences exist between the individu-
als’ average frequency ratings of the nineteen present
role perceptions of communication directors as re-

lated to the demographic and organization variables
stated below.

H4: No significant differences exist between the individu-
als’ average frequency ratings of the nineteen ideal role
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perceptions of communication directors as related to
the demographic and organization variables stated
below.

H5: No significant differences exist between the individu-
als’ average importance ratings of the nineteen present t
role perceptions of communication directors as re-
lated to the demographic and organizational variables
stated below.

H6: No significant differences exist between the individu-
als’ average importance ratings of the nineteen ideal
role perceptions of communication directors as rated
to the following demographic and organizational vari-
ables stated below.

The demographic and organizational variables are as follows: a)
Age; b) Sex; c) Marital Status; d) Highest education level attained;
e) Major in college; f) Title of position in present organization;
g) Years of experience in present organization; h) Years of ex-
perience as communication director; i) Size of present organiza-
tion ; and j) Type of present organization.

There were no statistically significant differences at the .05
level of significance among the participants by the nine demo-
graphic and organizational variables identified in this research.
(Only nine out of the ten demographic and organizational vari-
ables were tested in this study. The variable related to marital
status of the respondents was not tested.) Therefore, the null
hypotheses (H3, H4, H5, and H6) were retained.

CONCLUSIONS

In light of the findings of this study, the following conclusions
were drawn relating to the role of communication directors in
business organizations surveyed:

1. The results of this study did not show a statistically signifi-
cant difference, at the .05 level of significance, in the partici-
pants’ perceptions of the following five roles (referred to by
role number below) as related to the frequency of the present
role and the ideal role of communication directors; Roles 2, 3,
4, 6, and 14. Based on these findings, it can be concluded that
no significant differences exist among the participants’ view as
related to the previously mentioned roles regarding the present
role and the ideal roles of communication directors. Because of
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the frequency with which the above-mentioned roles were re-
ported to be performed, it would seem that communication
directors have the primary responsibilities for these roles.

2. As the results of this research indicate, no statistically sig-
nificant differences, at the .05 level of significance, were found
in the participants’ perceptions of the following roles (referred
to by role number below) as related to the importance of the
present role and the ideal role of communication directors; Roles
2, 3, 4, 6, and 17. These results tend to indicate that no signifi-
cant differences exist among the participants’ views as related to
the previously mentioned roles regarding the importance of the
present role and the ideal role of communication directors. Be-
cause of the high importance ratings assigned to these five roles,
it appears that these responsibilities are and will continue to be
important roles of communication directors.

3. Statistically significant differences, at the .05 level of signi-
ficance, were found in the following roles (referred to by role
number below) as related to the participants’ perceptions of the
frequency of the present role and the ideal role of communica-
tion directors; Roles 1, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18,
and 19. These results seem to indicate that the majority of the
roles (14 out of 19) were perceived differently by the participants
according to the frequency of the present role and the ideal role.
In each of the above-mentioned roles, the ideal role was rated
more frequently than the present role. Apparently, the partici-
pants feel that these roles should be attended to more frequently
by communication directors than present conditions permit.

4. Likewise, the results of this study indicate that statistically
significant differences, at the .05 level, were found in the partici-
pants’ perceptions as related to the following roles (referred to by
role number below) according to the importance of the present
role and the ideal role of communication directors; Roles 1, 5, 7,
8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, and 19. Again, in each of
the above-mentioned roles, the ideal role was rated higher than
the present role in terms of the degree of importance assigned
by the participants. This would seem to suggest that the di-
rectors desire that more emphasis be given to the previously-
mentioned roles as part of communication directors’ activities.

5. From the information provided in the open-ended ques-
tions in this research, the majority of the directors surveyed re-
ported additional roles not included in the questionnaire used
for this study concerning internal communication activities.
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Evidently, external communication activities should also be con-
sidered as part of the role of communication directors.

6. Results of this study indicate that analyzing corporate stra-
tegies and policies for the purpose of determining the area in
which effective communication may further aid in the achieve-
ment of firm objectives (Role 17), as well as recommending solu-
tions and changes to top management concerning problem areas
in internal communication systems (Role 19), are considered
very important activities of the role of communication directors
in business organizations. It can be concluded, therefore, that
the directors desire to integrate the communication function
into the highest levels of the management of a firm.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations for Clarifying
the Role of Communication Directors

Based on the conclusions arrived at in this study, and within
the limitations of this investigation, the following recommenda-
tions are made:

1. Efforts should be made to have communication directors
become more involved in determining major policies related to
developing and maintaining company-wide communication sys-
tems. Communication directors should be fully utilized in the im-
provement of the organizational communication system and giv-
en sufficient authority to supervise all phases of its operation.

2. Consideration should be given to the training needs of com-
munication directors so that they may become better equipped
to deal with organizational communication problems.

3. There is a need to coordinate the efforts of educational in-
stitutions and industry on the educational needs of prospective
communication directors. The expectations of the business

community and the training programs in the academic world
must be reconciled in order to better prepare communication

specialists for jobs in industry.
4. Guidelines must be established through well controlled

studies on what constitutes the job descriptions of communica-
tion directors in industry.

5. Consideration should be given to an examination and evalua-
tion of organizational as well as employee communication needs.
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Recommendations for Further Research

Results of this study and the relevant literature in this field
suggest a need for further research. Thus, recommendations are
made for studies that encompass each of the following areas or
topics:

1. Training provided by institutions that are responsible for
the preparation and education of communication specialists.

2. Methods of evaluating the communication function, its

managers, and the development of guidelines for the evaluation
of internal communication activities, including the role of com-
munication directors.

3. Problems faced by communication directors in business

organizations.
4. Educational curricular needs for the preparation of com-

munication specialists.
5. Relationship between internal and external communica-

tion activities in business organizations.
6. Identifying problems by discipline and studying each dis-

cipline on an intensive basis.
7. Field studies of actual communication programs and prob-

lems in various firms by industries to determine if there are
problems indigenous to certain industries.

ttt
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