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Abstract 

This thesis presents research conducted in an organization with several factors that created 

internal communication challenges. The company in this study had multiple physical locations, 

workers in different parts of the world, and workers who move weekly between two main 

offices. Qualitative research conducted through a survey, online forum, and focus group 

demonstrated that physical and temporal distance between workers created a disconnected 

communication atmosphere. Conclusions were drawn regarding the link between organizational 

productivity and internal communication in an organization with a distributed workforce. The 

recommendations were designed to make better use of the available technology and to create 

more opportunities for face-to-face communication.  

Keywords: internal communication, distributed workforce, multiple locations. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

The purpose of this inquiry was to explore internal communication processes in a small 

accounting organization. The research examined elements that impacted these processes in an 

organization with multiple locations and remote workers. Since the end of the last century, 

organizations have been experimenting with alternate forms of work and worker distribution 

(Wiesenfeld, Raghuram, & Garud, 1999, p. 777). Advances in technology have created a climate 

that allows for workers to be located anywhere and still contribute to their organization’s 

productivity (Wiesenfeld et al., 1999, p. 777). Wiesenfeld et al. noted, “It is now possible for 

organization members to work together while being spatially and temporally decoupled from one 

another” (p. 777). 

This chapter provides a framework for this inquiry. The significance of the research 

question and subquestions to the organization are introduced and explained. An organizational 

context is provided to demonstrate how the research can help the organization achieve some of 

its goals. A systems analysis illustrates the relationships with the organization under 

investigation and links them to broader systems theories and concepts. 

To protect its identity, I refer to the organization represented in this inquiry as the firm. 

The firm is a public practice accounting organization with two locations in the Lower Mainland 

of British Columbia (BC). The firm has three distinct groups of personnel: four partners, 15 staff 

accountants, and three administrators. Personnel are spread out among four locations. Most work 

out of the two Lower Mainland locations, with two staff working remotely from Oregon and 

Hong Kong. 
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This inquiry explored the following research question: How can internal communication 

be improved in an accounting firm with multiple physical locations? I also investigated four 

subquestions through conducting this research:  

1. How do the staff understand and conceptualize successful internal communication? 

2. From the perspectives of the staff, what is the current state of internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

3. What communication strategies would the staff find helpful to facilitate 

communication among the multiple locations? 

4. What resources and tools would be necessary to improve internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

Due to time constraints and the scope of what can be accomplished in a thesis, this 

inquiry was limited to the firm’s internal communication practices. This inquiry did not address 

external communication with clients, other professionals, or government agencies. 

Significance of the Inquiry 

Wiesenfeld et al. (1999) explained that while advances in technology make it possible for 

organizations to employ workers distributed across time and space, it “may also lead to a fraying 

of the ties that bind organization members to each other and to their employer” (p. 777). 

Stegaroiu and Talal (2014) discussed the importance of strong internal communication practices 

for organizations that can “create a cohesive organizational culture” (p. 69). This inquiry was 

important, as it examined the ways in which an organization can have it both ways—a distributed 

workforce that can maintain its sense of connection. 
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The firm’s overall goal is to provide accurate financial and tax information with a focus 

on customer service and client communication. To this end, work is done in groups that typically 

comprise one partner, a senior or intermediate accountant, and a junior accountant. Having a 

team work on financial and tax reporting allows for stronger accuracy and ensures someone is 

always available to help the client. The administrators assist the accounting teams by ensuring 

that client records are tracked as they move through the office. They are also responsible for the 

delivery of the final product to the client. In order to facilitate a fully integrated and collaborative 

environment, strong communication is key. The firm began with one location on the North Shore 

and opened a second location in New Westminster in 2010 (Partner of the Firm, personal 

communication, February 1, 2010).1 One staff member moved to Oregon in 2011 and began 

working remotely. This shift from having all staff present in one location to working from 

multiple locations created new internal communication challenges. Notes from a February 2015 

staff meeting indicated that interoffice communication issues had recently been added to the 

agenda, and, since August 2015, the firm has run a full-day communication seminar each year. In 

2016, a second staff member moved to Hong Kong and continued to work for the firm in a 

remote capacity. Every few months, these two staff members travel back to Canada to work out 

of the Lower Mainland locations. This added the element of temporal separation to the firm’s 

internal communication processes, as Hong Kong is 16 hours ahead of Vancouver. One remote 

worker stated,  

                                                
1 All personal communications in this report are used with permission. 
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Internal communication is an integral part of a company, especially those with staff who 

works remotely. As a remote worker myself, I do not have the privilege of physically 

walking up to someone else’s desk if I have questions. Therefore, so as not interrupt my 

workflow, it is important for my colleagues to makes notes where [software platform] it 

is needed. It saves me and my coworkers the time looking and hunting for information if 

it is readily available. (Employee of the Firm, personal communication, January 2, 2018) 

I have worked with the firm since March 2006 and became interested in understanding 

the nuances of internal communication when people are in different physical locations and time 

zones. I have seen the frustration and delays caused by reduced face-to-face communication 

opportunities and the isolation experienced by remote workers. One of the sponsoring partners 

mentioned that, as an organization, staff and leadership continue to throw solutions at this 

problem without really understanding it (Partner of the Firm, personal communication, 

December 19, 2017). The desired outcome of this inquiry was to develop a better understanding 

of the firm’s internal communication challenges and how they can be overcome. When asked 

why this study would be important to the firm, one senior staff member stated,  

We are finding that a lot of people are moving from office to office, and we are looking 

at expanding. If we can get answers in place, or know what is going on right now [with 

internal communication] it will make expansion easier as there are more and more 

people. (Senior Staff Member of the Firm, personal communication, December 19, 2017) 

When asked why internal communication was important, one administrator stated, “It’s dealing 

with remote access; it’s dealing with personalities, a lot of outside factors that we are not familiar 
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with. There is a disconnect that would not happen normally” (Administrator at the Firm, personal 

communication, December 19, 2017). 

Organizational Context 

This section describes the organization under investigation and outlines how this inquiry 

aligned with its overarching goals. The firm provides client services that are highly confidential 

and sensitive in nature. To protect the anonymity of its clients, the firm’s partners wish to remain 

anonymous in this inquiry. Therefore, the descriptions of the organization will be limited in order 

to preserve confidentiality. For the purpose of this research, the Statistics Canada definition of 

organizational size will be used. As the firm has fewer than 99 employees, it is considered to be a 

small business (Statistics Canada, 2015). 

The firm is a small-sized, public practice accounting firm, which began in the late 1990s 

by the founding partner and has grown to include four partners, 15 staff accountants, and three 

administrators. Services are provided to small businesses, incorporated and sole-proprietorships, 

as well as individuals, estates, and nonresidents, with an emphasis on exceptional customer 

service. Future growth includes increasing the number of partners, staff accountants, and 

administrators, along with expanding estate and tax services (Senior Staff of the Firm, personal 

communication, June 6, 2017). To this end, two major renovation projects are underway to 

increase capacity in both Lower Mainland locations. 

The firm has four partners who each own a percentage of the firm. The firm’s founder 

took on a partner over a decade ago, with the third partner coming on board in August 2011. A 

fourth partner joined in August 2016. At the time of this inquiry, the firm had six senior 

accountants, four intermediate accountants, five junior accountants, and three administrators on 
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staff. During the firm’s busiest season, January to April, co-op students are hired to help with the 

increased workload. The three administrators include one member who has been with the firm 

for 6 years, the second for 2 years, and the third came on board in July 2017. Most of the firm’s 

members rotate between the two Lower Mainland locations. The two senior accountants who 

work remotely from Oregon and Hong Kong rotate locations as well when they are in the Lower 

Mainland. Although all clients are shared, many are assigned to a particular partner and senior 

accountant. Client sharing allows the firm to provide service to clients regardless of staff 

vacations, sick days, and exam leaves. I have been with the firm since March of 2006, and my 

role is as a senior accountant and head of training and staff development. Figure 1 presents an 

outline of how the organization’s work flows through the staff. 

 

Figure 1. The firm’s organizational workflow with arrows representing communication channels. 

Typically, client documents are logged by the administration team and then passed to a 

junior accountant to start the work. The junior accountants either pass their work on to an 

intermediate or senior account for review. The intermediate and senior accountants review the 

preliminary work, contact the clients for further information, and then complete the file. The 

work is then passed on to the partner for a final review and tax planning. A continuous flow of 

communication is maintained throughout file preparation. Questions, training, and feedback are 

required throughout. The technology used to communicate is through a time- and work-
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management software called VohCom Page (2018), as well as by email, phone, and Microsoft’s 

(2018) Skype messenger. Video conferencing is available only in conference rooms and at one 

desk in each office. None of these communication technologies interact with each other directly. 

If a message is sent in VohCom Page, it can only be viewed if the recipient is logged into that 

software. If a message is sent through Skype, it cannot viewed through VohCom Page. Email 

messages can only be viewed through the Microsoft Outlook program. 

To determine if an intermediate accountant is ready for promotion, they begin passing 

their files directly to a partner for review. After a consistent proficiency in the preparation, tax, 

and accounting theory are demonstrated, the intermediate is recommended for promotion to 

senior accountant. Senior accountants are asked to join the partnership once they have completed 

all their requirements for their designation and have demonstrated expertise in their review and 

tax planning abilities. Review and supervisory training begins as junior accountants are 

recommended for promotion to intermediate. Opportunities to supervise pieces of work are 

provided, and I hold regular monthly training sessions to discuss leadership and organizational 

development concepts. The same process occurs at the intermediate and senior level. Senior 

leadership’s goal is to slowly prepare staff to take on more responsibility over time. 

As previously noted, the firm’s staff are spread out in multiple physical locations. The 18 

staff who work at the two main offices rotate locations on a weekly basis. A schedule, which is 

adjusted on a quarterly basis, takes into account the various personal schedules of the staff. The 

two remote workers periodically travel to BC and work from the two main physical locations. 

According to a recent article in the monthly, online Chartered Professional Accounting 

Association of Canada publication, digital and paperless accounting practices are becoming more 
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common (Hannaford, as cited in Law, 2014). Another article by Bourdin (2016) revealed that 

professionals are increasing their time spent working. The firm is following this practice by 

digitizing all paperwork and allowing some staff to work remotely. All partners, senior staff, and 

some intermediate staff are allowed to work from home or while on extended vacations. This has 

been particularly useful for staff who have children, elderly parents, and families that live outside 

of Canada. 

Systems Analysis of the Inquiry 

Systems thinking requires one to see an organization from a panoramic view through the 

use of visual and written mediums. This broad view helps leaders to understand how each part of 

the system interacts. Questions can then be asked about how the parts interrelate and what would 

happen if certain areas were altered. Williams (2008) stated, “There is no single agreed-upon 

definition of a ‘system’” (para. 1). According to Williams, it is important to understand the 

central ideas of the methodologies used in systems inquiry. Williams suggested that the best 

approach to studying systems is to focus on interrelationships, perspectives, and boundaries. 

Williams defined the concept of boundaries as a choice of what to include in a systems 

discussion and what to exclude. Midgley (2008) cited the importance of recognizing system 

boundaries in research, as everything in the world is connected in some way (p. 66). How 

boundaries are set in an inquiry is a matter for reflection, as the researcher is responsible for 

defining what is to be included and excluded. As such, how the inclusion and exclusion decisions 

affect the outcome of the study should be considered (Midgley, 2008, p. 66). For the purpose of 

this inquiry, the system boundary was limited to the firm’s staff. Clients and other professionals 
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were excluded, as they extended beyond the scope of this thesis. Partners were excluded, as a 

focus on the staff perspectives allowed for a deeper analysis in the scope of this work. 

In a paper on systemic inquiry, Meadows (1982) quoted a Sufi poem that define the 

nature of systems analysis: “You think because you understand one you must understand two, 

because one and one make two. But you must also understand and” (pp. 101–102). It is the and 

in the equation of one and one that links the figures and is responsible for the outcome of two. 

Wheatley (2006) discussed how Meadows’s use of this quote is relevant to understand the 

complexity of a system, rather than reducing it to an examination of cause and effect (p. 10). To 

apply this to an organizational context, for leadership to understand how each discrete part of the 

organization comes together to produce a product or service, they must explore what links each 

part and how those links influence the final outcome. The organization in this inquiry has 

multiple physical locations, and this study aimed to understand how staff come together to 

produce quality work. In order to support an environment in which the staff engage as a team, 

communication must flow between all groups in all locations (Bharadwaj, 2014, p. 183). 

Complexity theory has been applied to the study of health care systems in recent years 

(Brown, 2006; Clancy, Effken & Pesut, 2008; Norman, 2013; Van Beurden, Kia, Zask, Dietrich, 

& Rose, 2013; Wheatley, 2006). This has mainly been a reaction against the reductionist 

approach that separates each part of the system into discrete entities and reduces their analysis to 

cause and effect (Clancy et al., 2008, p. 249). The implication is that the organization, its 

members, and clients’ work are interconnected, and the reductionist approach does not provide a 

suitable lens for analysis. Complexity theory fit the context of this study, as the interactions 
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between the staff in each location are interwoven. One location cannot run independent of the 

others and work does not occur in silos. 

