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Abstract 

Organizational transformation is complex and challenging, as is a leader’s role in that 

transformation. This thesis examines the role of leadership communication in the success of 

organizational culture change in one company. Through content analysis of communications 

samples and interviews with communication practitioners. The research plots how specific 

transformational language diffuses through the organization via leaders. The case study 

identified patterns and explanations for why language flows the way it does and what that might 

mean from an organizational change perspective. It then proposes recommendations for an 

addition to the process outlined in Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innovations theory. Understanding 

how the language of transformation moves through an organization will help leaders and 

communication practitioners alike to be more effective in their respective roles during times of 

organizational change. Language is not the only component of communication that determines 

successful organizational change. This study found that demonstrating the concepts underlying 

the language is also a critical component and that leaders must be prepare to become innovators. 

Keywords: leadership, organizational transformation, organizational culture, 

communication, diffusion of innovations 
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Pathways to Transformation:  

Mapping Leadership Language Through One Organization’s Journey 

Chapter 1 – Introduction  

Oil & Gas Co. (a pseudonym) has undergone a steady tenor of organizational change 

since it merged with another large energy company in 2009. From a business perspective, this is 

a natural evolution of a large, global energy company. A more concentrated view yields insights 

and opportunities on the organizational culture, leadership, change, and communication front.  

Since the merger, Oil & Gas Co. (O&GCo.) has embarked on a steady culture transformation 

beginning with integrating the two companies from a people and systems perspective. It 

continued its journey with the passing of the guard to a new CEO in 2012. This is when the 

focussed organizational change work began along with the opportunity to dig into how the 

company is shaping its culture through communication and leadership. Three years later, there is 

now the opportunity for me, as a student of communications, to examine the relationship 

between leadership communication and transformational organization change.  

A significant amount of research has been conducted on organizational culture with 

respect to what it is, how it is formed, leadership’s role in it, and how to change it. With this has 

come the rise of the study of organizational change, its types, processes, and importantly for this 

research paper, the communication of that change. Leaders are the purveyors of organizational 

culture; how they communicate culture and culture change is of importance to communications 

professionals who support, advise on, or direct organizational communication work. However, 

studies are lacking that specifically address the language leaders use and transformational 

change. I have reviewed a selection of literature on leadership studies, organizational change 
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theory, discourse studies, organizational communication, and literature on how communication 

moves through organizations. I searched for literature on the relationship between leadership 

language, dissemination of that language, and organizational change. Search results did not 

produce research that clearly addressed this complex relationship. 

Leaders play an important role in shaping (and re-shaping) organizational culture through 

their actions, which include communication. For the purposes of this study, language refers to 

how leaders communicate (through speech, writing, etc.). It is an artifact and indicator of culture, 

but also the key building block of broader discourse. If culture is “produced, reproduced and 

transformed through human activities” (Gee, 2005, Introduction, para. 3), then the relationship 

between leaders, organizational culture, and the language leaders use to talk about organizational 

change is a complex and critical one. This complexity is no more apparent than during times of 

organizational change, where senior leaders “turn the organization in another direction, to 

fundamentally modify the ‘way we do things’…” (Burke, 2008, p. 211). The language that 

leaders employ may determine the success of organizational transformation, but leaders may not 

completely understand the power of the language they choose. These complexities focussed the 

research that follows around the question: How is transformational language diffused by leaders 

through an organization and what does this tell us about organizational change? Some 

additional questions to explore included: Does the language shift at different levels of leadership 

in organizations? How does the diffusion of transformational language through various levels of 

leadership affect the transformation?  

In other words, this study addresses the problem created by the study of the what (the 

content, which I also refer to as the transformational language) independent from the how 
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(patterns and flow) of transformational language. Understanding the relationship between the 

content and flow of organizational change communication would help communications 

professionals to more effectively advise leaders, and craft change communications strategies and 

materials that help leaders understand the power of their words.  

I conducted this research to examine the relationship between the content of 

organizational communication (specifically, the language used by leaders), how it diffuses 

through an organization, and how its flow relates to how leaders respond to and communicate 

change. What I found yields insights about leadership communications during times of 

organizational change for professional communications and organizational leaders. This has 

implications for how leaders and communications professionals approach organizational change 

communications. 

Through an interpretive lens, my research focussed on the patterns, pathways, and road 

blocks with respect to specific language used by leaders in the organization to transform the 

culture. Drawing on Everett Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innovations theory and theories of 

organizational culture (Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Schein, 2010; Taylor, 2005), I examined 

how specific cultural transformation language moves through an organization through a 

qualitative case study of O&GCo.’s leadership communications. Specifically, I conducted a 

qualitative content analysis on leader communication that was published between in 2012 and 

2014 and produced a map of the flow of specific language through leader communications. I then 

applied diffusion of innovations theory to analyze the map, and elaborated on those results by 

interviewing some of the organization’s communication practitioners. What I found was that the 

language used by leaders does not necessarily indicate that they have adopted a transformational 
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change and become innovators as defined in the diffusion of innovations process. Leadership 

behaviour and clearly defined expectations and accountabilities are a more important factor with 

respect to communicating organizational change.  

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Introduction 

Leaders influence, and are influenced by, organizational culture in many ways. Founding 

leaders shape culture and support, challenge, and reshape culture throughout an organization’s 

lifecycle. Research has been conducted on organizational culture with respect to what it is, how 

it is formed, leadership’s role in it, and how to change it. With this has come the rise of the study 

of organizational change, its types, processes, and importantly for this study, the communication 

of the change. Based on my review of the literature, the leadership language aspect of change 

communication has not been thoroughly studied, and exploring it through research would benefit 

leaders, change management professionals, communications practitioners, as well as 

communications scholars.  

There is a body of literature grounded in organizational and leadership studies that speaks 

to the nature of discourse, discourse studies in organizations, and the discourse of change. A 

search for “diffusion of change in organizations” and “translation of change” yielded only a few 

relevant results, which suggests that this aspect of change communication has not been 

extensively researched. There is a significant body of literature on organizational change with 

respect to theory and practice. The literature lacks an explicit examination between the 

leadership discourse about organizational culture change, how it travels through an organization 

via leaders and other communication channels, and what that might mean to the successful 
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transformation of an organization’s culture. Here, I cover a selection of literature on leadership 

theory, organizational change theory, culture, change communications, and diffusion and 

translation theory. I focussed on these particular areas because I wanted to identify studies of 

leadership language in relation to change. In addition, I wanted to define leadership and examine 

how leadership communication is addressed in the leadership theory literature to provide a 

foundation for my study. I also wanted to ground my research in organizational change and 

culture. The literature I reviewed revealed an opportunity to launch a study of leadership 

language and its role in organizational transformation.  

Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture can be defined as “a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned 

by a group as it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has 

worked well enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the 

correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems” (Schein, 2010, p. 18). 

Culture does not come into existence on its own. Leaders of organizations are the creators of 

culture, as Schein says: “Culture is ultimately created, embedded, evolved, and ultimately 

manipulated by leaders…leadership and culture are two sides of the same coin” (2010, p. 3). 

Schein argues that culture is built on three different levels: artifacts, espoused values and beliefs, 

and basic underlying assumptions (Schein, 2010, p. 23-29).    

An organization’s basic underlying assumptions essentially form the foundation of its 

culture. These are the taken-for-granted ways of working and behaving. For example, a company 

may have an unspoken “rule” that leaving the office right at five o’clock indicates a lack of 

commitment or hard work, so many people may work late as a result. Espoused values and 
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beliefs such as vision, mission, and values statements are only expressions of the leader’s desired 

state for the company until they are validated by other leaders and employees (Schein, 2010, p. 

26). At the top-most level are artifacts, which includes “all the phenomena that you would see, 

hear, and feel” (p. 23), such as organizational materials, the way offices are laid out, and dress 

code. Even an organization’s unique language, or so called corporate jargon could be an artifact. 

The levels are important because in order for transformation to occur, the basic underlying 

assumptions must shift. To change the basic underlying assumptions, however, the current set 

must be unlearned and the new set relearned (Schein, 2010, p. 301). Schein’s approach to 

organizational culture influenced this study as it highlights the importance, through the analysis 

of the findings, of a consideration of all three levels when transforming an organization’s culture.   

Organizational culture and language. Language is a key indicator of culture and an 

artifact of an organization’s culture (Anderson & Anderson, 2010, Schein, 2010). Language 

“simultaneously ‘uses’ us in the sense that it informs our understanding of what is occurring, and 

it supplies the program or script that enables us to construct an organization… language also 

both enables and constrains us to re-produce organizational form over time” (Taylor, 2005, p. 