A goal of action research is to acquire a complete appreciation of the organization in 

which the research is taking place (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 48). As one of action 

research’s goals is to enable change within an organization, it is important to understand the 

complexity of the systems at work (p. 48). Once a full understanding of the complex web of 

causes and effects that interact within the organization is achieved and its impact ascertained on 

the research question, changes can be designed and implemented (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, 

p. 48). 

Clancy et al. (2008) explained that systems become complex when a multitude of 

interactions occur simultaneously (p. 249). Brown (2006) defined complexity theory as a concept 

that “places events within a matrix recognizing that while simple relationships between two 

elements can occur, more complex interrelationships between multiple dynamic influences occur 

as well” (p. 588). Reductionism attempts to understand the outcome of one and one being two, 

whereas complexity seeks to understand the role of and at the same time. When examined 

through a complex systems theory lens, leadership can understand how the staff relate to each 

other working from different physical locations while delivering services to the same client base. 

It is not simply a matter of one staff member communicating with another in a different location. 

A communication sent by one worker at one BC location is interwoven with those who are 

working colocally, at the second BC location, as well as in various home offices spread out 

between the Lower Mainland, Oregon, and Hong Kong. There are times when communication 

must be coordinated among all locations simultaneously, as file work is shared. However, as 
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mentioned in the previous section, none of the communication technologies connect with each 

other; each application is used separately. Figure 2 presents a diagram outlining the 

organization’s locations and illustrating how communication channels connect them. Figure 3 

depicts the current communication system at the firm. 

 
Figure 2. Organizational locations linked and bound together by communication. 

 

 
Figure 3. The various locations and communication technologies available to staff at the firm. 
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Overview of Thesis 

The thesis is organized into five chapters. This first chapter provided a context for the 

organization and this inquiry. Chapter 2 is a literature review of research on various aspects of 

internal communication and complex worker structures and is organized into two topics. The 

first topic offers an overview of organizational communication. Literature pertaining to the 

definition of internal communication is reviewed and a working definition is established. 

Literature that examines the role communication plays in organizations is followed by a look at 

previous research into internal communication and organizational productivity. The second 

literature review topic focuses on sources relating to remote and distributed work teams. 

Literature on the employee perspective is reviewed along with the barriers and facilitators of 

internal communication. Chapter 3 outlines the project methodologies and conducts a review of 

the relevant ethical requirements to conduct research. Chapter 4 reports on the findings and 

conclusions of the research. Chapter 5 presents the recommendations that I developed based 

upon the study findings and conclusions. The application of complexity theory, with an emphasis 

on interrelationships, to the analysis of how communication worked in this study enabled the 

creation of recommendations presented in Chapter 5. The final chapter also looks at how this 

study has contributed to the research undertaken to date and offers suggestions for future inquiry. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

I conducted a comprehensive review of peer-reviewed literature on the topic of internal 

communication, with a focus on how published research and scholarly works related to working 

in geographically diverse locations. The research question for this inquiry was as follows: How 

can internal communication be improved in an accounting firm with multiple physical locations? 

I also explored the following subquestions: 

1. How do the staff understand and conceptualize successful internal communication? 

2. From the perspectives of the staff, what is the current state of internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

3. What communication strategies would the staff find helpful to facilitate 

communication among the multiple locations? 

4. What resources and tools would be necessary to improve internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

To inform these questions, I selected two topics as the focus for the literature review. The 

first topic dealt with internal communication within an organizational context. Many academics 

agreed on the importance of internal communication and its impact on organizational success. 

Hargie, Tourish, and Wilson (2002) stated, “Effective communication is central to business 

success, and as such, should form an integral part of the strategic planning process for all 

organizations” (p. 415). Casey and Wallis (2011) affirmed that communication is the mechanism 

by which people transmit their thoughts, feelings, and needs to each other (p. 35). Verčič, Verčič, 

and Sriramesh (2012) argued internal communication is a vital aspect of organizational life and 

should be recognized as its own discipline as organizations become more globalized (p. 224). A 
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review of relevant literature to examine the link between internal communication and 

organizational productivity completes the topic. 

The second topic in this section was stakeholder perceptions of internal communication. 

A review of the current research on employee perspectives demonstrated the value of 

communication that engages staff. The review of the literature on internal communication and 

organizations with multiple physical locations containing colocal and remote workers engaged in 

collaborative work in the past two decades reveals that the research is just beginning. 

Internal Communication in an Organizational Context 

In this section I review the literature on communication in the context of the organization, 

with a focus on internal communication. First, I will establish a working definition of internal 

communication based on a review of scholarly work on this topic. The purpose behind this is to 

provide context for the discussions that follow. As Kalla (2005) stated, “Internal communication 

can be defined in many different ways” (p. 304). Establishing a definition can avoid confusion. 

Second, I discuss the purpose of internal communication within an organization. Karanges, 

Johnston, Beatson, and Lings (2015) outlined two functions of internal communication within an 

organization: to provide information and to create a feeling of group identity within the 

organization (p. 129). Garicano and Wu (2012) stated that communication is the most relevant 

process to orchestrate the dispersal of knowledge within an organization (p. 1382). Third, I 

examine the literature regarding the relationship between internal communication and 

organizational productivity. Rosendahl, Olaisen, and Revang (2014) found that internal 

communication strategies could be employed by organizations to foster change initiatives when 
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those strategies encourage a collective approach (p. 108). The end result was increased 

productivity and shorter working hours (Rosendahl et al., 2014, p. 108). 

Definition of internal communication. Ruck (2015) argued that organizational members 

often complain that internal communication is poor without any fundamental understanding or 

agreement on what constitutes internal communication (Chapter 3, Introduction section, para. 1). 

Ruck’s comments prompted the first question asked of all participants in the data collection, 

which I posed to establish a definition of internal communication to ensure participants 

understood the concept on which they were asked to provide feedback. In this section, I explore 

the various definitions put forth by scholars researching internal communication within an 

organizational setting. Some definitions focus on communication as a mechanism that connects 

human interaction (Gray & Robertson, 2005; Holm, 2006; Mazzei, 2010). Other researchers 

employed a functionalistic approach to define internal communication (Carrière & Bourque, 

2009; Kim & Rhee, 2011; Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014). 

Kalla (2005) described internal communications as all official and unofficial interactions 

that occur within all ranks of an organization (p. 304). Kalla pluralized communications to 

illustrate that it is multilevel and concurrent (p. 304). Gray and Robertson (2005) argued that, at 

its core, communication is about human interaction (p. 27). They used the analogy of a journey 

that acts as a means of connecting people (Gray & Robertson, 2005, p. 27). Holm (2006) defined 

communication as “the process by which individuals share meaning” (p. 494). Mazzei (2010) 

proposed to define internal communication as a “set of interactive processes aimed at generating 

the catalytic resources that make a company work” (p. 224). Chiu and Qiu (2014) offered a 
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definition of communication that focused on its collaborative nature whose goal is to generate 

mutual understanding (p. 109). 

Carrière and Bourque (2009) explained that internal communication consists of several 

media, both formal and informal (p. 31). The goal is to propagate information throughout the 

organization (Carrière & Bourque, 2009, p. 31). Kim and Rhee (2011) identified the term 

“symmetrical internal communication” (p. 252). They define it as “two-way communication that 

opts for mutual benefit and is characterized by openness, feedback, listening, opportunities for 

participation in the decision-making process, and accessibility” (Kim & Rhee, 2011, p. 252). 

Stegaroiu and Talal (2014) broke communication down into nonverbal and verbal categories 

(p. 65). 

I found many definitions of communication focus on different functions and forms. 

Based on the above definitions, scholars referred to internal communication as exchanges of 

information and meaning between people using a variety of media (Carrière & Bourque, 2009; 

Kalla, 2005; Kim & Rhee, 2011). For the purpose of ensuring clarity among the participants in 

this research, I synthesized the above-cited definitions of internal communication into the 

following two statements: 

1. Internal communication is the sharing of information, ideas, and feelings among all 

people in a workplace. 

2. Successful communication in an organization requires all members in all locations to 

contribute. 

The role of internal communication in an organization. Mazzei’s (2014) research on 

Italian organizations highlighted communication as a collaboration tool (p. 88). The role of 
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internal communication is to encourage the employee to participate more fully in organizational 

outcomes (p. 88). This section examines the research done to date on the function of internal 

communication within an organizational setting. This understanding can then lead to discussions 

of how internal communication can enhance, or obfuscate, productivity. 

Various scholars have linked internal communication with organizational change (Elving, 

2005; Klein, 1994; Scărlătescu, 2014). Other researchers have focused on the role internal 

communication plays in relaying and transferring information (Garicano & Wu, 2012; Kalla, 

2005; Pipas, 2013). Many academics have found a relationship between internal communication 

and employee satisfaction (Carrière & Bourque, 2009; Welch, 2012; Zwijze-Koning & de Jong, 

2007). I found a large body of research explored the part internal communication plays in 

organizational productivity (Bharadwaj, 2014; Hargie & Tourish, 2009; Mazzei, 2014; Omilion-

Hodges & Baker, 2014; Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014; Verčič et al., 2012). 

Klein (1994) argued that internal communication is an integral part of organizational 

change (p. 28). When little effort and planning are put into designing a communication strategy 

around a proposed organizational change, that change is often unsuccessful (p. 30). Elving 

(2005) affirmed the importance of internal communication for organizational change. 

Communication plays a role in informing members about the change as well as creating a sense 

of shared purpose, which is all designed to create readiness for change (Elving, 2005, p. 134). 

Building on Elving (2005), Scărlătescu (2014) also found that internal communication plays a 

significant role in organizational change (p. 38). 

In her work, Kalla (2005) discussed the role of internal communication on knowledge 

sharing and transmission (p. 303). She concluded that by looking at information sharing as a 
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purpose of internal communication, one can learn how communication influences organizational 

success (p. 312). Garicano and Wu (2012) tied internal communication to organizational growth. 

Their research found internal communication allows for the transmission of knowledge through 

various hierarchies within an organization, thereby allowing organizational growth to occur 

(p. 1394). In her research, Pipas (2013) stated that the function of communication within an 

organization is to link organization members through the transmission and reception of 

messages: “Fundamentally, relationships grow out of communication, and operation and survival 

of organizations is based on effective relationships between individuals and groups” (p. 1561). 

This study examined the role that internal communication plays in an organization and 

introduced an element of complexity. The function that serves to inform and transmit messages 

is further challenged by the organization’s multiple locations and mixture of colocal and remote 

workers. 

Internal communication and organizational productivity. Current research has 

increasingly identified the need for organizations to implement strong internal communication 

practices to enhance organizational productivity. Inman (1978) cited internal communication as 

vital to the success of any size of organization (p. 50). This section explores the relationship 

between internal communication and organizational productivity. Gray and Robertson (2005) 

argued that for an organization to derive as much benefit as possible from communication 

practices, it must invest in communication training and development (p. 28). Scholars continue to 

debate if a firm link has been established between internal communication and organizational 

productivity (Hargie et al., 2002; Kalla, 2005, Rosendahl et al., 2014; Zerfass, Verčič, & Volk, 

2017). Many researchers who have explored this question directly in quantitative and qualitative 
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data collection are hesitant to declare a direct correlation between internal communication and 

productivity. 

Numerous scholars have argued the value of gathering empirical evidence to support a 

relationship between internal communication and organizational productivity (Bharadwaj, 2014; 

Carrière & Bourque, 2009; Hargie et al., 2002; Herbsleb & Mockus, 2003, Kalla, 2005; Mazzei, 

2014; Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2014; Stegaroiu & Talal 2014; Verčič et al., 2012; Welch, 

2012). Hargie et al. (2002) argued that the result of poor internal communication is low 

employee dedication to organizational outcomes and an increase in turnover (p. 415). Kalla 

(2005) conducted further research and argued that an integrated approach to the study of internal 

communication and organizational success was warranted (p. 302). If the academic disciplines 

that relate to communication and business administration were to integrate to study internal 

communication, the scholarship could advance as data could be amalgamated (Kalla, 2005, 

p. 302). Kalla concluded that if sharing information is the result of using an integrated 

perspective when studying internal communication, then it is possible to grasp how internal 

communication furthers an organization’s viability (p. 312). Kalla stated that there were 

limitations to the study, and she called for further research to validate her findings (p. 312). 

Building on Hargie et al.’s (2002) research, Carrière and Bourque (2009) concluded that 

their results validated the 2002 study (p. 44). Carrière and Bourque identified a close relationship 

between effective communication, job fulfillment, and loyalty to the organization (p. 44). 

Another 2009 study completed by Tsai, Chuang, and Hsieh sought to test the relationship 

between internal communication and job performance, and they were confident that their results 

indicated a direct causal relationship (p. 831). Going beyond identifying a causal relationship, 
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Tsai et al. reported communication related to organizational relationships had a high impact on 

performance (p. 831). Internal communication practices such as providing feedback, discussions 

with supervisors, and the overall communication environment were all important factors, yet it 

was personal feedback that had highest bearing on job performance (Tsai et al., 2009, p. 831). 

Hargie and Tourish (2009) revisited the relationship between internal communication and 

organizational productivity. They identified a need for further research into internal 

communication, as internal communication is vital to establish an organization’s success 

(p. 419). These authors asserted, “How people interact with each other remains one of the most 

fascinating and elusive topics to attract study” (Hargie & Tourish, 2009, p. 419). Carrière and 

Bourque (2009) stated that the most intriguing branch of internal communication studies is 

employee perceptions, as it is linked to productivity (p. 31). However, they remarked that there is 

a limited understanding of the link between satisfactory communication and dedication to an 

organization (Carrière & Bourque, 2009, p. 31). 

Bharadwaj (2014), Mazzei (2014), Stegaroiu and Talal (2014), Omilion-Hodges and 

Baker (2014), Verčič et al. (2012), and Welch (2012) presented data on internal communication 

and its effect on organizational efficacy. These scholars agreed that there is a suggestive link 

between robust internal communication and organizational success, although all argued that 

more research is needed. In her thesis, Karanges (2014) sought to demonstrate a link between 

internal communication and employee engagement (p. 19). Karanges asserted that, at the time 

she began her research, there was little empirical evidence to show a definitive link between 

internal communication and employee engagement (p. 22). For her thesis research, Karanges 

outlined measurements that could be applied to test the link between internal communication and 
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engagement (p. 69). The internal communication factors measured were frequency, method, 

direction, and quality (p. 69). Karanges asserted that her findings supported a direct relationship 

between internal communication and employee engagement (p. 127). 

Zerfass et al. (2017) underscored the need for empirical evaluation of communication in 

organizations (p. 3). They felt that there was insufficient evidence to show a definitive causal 

link between internal communication and organizational outcomes, as there were inconsistent 

standards when it came to valuating intangible assets, such as internal communication 

(pp. 3, 15). Bharadwaj (2014) stated that there has to date not been enough quantitative research 

in the area of internal communication and an organization’s productivity (p. 184). The argument 

put forth by Bharadwaj is that it is difficult to quantify the outcomes from communication 

experiments (p. 184). There appears to be an opportunity for new research methodologies to be 

developed to test communication and productivity. The research outlined in this section also 

demonstrated that the relationship between internal communication and organizational 

productivity is multifaceted and complex. There is little agreement on the quantity and quality of 

the research conducted in the last 15 years, and this research is well poised to add to the 

scholarship on what Hargie and Tourish (2009) called a “fascinating and elusive topic” (p. 419). 

The literature reviewed showed that there is an ongoing debate about how to define 

internal communication. Internal communication is not limited to the words employees use to 

speak to one another. There are many other behaviours and media available to enrich, or confuse, 

communication within an organization. The impact of internal communication on organizational 

productivity is not yet fully understood. The literature reviewed indicates that they are linked yet 

to what extent internal communication affects organization productivity has not been fully 
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realized. Understanding internal communication and the role it plays in organizational 

productivity is an important aspect of this investigation. 

Internal Communication Among Stakeholders in an Organization With Multiple Locations 

This topic explored the staff members’ perspectives on internal communication in an 

organization with multiple locations. The barriers and facilitators of internal communication will 

also be examined. Each member of an organization has a different way of perceiving a situation; 

examining those differences enables leaders to attain new perspectives (Senge, 2006, p. 231). A 

look at internal communication opportunities, barriers, and methods to facilitate, can provide 

insight into what media and strategies have worked in the past, which can inform this current 

study. A notable gap exists in the literature around internal communication in organizations with 

multiple locations. Much of the research performed to date looked at organizations with remote 

workers or those with a distributed workforce, but not both situations combined (Alzoubi, Gill, 

& Al-Ani, 2016; Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999; Fay & Kline, 2011; Golden, 2007; Herbsleb & 

Mockus, 2003; Jacobs, 2004; Levasseur, 2012; Taskin & Bridoux, 2010; Wiesenfeld et al., 

1999). Noll, Beecham, and Richardson (2010) are among the few who have studied 

organizations with all the above conditions. Their research was conducted on organizations with 

workers located in different office spaces within the same general area and with workers 

distributed geographically and temporally. 

Organizational member perceptions. Perceptions have a profound impact on the 

system based on Cady’s (2011) observation that “we use cognitive and perceptual lenses to 

define, explore and understand the innumerable systems of which we are a part” (p. 2). This 

topic explores the research conducted into the value for organizations in understanding how their 
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members perceive internal communication. This employee-centred perspective was proposed by 

several researchers as a new way to understand internal communication in organizations (Hargie, 

Tourish, & Wilson, 2002; Ruck & Welch, 2012; Welch, 2011). Men (2014) advocated that 

seeking out the perspectives of the staff can improve their sense of belonging within the 

organization (p. 279). I chose the literature for this section as these works explore the value of 

seeking the employee perspective on internal communication. I reviewed additional literature to 

discuss the employee perspective on internal communication in organizations with a distributed 

workforce. 

Karanges et al. (2015) found a significant corelation between how a manager 

communicates with a subordinate and staff retention (p. 130). Their findings show that engaging 

with staff to understand the issues that face them can create productive relationships among 

organizational hierarchies, which improves retention (Karanges et al., 2015, p. 130). 

Multidirectional communication is a means by which an employer can demonstrate respect, as it 

shows an interest in staff perspectives (Men, 2014, p. 279). Radloff, Joslyn, and Capobianco 

(2016) stated that a collective approach to making decisions and implementation humanizes the 

individuals in the organization (p. 2000). 

Hargie et al. (2002) discussed the concept of “communication climate” (p. 415). The 

relevance for internal communication research is that the first step in understanding an 

organization’s communication systems requires an appraisal of that business’s communication 

climate (p. 415). The communication climate is the dialectic discourse that flows between 

managers and staff (Goldhaber, as cited in Hargie et al., 2002, p. 415). The assessment requires 

engaging members to discover the overall health of an organization’s communication 
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(Goldhaber, as cited in Hargie et al., 2002, p. 415). The findings Verčič et al. (2012) saw a 

contrast to Hargie et al.’s (2002) assessment of the communication climate as dialectic. They 

explored the employee perspective and defined internal communication as employee 

communication (Verčič et al., 2012, p. 225). Their research concluded that employees often have 

the perception that internal communication is the responsibility of management (Verčič et al., 

2012, p. 225). 

Welch’s (2011) paper built upon research relating to employee engagement and the 

function communication plays in engagement (p. 328). In order to understand the relationship 

between communication and employee engagement, Welch (2011) proposed that three key 

points had to be examined: what constitutes engagement, how it interrelates with ideas of 

dedication to the organization, and the effects on communication (p. 335). To understand these 

key points, researchers must recognize the communication needs of the employees, which can be 

highly diverse (Welch, 2011, p. 341). 

Friedl and Verčič (2011) explored the communication preferences of those born after 

1980. Participants were asked to rank the communication media they preferred based upon the 

type of information (Friedl & Verčič, 2011, p. 85). Respondents preferred media such as email, 

intranet news, and meetings when general organizational information had to be relayed (Friedl & 

Verčič, 2011, p. 85). Meetings were the preferred medium when communication was required 

with managers (Friedl & Verčič, 2011, p. 85). Friedl and Verčič concluded that although 

respondents enjoyed social media in their personal lives, they preferred more traditional media in 

their work life (p. 85). 
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Ruck and Welch (2012) explored workers’ communication requirements, internal 

communication practices, and their relationships to engagement (p. 294). The implications were 

that by understanding employee perspectives, organizations could determine which internal 

communication needs have consequences on performance (Ruck & Welch, 2012, p. 301). Ruck 

and Welch proposed that their work could inform future data collection methods that focus on 

the substance of communication and what workers need from internal communication (p. 301). 

Mazzei’s (2010) datasets revealed that perceptions of internal communication leaned 

toward intangible elements of collaborative knowledge sharing as opposed to something 

confined within organizational boundaries (p. 230). This perception of internal communication 

results in loyalty towards the organization (Mazzei, 2010, p. 230). In a later study, Men (2014) 

found that employees perceived confidence in their relationship with their organization when 

communication was open, reciprocal, and took into account their perspectives (p. 273). Two-

way, open communication allows for an environment in which collaboration can flourish and 

leads to a sense of ownership of the organization’s success (Men, 2014, p. 273). 

Mazzei’s (2014) later research proposed a new term to define employee-focused 

communication as “enablement” (p. 87) based on her research in American organizations. 

Enablement allows the employee to engage in dialogue within the organization and moves away 

from the idea that communication should come down from management (Mazzei, 2014, p. 87). 

The employee’s experience thus becomes more entwined with that of the organization’s, which 

increases accountability towards the organization’s success (p. 87). Like Welch (2012), Mazzei 

also called for internal communication scholarship to be less paternalistic and to engage the 

employee perspective (p. 89). 
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Bharadwaj (2014) viewed internal communication as a force that enables change 

management, employee retention, and a collaborative work environment (pp. 183–184). Internal 

communication should build employee trust and promote accountability by integrating employee 

goals with company goals (p. 184). Omilion-Hodges and Baker (2014) built on Welch’s (2012) 

work and discussed the importance of employers who contemplate how workers understand 

internal messaging, as it can impact how they externally communicate about the organization 

(p. 436). Employee perceptions of their organization’s internal communication strategy could 

impact their loyalty towards the business and lead them to become either part of a stable 

workforce or result in high turnover rates (Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2014, p. 436). 

Organizations that are not fully transparent in their internal communication can lead employees 

to have a negative view of the organization (Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2014, p. 436). In 

summary, it is clear that gaining employees’ perspectives on internal communication can help 

organizations to understand the holistic impact of communication. A strong link between staff 

engagement and retention is clear from the data, and it behoves organizations to engage with 

employees regarding their internal communication media. 

Duxbury and Neufeld (1999) researched a specific scenario in which certain managerial 

staff began working from home. They argued that little work had been done to study the impact 

that remote workers had on internal communication (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999, p. 3). In their 

research, Duxbury and Neufeld, explored if remote work required employees to change how they 

communicated, and did colocal workers change the way they communicate with the remote staff 

(p. 3). Their findings indicated that in some circumstances the lack of face-to-face 

communication was a benefit to the remote work arrangement (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999, 
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p. 23). Employees perceived alternative communication media, such as telephone and fax, as a 

reasonable replacement for face-to-face communication (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999, p. 23). 

Duxbury and Neufeld concluded that success was derived from an increase in planning around 

communication and considered this to be an important factor when organizations look to 

implement remote work opportunities (p. 23). Duxbury and Neufeld did note several limitations 

of their research and indicated that further studies should be done on remote work arrangements. 

In particular, the impact on nonremote workers should be conducted over a longer period of time 

and involve the perspectives of multiple levels of employee (p. 26). 

Golden (2007) argued that previous research on organizations with remote workers had 

ignored how organizational outcomes were impacted when part of a work unit was virtual 

(p. 1642). Golden’s unique research took on the perspective of the workers who remained in 

office and examined how they viewed the impact of the remote worker on their job satisfaction 

(p. 1642). Golden discussed the perception that some workers feel they take on a higher 

workload than their remote coworkers who were not in the office (p. 1658). This is related to the 

perceived ability to communicate more easily with a worker within the office than with a remote 

worker on subjects that require a lot of detail (Golden, 2007, p. 1660). 

Taskin and Bridoux (2010) conducted research on organizations that allowed certain 

employees to work remotely. They looked at the impact on knowledge transfer between colocal 

workers and remote workers (Taskin & Bridoux, 2010). They stated that with improvements in 

communication technology, work is not the exclusive purview of the traditional office space 

(Taskin & Bridoux, 2010, p. 2503). They noted that when employees begin working remotely, it 

changes the nature of their relationships within the organization (Taskin & Bridoux, 2010, 
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p. 2515). Taskin and Bridoux acknowledged that this was an area that needed further research 

(p. 2515). 

The literature reviewed in this section highlighted the importance of engaging with the 

organizational members’ perspectives on internal communication. It is important to understand 

how employees interpret internal communication within their organization, as their viewpoints 

can create perceptions that impact how they engage with their organization. This literature 

review demonstrated the value of the employee perspective, and it is the employee perspective 

that this inquiry sought to understand. 

Barriers of internal communication among multiple physical locations. Current 

research into internal communication has uncovered various barriers to successful 

communication. Stegaroiu and Talal (2014) listed several barriers to communication: 

environmental and personal, attention and time, multiple levels of hierarchy, and power-over 

relationships (p. 67). The authors described specific examples of barriers as cultural perceptions 

and socioeconomic backgrounds (Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014, p. 67). In her work, Welch (2012) 

examined various communication media and their effectiveness. Her research concluded that not 

all communication media appeal to the same groups of people (Welch, 2012, p. 253). Therefore, 

if organizational leaders chose to adopt a uniform internal communication strategy, they would 

risk alienating some members. 

Stegaroiu and Talal (2014) contended that, due to four generations being represented in 

the workplace, certain communication methods could be barriers for some cohort groups (p. 64). 