215). Language has the ability to create context and reality (Gee, 2005), and an organization’s 

reality is manifested in its culture. Language is not only an artifact of an organization’s culture, it 

is a factor in producing its culture through communication of espoused values and beliefs, such 

as mission, vision, and values statements (Schein, 2010, pp. 24-25). In order to understand how 

transformational language diffuses through an organization, it is important to understand 

language in the context of organizational culture.  
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Organizational Change 

The change management literature offers several definitions of change approaches and 

processes, but a common theme across the theories and approaches is the importance of 

communication in the change process. As Kotter (1996) says: “Major change is usually 

impossible unless most employees are willing to help, often to the point of making short-term 

sacrifices. Without credible communication, and a lot of it, employees’ hearts and minds are 

never captured,” (Chap. 1, Error #4 section, para. 1). Whelan-Berry & Somerville (2010) explain 

communication as a driver of change, an “event, activity, or behaviour that facilitates the 

implementation of change” (p. 176). They go on to highlight the importance of communication 

by stating “poor communication is a reason given for change failure” (p. 183). Schein (2010) 

considers communication through stories and “formal statements of organizational philosophy, 

creeds, and charters” (p. 236) as a mechanism leaders use to embed culture, and therefore, 

culture change.  

Another key aspect of change that is discussed in the literature is that not all change is 

alike. Anderson & Anderson (2010) describe three types of change: developmental, 

transactional, and transformational. Developmental change is the simplest form of change and 

involves “improvement of an existing skill, method, performance standard, or condition” (p. 52). 

Transactional change is a more complex change that “rather than simply improve what is, [it] 

replaces what is with something entirely different” (p. 56). Transformational change, which is 

the type of change I focus on in this study, is the most complex. It is “a radical shift of strategy, 

structure, systems, processes or technology so significant that it involves a shift of culture, 

behaviour, and mindset” (p. 60) or “change that challenges some of the deeper assumptions of 
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the cultural paradigm” (Schein, 2010, p. 279). The type of change an organization and its 

leadership undertakes informs its approach to communication, and is thus an important 

consideration for this paper, as I am examining the diffusion of the language of transformational 

change.  

Leadership and Organizations   

The concepts of leadership and organizations are foundational for this study. Marturano 

Wood and Gosling (2010) note that leadership theory is not a clearly defined entity. To further 

complicate the matter, the lines are blurred between leadership studies, organizational studies, 

and communication studies. One cannot study leadership without considering communication, 

organizational culture and change. Leadership and organization studies have largely focussed on 

the leader/follower relationship until the phenomenon referred to as the “linguistic turn” shifted 

the focus from leader/follower relations to a recognition that the relationship between discourse 

and leaders is a more important consideration (Alevesson & Karreman, 2000; Marturano, Wood 

& Gosling, 2010; Fairhurst, 2009). Marturano et al. (2010) note that research has largely ignored 

“the kind of organization and culture in which leaders function” (p. 60). The shift from scholarly 

focus on top-down relationships to a complex organizational view has turned the gaze of social 

and organizational researchers to the study of communication in the context of organizational 

studies. In a similar vein, other studies note that examining language is becoming more and more 

important with respect to organizational and leadership studies (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000; 

Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2001). It is important to both define leadership and discuss the existing 

research on leadership in organizations in order to lay a foundation for discussion about 

leadership’s role in organizational communication and organizational change. I do so by 
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providing an overview of literature on leadership theory and leadership’s role in communication 

and organizational change in the following section. 

Leadership theory. Just as there are multiple approaches to leadership theory, there are 

also multiple meanings ascribed to the word “leadership” itself. Holmes (2007) describes 

leadership as “a discursive performance in which an effective leader successfully integrates the 

achievement of transactional objectives with more relational aspects of workplace interaction 

[which] takes particular account of a person’s communicative behaviour as a crucial component 

in achieving the desired outcomes” (p. 435). Here, leadership is not a thing, a title, or a 

position—it is an action. Fairhurst (2009) views language as a “constitutive force of reality” (p. 

1608) and outlines the following leadership attributes: “Leadership actors can thus be passive 

receptors of meaning and disciplines as much as they can be transformative agents. As agents of 

change, they are viewed as having the ability to co-create the contexts to which they and others 

must respond – just as they might shape any other ‘social reality’…” (p. 1608). To extend this 

thinking, in the case where an organization is transforming (read: the social reality is changing) 

leaders have a significant role in re-shaping that reality. Similarly, discourse constructs social 

reality (Fairlcough, 2003; Grant, Keenoy & Oswick, 2001). Fairclough’s approach is in the broad 

sense of culture and society, but the principles can certainly be applied to organizations as a form 

of social system. 

The idea of charisma as a leadership attribute, which is really an extension of the 

leader/follower phenomena, has been examined from the religious and magical, to the political 

and organizational realms. However, there are a variety of definitions of what charisma itself 

actually is. For example, sociologist Max Weber (as cited in Marturano et al., 2010) defines 
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charisma as “a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered 

extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specially 

exceptional powers or qualities” (p. 71). Charisma is typically attributed by followers 

(Marturano, et al., 2010; Parry & Kempster, 2013) and is a key aspect to how leaders embed 

beliefs, values, and assumptions (Schein, 2010). Studies point to language use in the context of 

charisma, but do not connect charisma to how communication flows through an organization, or 

its effect on organizational transformation (Marturano, et al., 2010; Parry & Kempster, 2013). 

The studies largely focus on the singular leader-to-follower transmission and interpretation.   

Leadership, communication, and organizational change. Several scholars see an 

important connection between leadership, culture, and organizational change (Ford & Ford, 

1995; Holmes, Schnurr & Marra, 2007; Schein, 1990, 2010). A fundamental aspect of 

organizational change is a clear and compelling vision for the change that must be shared with an 

organization’s stakeholders (Kotter, 1996). While there are several methods and approaches to 

change management, there is agreement across the literature that leaders play a vital role in 

sharing the vision of organizational change (Kotter, 1996; Lukka & Partanen, 2014, Schein, 

2010).   

In the change literature, leaders are typically described as change agents, change drivers, 

and change leaders (Whelan-Berry & Sommerville, 2010), so who better to share the vision than 

leaders. How leaders translate the vision through language is key and warrants investigation. 

Most leaders have a dual role in organizational change; they are part of making the change 

happen but will also be affected by the change themselves (Kotter, 1996; Whelan-Berry & 

Sommerville, 2010; Bryant & Stensaker, 2011). If they have not accepted or bought into the 
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change, they cannot be expected to successfully communicate the new vision and what that 

means to employees. Leader’s actions with respect to change (including communication) may 

have different requirements and may look different based on the level of leader in the 

organization (Bryant & Stensaker, 2011; Hope, 2010; Raelin & Cataldo, 2011; Whelan-Berry & 

Sommerville, 2010). I aimed to explore what that might look like in terms of how specific 

transformational language flows through these different levels of leadership in an organization. 

Departments within organizations do not operate in a vacuum, so employees will hear about a 

change from other sources, if not their leader. If the language used to describe the vision is 

inconsistent, or contradictory, then this certainly must impact the culture change efforts.  

Leaders play a key role in framing change for employees (Higgs & Rowland, 2010) and 

in sensemaking, which is making and remaking meaning, essentially through communication 

(Fiss & Zajac, 2006; Hope, 2010; van Vurren & Elving, 2008). This is an essential role for 

leaders in the context of organizational change, and language plays a pivotal role in the process 

of sensemaking (Fairhurst, 2008). However, framing and sensemaking does not typically take 

into account the flow of language through an organization. I built on these studies on the 

relationship between leaders, language, and culture change and investigated how communication 

diffuses through leadership levels in organizations in a way that constructs meaning, and 

therefore change.   

It is clear in the literature that leadership discourse plays a significant role in 

organizational communication, and in the communication of organizational change, in particular. 

Rather than only translating vision leaders need to translate culture and change in a way that will 



PATHWAYS TO TRANSFORMATION   
 

 

 

17 

make sense and provide meaning to employees. The importance of the what (the content of the 

communication) is clear. How discourse moves through an organization is discussed next.   

The Movement of Discourse through Organizations 

Discourse theories point out a distinct difference, and an important relationship between 

discourse and Discourse (Fairhurst, 2008; Gee, 2005). Language choice for instance, is 

considered by Fairhurst (2008) to be discourse and larger patterns, ideas, and assumptions 

constitute Discourse (p. 512). While my study only addresses the language aspect of discourse, a 

review of some of the literature on the movement of discourse through an organization is critical. 

Two theories exist that can be applied to the study of discourse and how it disperses 

through an organization: translation theory and diffusion of innovation theory. Czarniawska & 

Joerges (2011) address the concept of translation theory with respect to how organizational 

change happens through the “travel of ideas” through an organization. However, rather than 

examining discourse from a language perspective, they describe ideas as pictures, sounds, 

objects, or actions (p. 20). Essentially, this approach focuses on the form of discourse rather than 

the content. The concept of “time/space” is a key factor in this work as well, with an emphasis on 

“localized time/space” ideas versus “globalized time/space” (p. 21). To put it in organizational 

terms, they may consider an organization’s vision, mission, and values and where and when they 

are located or communicated in the organization, versus where and when the vision, mission and 

values are located in a department of the same organization. The authors do not see much value 

in “the inherent property of ideas, but [rather] in the success of their presentation” (p. 25). If one 

accepts the view that the content of discourse may be seen as a “property of ideas,” this discounts 

the value of the discourse, or the what, in favour of the how, or the dissemination of that 
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discourse. I agree that form and location in time and space is important from an organizational 

discourse studies perspective, but it cannot be decoupled from the content of the discourse, 

which I consider as language in this study. 

Diffusion of innovations theory (Figure 1) has a more organic connection to 

organizational change events even though it originally applied to large-scale social change. For 

my purposes, diffusion, or “the process in which an innovation [or social change] is 

communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social system” 

(Rogers, 2003, p. 5) is essentially how change (or an innovation) is communicated through an 

organization. Areas of research within this theory include rate of adoption, opinion leadership, 

diffusion networks, communications channels, and consequences of innovation (p. 101), but 

none drill down into the content of leader communication specifically, which presents an 

opportunity for my study. 
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Figure 1. The Innovation Process in an Organization. Reprinted with the permission of Free 

Press, a Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc., from DIFFUSION OF INNOVATIONS 5E by 

Everett M. Rogers. Copyright © 1995, 2003 by Everett M. Rogers. Copyright © 1962, 1971, 

1983, by Free Press, a Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc. All rights reserved.  

Rogers differentiates between individual adoption of innovations and organizational 

adoption of innovations (p. 402). However, his focus is on how innovations affect the 

organization as an entity, how innovations across an industry may diffuse across the breadth of 

organizations functioning within that industry, and how organizations innovate within an 

industry (p. 411). The process of organizational innovation could be applied to a 

transformational culture change, but it is a macro-process that ignores the potential value in 

examining the language that runs through the process of organizational transformation. At the 

individual level, Rogers’ (2003) innovation-decision process – “through which an 

individual…passes from first knowledge of an innovation, to forming an attitude toward the 

innovation, to a decision to adopt or reject, to implementation of the new idea, and to 

confirmation of this decision” (p. 216) – is key to the adoption of an innovation by leaders in an 

organization. In part, a desired outcome of this study is to enhance diffusion of innovations 

theory as it applies to organizational transformation. 

Recently, Kohles, Bligh & Carsten (2013) looked at leader/follower communications 

(mentioned above) through the lens of diffusion of innovations theory. They place a great deal of 

importance on the involvement of followers in the dispersion of a new vision, and  they argue 

that followers are not passive bystanders in the face of innovation, but make decisions about 

whether to accept or reject a new idea (p. 466). They recognize that diffusion is an area of 
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opportunity in research but stop at scrutinizing the what that is leadership language. What I am 

proposing as a result of my findings, in contrast, is the greater perspective gained by a marriage 

of the what and the how in transformational change communications research.   

Another recent study has provided a theoretical approach that connects the translation of 

the content of leadership communication to its diffusion through an organization. Mueller and 

Whittle (2011) offer an approach to looking at translation as part of the diffusion process and 

acknowledge that “an idea written into a mission statement or strategic plan, is meaningless 

without the work involved in translating the idea into practice” (p. 31). They employ what they 

call a “discursive device analysis approach to analyzing how employees translate management 

ideas” (p. 31) A discursive device is something that involves “positioning ourselves in relation to 

what we say,” or using “social categories to describe yourself and others, including what 

responsibilities, expectations, rights and obligations are involved, or pronoun selection. (e.g. 

‘we.’ ‘us,’ ‘them’.” (p. 191). Mueller and Whittle (2011) use an interpretive approach to analysis  

using prescribed “discursive devices” which they acknowledge is a “thoroughly dialogical 

approach, attuned to the moment-by-moment unfolding of relationally responsive events” (p. 

32). If we were to take a more macro-approach and analyze the full breadth of both Discourse 

and discourse and their natural diffusion across an organization, rather than categorize the 

discourse, the result will be a slightly different, but complementary, perspective on change 

discourse and how it is disseminated through an organization.  

Summary 

Many studies exist in the realm of organizational and leadership studies, including the 

area of organizational change. They largely address the content of the communication and the 
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importance of leaders to organizational change and communications. Research has also been 

done on how communication is disseminated through organizations through the lens of the 

diffusion of innovations theory and translation theory. I propose that there is a relationship 

between the content of leader discourse (specifically language) and how language flows through 

an organization. I examined this opportunity in this case study through mapping the pathway of 

specific examples of transformational language through leadership levels. I found that there is 

inconsistency in how the language moves through an organization and contend that a close 

examination of the what and the how of organizational change communication is of value to and 

will yield insights for professional communicators and leaders alike. I focus specifically on two 

bodies of scholarship: diffusion of innovations theory and Schein’s approach to organizational 

culture and leadership to advance the discussion. 

Chapter 3 – Research Methods 

Research Design 

Drawing on Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory (2003) and Schein’s (2010) approach 

to organizational cultural analysis, I examined how specific cultural transformational language 

moved through O&GCo.’s through a qualitative case study of the organization’s leadership 

communications. Specifically, I built on the implementation phase of the Innovation Process in 

Organizations (Rogers, 2003, p. 470) to examine how the diffusion of language by leaders 

influences or encapsulates the redefinition and restructuring of the innovation. The research is 

qualitative in nature because it “explore[s] questions such as what, why and how, rather than 

how many or how much; it is primarily concerned with meaning rather than measuring” 

(Keegan, 2009, p. 11). The foundation of my research was to examine language as the key driver 
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for change and how it is created, and assumed that “perceptions and values affect what is seen 

and understood about the world” (Merrigan, Huston & Johnston, 2012, p. 37). Therefore, this 

study was framed by the interpretive paradigm as I acknowledged that there may be several, 

equally valid, interpretations of the phenomenon being studied (Merrigan et al, 2005, p. 37). 

Diffusion of innovations theory is concerned with the process by which an innovation (an 

idea, practice or object that is perceived as new) is communicated through a social system 

(Rogers, 2003. p. 5). Diffusion is also a kind of social change, making this theoretical framework 

an ideal lens through which to view a question concerning organizational change 

communication. I chose to examine organizational culture change through the lens of diffusion 

of innovations theory because my study is about the communication of change, and very 

specifically how language, an indicator of culture, is a tool, enabler, and crucial component of 

change. My study argues that leaders involved in the process of change are key actors in the 

process of change.  

It is impossible to talk about transformational organizational change without first 

grounding in a definition of culture. I will be working with Schein’s definition: 

Organizational culture is the pattern of basic assumptions that a given group 

has invented, discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its problems 

of external adaptation and internal integration, and that have worked well 

enough to be considered valid, and, therefore, to be taught to new members 

as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. 

(Schein, 2010, p. 18) 
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I prefer this definition, and Schein’s approach overall, because it avoids portraying 

organizational culture as an ethereal idea. It assigns human agency to the creation and 

perpetuation of culture, and, by default, any change within that culture. Schein states that there is 

an “intimate relationship between culture and leadership” (2010, p.1). This was of importance to 

my study because I examined specifically how leaders communicate transformational language. 

Artifacts, such as language and communication materials, are manifestations of culture (2010, p. 

24) and, as such, are important indicators of culture change.  

I chose case study as the methodological approach for this research, defined by Robert 

Yin as “an all-encompassing research methodology that provides a framework for analyzing a 

real-world situation in the context in which it is occurring” (Yin, 2014, p. 2). It can be applied to 

both single and multiple-case studies and is particularly useful for studies involving evaluation, 

such as an audit. It is a research method that “investigates a contemporary phenomenon in its 

real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be 

clearly evident,” (Yin, 2014, p.2). This is what I endeavored to do in my study of leadership 

communication in this particular organization. 

A prescribed design framework for case study research has not yet been developed. To 

begin to develop a case study research design, Yin suggests that in addition to the research 

question or questions, a researcher should also define the study’s propositions, the case and/or 

unit(s) of analysis, links between the data to the propositions, and the criteria for interpreting the 

findings (Yin, 2014). I addressed the five components of case study research design as follows:  
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 The research question to be studied: How is transformational language diffused by 

leaders through an organization and what does this tell us about transformational 

organization change?  

 The study’s propositions: Yin points out, that the difference between a case study and 

other qualitative methods is that it is grounded in a theoretical proposition to guide the 

collection and analysis of data (p.37). The theoretical proposition (drawing from Rogers’ 

diffusion of innovations theory) for my study was three-fold:  

o Language, as a cultural artifact in organizations, is a key indicator and driver of 

transformational change.  

o The language of transformational change does not diffuse consistently through an 

organization.  

o Where the language of transformational change stops being used in leadership 

communication is an indication that the change has not been adopted by that 

leader, or that the leader is not an innovator.  