Unsuitable communication can result in employees feeling insecure and can destabilize 

relationships within an organization (Chmielecki, 2015, p. 28). Chmielecki’s (2015) research 
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provided one example of inappropriate communication as unidirectional communication (p. 34). 

Mazzei’s (2014) research echoed this conclusion citing one-way communication as detrimental 

to an organization (p. 87). 

Men (2014) found printed materials, excluding emails, to be specific barriers to 

communication (p. 279). Men noted that social media was underutilized as a communication 

medium and highlighted this as a potential opportunity to be harnessed by organizations for 

internal communication (p. 280). However, when one considers Stegaroiu and Talal’s (2014) 

comments about multigenerational workplaces, the use of social media may exclude some 

workers who may not be comfortable using this platform as a communication tool. As stated 

previously, the millennial generation is not overly interested in social media as a communication 

tool in their organizations (Friedl & Verčič, 2011). I found it interesting that the above 

academics wrote about research conducted in organizations across the globe, yet their 

conclusions were similar. This implies that although organizations can be culturally and 

linguistically distinct, the motivating needs of people are indistinct cross-culturally. 

Noll et al. (2010) conducted research on the topic of communication barriers in 

organizations with a workforce that is geographically and temporally distributed. They 

concluded that weak communication was a barrier that needed solutions in order for 

organizations with a distributed workforce to succeed (Noll et al., 2010, p. 67). Noll et al. further 

explained that a barrier to communication is time zones (p. 69). While geographic distance can 

create communication issues, workers in different time zones exponentially exacerbate 

communication problems (Noll et al., 2010, p. 69). Under these circumstances, synchronous 

communication is not possible and asynchronous communication creates delays (Noll et al., 
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2010, p. 69). Alzoubi et al. (2016) cited distance as a contributing factor to internal 

communication issues (p. 30). Physical and temporal distances between workers reduce 

opportunities for face-to-face communication and increase communication lags, which can result 

in production delays. 

Vlaar et al. (2008) identified communication and interpersonal skill development to be 

barriers for distributed work teams (p. 246). They stated that sparse attention is paid to 

communication training in the Information Technology industry (Vlaar et al., 2008, p. 246). 

Better training practices could assist workers in building stronger relationships that would 

engender greater understanding and cooperation (p. 246). 

The aim of this inquiry was to improve the internal communication practices within the 

firm. The literature reviewed demonstrated that there are various barriers that prevent successful 

internal communication. The review of electronic media and its efficacy showed that more 

research is needed to understand how electronic media affects the quality of internal 

communication in organizations. 

Facilitators of internal communication among multiple physical locations. Stegaroiu 

and Talal (2014) cited interpersonal communication as one of the best media to facilitate internal 

communication (p. 65). They stated that their research demonstrated in-person communication is 

the ideal method for internal communication (Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014, p. 64). This form of 

communication allows for the transmission of nonverbal cues, which can provide further insight 

into the message being delivered (Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014, p. 65). In-person communication also 

enabled real-time interactions (p. 66). Participants in this inquiry noted that the immediacy of 

face-to-face communication when a coworker was in the same office was both a convenience 
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and a nuisance. While it enabled instant communication when something was urgent, it was also 

noted to be a distraction. Stegaroiu and Talal acknowledged, as corporations expand, in-person 

communication is a challenge (p. 64). They advocated for a mixture of verbal and nonverbal 

communication to ensure optimal internal communication (Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014, p. 66). 

In Men’s (2014) study of an American organization with 400 respondents, in-person 

communication was found to be preferred by employees, as it made them feel valued by the 

organization (p. 279). As in Stegaroiu and Talal (2014), Men mentioned the value-added benefits 

of nonverbal communication, which provides instant feedback (p. 279). While Stegaroiu and 

Talal (2014) and Men’s (2014) findings found that face-to-face communication media are ideal, 

Welch (2012) indicated respondents showed a preference for digital media due to environmental 

concerns over printed materials (p. 251). Welch (2012) concluded that a sense of purpose and 

sustainability should be considered when discussing internal communication media (p. 253). 

Rather than referring to specific media, Mazzei’s (2014) research looked at relationship building 

within the organization through multiple channels of dialogue to create strong internal 

communication (pp. 87–88). Actions to facilitate relationships are outlined by Mazzei’s (2014) 

respondents as actively listening, providing feedback, and openly discussing inconsistencies in 

the organization’s messaging (p. 90). 

Mazzei (2010) proposed that interactive communication outlets that provided employees 

with opportunities to share their thoughts and ideas promoted “active communication 

behaviours” (p. 230). In later work, Mazzei, Kim, and Dell’Oro (2012) argued that the state of 

the relationship between the employer and employee directly impacts communication behaviour 

(p. 36). If the relationship is a positive one, internal communication is effective (Mazzei et al., 
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2012, p. 42). Mazzei et al. found that when an organization aligns its messaging with action, the 

quality of the relationship improves (p. 42). 

Hargie and Tourish (2009) argued that a communication audit is a means to adequately 

review an organization’s internal communication before any improvement strategies are created 

(p. 418). These authors drew six conclusions regarding strategies to facilitate internal 

communication (Hargie & Tourish, 2009, pp. 418–419). The key elements can be summarized as 

the need for time and resources, performance dialogue, behavioural changes, feedback, 

measurement, and the knowledge that one’s work is never complete when it comes to keeping 

internal communication alive and well (Hargie & Tourish, 2009, pp. 418–419). 

Various technologies can be utilized to facilitate internal communication and simulate the 

face-to-face experience (Alzoubi et al., 2016; Noll et al., 2010; Sarker & Sahay, 2004; Vlaar et 

al., 2008). Sarker and Sahay (2004) noted that when distributed teams can create a set of agreed-

upon communication manners for instant messaging applications, the tool can be utilized to 

enhance communication (p. 17). Examples include ensuring only one person is typing at a time 

and closing one topic before a new one is introduced (Sarker & Sahay, 2004, p. 17). Vlaar et al. 

(2008) suggested organizations create more opportunities for synchronous communication (p. 

246). They also proposed that temporally distributed teams change their shifts to expand the time 

frames in which synchronous communication could occur (Vlaar et al., 2008, p. 246). Noll et al. 

(2010) recommended that organizations take into account workers’ technological abilities and 

how they process information when choosing a communication tool (p. 71). This will ensure 

messages are better understood when face-to-face communication is not available (Noll et al., 

2010, p. 71). Alzoubi et al. (2016) suggested that a flexible approach to technology use in 
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communication between dispersed work teams is needed. They suggested that a combination of 

synchronous and asynchronous tools could improve internal communication within dispersed 

teams (Alzoubi et al., 2016, p. 31). To enable communication, Alzoubi et al. further advised that 

organizations ensure shared information is kept up to date, meetings are recorded to share with 

absentee team members who are in another time zone, and wiki platforms are used to distribute 

information (p. 31).  

Chapter Summary 

When writing this chapter I reviewed a sample of the existing literature relating to the 

questions in this inquiry. The research questions for this inquiry attempted to unpack 

perspectives on internal communication and its impact in an organization with a distributed 

workforce. The literature reviewed helped to establish a working definition of internal 

communication and to understand the role it plays in organizations. From there, I reviewed 

literature that investigated the link between productivity and internal communication. Despite 

reviewing research conducted over several decades, I found no definitive consensus from 

scholars on the impact of internal communication and organizational productivity. In order to 

further investigate that link, in the second section of this review I looked at research that 

identified the worker’s perspective and explored some of the barriers and facilitators of internal 

communication. Although this is not a comprehensive review of all literature relating to internal 

communication, I found several gaps in the scholarship that stand out. Further research is 

required to conclusively establish the link between organizational productivity and internal 

communication. More work is needed to understand how multiple work sites effect internal 

communication. Bharadwaj (2014) noted that, although numerous studies have examined internal 
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communication and organizational productivity, little work has been done to test research 

findings (p. 184). Noll et al. (2010) noted several potential avenues to overcome internal 

communication barriers; however, the proposed solutions require further research into their 

application (p. 73). This inquiry is poised to provide solutions to the barriers that exist for 

internal communication in organizations with distributed workers. 

The next chapter outlines the research methods used in this study. It describes the 

research design, the data collection methods, and the analysis of the data employed in this study. 

The participant selection and recruitment process is explained and a review of possible ethical 

implications is conducted. 
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Chapter Three: Inquiry Project Approach 

In this chapter I outline the methodological approach used in this inquiry. I also discuss in 

detail the selection and recruitment of project participants, data collection methods, and research 

ethics. Through this inquiry I explored the following research question: How can internal 

communication be improved in an accounting firm with multiple physical locations? My 

research also addressed the following subquestions: 

1. How do the staff understand and conceptualize successful internal communication? 

2. From the perspectives of the staff, what is the current state of internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

3. What communication strategies would the staff find helpful to facilitate 

communication among the multiple locations? 

4. What resources and tools would be necessary to improve internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

Inquiry Project Methodology 

In the early part of the 20th century, Kurt Lewin pioneered an approach to change 

management called action research (Burnes, 2009, p. 226). Action research engages 

organizational stakeholders as participants in an inquiry to create solutions to the issues that 

affect them (Stringer, 2014, p. 6). It involves multiple cycles of research that have been 

expressed in different ways by various researchers (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 9). At its core, 

the cycles define a question, gather data, create a plan to take action, enact the plan, evaluate the 

outcome, and then begin again as required (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, p. 9). These cycles are 
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performed in collaboration with the organization and its members (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014, 

p. 6). 

This inquiry utilized the action research engagement (ARE) model, an extension of action 

research (Rowe, Graf, Agger-Gupta, Piggot-Irvine, & Harris, 2013, p. 6). ARE differs from 

action research in that it assesses the organization’s readiness for change and then sets the stage 

for the creation of an action plan. The goal of ARE is to engage with the organization to prepare 

and commit to change (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 6). 

ARE works through four stages (see Figure 1 in Rowe et al., 2013, p. 20). The first stage 

explores the organization’s needs and focuses on designing appropriate research questions. The 

second stage involves gathering information from organizational members about the issues and 

looking at opportunities for change (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 20). The third stage involves collecting 

data, analyzing the information, and forming recommendations (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 20). The 

final stage takes the researcher back to the organizational stakeholders to review the outcomes of 

the data collection and analysis and determine how the organization can move forward (Rowe et 

al., 2013 p. 20). ARE was particularly applicable to this inquiry, as it ensured all staff worked in 

collaboration to understand the issues, discussed their perspectives, and were motivated to 

participate in change (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 36). Action research picks up where ARE leaves off 

and deals with the implementation phases (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 20). Due to the time constraints 

for this research project, it was not possible to report on the success of the implementation of any 

recommendations that surfaced through this research. 

Radloff et al. (2016) pointed out that many graduate programs focus on the theory of 

research rather than allowing the student to practice and conduct inquiry (p. 1999). Action 
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research bridges the gap between the classroom experience and life as a researcher (Radloff et 

al., 2016, p. 1999). Qualitative data collection is a component of action research (Stringer, 2014, 

p. 101). Glesne (2016) discussed the value of qualitative research as a means of understanding 

the complexity of many truths, rather than as a means to arrive at a single shared truth (p. 284). 

Once these perspectives are identified, dialogue can take place to create a deeper understanding 

(Glesne, 2016, p. 284). Using qualitative data collection methods provided information on the 

different perspectives held by the research participants. The inquiry methods began with an 

electronic survey, followed by an online forum, and finally a focus group. Once I had analyzed 

the survey data, I refined the online forum questions to dig more deeply into the subquestions. I 

then reviewed the online forum data and fine-tuned the focus group questions from the original 

draft. 

Each research method gathered information from different platforms. The survey 

questions were narrowly focused with limited opportunities for the respondents to comment. I 

designed the survey questions to gather more quantitative data, which provided a cross reference 

to the qualitative data collected through the online forum and focus group. Additionally, the 

survey provided a starting point to ensure that participants had a uniform understanding of the 

concepts underlining internal communication before any in-depth discussions began in the online 

forum and focus group. The survey also provided an anonymous format to gather initial thoughts 

from the participants, and I used the data gathered to inform the questions for the next two data 

collection methods. The goal for the online forum and focus group was to provide an opportunity 

for participants to discuss the overarching research questions. Although both methods were 

designed to generate discussion, one involved face-to-face communication while the other used a 
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digital medium. I scheduled a 2-week interval between the survey and online forum, and 2 weeks 

later the focus group was facilitated. This allowed participants time to reflect on the research 

questions and provide further details on their perspectives in the focus group. These three data 

collection events are described in greater detail in the “Inquiry Methods” and “Study Conduct” 

sections found in this chapter. 

Project Participants 

A total of 15 staff accountants and three administrators were invited to participate in the 

study. The firm is comprises four partners and 18 staff. In my role, I am responsible for human 

resources, training, and development. To avoid any perceptions of bias, neither the four partners 

nor I were involved in the data collection process, nor were we aware of who participated and 

who abstained. I considered the perceptions that participants may have concerning power over or 

influence in this study. The project sponsors and I were concerned that staff would be reluctant 

to be fully candid in their responses if the partners or I, as the researcher participated, in the data 

collection, and thus the rationale for exclusion. The project sponsors and I also agreed, in 

writing, that this research would not draw on any internal data collected in my role as one of the 

human resource managers (Partners in Firm, personal communication, October 27, 2017). All 

data about participants presented in this thesis have been generated solely through the described 

data collection methods. 