 The case is the cultural discourse of O&GCo. and the transformational cultural change 

process at O&GCo. The embedded units of analysis I used were:  

o Company-wide and leadership texts (described below) 

o Qualitative interviews with O&GCo.’s communications practitioners  

 I linked the data to the propositions in the following ways: 

o Using common language found in the primary culture-defining document called 

“The O&GCo. Way” 
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o Conducting an audit of the specific language used in company-wide and leader 

communications. 

o Mapping the language through leadership levels across the organization.   

 The criteria for interpreting the findings will be the combination of a map showing how 

the specific language diffuses through the organization, which will be interpreted based 

on where the language use stops. These “sticking points” will then be analyzed using data 

collected through interviews with members of O&GCo.’s communication department, 

pulling in key insights from diffusion of innovations theory and organizational culture 

theory.  

The case study approach is applicable to my study because my research question examines how a 

particular social phenomenon works, namely how particular language disseminates through an 

organization. My research also required a detailed analysis of a single, real-world case, which 

involves variables over which I do not have control as a researcher (Yin, 2014).   

Definitions 

The following definitions apply to my research:  

 The O&GCo. Way: A book that contains the language of O&GCo.’s mission, vision, 

values, strategy, goals and desired behaviours that will drive the culture shift from a 

siloed, hard to work in organization to a more collaborative and accountable organization. 

 Leadership (in context of O&GCo. /my study): For the purposes of my study I will be 

examining several levels of people leaders at O&GCo. (Figure 2). 



PATHWAYS TO TRANSFORMATION   
 

 

 

26 

  

 Transformational change: Anderson & Anderson (2010) define transformational change 

as having the most impact on an organization and involves fundamental changes in 

strategy, operations, and worldview. The new state emerges during the process and a shift 

in mindset is required to successfully transform to the new state (p.53).  

 Business unit vs. department: O&GCo. is comprised of eight business units, which are 

further comprised of several departments. This distinction will become important in the 

analysis of the data and the discussion of the results.  

Data 

The O&GCo. Way was the source of the transformational language traced in leadership 

communications throughout the organization. I conducted an audit to retrieve data from various 

employee communication materials from O&GCo. that were published between January 2012 

and December 2014.  

Methods of Data Gathering 

I began by identifying the specific language that I aimed to trace through the organization 

(detailed below). I then collected and analyzed 526 samples of communication published 

between January 2012 and December 2014, from O&GCo. leaders to employees across each of 

the business units. The timeframe is important because the culture change was triggered at the 
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beginning of 2012 with the introduction of the new CEO. I allowed for three full years of data so 

as to be able to construct a robust view of how the language had moved through the organization. 

This allowed me to identify the instances where the specific transformational language appears 

in the material and to map the instances across business units and departments and by leader 

level to identify “sticking points” in the diffusion of the language throughout the organization. I 

also analyzed samples of company-wide employee communication published by the employee 

communications team during that same period. I collected the samples by asking the 

communication professionals (whom I would later interview) to provide the samples, or to 

provide direction or access to the relevant files on the company’s document management system 

and intranet. While the selection was not exhaustive, the sample size was appropriate for both the 

research question at hand and for the case study approach. The communication samples I 

analyzed included:  

 New employee onboarding package 

 Presidents Operational Excellence Awards (POEA) materials  

 Sustainability Reports 

 Monthly employee magazine 

 Emails from the CEO to all employees 

 Communication from CEO to senior leaders  

 Quarterly employee webcasts 

 Broadcast employee emails  

 Transcripts and PowerPoint presentations from employee conference calls and town hall 

meetings  
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 Content from department intranet sites including blog posts, and video transcripts 

 Monthly employee magazine 

 Leader kits and other leader communication support materials 

 Other company-wide communications 

Once I mapped the language use, I conducted interviews with 13 communications practitioners 

to further elaborate on the data. The interview sample comprised communicators who support 

leadership communication directly across all of the departments in the company. This sample 

allowed for the most complete view of the leadership discourse without actually speaking to the 

leaders, which I was not permitted to do in this case. The interview subjects were 13 

communications practitioners from O&GCo.’s communications department. Twelve of the 

participants were communications business partners, which means they are embedded in a 

business unit, but report directly to the central communications department. These practitioners 

work directly with the leadership in their assigned business unit and some have supported 

multiple business units throughout their careers at O&GCo. The other participant was from the 

corporate employee communications team who supports the CEO, and to some extent the 

executive leadership team.  

The interviews were semi-structured in nature because the goal of the interview was to 

interpret “the meaning of the described phenomenon” (Kvale, 2007, p. 52), in this case, the 

language map. A standard set of interview questions (see Appendix) was designed to gather the 

perspective of the interview participants about the use of transformational language in leadership 

communications, their role in the process of developing leader communications, and their view 

on leaders’ roles in culture change.  
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The interviews were necessary to not only collect relevant data but to also mitigate any 

bias that might result from my role as a communications practitioner in O&GCo. I interviewed 

my colleagues to gather data to highlight different perspectives, thus providing a less-biased 

view of the results. To mitigate any concern on the part of the participants that they may be 

identified in the results of the study, and therefore possibly not feel that they could be candid 

with their responses, I did not identify the participants by name, and I generalized the discussion 

of the results as much as possible. I was given permission by the organization to conduct this 

research and to access the communications material and interview only members of the 

communications department. Permission was obtained via email prior to research beginning and 

each individual signed a consent form. If participants had chosen to remove themselves from the 

research at any time during the project, they were free to do so and any data already obtained 

from the interview would be removed from the research.   

Each interview lasted between 18 and 38 minutes and was audio-recorded and then 

transcribed, with the exception of two which were not audio recorded due to technology failure. I 

relied on my notes and the notes captured by transcription software for those two interviews. I 

recorded and transcribed the interviews through a third party to ensure accuracy and eliminate 

bias (as I was also a communication practitioner at O&GCo.). I then coded the transcripts by the 

themes that emerged from the interviews. I will address the content analysis and interview 

findings separately in what follows, and then synthesize in the discussion section. 

Methods of Data Analysis 

I analyzed the interview and language map data to determine if there was a pattern 

present in the map and possible explanations for the pattern. My approach was a summative 
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content analysis in that I started with a specific set of language with the intent “not to infer 

meaning but, rather to explore usage” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1263). I reviewed the 

communication materials to identify instances and location of the use of the following language 

(what I refer to as transformational language):  

 Operational discipline (behaviours) 

 Seek knowledge and understanding  

 Adhere to procedures 

 Use a questioning attitude to surface problems 

 Expect accountability 

 Collaborate/collaboration 

 One way 

 Operational excellence 

 Journey  

 The O&GCo. way (referring to the book as well as the behaviours) 

 Continuous improvement  

This is the specific language set out in The O&GCo. Way, which is a guide to the organization’s 

desired new culture. It provides direction for leaders and employees as to the appropriate way to 

behave and conduct work according to the desired new culture. A section of The O&GCo. Way is 

dedicated to O&GCo.’s leaders. It states that “leaders are expected to drive operational 

discipline” in three ways: setting the example, setting the stage, and acting with intent.” The 

document describes in detail how leaders should behave, including: “Model operational 

discipline, set clear expectations, help your team through change” (pp. 59-61). It does not, 
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however, include information on how to communicate about the cultural transformation, 

including expectations for language use. The operational discipline language is specifically: seek 

knowledge and understanding; adhere to procedures; use a questioning attitude to surface 

problems; expect accountability; and, collaborate/collaboration.   

       For this case study, each of these words or phrases in the list noted above served as the codes 

for sorting my data. I categorized the number of instances of each of these codes as they applied 

to specific business units and also leader levels. This provided the content for the language map. 

It is important to note that I did not look for interpretations of the language, just the specific 

language itself. The content analysis began with assigning codes to each level of leader and then 

each leader, creating categories for the samples to be placed into (Figure 2). I did not collect 

communication samples from leaders below L4, which would include directors, managers, or 

team leads (which would be considered frontline leaders). Using NVivo’s text analysis function, 

I then conducted a content analysis on each of the documents by searching for each of the 13 

pieces of transformational language. I grouped the documents based on leader level and by 

business unit (coded A-H). I then created the language map (Figure 3) by colour-coding each 

leader based on the content analysis data according to the following criteria:  

 Presence of at least one of the 13 pieces of transformational language in at least one 

sample of communication. 

 Absence of most or all of the operational discipline language. 

 Absence of any samples. 

The results of these analyses are presented next. 
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Chapter 4 – Discussion of Research Findings 

The purpose of the language map (Figure 3) was to paint a picture of how the specific 

examples of transformational language move through the organization via leaders. What I found 

was a mixture of expected outcomes and surprises by equal measure. While communication 

infrastructure exists from the channel, vehicle, and professional support perspectives, the 

application of it varies across the various business units and departments. As a communications 

practitioner at the company, I was aware of this prior to beginning my study, but I was not aware 

of the extent of the variety until I began the content analysis.  

In this chapter, I will begin with a discussion of the content analysis and the language 

map findings with detail on language use by leader and by business unit. I will then discuss the 

findings from the interview data to elaborate on the map.  

Figure 3. Transformational language map. This figure shows the content analysis results. 

Content Analysis Findings 

The following discussion addresses the breakdown of the content analysis by 

transformational language use by leader and language use by business unit. Each of the boxes in 
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the language map (Figure 3) represents a leader and they are grouped by business unit, labelled 

A through H. There are four levels of leader represented here (Figure 2). 

Language use by leader. The CEO/corporate communication level (L1) had the second 

highest number of samples and the most instances of the transformational language, and the only 

instance of all 13 words/phrases being used. This makes sense because the mandate to change the 

culture at O&GCo. comes from the CEO. The number of samples and the pervasiveness of the 

language is not surprising at this level, because the CEO mainly communicates through formal 

mass communication methods rather than face-to-face. As well, the corporate communication 

vehicles are meant to be the voice of the company so it would be expected that these 

communications would include the transformational language. The CEO also has dedicated 

communication support, from both employee communications team members and from director 

and vice president level practitioners in the communications department.   

 

The executive level (L2) of the organization included at least some of the language in their 

communications, but only half included the operational discipline language. Four of the 

executive leaders did not include any mention of the operational discipline behaviours in their 

communications. Level 2 (L2) included some of the language, but only half included the  
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operational discipline language. The instances varied significantly among the leaders 

(Figure 4).   

At the next level (Level 3/L3) there were some leaders for which I was not able to  

obtain samples of formal communication. A comparison of the number of samples and instances 

of language between L2 and L3 did not yield a common pattern. For example, L2B is green on 

the map, but L3B is a combination of green, orange, and red. At L3, we start to see a lack of 

samples, but there are no samples that are completely missing at least some of the 

transformational language (Figure 5).  
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Level 3 (L3) results show a wide span of both number of samples and instances of 

transformational language use (Figure 6). It is at this level where we start to see gaps in actual 

communication samples and very low numbers of samples. Fifty-eight percent of the L3 leaders 

did not have any communications samples. The analysis of L4 samples yielded similar results 

with 53% of the leaders lacking any communication samples. 

In summary, the leader level data showed significant inconsistency in terms of available 

communication samples and use of the transformational language. Possible reasons for the lack 

of samples and the inconsistency of language use among the leader levels and business units are 

addressed in the discussion of the findings.  

Language use by business unit. The analysis of the number of samples and instances of 

transformational language by business unit included the data for all levels of leader in each 
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business unit. The highest number of samples did not correlate with the highest number of 

instances of transformational language, except for the top two. The third-highest number of 

samples contains 278 instances of transformational language while the fourth highest number of 

samples contains 391 instances of transformational language.  

 

These findings show that the number of samples available and also the use of language 

varied by business unit. The language map (Figure 3) shows that the samples from all leader 

levels in business unit A included instances of the transformational language, demonstrating that 

this level of leadership is an anomaly among the business units. 

Frequency of language use. I also analyzed the data to see if there were any patterns in 

the language used or not used across the different leader levels and business units by examining 

the frequency of each piece of language (see Figures 8 and 9).  
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Collaborate/collaboration was in the top three most referenced instances of language for 

each of the leader levels, and operational excellence was in the top three most referenced in all 

but one leadership level. Adhere to procedure was the top least-mentioned across all leadership 

levels. All of the top three least-mentioned pieces of language across all leadership levels fall 

under the category of operational discipline behaviours. Only L1 and L3A.2 used all of the 

operational discipline language. Thirty-three out of 49 leaders did not use any of the operational 

discipline language and all but three did not have any samples at all. Operational excellence 

language appears consistently across all business units in the top three most referenced, while 

adhere to procedure is one of the least-referenced across all business units. Significantly, most of 

the operational discipline language is entirely absent from all business units.  
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I will discuss the implications of these findings in the discussion below. First, I will 

provide context for, and validation of, the language use findings by presenting the interview 

findings. 

Interview Findings 

The interviews served to gather data on the level of involvement that the communication 

practitioners had in influencing the use of language in leadership communications, and to gather 

data on their perspectives on leadership’s role in communicating about the transformation. 

Communications business partners are uniquely positioned at O&GCo. to provide important 

insight on culture change and leadership communications for two reasons. First, they are tasked 

with supporting corporate-wide programs within the business units. Second, they are embedded 

within the business units they support and are expected to have developed business acumen 

about the areas in which they are embedded. For these reasons, these individuals were chosen to 

participate in the interviews. The participants were shown the language map during the interview 

and asked to comment on why the language flowed as it did. 

For some leaders, no communication samples were found and the interview participants 

provided their view on why that was the case. For example, in some cases the leaders do not do 

formal written communication. They prefer face-to-face, or they do not communicate at all, or 

there was the possibility that the communications were simply not accessible.  

Nine key themes emerged from the interviews, which help to elaborate on the language 

map:  

 The level of communication support for leaders varied.  

 The communicators’ ability to influence language varied. 
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 The relationship between language and behaviour. 

 Organizational maturity. 

 Cascading language. 

 Translating language. 

 Leaders’ understanding and interpretation of the language. 

 Subcultures. 

Each of these themes will be discussed in the following section. For the purposes of this 

discussion direct quotes from the interview participants are referenced, but I have not attributed 

the quotes in order to preserve the anonymity of the participants.  

Theme 1: The level of support for leaders provided by the communications 

practitioners varied. I asked questions about the role of the interview participants in supporting 

leadership communications and how they influence language in order to establish a baseline for 

later discussion about the language map. This was an important point of discussion because, for 

example, if all leaders wrote their own employee communication and communicators only 

played an editor role, then the perspectives the communicators provided on the language map 

could be more speculative rather than reflect their experience.   

The level of support varied in terms of both the communications practitioner’s role and 

by leader. The communication practitioners, who are embedded in the different business units, 

play a client/service-provider role. All of the interview participants indicated that they supported 

senior leadership (i.e. executive vice presidents, senior vice presidents, or vice presidents) 

communications to some extent. Only one provided support to the CEO. The extent to which the 

participants provided communications support to leaders at the general manager and director 
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level varied. Some participants indicated that they provided support to this level of leadership 

only on projects that had a broad employee impact, or where an issue was high-risk or highly 

complex. A few of the participants also provided support down to the frontline leaders (managers 

and team leads). Some supported all levels of leadership, and some focussed specifically on 

senior leaders. 

The specific ways in which participants support leaders varied. Some wrote 

communications from senior leaders to employees, some edited a draft a leader had written, and 

some only provided strategic direction and suggestions as to topics to be covered or messages to 

be included. Some provided all three types of services, often depending on the level of leadership 

they worked with. One participant indicated that “when it gets down to the GM, director, 

manager level, it gets a little more tactical.” Another noted that “some leaders prefer to take a 

first crack at it. Others expect me to read their minds and then draft it based on what I think their 

priorities are.” A few participants indicated that the level of support they provide to leaders 

depends on their relationship to the leader. For example, one participant indicated that 

“depending on the leader, some are more open to that kind of gritty edit versus others…The 

more time [the leader] spends with you, they will trust you more to say ‘Hey, have a look at this, 

is there anything missing, or I’m planning to send this out, what else is happening in the 

business’.”  

In summary, I did not correlate the level of communication support to the results shown 

in the language map. My goal was to get a general sense of how communications practitioners 

support leader communication. The participants did not report a consistent experience in terms of 

how and to what depth they support leader communication. The level of support they did provide 
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showed some consistency based on the level of leader and the communicator’s relationship with 

that leader. The level of support ranged from writing or editing communications to advising 

leaders on what and when to communicate.  

 Theme 2:  The influence of communications practitioners on language used in leader 

communications varied. When asked whether or not they influenced the language used by 

leaders in their communication to employees, all of the participants indicated that they did to 

some degree. I asked this question to get a sense if leaders consciously choose to use the 

transformational language on their own, or if they required prompting. The participants 

interpreted what I meant by language in different ways. It varied from simple plain language to 

making sure the tone of the communication is appropriate, to “installing operational discipline 

messages.” They accomplished this through writing and editing the communications, as well as 

advising or coaching leaders during the process of planning or developing communications. 

There was agreement among the participants that using what they referred to as corporate 

language, such as the operational discipline language, was important and that they play a role in 

influencing whether or not the language is used, as well as how. Some indicated that they were 

able to take what was referred to as a leader’s “corporate speak” and make it practical and 

understandable, which is carried through in some of the other themes. 

 To sum up this theme, all of the interview participants felt that they influenced the 

language that the leaders use in their communications, which was interpreted as not just the 

specific transformational language under study, but also common or plain language (versus 

corporate or technical jargon), and tone.  
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 Theme 3: Accountability, expectations, and priorities. Several participants pointed out 

that, in general, there was lack of clarity around the accountability for communications at the 

leadership level, and a lack of clarity around the expectations of leaders to communicate the 

transformational language. Several indicated that the multiple, often conflicting priorities leaders 

are faced with stand in the way of communicating in general, but especially with respect to 

transformational language. It seems that some leaders view the culture change as “just another 

initiative” and add it to the list of job tasks to get through, rather than as a priority activity.  