 Stringer (2014) emphasized that participants in action research should not be placed in a 

vulnerable position during the research (p. 89). By excluding the partners and me, the staff were 

able to gather in an environment without concerns of power-over issues. One of my goals as the 

researcher was to ensure that participants felt comfortable taking part in the inquiry and/or 
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abstaining. The use of third-party inquiry team members assisted me in accomplishing this. All 

inquiry team members signed an agreement prior to taking part in the research process (see 

Appendix A). 

Recruitment 

I paid special attention to creating a recruitment process that mitigated concerns of 

coercion or influence over staff. The inquiry team members contacted organization members 

through email to issue invitations to participate in the research (see Appendices B and C). All 

organizational members’ contact information was available to the public through the firm’s 

website. At my request, an inquiry team member sent a link to the survey and online forum to all 

participants through email along with the informed consent document (see Appendix D). As a 

result of this process individual firm members did not have to notify inquiry team members of 

their participation and remained anonymous. To use the online forum, firm members created a 

log in identity that kept their participation anonymous from me, as the researcher, and from each 

other. This helped to mitigate concerns of power-over issues within the online forum. Due to the 

nature of a focus group, it was impossible to maintain complete anonymity among the 

participants. An inquiry team member emailed participants a follow up to the original invitation 

letter, informing them of the date, time, and location for the focus group. Prior to the focus group 

start time, I left the office to ensure that I would not see participants leave the office to attend the 

group session. This was so that I would not be aware of who participated and who abstained. 

Study Conduct 

According to Stringer (2014), the first step in action research is to understand how the 

staff in the organization conceptualize the problem (p. 101), and gathering the survey data 



IMPROVING INTERNAL COMMUNICATION 50 

facilitated this. Thus, as a first step in this inquiry, the survey was administered through Hosted 

In Canada Surveys (n.d.) and participants were given 2 weeks to complete the questionnaire. I 

pulled the reports provided by Hosted In Canada Surveys and used a spreadsheet to code the 

responses to the survey questions. Coding was accomplished by noting the verbatim comments 

in the spreadsheet. I made note of similar responses and grouped them by colour. Responses that 

were repeated by 25% or more were categorized while responses that appeared infrequently were 

treated as outliers. I revisited the outliers after I had coded the online forum and focus group data 

to see if any similar information appeared in the other data collection responses. 

Once I had analyzed the extracted data, I reviewed and modified the online forum 

questions to dig deeper into the survey participants’ responses. The three online forum questions 

were designed to probe further into the categories that I had defined when I reviewed the coded 

survey data. The online forum was set up using a secure web-based online collaboration system 

called Slack (2018). Participants were able to use the link sent in the invitation email to access 

the online forum and engage in discussions based on three questions (see Appendix E). I gave 

participants 2 weeks to participate in the online forum. One of my inquiry team members then 

printed participants’ responses and I reviewed the data. Repeating the process used in analyzing 

the survey data, I coded the comments by looking for similarities in the responses, categorized 

them, and then went back to compare the online form categories against the survey categories. 

This comparative analysis revealed certain consistencies and specific categories that stood out 

more than others. In addition to tracking keywords and their frequency, I also noted when 

respondents provided conflicting information. These contradictions offered an opportunity to 

explore the research questions more deeply through the online forum and focus group. One 
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outlier response from the survey was repeated in the online forum responses, and I decided to 

add this subject to the list of five focus group questions as I felt it provided further insight into 

the employee perspective. I was thus able to fine-tune the focus group questions and provide the 

participants with the opportunity to speak further to their perspectives on internal communication 

and how multiple work locations impact it (see Appendix F). Once all data sets were coded and 

categorized, I noticed that two distinct themes had emerged: perception and productivity. 

The first theme of perception spoke directly to the subquestion, which sought to 

understand the staff’s perspective of internal communication within their organization. The 

second theme of productivity demonstrated the impact of the staff’s perception of the state of 

internal communication. Chapter 2 discussed the research done to date on the relationship 

between productivity and internal communication. Although several researchers have 

demonstrated a link, all literature on the topic from Chapter 2 cited the need for more research to 

understand the exact nature of the relationship between productivity and internal communication. 

The themes that emerged from the data analysis hinted that the perception of the link may be 

more relevant than quantitative data sets for the staff working in this organization. 

The focus group also provided an opportunity for staff to discuss recommendations for 

areas they identified that needed improving. Out of the 17 staff members invited to participate in 

the research, 76% participated in the survey, 29% posted responses in the online forum, and 53% 

attended the focus group. All data collected during the survey and online forum were 

anonymous; therefore, it was not possible to know how many of the senior, intermediate, or 

junior members of the accounting and administrative staff participated. The focus group was 

located at an offsite location and was approximately 1 hour in length. 
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Inquiry Project Methods 

Data collection methods. In this section I explain my rationale for engaging participants 

in a survey, online forum, and focus group. Stringer (2014) stated that the main goal of the data-

gathering phase of action research is to accumulate information that enables the researcher to 

understand the viewpoints of those who are affected by the concern under inquiry (p. 101). With 

that goal in mind, I ensured this study provided different platforms for staff to engage with the 

research question. 

To ensure that participants felt secure, I arranged for three inquiry team members from 

outside of the organization to conduct the data collection. Cita Airth, Angela Kermer, and Cam 

Kowalski are my cohort member and learning partners in the Royal Roads Master of Arts in 

Leadership program. These individuals have keen observation skills honed through their careers 

within the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and Vancouver Police. All possess strong systematic 

thinking, have research experience, and expressed a desire to help people develop to their full 

potential. The inquiry team members assisted with pilot testing questions, collected survey 

participant information, administered the survey, monitored the online forum, and facilitated the 

focus group. In my organizational role, I participate in the hiring and firing of staff, supervise the 

training programs, and have input into staff salaries. Due to my position within the firm, there 

were potential power-over issues with me being directly involved with participants in this 

research. To address these issues, I did not have access to the online forum nor did I attend the 

focus group session. Inquiry team members first reviewed the raw data to ensure all personal 

identifiers were omitted and then sent the information to me. I had no access to participants’ 

names. All survey data were anonymous, as confirmed by email from Hosted in Canada Surveys 
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(n.d.). No employees were identified in the online forum. I arranged for the focus group to be 

audio recorded, and an inquiry team member provided a professional transcriptionist with the 

recording. The transcriptionist provided the verbatim data from the recording back to the inquiry 

team member. The inquiry team member reviewed the transcript to ensure participant names 

were omitted. The same data collection methods were used for all staff; there was no separation 

of junior, intermediate, senior, or administrative staff. All work done at the firm requires the 

collaboration of all staff, regardless of their tittle. The distinction of senior, intermediate, junior 

accountant, and administrator relates to technical ability and, therefore, did not result in power-

over concerns. All levels of staff work together on files; therefore, their inclusion in the same 

data collection mirrored the work environment. The data collection process consisted of three 

methods: an electronic survey, an online forum, and a focus group. Each data collection method 

was administered at different times, which helped to inform the subsequent methods. As I was an 

internal researcher, I took into consideration all benefits and obstacles faced by an individual 

conducting an inquiry in one’s own organization. I present the strategies I employed to mitigate 

obstacles of bias below. 

Following Glesne’s (2016) advice, I chose to utilize more than one data collection 

method (p. 53), as this allowed for the survey responses to be tested in the online forum and 

focus group. The online forum and focus group provided the opportunity for the staff to confirm 

the ideas they expressed in the survey. 

I arranged for the survey, online forum, and focus group questions to initially be pilot 

tested by members of my inquiry team. The goal of pilot testing is to ensure the questions are 

clear to the respondents and any assumptions or biases that the researcher may be projecting are 
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discussed with the pilot testers (Glesne, 2016, p. 61). Stinger (2014) advised it is important that 

the questions are not unduly influenced by any bias held by the researcher (p. 102). Another 

benefit of pilot testing is that the researcher is better prepared for any surprises or unexpected 

viewpoints that may emerge during the research (Glesne, 2016, p. 61). Glesne (2016) cautioned 

the pilot test is not actually part of the research and the data, while it is formative, should not be 

included in the final analysis (p. 61). 

Greene (2014) discussed the benefits and pitfalls of being a researcher inside one’s own 

organization. The insider researcher often has a solid grasp of the organization’s culture and his 

or her presence is less obtrusive (p. 3). Conversely, the insider’s view point can be too biased 

(Greene, 2014, p. 4). Greene argued that, although challenging, creating distance between the 

research and the researcher is one way to reduce researcher and participant bias (p. 4). To create 

distance between the participants and me, I arranged for the inquiry team members to contact 

organizational members through email to issue invitations to participate in the research. 

Electronic survey. One purpose of surveys in an organization is to assess a current state 

and create change (Nadler, as cited in Kraut, 2009, p. 303). Gideon (2012) stated that surveys 

offer researchers an opportunity to gather information and test prevailing beliefs (p. 3). Surveys 

also provide the prospect for people to remain anonymous and can result in more candid 

responses if respondents feel their confidentiality will be protected (Fink, 2009, p. 63). The 

questions in this study focused on how the staff defined internal communication, determined the 

opportunities and barriers to internal communication, and reviewed the communication tools 

available (see Appendix G). 
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The survey consisted of six questions using a Likert scale with space limited to 100 

words for additional comments. Likert scales are a means of ranking a respondent’s feelings or 

thoughts on a specific question (Allen & Seaman, 2007, p. 64). An ideal Likert scale has five 

response categories to allow for ranking best to worst, most to least, or agree and disagree (Allen 

& Seaman, 2007, p. 64). The survey data collection method also enables a simple synthesis of 

information through ordinal measures (Allen & Seaman, 2007, p. 65). Adding space in the 

survey for further comments allows for more in-depth responses (Walsh & Brinker, 2016, p. 87). 

I set the 100-word limit based on findings from Walsh and Brinker’s (2016) study on open-ended 

survey responses and character limitations. The authors calculated that the average number of 

characters that respondents typically used was 92 (Walsh & Brinker, 2016, p. 96). Creating a 

word limit also allows the researcher to analyze the data in a shorter time frame than if there was 

no limit (Walsh & Brinker, 2016, p. 87). 

Online forum. The survey data provided useful insights, which I then used to refine the 

questions used in the online forum and focus group (see Appendices E and F). The online forum 

provided an opportunity for the staff to anonymously interact in a digital medium while also 

creating a secure environment in which people could speak freely, as their anonymity was 

assured (Cantrell & Lupinacci, 2007, p. 545). Cantrell and Lupinacci (2007) asserted, “The 

anonymity that online surveys offer has positive implications for data quality” (p. 548). 

Expanding further, Cantrell and Lupinacci (2007) explained that the anonymity allows 

respondents to have a higher level of comfort when discussing potentially sensitive topics 

(p. 548). Another benefit to data collection presented by an online forum is that participants can 

post at any time while the forum is open (Im & Chee, 2006, p. 267). Im and Chee (2006) found 
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that the participation and retention rates were high in an online forum (p. 269). One issue they 

found was that nonverbal signals were lost, as there was no in person dialogue with the 

researcher (Im & Chee, 2006, p. 270). However, Im and Chee did not discuss the possibility that 

nonverbal signals require the researcher to make interpretations that could be biased and thus 

reduce the validity of the data collected. As I discuss in Chapter 4, Im and Chee’s (2006) 

findings were not supported by the participation rate differentials in this inquiry. 

Focus group. Glesne (2016) defined a focus group as “facilitating a discussion on a 

particular topic among a selected set of people” (p. 123). The recommended size of a focus group 

is six to 10 participants (Glesne, 2016, p. 124). Focus groups should take place in a space large 

enough to accommodate the participants and a facilitator (Glesne, 2016, p. 124). Ideally, 

participants will engage in a free flowing discussion of the questions presented by the facilitator 

whose role is to moderate the discussions (Glesne, 2016, p. 125). Glesne advised that the focus 

group be recorded in order to capture all voices (p. 125). The focus group took place at an offsite 

location to ensure that neither the partners nor I saw who took part. Two inquiry team members 

attended, one as facilitator and the other as note taker and the session was recorded. To avoid any 

perception by participants of researcher bias or power-over concerns, an inquiry team member 

delivered the audio recording to a professional transcriptionist. The transcriptionist then sent 

back a transcript to the inquiry team member to review and ensure all participant names were 

omitted. Once that was confirmed, the inquiry team member forwarded the transcript on to me 

for data analysis. 

Data analysis. Stringer (2014) cautioned that the foremost goal of data analysis is to 

recognize the thoughts and ideas expressed by the respondents and to be wary of researcher 
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inspired interpretation (p. 139). Glesne (2016) described data analysis as a process for the 

researcher to categorize and understand the experience of data collection (p. 183). There are 

numerous methods for analyzing data that must be informed by the data assemblage methods and 

the research objective. 