Another explanation provided by participants was that performance (and therefore 

compensation) is not based on competency or communication effectiveness. As one participant 

put it: “So often that work is not viewed as part of people’s core competence or core deliverables 

and accountability and so that is where it gets really tricky…it’s not what they are measured on 

and not what they get paid for.” Some indicated that in general, leaders do not do an effective job 

of setting expectations around what leaders should communicate and when to the leaders report 

to them, which would explain the inconsistency shown in the language map. 

A similar theme emerged around whether it is the leader or communications practitioner 

who has the accountability for communicating. One participant noted: “There isn’t anything that 

is truly holding anybody accountable for knowing that this is actually what is expected of them.” 

The points of view on this issue of accountability varied from the communicator making sure the 

language is present, to being responsible for making that link between the corporate direction 

and leaders, and to leaders being accountable to do it themselves with the communicator playing 

only a supporting role.   
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The leaders who are responsible for setting up the systems and processes that enable the 

operational excellence management system (OEMS) – which is a key tenant of the culture 

change – and measuring the company’s performance against these systems belong in business 

unit A. Therefore, we can assume that the leaders in this group may have had clear expectations 

set for them with respect to their accountability for communicating and using the 

transformational language. That is one possible explanation for why that business unit was the 

only one in which all levels of leadership used at least some of the language (Figure 3). 

 Accountability and expectations are intrinsically connected, and the accountability and 

expectations of all leaders may not be clear. Some may assume that because business unit A is 

responsible for the OEMS system and processes, they may also be accountable for 

communicating about the change. Some leaders may assume it is up to the communications 

department or human resources. In the absence of explicitly stating expectations or outlining the 

accountabilities of leaders to champion the change, they may opt not to do it at all, which may 

explain the general lack of transformational language in the samples. 

In summary, unclear expectations and accountabilities have an impact on how the 

transformational language moves through the organization via leader communications. 

Competing priorities and lack of direction on what to prioritize also contributes to the 

inconsistency.  

Theme 4: Language and behaviour. The relationship between the language leaders use 

and how they demonstrate the concepts presented in the language emerged as a key theme. When 

asked how they knew that leaders had adopted the new culture at O&GCo., most participants 

stated that it was about the leaders actually applying the operational discipline behaviours, as 
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evidenced in comments such as “I think it’s how they kind of show up, how they act,” “they lead 

by example,” or “I think what indicates that they have adopted it is in the work that they do,” and 

also “The proof is in the pudding.” There was also a common thread around starting with the 

language, and then at a point in time when leaders are ready, the behaviour the language 

describes starts to be demonstrated by leadership. The participants also seemed to agree that the 

behaviours were demonstrated by some leaders and not by others.  

Several of the participants noted that an internalizing process needed to occur before 

leaders would start to use the language or demonstrate the behaviours – “Internalization first, and 

then behaviours of leaders should guide people” – commenting on the notion of internalization of 

the transformational language as a precursor to demonstrating the behaviours. One participant 

indicated that he could “hear it in the speech…see it in some of the behaviour” and “the biggest 

indicator is in their speech and then actually me witnessing them carrying it out.”   

Another perspective born out of the interview data was the notion of a “say-do gap” and 

the need to “walk the talk.” Some questions also came up during the interviews around how long 

leaders in an organization must talk about something before it becomes institutionalized, or “just 

a way of doing things.” As the participants were talking about leader behaviour, leadership 

alignment came up as well, as in if all the leaders were not using the language and demonstrating 

the behaviours in the same way, they were seen to be not aligned. Even the act of including the 

language in communication, or noticing the absence of the language in communication is an 

indicator that the culture shift is starting to stick. 

It was not just language that indicated leaders had adopted the change, but also how they 

behaved. Demonstration of the desired behaviours of the new culture was a more powerful and 
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effective method of communicating the transformation, according to many of the interview 

participants.  

Theme 5: Organizational maturity. Several of the interview participants indicated that 

maturity level was a key factor in the adoption of the culture change and how leaders 

communicated it. In this context, maturity has multiple meanings. It may refer to the maturity of 

the organization as a whole (as in, how long the company has been in business, how long the 

leader/senior leadership team has been in place, etc.), or the maturity of a particular business 

unit, or how mature the organization is on its culture change journey. It may also refer to the 

maturity of the leader in terms of level, or where a particular leader is in Rogers’ innovation-

decision process. Maturity level could also be an indicator of a leader’s innovativeness, which is 

the “degree to which an individual is relatively early in adopting new ideas than other members 

of a system…innovativeness indicates overt behavioural change…rather than just cognitive or 

attitudinal change” (Rogers, 2003, p. 268).  

Several participants shared the view that the executive leadership team had more 

exposure to operational discipline and the culture shift concepts, so they would have a higher 

degree of maturity in terms of the language and concepts. There were also comments about the 

fact that O&GCo. as a whole is only a couple of years into its culture change journey, and still in 

an immature stage. One participant noted “I think it’s a maturity thing around operational 

discipline, especially.” Maturity level may be apparent in the fact that all of the leadership 

communication in business unit A included some of the transformational language. This may 

indicate that their maturity level with respect to the transformational language would have been 
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higher than other business units, because they are responsible for the systems and processes that 

enable some of the new ways of working. 

In summary, some participants felt that the level of maturity at the organizational or 

leader level was a factor in whether or not transformational language was used in leader 

communications. They felt that maturity varied depending on the business unit or leader and that 

as a whole, the organization is still in the early stages of its transformation. 

 Theme 6: Cascading the language. Cascading refers to each level of leadership 

transmitting information to the next level, along with the expectation that they will continue to 

cascade to the leaders who report directly to them, and so on. The idea is that, through leaders, 

consistent information is shared throughout the organization. The interview participants 

generally seemed to share the opinion that O&GCo.’s leaders do not effectively or consistently 

cascade information. As one participant put it “I think we rely so heavily on cascade, and it’s like 

[the game] broken telephone.” Some of the participants felt that it was their job to make it easier 

for leaders to cascade information by creating ready-made packages. Some indicated that in 

general, leaders do not do an effective job of setting expectations around cascading for the 

leaders who report to them. This insight was tied to statements around accountability and 

expectations as well as in the lack of clarity about who is accountable to cascade. There was also 

a question if leaders were actually aware that they should be cascading information “quite often 

we expect without being clear in the ask or equipping people appropriately. We expect them to 

simply be able to do [cascade] it on their own.”  

There was also some speculation that leadership buy in may affect whether or not they 

cascade the information that they are supposed to. For example, a participant offered the 
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following insight: “I don’t know if leaders are buying into it, so they don’t feel the need to 

forward [cascade] it.” Participants seemed to feel that direction is required, and that leaders 

would not just cascade without explicit guidance. The participants tended to see themselves as 

having a role in the cascade effort, which may also be tied to leaders not seeing themselves as 

being accountable. 

Whether or not a leader’s leader actually cascaded the information about the language 

and actions to be taken around the language played a role in its use in communications. 

Participants felt that this was one explanation as to why the language did not flow consistently 

through all levels of leadership. 

 Theme 7: Translating the language. Translating differs from cascading in that 

cascading is simply disseminating information as-is through an organization. Translation, on the 

other hand, refers to leaders (or communicators) taking the standard information and making it 

relevant to a specific audience. They may do this through illustrative examples or by changing 

the language to be more meaningful. Almost all of the interview participants brought up the need 

to take a step beyond simply using the language of transformation, but also for leaders to 

translate the concepts that the language is meant to convey in a way that would resonate with 

their employees. Often, it was up to the communicator to do that, but some leaders did it without 

prompting. For example, one participant used a food analogy to help his clients learn and 

understand the concept of operational discipline. He reported that the leaders and employees 

continue to refer to the analogy. It is also about including the language in everyday conversation, 

as one participant offered: “I think that there are leaders that will drive that language into 

everything that they talk about, will make those connections continually.”  
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The leaders may already think they are translating (just not in the right way) or they may 

not understand that this is a fundamental change and not just another project or initiative. This 

also speaks to leadership buy in and the expectations/accountability piece. The disparity in the 

language flow may have to do with, as one participant said: “the lack of understanding as to 

what, for instance in the case of operational discipline, that it means. It’s easy at that first level to 

notionally talk about operational discipline and the five behaviours to sort of start cascading that 

message down.” 

In summary, translation of the transformational language emerged as a common theme 

and as an explanation as to why the language did not flow consistently through the organization. 

There was a recognition by the participants that leaders may in fact be communicating about the 

culture shift, but not using the specific language.  

 Theme 8: Leader understanding and interpretation of the language. Several of the 

participants indicated that leaders interpret the transformational language differently. As one 

participant put it: “They [leaders] are using the language and trying to explain what the 

[operational discipline] behaviours are, but sometimes they are doing it in a way that is not fully 

informed.” The issue of interpretation may also be a reflection of how the leaders perceive the 

culture change effort overall. Some participants indicated that the leaders may not perceive it as 

important, therefore they will not interpret the transformational language in a way that says they 

need to work differently, which is the desired culture shift. Or, they may see themselves as 

already behaving in the way that is described in the transformational language, so they do not 

interpret the language in the appropriate way. They may also think that it does not apply to their 

area. One participant noted that “we don’t give leaders enough time to absorb the information.”  
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 In summary, some participants indicated that the language may not be flowing 

consistently through the organization simply because leaders do not understand the language and 

misinterpret it. They may, in fact, be communicating but not sending the right messages. 

Theme 9: Subcultures. The presence of several subcultures within the business units 

was another theme that emerged from the interviews. A few of the participants mentioned some 

departments as having a “culture unto themselves” and this was reflected in whether or not 

transformational language was present, or whether or not the communicator perceived that the 

leader had adopted the culture change. It was unclear as to whether or not the leader was the 

source of the subculture or if the leader was influenced by the subculture.  

 To summarize this theme, subcultures may be present in a business unit, which may 

influence a leader’s interpretation of the transformational language or even whether or not they 

choose to communicate.  

Nine key themes emerged from the interviews with the communication practitioners that 

provided insight as to why the transformational language flowed through the organization as 

represented in the language map. Next, I will synthesize the research findings in a discussion 

based on my study’s three propositions. 

Discussion 

This research project set out to examine how transformational language is diffused by 

leaders through an organization and what this tell us about organizational culture change. As the 

research approach was a case study, my goal was to identify phenomena and explore possible 

causes for them. I approached the study with three propositions in mind, and I will frame my 

discussion of the findings within the context of those propositions.  
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Proposition 1: Language, as a cultural artifact in organizations, is a key indicator 

and driver of transformational change. The impressions of whether or not interview 

participants felt that leaders had adopted the new culture, coupled with the inconsistency shown 

in the language map indicate that language is not a key indicator of transformational change 

within O&GCo. The results of my research indicate that language may signal transformation as 

an artifact being employed, or espoused values and beliefs being touted by leaders, but it does 

not drive change. The communications practitioners interviewed indicated that language was a 

component of change, but what was more important was the interpretation and translation of the 

concepts that were intended to be conveyed through that language. The behaviour of leaders, 

such as modelling the behaviours described by the language, was also mentioned as a key driver 

of transformation. This is supported by Rogers, (2003) who says behaviour, which is a key 

indicator of innovativeness (p. 268) is a driver of change. 

While the transformational language is an artifact of the new desired culture and spells 

out the espoused values and beliefs that the organization would like to become entrenched, it is 

not a driver of change. This is evidenced by the inconsistencies in the language map and also the 

responses from the interview participants. The ambiguity of a cultural artifact described by 

Schein (2010, p. 24) is certainly evident within O&GCo. They began the journey of culture 

transformation with the launch of a “program” and the requisite language and collateral and 

“rolled them out” to the organization. The emphasis has been on the development of the five 

operational discipline behaviour statements and The O&GCo. Way book, an artifact that 

articulates the organization’s espoused values and beliefs. The input from interview participants 

clearly describes the limitations of such an artifact. The language itself, although an artifact of 
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O&GCo.’s desired culture, has not driven substantive change. Responses from the interview 

participants clearly indicated that the process of internalization, translating the language into 

meaningful terms, and demonstrating the behaviours was more of an indicator that the leaders 

had adopted the innovation.  

These findings show that an organization cannot rely on espoused values and beliefs and 

artifacts alone. The basic underlying assumptions must be altered before change can happen. In 

fact, it seems as though these cultural artifacts and simple use of espoused values and beliefs 

might be detrimental to the change process if the leaders do not understand the concepts and 

misinterpret them. It could be argued that the lack of understanding on the part of the leaders was 

because the transformational language came before the unlearning and relearning process had 

taken place at the leader level. One of the basic underlying assumptions about the culture change 

is “this is the way we’ve always done it” or “this is just another initiative” and not a program of 

lasting behaviour change. This assumption itself is getting in the way of changing those very 

assumptions. O&GCo. started with an artifact in the form of a guide book to frame the desired 

transformation, but the leaders themselves may not have accepted the change, or understood 

what they needed to communicate.   

Proposition 2: The language of transformational change does not diffuse 

consistently through an organization. The research clearly showed that the transformational 

language did not diffuse consistently through the organization. The language map (Figure 3) 

shows that the transformational language was inconsistent across the executive leader level (L2), 

the department leader level (L3), and down through each business unit. Starting at the top of the 

house, the language did not consistently flow from the CEO through his direct reports. While at 
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least some of the operational discipline language was used by each senior executive, four of them 

did not use any operational discipline language in their communications. One would expect that 

the most senior leadership team would have a higher maturity level in terms of adoption of the 

innovation, but that assumes that the leaders all bought into the new way of working described 

by the transformational language, which some clearly did not.   

The insights provided by the interview participants highlight some possible explanations 

for this phenomenon. First, the leaders may not have used the specific language, but may have 

translated the concepts using different language in their communications to their teams. Rogers 

(2003) identifies this as targeting, which is “process of customizing the design and delivery of a 

communications program based on characteristics of the intended audience” (p. 367). As I was 

not analyzing possible translations of the language in the samples, this would not have been 

identified in my findings. Some of the interview participants indicated that translating or 

targeting might be happening, but also that the leaders may be interpreting the concepts 

incorrectly, and therefore not translating the language appropriately. Another possible 

explanation is that the leaders had not yet become innovators themselves, which means they have 

not adopted the new way of working. They may not have understood the expectations of them to 

lead change, or they may not agree with or understand the change themselves. In either case, the 

lack of motivation to change would naturally prohibit the appropriate use of the transformational 

language.  

The fact that some of the transformational language was used at some levels and some 

were not could indicate that the leaders were at different stages of maturity (in Roger’s sense of 

the term) in terms of understanding the concepts behind the language. For example, the concepts 
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of operational excellence and OEMS, which appear frequently in the content analysis (see 

Figures 8 and 9), were introduced to the organization before operational discipline. Senior 

leaders would have had more time to internalize these concepts, which means they may have felt 

more competent in using the language in their communications.   

Ultimately, the significance of these findings lies in how they show that the espoused 

values and beliefs as outlined in Schein’s levels of culture are not consistent across the 

organization. This has implications for the success of the transformation, discussed below.  

Proposition 3: Where the language of transformational change stops being used in 

leadership communication is an indication that the change has not been adopted by that 

leader, or that the leader is not an innovator. Transformational language has not diffused 

consistently through this organization, which likely indicates that not all leader are innovators 

from a diffusion of innovations perspective. This reality suggests that, before we can expect an 

innovation to diffuse through an organization, leaders must be prepared to be innovators. It is not 

enough for the CEO and the executive leaders to simply talk about the new way of working; the 

espoused values and beliefs need to transform into underlying assumptions and the taken-for-

granted way of doing things (Schein, 2010, p. 32). The language itself cannot drive that change. 

A more important indicator of whether or not a leader is an innovator is in whether or not they 

have shifted their own basic underlying assumptions and are behaving in a way that demonstrates 

the new way of doing things. Here is where organizational culture and the diffusion of 

innovations come together. 

Other factors contributed to the way the language flowed through the organization. There 

was a lack of leader communication samples entirely in some departments. Some of the 
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interview participants indicated that some leaders may prefer face-to-face communications rather 

than written, which could explain the blocks in the language flow. We have no way of knowing 

if leaders used the language in their face-to-face communications. Had I been permitted to 

interview leaders, I would have been able to gauge more accurately whether or not they are 

doing other things such as face-to-face communication about the transformation vs. not 

communicating at all to their employees. Innovative leaders may not use the specific language, 

but may still demonstrate innovativeness in that they translated the concepts of the 

transformation in a way that is meaningful to their employees. However, I think the leaders who 

used some of the language but not other parts of the language demonstrate that they are at 

different stages of their own maturity in terms of the transformation.  

The propositions focussed on language alone. What became clear from the interview 

responses, and supported by the work of Schein and Rogers, was that leader behaviour is a more 

important indicator of transformation than the language itself, and that leaders must buy in to the 

change in order to make the change happen in their own business units and departments. Leaders 

must make the decision to adopt the change as described in Roger’s process for organizational 

innovation (Figure 1). Perhaps rather than focusing on the language of transformation, an 

opportunity exists in preparing the leaders to innovate. Perhaps there is a missing step in Rogers’ 

process that would allow leaders time to adapt their own basic underlying assumptions, so they 

can then lead their own teams through the transformation. 