Coding data is a means of identifying information as stated by the respondent (Stringer, 

2014, p. 140). It is a way to reduce researcher bias in data analysis by capturing the specific 

language expressed by the respondent (Stringer, 2014, p. 140). Coding leads the researcher to 

establish categories of data (Stringer, 2014, p. 140). Attride-Stirling (2001) described coding as a 

means to “reduce the data” (p. 390), which requires a coding framework. The framework can be 

derived from the theoretical perspective of the research question or be based on points that 

surface in the raw data (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p. 390). The coding method I used in this inquiry 

was to identify keywords and note their frequency. Categories of related key words were then 

created. 

One method outlined by Glesne (2016) that follows coding and categorizing is thematic 

analysis (p. 184). Braun and Clarke (2006) discussed the flexibility involved in thematic analysis 

and how it can “provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of data” (p. 78). However, they 

cautioned that there are no clear guidelines to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78). 

The goal of identifying themes is to make note of key ideas expressed in the data collection that 

are in concert with the overarching research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). These ideas 

lead to discernible patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). Braun and Clarke explained that the 

volume of information may not necessarily mean one theme is more relevant than another 

(p. 82). Attention must be paid to its relevance to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 
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p. 82). This results in the researchers making choices about what themes to acknowledge and 

these choices should be disclosed (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). Glesne (2016) made the 

distinction between common themes and norms (p. 184). The point behind thematic analysis is 

not to establish what is normal; rather, the researcher must seek to identify complexity by asking 

how, why, and when respondents deviated from the norm (Glesne, 2016, p. 184). A benefit of 

thematic analysis when using multiple data collection methods is a reflective practice that 

evolves as the researcher processes the data, which can then inform the next method (Glesne, 

2016, p. 189). 

Once I had collected, coded, and categorized the data from each of the three methods, I 

compared the categories and looked for similarities and differences. I noticed that the categories 

repeated themselves in each method with additional details provided by each data collection 

method. In particular, the focus group yielded the most detailed responses of the three data 

collection methods. I reviewed and confirmed the categories that I had identified from my 

analysis of the survey, online forum, and focus group and pulled out the key points expressed by 

the participants which led to the creation of two themes previously discussed: perception and 

productivity. 

Glesne (2016) asserted, “Trustworthiness is about alertness to the quality and rigour of a 

study, about what sorts of criteria can be used to assess how well the research was carried out” 

(p. 53). Thomas and Magilvry (2011) stated that “reliability/validity” (p. 151) are methods that 

create assurance in research results (p. 151). The use of multiple data collection methods are a 

way to test the reliability or rigour of information provided by respondents (Thomas & Magilvy, 
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2011, p. 154). In this inquiry, I compared the survey, online forum, and focus group data and 

analyzed the information gathered for consistencies as well as inconsistencies in the responses. 

Ethical Issues 

Those conducting research in Canada are bound by the Tri-Council Policy Statement 

(TCPS; Canadian Institutes of Health Research [CIHR], Natural Sciences and Engineering 

Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

2014, p. 3). This policy documents ethical research practices to be followed with human subjects 

(CIHR et al., 2014, p. 3). The very nature of research is to seek out answers to questions with 

unpredictable outcomes, which may cause harm or involve risk for the participants (CIHR et al., 

2014, p. 5). The TCPS ethical guidelines are in place to mitigate risk and protect participants 

from physical or psychological harm (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 5). Ethical standards laid out within 

the TCPS apply to all forms of research involving people (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 5). Stringer 

(2014) stated that due to “the participatory nature of action research, ethical considerations work 

in a special way” (p. 89). In effect, the participants are engaged in the research alongside the 

researcher and have access to the process that those who take part in other methodologies do not 

(Stringer, 2014, p. 89). This increased transparency does not absolve the researcher of ethical 

concerns; written informed consent must be still be obtained (Stringer, 2014, p. 90). As noted in 

the most recent TCPS, the core principles of ethical research include respect for persons, concern 

for welfare, and justice (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 6). 

Respect for persons acknowledges that each human life is precious and deserves respect 

(CIHR et al., 2014, p. 6). Autonomy is a key factor in respect, as participants must have the right 

to determine their involvement in the research without coercion (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 6). To 
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ensure people are respected and to provide sufficient information for stakeholders to provide 

informed consent, the researcher must supply potential participants with documented evidence 

that includes detailed information about what their involvement entails and identifies any risks 

and recourse to withdrawal from the research (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 7). 

Concern for welfare speaks to the quality of an individual’s life experiences (CIHR et al., 

2014, p. 7). Any research that has the ability to harm a participant physically, emotionally, 

economically, or socially is considered to be detrimental to a person’s wellbeing (CIHR et al., 

2014, p. 7). The informed consent document must fully address any potential harm to the 

participant in clear language (CIHR et al., 2014, pp. 7–8). Participants have the right to withdraw 

from any research perceived as harmful to their welfare (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 8). 

Justice requires that the researcher treat each participant with equality and fairness (CIHR 

et al., 2014, p. 8). Special considerations must be given to any participants deemed vulnerable, 

such as children or marginalized groups (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 8). No vulnerable populations 

took part in this study. 

The TCPS calls for the core principles to be applied symbiotically; however, the extent to 

which they are implemented is dependent on the actual research (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 6). The 

need for research must be balanced with the ability to ensure that participants are treated with 

respect and due care (CIHR et al., 2014, p. 9). Given that the focus of this study was internal 

communication within the research organization, I weighted respect and concern for welfare 

more heavily than justice. I ensured all potential participants were provided with an 

informational document that explained the research process in detail (see Appendices B and C). 

It was paramount that I ensured the team’s participation was voluntary and their welfare was not 
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jeopardized. I have a degree of authority in the organization and hold power over most members. 

To avoid power-over issues, I was not in direct contact with participants, nor did I take part in 

the data-collection process. I only had access to the raw data, which were anonymously collected 

and given to me by inquiry team members. 

I stored all digital data on my password-protected home computer, which I backed up on 

a secure external hard drive. The research invitation letter addressed the length of time that data 

would be stored. At the focus group, the data collection occurred in front of all participants by 

way of a recording, which allowed for further transparency. Before the focus group began, a 

member of my inquiry team cautioned the participants to not repeat any part of the discussion 

outside of the event. This same inquiry team member also made it clear to participants how they 

could withdraw from the research if they chose to, and what would happen to their data if they 

wished to exit the study prior to the data being analyzed. Some of the participants signed up for 

the online forum and chose not to participate in discussions; no data were collected from them. 

None of the focus group participants withdrew from the study.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter outlined this inquiry’s process from beginning to end. The members of my 

inquiry team facilitated the online forum and focus groups with care to ensure all stakeholders 

felt comfortable participating in the data collection. I ensured a member of my inquiry team 

managed recruitment for this study so the firm’s partners and I remained unaware of which staff 

participated and which did not. I chose the data collection methods to provide various platforms 

to engage participants and to validate the information gathered across the different media. Each 

data collection method was administered individually so that responses from one method could 
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refine the questions of the next method. This allowed for the participants to guide the research 

questions so that their perspectives could be obtained. The ideal outcomes from the data 

collection methods were solutions that would speak to the respondents’ experiences (Stringer, 

2014, p. 101). In the next chapter I detail the study findings, present the study conclusions, and 

discuss the scope and limitations of the inquiry. 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

This chapter describes the inquiry’s four findings and offers three conclusions. I derived 

the findings primarily from the survey and focus group data, as these had the highest response 

rate of the three data collection methods employed. The chapter concludes with a discussion on 

the scope and limitations of this study and the implications these have on the findings and 

conclusions. 

In conducting this inquiry, I explored the following overarching research question: How 

can internal communication be improved in an accounting firm with multiple physical locations? 

I also investigated the following four subquestions: 

1. How do the staff understand and conceptualize successful internal communication? 

2. From the perspectives of the staff, what is the current state of internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

3. What communication strategies would the staff find helpful to facilitate 

communication among the multiple locations? 

4. What resources and tools would be necessary to improve internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

Study Findings 

I collected the inquiry data in three stages. I began by sending a survey out to 

participants, and I used the information gathered to inform the questions asked in the online 

forum. I then analyzed the online forum and survey data to derive themes from which I 

developed a series of focus group questions and discussion points. I arranged for an inquiry team 

member to facilitate the focus group session, which followed the online forum.  
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I transferred the verbatim data from the survey, online forum, and focus group onto a 

spreadsheet to begin the coding process. I identified the frequency of key words and phrases and 

counted the number of responses over the participation rate for each data collection method. I 

established the statistical frequency of the responses and then created categories based on the 

frequency with which the identified key words and phrases occurred. I noted one response in the 

survey that was not repeated by any other respondents. This information did not relate to the 

research questions and was thus considered an outlier response. As such, I did not include this 

information in any of the categories. The dominant key words and phrases related to emotional 

states or needs, workload, and communication tools. These became the categories which I then 

cross referenced back to the research questions. In the process of reviewing the categories and 

how they tied into the research questions, I derived the themes of perception and productivity. 

I developed four study findings based on the process of coding, categorizing, and 

theming the data collected from all three collection methods. To protect the identities of those 

who took part in this inquiry, I cite the following codes for all information gathered from 

participants: survey participants are identified as SP1 through to SP13, online forum participants 

are identified as OFP1 through to OFP5, and focus group participants are identified as FGP1 

through to FGP9. The four study findings are as follows: 

1. Staff prefer face-to-face communication for sharing information within the firm. 

2. Workload is related to the amount and quality of internal communication. 

3. The potential to enhance internal information sharing through the use of multiple 

communication channels is not fully realized. 
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4. Given that the firm operates multiple work sites with colocal and remote workers, 

internal communication affects organizational productivity. 

Finding 1: Staff prefer face-to-face communication for sharing information within 

the firm. An analysis of survey question responses demonstrated that the emotional state of the 

communicators impacted the delivery of the message. I found keywords in respondents’ 

comments related to conveying and understanding the emotional states of the communicators. 

Survey and focus group respondents commented that emotions could only be determined when 

communication took place face to face, as facial cues allowed participants to understand if their 

message was delivered in the way it was intended. 

On the survey, I asked respondents to rank and comment on certain components of 

internal communication in their workplace. In one question I asked participants to rank six 

elements of internal communication. Table 1 lists these elements in the order of importance that 

participants attributed to them. Rank 1 is the most important with Rank 6 being the least. 

Table 1 

Participants’ Ratings of the Components of Internal Communication in Their Workplace 

Element Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 Rank 4 Rank 5 Rank 6 

Multiple communication channels 41% >1% >1% >1% 0 33% 

Active listening 0 >1% 41% 25% 25% 0 
Trust >1% 25% 16% >1% 16% 25% 
Respect >1% >1% >1% 25% 33% 25% 

Delivery of message 33% 41% 16% >1% 0 0 
Open discussion >1% >1% 16% 25% 25% 16% 

Note. Rank 1 = Most Important; Rank 6 = Least Important. 

As shown in Table 1, one dominant element identified by participants was delivery of 

message, which respondents ranked first and second. This indicates that how a message is 
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conveyed is significant to respondents. When discussing barriers to effective communication, 

one survey respondent listed the following elements: “Person’s egos and emotions, as well as 

negative attitudes that close the door to future communications; body language that convey a 

‘don’t bother me’ attitude” (SP7). Another survey participant commented, “Too often the 

message is given by a rushed person, and is not fully complete or thought out as to who is 

receiving it” (SP9). SP12 indicated the “lack of directness of what is intended to be delivered or 

communicated” acted as a barrier to communication. Another survey respondent stated, “People 

fear being incorrect and embarrassed with their questions/answers” (SP13). When the recipient 

of the message perceived it to be delivered with a negative tone, that individual could 

misinterpret the message or be discouraged from further communication. 

I also asked the survey respondents to provide information on the elements of 

communication that enabled the successful delivery of the message. Table 2 outlines the leading 

comments that participants made when asked what enhances communication in their workplace. 

Table 2 

Most Prevalent Elements that Enhance Communication by Percentage of Participants 

Elements that Enhance Communication Percentage of Participants 

Face-to-face communication 50% 

Multiple communication channels 41% 

Emotional needs 33% 
 

Participants’ survey comments provided further insight into their preference for in-person 

communication. In the survey, SP4 stated, “Seeing each other face to face enhances 

communication.” Similarly, SP13 noted, “Being able to see each other’s face . . . adds a visual 

enhancement that can give additional context to long distance conversations.” I noted a distinct 
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pattern in the survey data that demonstrated a concern for how participants perceived 

communication. 

In the focus group, the facilitator asked participants to explain why they considered face-

to-face communication better than other forms of communication. Participants frequently cited 

reasons that impacted the delivery of the message. One focus group participant articulated,  

I find why face to face, at least to me, works better because, unlike some of these instant 

messaging apps or social media platforms, you’ve got tone in your voice so you can sort 

of gauge by that, like a person’s response or person’s reaction, you’ve got body language 

and what not, so I think that helps in face to face, where you may not find that in instant 

messaging apps or other forms of communication. (FGP7) 

Survey respondent SP9 stated, “I find too that tone helps a lot.” Another survey participant 

commented further about the value of face-to-face communication and stated, “I find it’s easier 

for me to misread emotions when it’s not face to face” (SP4). 