Chapter 5 - Recommendations   

I began this research project with the question: How is transformational discourse 

diffused by leaders though an organization and what does this tell us about organizational 
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change? It turns out that the language in this particular organization did not diffuse consistently, 

nor was the diffusion of the language an indicator of leader innovativeness. What this tells us 

about organizational change is that language is an important tool for leaders to use in 

communicating the change. What is more important, however, is the interpretation and 

translation of the language in leader communication, and the demonstration of the concepts 

behind the language through leader behaviour.  

In order for organizational change to be successful, leaders must lead the way through 

communication in its broadest sense, employing both language and action. In order to do that, 

they must themselves be innovators (Rogers, 2003, p. 267). The diffusion of innovations model 

(Figure 1) outlines the five-step process – agenda setting, matching, redefining/restructuring, 

clarifying, and routinizing – that organizations follow. However, the agenda setting and 

matching stages are typically not inclusive of all levels of leadership. The data gathered in the 

course of this study highlighted a number of barriers to innovating for leaders at all levels (time 

to internalize, lack of understanding, misinterpretation of the language, unclear expectations and 

accountabilities, etc.). Perhaps there is an interim or parallel stage in the diffusion of innovations 

process that would prepare leaders to make the decision to adopt the change, become innovators, 

and communicate, thereby allowing the organization to not rely solely on artifacts and espoused 

values and beliefs (the language) to transform the organization.  

This case study has illuminated an important missing step in the diffusion of innovations 

process and reinforces the importance of understanding the components of organizational culture 

and the leader’s role in changing it. Rogers’ innovation process in organizations outlines five 

stages within a two-step process that does not explicitly involve all levels of leadership in an 
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organization. I propose that there is a parallel process that must occur to prepare leaders to 

innovate and communicate. By employing this process, leaders will use cultural artifacts and 

repurpose espoused values and beliefs once they have already adapted to the new basic 

underlying assumptions.  

In the process I am proposing, leaders have the opportunity to internalize the changes so 

they can understand, and then interpret and translate the espoused values and beliefs in a way 

that is meaningful to their employees. The expectations are stated so leaders understand what 

they are accountable for in terms of communicating the change in both language and action. The 

proposed process is illustrated in Figure 10, superimposed on Rogers’ innovation process in an 

organization.  

Figure 10. A proposed process for preparing leaders to innovate and communicate. 

The process occurs in four phases that begin during the Matching stage in Rogers’ 

process. The key is for the senior-most leaders to move through the process and become 

innovators before the subsequent levels of leadership, as they must set the stage for innovation. 
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The process will ensure leaders are prepared to lead the transformation, and that they do so 

consistently across the organization. Communications practitioners can also play a role in each of 

the phases. In the first phase, leaders must set expectations and clarify accountabilities for not 

only their direct reports, but also the communications practitioners who support the leaders. The 

second phase requires leaders to develop an understanding of the desired end-state and the 

difference between current and future basic underlying assumptions. This awareness of the 

foundation of cultural analysis will enable leaders to articulate the new culture and what is 

required to make the shift. This awareness would also help communicators to support leaders 

more effectively. In Phase 3, leaders learn and interpret transformational language. This could be 

in action or through verbal or written communication. This is where leaders would also learn 

how to appropriately employ cultural artifacts. Communicators play a key role here in that they 

can assist leaders in interpreting accurately and appropriately. At this stage communicators may 

also be involved in producing cultural artifacts, so alignment is crucial. The final phase involves 

actually communicating the changes to employees through both language and action.   

 Implications for Communications Practitioners and Organizational Leaders 

As stated at the outset of this case study, understanding how leaders use language during 

organizational transformation will help corporate communication practitioners to understand 

both what is being communicated and how. This research points to the need for a deeper dive 

into what leaders need in order to lead an organization through transformation. For 

communications practitioners, this means that perhaps they to need to be part of the process that 

I have proposed so they can support leader communications more effectively. For leaders, this 

means allowing the time for the process to unfold and the recognition of the value of the process. 
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For both leaders and communication practitioners, having a better understanding of the 

limitations of language alone and the barriers to transformation associated with relying too 

heavily on cultural artifacts, while ignoring the basic underlying assumptions will lead to better 

outcomes for the organization.  

Chapter 6 – Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research 

Throughout this case study I have examined one organization’s journey through 

transformation and proposed a model for preparing leaders to be inserted in Rogers’ diffusion of 

innovation process in organizations, and recommended further study in relatively new territory 

of leadership change communications. The pathway to transformation is less through specific 

language and more through the leader’s behaviour and translating the language in a way that 

resonates and is meaningful and relevant to employees. If leaders are not innovators themselves, 

then they will not be able to translate that language appropriately and lead the change. The way 

leaders become innovators is to make the decision to adopt the change as per the diffusion of 

innovations process for organizational innovation; but, in order to do that they must be prepared 

to make the decision to do so.   

To that end, I have proposed an additional step in Rogers’ innovation process in 

organizations that provides the leaders with the time and tools to change their own basic 

underlying assumptions as per Schein’s model, so they can then lead their own teams through the 

process. In order to do that, leaders must be given the opportunity to understand and internalize 

the concepts, and have clear accountabilities and expectations around their role in 

communicating the change. Leaders must also unlearn and relearn the basic underlying 

assumptions. They can do this if they have the opportunity to internalize the language so they 
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can make sense of the change and begin to change their own basic underlying assumptions, then 

begin to espouse the beliefs and values. Finally, leaders can leverage the artifacts to help 

translate so they can communicate the change.  

The relationship between leaders, culture change, and communication is a complex one. 

Language itself is not a key indicator of adoption of change or whether or not a leader is an 

innovator in times of transformational organizational change. It is a key part of the culture mix, 

as it shows up as an artifact of culture and in the espoused values and beliefs. It does not, 

however, indicate that basic underlying assumptions have changed, which would signal that a 

culture is changing. It is also not appropriate to assume that the language alone has the power to 

enable leaders to become effective change leaders. Creating symbols of the new ways of 

working, and launching new vision, mission, values statements do not alone inspire leaders or 

employees to change.  

This case study identifies a number of factors that may be blocking the flow of the 

language. Artifacts may be tools to help leaders, but alone cannot make the change. Espoused 

values and beliefs may provide the language with which to describe the new way of working, but 

neither actually change the underlying assumptions that form the basis for an organization’s 

culture. The role of the leader is thus more important than just setting the agenda at the most 

senior level. All levels of leadership must align and in order to do that they must first understand 

what they are expected to do with the language they are provided with, how they can interpret it 

within the context of their department and then translate it. They must be given the opportunity 

to internalize what the transformation is and what it means to them and their teams.  
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Limitations 

The limitations of my study prohibited me from digging deeper into this issue in the 

particular case I examined. I did not receive permission to publish the name of the organization I 

studied in this case, so I created a pseudonym to protect the organization and also for ease of 

understanding and flow of this paper. At the express wishes of the organization, I was not 

permitted to interview anyone outside of the communications department, including human 

resources department employees, senior leaders, or other employees. 

Possibilities for Further Study  

This case study has merely scratched the surface of the complex relationship of leader 

communications and organizational transformation. It would be advantageous to conduct an 

ethnographic study over a number of years with access to leaders, change agents, and employees 

that examined the transformation process from end-to-end, perhaps with a focus on how leaders 

translate the transformational language. This approach would provide further insight into the role 

of leadership communication and organizational change. A path for further study could involve 

organizational and leadership communication and how the discourse of an organization 

(particularly through transformational change) shapes its Discourse. An interested researcher 

could also explore how communication diffuses down and across different levels of leadership in 

an organization through the lens of strength-of-weak-ties theory (Rogers, 2003, p. 339). A 

communication network analysis could also be conducted on O&GCo. that includes 

communication proximity and personal networks among leaders in organizations (Rogers, 2003, 

p. 338) in order to provide further insight into why the transformational language did not 

consistently diffuse through the organization. Further research should also include testing and 
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validating the proposed process for preparing leaders to innovate and communicate, as well as 

the outcomes of applying the process to organizational transformation. The process may then be 

useful for communications and change management professionals to help ensure leaders are 

prepared to communicate change in the most effective way. All of the above suggestions for 

future study build on this case study and would help sort through the complexities of 

organizational change communication and augment the growing body of scholarship in this 

space. 
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Appendix  

Interview questions 

1. What levels of leadership do you support as a communications practitioner?  

2. Please describe how you support them. 

3. What role did you play in developing leadership communication in your client area? Do 

you write, edit, script, etc.? 

4. To what degree do you influence the language that is used in leadership communication?  

5. Do you deliberately choose to include, or advocate for the inclusion of operational 

discipline language?  

6. Do you feel that O&GCo. leaders in general have adopted the operational discipline 

behaviours? Why or why not?  

[Show the language map and heat map to the interview participant.] 

1. Why do you think the language stopped at the places indicated in the map? 

2. Do you have any ideas how you could, in future, support the free-flow of the language in 

leadership communications to avoid this kind of blockage?  

3. In your opinion, what indicates to you that the leaders you support have adopted the 

desired culture at O&GCo.?  

 