Participants in both the survey and the focus group revealed the method by which 

messages are delivered directly impact the effectiveness of the internal communication. 

Perception surfaced as a central theme in the qualitative findings, as people’s perceptions can 

result in misinterpretation or confusion when the message delivery mode does not allow the 

person delivering the message to read the recipient’s emotional state through tone of voice, facial 

expression, and body language. Respondents commented in both the survey and focus group that 

gauging recipients’ reactions helps them to determine if what they are saying is received as they 

intended. This ability for the speaker to perceive how the communication landed enables those 

who deliver the messages to determine how productive the communication method is. The 
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information being communication can then be adjusted based on the recipient’s visual and vocal 

cues to ensure success. 

Finding 2: Workload is related to the amount and quality of internal 

communication. The survey prompted participants to provide feedback on workload and its 

impact on internal communication. One survey question asked respondents to comment on what 

stops communication from being successful in their workplace, and 38% of the respondents cited 

workload. Survey and focus group comments frequently described a relationship between 

workload and the quality of communication. This apparent relationship led me to derive 

productivity as a key theme. In the survey comments, SP6 stated, “People get caught up in their 

files and communication on collaborative files tends to suffer.” Also in the survey comments, 

SP10 noted, “Workload and distractions/interruption can often cause me to forget to leave notes 

on the work that has been done.” 

In the focus group, participants explained that the time of year impacts communication, 

as workloads can increase dramatically during the winter and early spring. In particular, the 

amount of face-to-face opportunities are reduced at certain times of the year due to workloads. 

FGP4 asserted,  

There’s a group of factors that affect how and when we can approach somebody, and, 

during tax season for example, we can probably tend to bother somebody for a few 

moments only, [where]as during the summer we can always spend more time, so it is 

dependent on a bunch of factors.  

Workload appears to affect the state of the organization’s overall internal communication, as 

workers will avoid communicating when workloads are at their height. As such, when time is 
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tight, perception feeds into the frequency of communication. Perception is the factor that links 

the cause-and-effect relationship between workloads and communication quality and frequency. 

In the focus group comments, respondent FGP4 used the word “bother” when speaking about 

approaching someone during a busy time, yet chose the terms “spend time with” when referring 

to quieter times. The choice of words implies staff’s perceive communication differently 

depending on how busy the office is. Given that staff try to avoid approaching their coworkers 

during busy times because they perceive their communication to be bothersome, I concluded that 

people’s perceptions impact communication behaviour. 

Finding 3: The potential to enhance internal information sharing through the use of 

multiple communication channels is not fully realized. The survey, online forum, and focus 

group data demonstrated that, although there are multiple communication tools available in the 

firm, their potential has not been fully realized. As shown in Table 2 (see Finding 1), one of the 

survey questions asked participants to rank, in order of importance, six elements that were 

critical for internal communication to succeed. It was interesting, and conflicting to see that the 

element of multiple communication channels was ranked first by 41% of the survey respondents 

and sixth by 33%. This appeared to be a polarizing communication element. In direct contrast, 

participants’ responses to a follow-up survey question, which asked what enhances internal 

communication in your workplace, had 42% of respondents citing multiple communication 

channels. One survey respondent commented that the “availability of different communication 

channels, such as phone, internal messaging software, and e-mails” (SP11), enhanced internal 

communication. SP12 also noted on the survey that having “the availability of different ways to 

communicate (e.g., Skype, WhatsApp, e-mail, face-to-face interaction)” enhanced internal 
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communication. The final survey question asked participants to comment on the impact of 

working in an organization with multiple work sites. Only 17% of survey respondents noted that 

having various channels reduced the negative impact that multiple locations had on internal 

communication. In the survey comments, SP8 stated, “We utilize different communication 

channels to communicate effectively with people who are in different work locations.” I found 

the survey responses regarding the multiple communication tools to be somewhat conflicting; as 

such, I asked further questions in the online forum and focus group session to gather more 

information on this topic. 

Participants’ responses to the online forum questions revealed they thought simulated 

face-to-face communication technology, such as Skype (Microsoft, 2018), would create more 

opportunities for face-to-face communication. Unfortunately, the participation rate in the online 

forum was less than 30%; thus, the data gathered did not represent the majority of the firm’s 

views.   

The focus group questions concentrated on asking participants to provide deeper insight 

into their communication preferences. While the bulk of the discussion centred on face-to-face 

communication, throughout the session focus group respondents reported that multiple forms of 

media did create more opportunities to communicate, even when working in the same location. 

One survey participant shared,  

Sometimes face to face can divert your attention away from your task at hand in order to 

deal with somebody else’s task at hand, whereas instant messaging or other means allows 

you to answer that question or query sort of on your own time, so it doesn’t completely 
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distract you away from your task at hand, which may be more important than the other 

question. (SP7) 

Although participants stated a clear preference to communicate face to face, having the option to 

utilize alternative communication tools allows staff to take into consideration others’ workload 

when communicating. If a staff member believes that communicating with a colleague will 

interrupt the other person’s work, then he or she may choose a less distracting means to deliver 

that message. 

The focus group participants were also asked how frequently they took advantage of the 

different communication tools. FGP3 shared,  

I use Skype, not just Skype but WhatsApp or text, to communicate with someone who is 

in the other office, like specifically this week where we had a few troubles in our North 

Vancouver office, and I found it was way easier to quickly video call one of my 

coworkers to show them the problem and you get the issue fixed.  

In the survey, SP4 stated,  

Personally, I use Skype all the time; I don’t use the video function a lot, but it is on a 

daily basis many, many times it is effective for certain kinds of communication for 

certain messages if there is a need for further clarification for better instructions or 

coinciding and analyzing something on the spot then it doesn’t work that well.  

Another survey participant noted,  

I use Skype if I know that someone I want to talk to is busy or doing something or on 

hand phone or something, I would approach them first on Skype before going into their 

desk just to be sensitive on what other might be doing or busy on. (SP6) 
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Survey respondent SP7 stated,  

I’ve noticed that Skype will allow the receiver to answer the question when they have a 

moment without diverting their attention, and I’m still getting used to that. It’s been one 

of the biggest changes I’ve had to make, but at least in the work environment and 

business we’re in, it make a lot of sense as to why you would use Skype instead of 

turning around like 30 times in like within two minutes saying, “Hey, I have a question. 

Hey, I have a question. Hey, I have a question,” because based on the time sensitivity of 

the person’s file, the importance of whether the client need it in two hours or a day from 

now, sometimes my questions can wait, so I think that’s one of the biggest upsides of 

using something like Skype.  

Participants in this study indicated they gravitated toward face-to-face communication. While it 

is not always intuitive for participants to use technological communication tools, their existence 

means it is possible to communicate when in-person discussions are not possible. However, it is 

clear from the data collected in the survey and focus group that creating opportunities and 

utilizing the opportunities are two different things. Staff’s preference for face-to-face 

communication seems to override all other considerations. This will be explored further in the 

Study Conclusions section presented in the next section of this chapter and the Inquiry 

Recommendations section found in the final chapter of this report. 

Finding 4: Given that the firm operates multiple works sites with colocal and remote 

workers, internal communication affects organizational productivity. This finding was 

informed by the data collected through the survey and focus group. Respondents reported 

concerns regarding productivity relating to internal communication owing to the lack of 
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opportunity to communicate face-to-face due to the distribution of the workforce among multiple 

locations and time-zone issues. The final survey question asked participants to discuss the effect 

that multiple work locations have on internal communication. Almost half of the respondents 

asserted that it did have a negative impact. SP1 stated, “It forbids active communication due to 

inconvenience.” SP4 noted, “[It] limits the synchrony of communications [and] increases the 

time it takes to obtain a response.” 

In the focus group session, participants continued to comment on productivity and 

internal communication in the focus group. FGP9 made the following comment about working 

with someone who is at another location:  

If we’re doing things remotely, either through Skype or phone or what have you, if one of 

us is bouncing from screen to screen to screen, it makes the communication just a little 

more choppy, and you lose your place and communication it just doesn’t flow as 

smoothly, and you tend to lose a bit of translation there. 

When discussing a preference for face-to-face communication, FGP4 said,  

When you use other synchronous methods of communication you have to wait for an 

answer, and sometimes when you get that answer you forget what you needed that 

answer for, and that requires you to go back to square 1 or square 2 to figure out what’s 

next. I find that messes up productivity for me. 

As mentioned in previous chapters, the firm has one staff member who works remotely 

from Hong Kong for several months at a time. Occasionally, other staff will work from other 

parts of the world for short periods of time. One consequence of working in Hong Kong and 

other locations outside of the Pacific Time Zone is that synchronous communication is not 
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always possible when workers are in different time zones. In the survey, SP7 stated, “It reduces 

our productivity as waiting for information, instructions, or decisions from persons on remote 

locations increases the time we ‘hold’ onto a file, delaying its processing and billing.” SP11 

noted, “I guess the only downside [to multiple locations] is having someone on a different time 

zone.” 

In the online forum, one participant also raised the issue of time zones and 

communication delays when I asked how respondents would create face-to-face communication 

opportunities with staff working from other locations. Online forum participant OFP3 stated, 

“Being on different time zones adds difficulties to face-to-face interactions.” As this issue 

surfaced in both the survey and online forum, I had the facilitator ask the focus group for 

recommendations to improve communication with staff working in different time zones. FGP9 

shared the following attempts to mitigate the situation: 

I’ve offered to try to schedule at least some time together. I mean, if that means if I’m in 

the office at 7 am and she’s awake at 11 pm, it’s just we have a little bit of a chance to 

work together and bang out everything that we need to do in that short time frame.  

FGP4 offered this suggestion,  

I think a recommendation is planning ahead of time, trying to avoid the pressure of being 

a time-sensitive matter, planning ahead, knowing that is going to be hard to be in the 

office at the same time or communicate within a few hours. It might take longer than that, 

especially if it’s the weekend, so having that in mind, I think, it works well that there is 

an adaptation plan. There has to be something, and thinking what needs to be done ahead 

of time and not leaving stuff at the last minute, that should take care of everything.  
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In summary, internal communication impacts organizational productivity in many ways. 

Distance, space, and workload all create a disconnect among individuals, their work, and the 

technology that is supposed to connect them. 

Study Conclusions 

In this section I present the conclusions reached as a result of the analysis of the research 

findings, emergent themes, and review of related academic literature. The study conclusions are 

as follows: 

1. There is a perceived link between internal communication and organizational 

productivity. 

2. There are multiple tools available to enable successful internal communication. 

3. The current technology available to staff does not replace face-to-face 

communication. 

Conclusion 1: There is a perceived link between internal communication and 

organizational productivity. As noted in Chapter 2, I found no consensus among scholars to the 

extent that internal communication impacts organizational productivity. The literature supported 

that the relationship between internal communication and organizational productivity is too 

complex to determine a direct link. However, the findings in this study revealed that participants 

perceived a relationship. The academics studying this topic gathered data from a variety of 

organizations with different numbers of employees and composed of colocated, virtual, and 

distributed workforces (Bharadwaj, 2014; Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999; Carrière & Bourque, 2009; 

Hargie et al., 2002; Kalla, 2005; Karanges, 2014; Mazzei, 2014; Noll et al., 2010; Omilion-

Hodges & Baker, 2014; Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014; Welch, 2012). Given the many ways in which 



IMPROVING INTERNAL COMMUNICATION 76 

an organization and its workforce can be structured, it is understandable that a consensus cannot 

be reached on this subject. 

This study has added to the body of research that explores the relationship between 

organizational productivity and internal communication in the context of an organization with a 

workforce distributed across multiple physical locations. The participants in this study perceived 

a connection between workplace internal communication issues and productivity. Participants 

indicated employees working in different physical locations and time zones caused delays in 

communication, which resulted in slower production rates. I found that one distinct feature of 

this study was that the respondents noted that communication issues resulted from working in 

different locations, as the ability to have face-to-face interactions was restricted. In the research 

done to date, I noted a distinction between internal communication studies done in organizations 

with colocal workers and those with distributed workforces (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999; Golden, 

2007; Jacobs, 2004; Noll et al., 2010; Sarker & Sahay, 2004; Taskin & Bridoux, 2010; Vlaar et 

al., 2008). Much of the research noted in this thesis did not address distributed workforces 

(Bharadwaj, 2014; Carrière & Bourque, 2009; Hargie et al., 2002; Kalla, 2005; Karanges, 2014; 

Mazzei, 2014; Omilion-Hodges & Baker, 2014; Stegaroiu & Talal, 2014; Welch, 2012). As 

noted in Chapter 2, there is a dearth of research conducted on organizations with distributed 

teams (Gilson, Maynard, Jones Young, Vartiainen, & Hakonen, 2015). The following section 

deals specifically with literature related to work done in organizations that have similarities in 

configuration with the organization in this study. 

Herbsleb and Mockus (2003) studied how physical distance between workers can create 

communication delays (p. 1). They sought to understand what created the delays and what tools 
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could assist in reducing these setbacks (Herbsleb & Mockus, 2003, p. 1). Respondents in 

Herbsleb and Mockus’s study noted that it was easier to know who they needed to communicate 

with in the same office but found it difficult to learn the expertise of remote workers (p. 9). Other 

findings included that workers who were colocated identified similar priorities, whereas those 

who worked remotely did not have the same understanding (Herbsleb & Mockus, 2003, p. 9). In 

their research, Herbsleb and Mockus involved an organization that had two types of work 

arrangements: the first required workers in all locations to collaborate and the second required 

members of one location to collaborate (p. 11). In the first circumstance, they noted noticeable 

production delays over work performed by colocated workers (Herbsleb & Mockus, 2003, p. 11). 

This supports the conclusions reached by the participants in this research that distance between 

workers creates communication delays, which then impacts production. 

Taskin and Bridoux (2010) investigated if having remote workers in an organization had 

a detrimental effect on information transfer between workers (p. 2504). One of the significant 

issues discussed in their paper was that remote workers may withhold certain types of 

information from colocated workers (p. 2504). Taskin and Bridoux did not imply any nefarious 

intentions behind the withholding of information; rather, this behaviour appeared to be a by-

product of the remote working arrangement (p. 2504). They contended that issues relating to the 

flow of information between remote and colocated workers had implications for productivity 

(Taskin & Bridoux, 2010, p. 2504). 

Fay and Kline (2011) examined how informal communication systems fostered an 

increase in organizational commitment for remote workers (p. 144). They proposed that the lack 

of in-person communication opportunities could influence staff’s perceptions of relationships 



IMPROVING INTERNAL COMMUNICATION 78 

between remote workers and their colocal workmates (p. 145). One respondent in this study 

noted that it was easier for a manager to request a task from staff in person, while the remote 

workers were less likely to be approached. Fay and Kline’s research indicated that this could 

have negative consequences for remote workers and create further distance between their work 

and the organization (p. 145). They explained, “Informal communication is an important 

interactional region in which meaningful organizational relationships can be created and 

organizational members’ needs can be met” (Fay & Kline, 2011, p. 147). Fay and Kline 

concluded that remote workers’ commitment to the organization was influenced by their ability 

to engage in informal communications with workers in the main operation centres (p. 156). 

Therefore, it is important that remote workers do not lose their sense of engagement with their 

coworkers, as this could negatively impact their commitment to the organization and their 

productivity could suffer. 

Conclusion 2: There are multiple tools available to enable successful internal 

communication. Many forms of communication media are available at the firm to provide 

opportunities for staff to engage each other. However, the impact of working in different 

locations and time zones influences the frequency and quality of internal communication. 

People’s perception that face-to-face communication is superior to all other media dictates when 

communication takes place. Time zone differences further create the perception of 

communication struggles and the opportunity to engage the remote worker in meaningful face-

to-face dialogue is lost. 

Herbsleb and Mockus (2003) noted that remote workers communicate less frequently 

than their colocated workers (p. 1). They also stated, given the quickly evolving and fast-paced 
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economy, organizational change requirements are often communicated through informal 

channels (Herbsleb & Mockus, 2003, p. 2). It is, therefore, vital that organizations invest in 

technologies that promote informal communication between onsite and remote workers (p. 2). 

Participants in this study indicated that they are inconsistent in their use of Skype (Microsoft, 

2018) messaging. As this is the primary platform the organization has for informal 

communication, it is disconcerting that workers are not routinely making use of it to ask 

questions or share information with others in remote locations. 

Duxbury and Neufeld (1999) studied an organization that had recently began allowing 

telework. Their research asked if remote work required employees to change how they 

communicated and explored if colocal workers changed the way they communicated with the 

remote staff (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999, p. 3). Their methodologies involved surveys and focus 

group data collection, which provided contradictory results (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999, p. 23). 

Participants in Duxbury and Neufeld’s survey noted either a low or nonexistent impact on 

communication within their organization, whereas the focus group data revealed multiple issues 

(p. 23). The results in this inquiry were somewhat inconsistent. Survey participants initially cited 

few if any internal communication issues when asked to provide a value assessment of excellent, 

good, fair, or poor. However, when asked for comments on the impact that multiple locations 

had on internal communication, respondents brought forward several issues. 

Duxbury and Neufeld (1999) initially concluded their research population was satisfied 

that the technologies employed (i.e., fax and telephone) were adequate for their communication 

needs (p. 23). However, they noted, had research been conducted over a longer time frame and 

they had gathered the views from all organization members, their results may have differed 



IMPROVING INTERNAL COMMUNICATION 80 

(p. 26). This inquiry engaged the perspectives of the accounting and administrative staff, 

excluding the partners. The findings in this research showed that, based on the perspectives of 

the participants, the technologies available, which are far more extensive than telephone and fax, 

do not adequately fit their communication needs. 

The ability for the workers who are located in other parts of the globe to communicate 

with those located in the two Lower Mainland locations is technology dependant. Jacobs (2004) 

acknowledged that communication processes are the only link that remote workers have with 

their organization (p. 125). Cheshin, Kim, Nathan, Ning, and Olson et al. (2013) argued that 

differences in available technology in different locations could normalize the use of various 

communication tools and amplify the perceived distance between work groups (p. 7). Bakar and 

Sheer (2013) hypothesized that if distributed work teams organize their efforts to utilize specific 

technology situationally, they could optimize their performance (p. 392). The key is that teams 

recognize the needs of their current environment, project, and participants and apply the 

appropriate communication technology to achieve success (Bakar & Sheer, 2013) pp. 392–393). 

Gilson et al. (2015) stated that as technology advances, it alters how work groups engage with 

each other and could create greater inclusiveness, as workers who were previously unable to 

connect can now use new communication tools to do so (p. 1331). 

The findings in this study demonstrated the issues resulting from this dependence on 

technology processes as well as time zone factors. The majority of the participants in this study 

stated a strong preference for face-to-face communication. Unfortunately, the tools available in 

the research organization do not allow for this type of communication among the various 
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locations. I discuss this issue in the next chapter, as it fuelled many of the recommendations put 

forward to the organization. 

Conclusion 3: The current technology available to staff does not replace face-to-face 

communication. Noll et al. (2010) noted that inadequate communication is a demonstrated 

barrier to collaborative work groups who are distributed among multiple locations and time 

zones (p. 67). They explained that the foremost solutions to time and space between workers is 

for organizations to employ communication tools that allow for real-time interaction (Noll et al., 

2010, p. 67). However, workers in different time zones made this a challenge (Noll et al., 2010, 

p. 69). Furthermore, the number of working hours limits when staff in one time zone can interact 

with their counterparts in another time zone (Noll et al., 2010, p. 69). Research done by Alzoubi 

et al. (2016) mirrored Noll et al.’s findings regarding issues with teams distributed in multiple 

time zones. They concluded that a flexible approach to communication practices would allow 

work teams to counter delays in communication by using asynchronous as well as synchronous 

tools when the situation required it (Alzoubi et al., 2016; Noll et al., 2010). Gilson et al. (2015) 

highlighted the use of technology to create face-to-face communication opportunities whenever 

possible.  

The results of Noll et al.’s (2010) and Alzoubi et al.’s (2016) studies closely resemble the 

research in this paper. Both research teams looked into software developers working 

collaboratively with some team members colocated and others remotely located in different time 

zones (p. 68). While the work performed by software developers is different from accounting 

work, the barriers cited by Noll et al. and Alzoubi et al. are similar to the findings in this study. 
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Through their research, Sarker and Sahay (2004) sought to understand and seek solutions 

to the challenges facing workers distributed across time and location (p. 4). Sarker and Sahay 

identified that a significant issue in their research was poor communication due to lack of 

physical connection that would normally take place if workers were colocated: “Norms of turn-

taking in conversation and presence that are usually well-established among individuals in face 

to face context are not applicable when interactions, synchronous or asynchronous, occur in a 

virtual medium” (Sarker & Sahay, 2004, p. 9). Respondents noted frequent misunderstandings 

when messaging, as people would all type at once or leave their desks and not respond back in a 

timely manner (p. 10). Participants in Sarker and Sahay’s study cited issues with video 

conferencing and noted it was difficult to know who was speaking to whom, as eye contact was 

not obvious (p. 11). In this inquiry, participants primarily used Skype (Microsoft, 2018) for 

messaging, as individual workstations do not have cameras that allow face-to-face interaction. 

This makes it difficult to initiate video conferencing, as workers must move to a conference 

room where the computers have cameras. 

Sarker and Sahay’s (2004) research population consisted of only virtual workers; as such, 

their pool of participants did not explicitly mirror those who took part in this study. However, 

some of their findings and conclusions can inform the recommendations put forward in the next 

chapter. Sarker and Sahay found the use of messaging applications often created issues; 

however, participants in this research indicated the messaging system was useful, as it allowed 

one person to message the other with less chance of diverting their concentration than if they 

approached in person to communicate. The participant data collected by Sarker and Sahay on 

video conferencing is useful to this organization. Participants noted that it was difficult to know 
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who was being addressed when there were multiple participants in the meeting. This has 

practical implications for the recommendations, which I outlined in the next chapter. 

Summary of study conclusions. In this section I presented three study conclusions, 

which I derived from the study findings and the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. In developing 

these conclusions, I noted a conflict between the perceptions held by participants as to the ideal 

modes of internal communication and the reality of working in an organization with multiple 

locations. I address this further in the study recommendations presented in Chapter 5.  

Scope and Limitations 

This section outlines the scope of the research and its limitations. I invited participants to 

share their viewpoints on the impact that multiple work locations had on internal communication. 

The data collection was primarily qualitative and relied on the willingness of people in the 

organization to participate. The goal of this research was to understand how an organization with 

a distributed workforce could improve its internal communication. I acquired insight into how 

organizational members understood and perceived internal communication in order to generate 

recommendations for improvements to present to the sponsoring partners (see Chapter 5). I also 

assessed the firm’s readiness for change through the conversations that took place within the 

focus group. The participation rates for both the survey and focus group were above 50%, which 

provided a large quantity of data. However, given that some members of the organization did not 

participate, it is impossible to apply the study findings and conclusions universally across the 

organization.  

The main limitation of this research was the sample size. The organization employed only 

18 staff at the time of this study, including my position in the company as well as four partners. I 
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excluded myself to mitigate concerns of power and influence over responses. While the sample 

size was small, the research methodology could be duplicated in another organization. It would 

also be pertinent to revisit the research questions in the future to see if implementing the 

recommendations put forward in the next chapter made measurable improvements. A 

quantitative analysis would also contribute to understanding the full impact that internal 

communications issues can have on organizational productivity. 

Chapter Summary  

The space and distance created by multiple physical locations and different time zones 

creates a dissonance in the organization that impacts productivity. Although there are many 

technological tools available, the current array does not replace people’s professed need for face-

to-face communication. Some modifications are required in order for the tools to fit the needs of 

the workers. Chapter 5 proposes remedies for these issues, the implications of both implementing 

and electing to not implement the recommendations, and the need for more research into certain 

areas. 
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

This chapter integrates relevant literature with the study findings and conclusions to 

suggest four recommendations that were discussed with the sponsoring partners. This chapter 

will review the discussion, explain which recommendations were accepted, and outline the plans 

for implementation. This chapter then concludes with reflections on possible future research 

directions. 

The research question for this inquiry was as follows: How can internal communication 

be improved in an accounting firm with multiple physical locations? I also investigated four 

subquestions through conducting this research: 

1. How do the staff understand and conceptualize successful internal communication? 

2. From the perspectives of the staff, what is the current state of internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

3. What internal communication strategies would the staff find helpful to facilitate 

communication among the multiple locations? 

4. What resources and tools would be necessary to improve internal communication 

among the multiple physical locations? 

Study Recommendations 

Four principal recommendations emerged from the data analysis along with discussions 

about the findings and conclusions. I presented the findings and recommendations to the 

sponsoring partners in a meeting on January 8, 2018, to hold a detailed discussion about the 

practicality of implementing all four proposed actions. I put the following study 

recommendations forward to the firm: 
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1. Purchase cameras for each desk. 

2. Purchase a telepresence robot. 

3. Schedule a 1- to 2-hour block, two to three times per week, for remote staff to be 

available to communicate with staff in the Lower Mainland locations during their 

regular office hours. 

4. Schedule an annual meeting with an external facilitator in a group dialogue format, 

such as a focus group, to discuss organizational issues that arise. 

Recommendation 1: Purchase cameras for each desk. In a study on communication 

practices in hospitals, Wu et al. (2015) suggested that there could be negative consequences for 

organizational communication if it becomes too reliant on text messaging in complex situations 

(p. 83), as the use of digital messaging in cases in which the information is elaborate or involved 

can create confusion (p. 87). Wu et al. concluded that for complex information exchanges, face-

to-face interactions demonstrated better results than text messaging (p. 88). Another issue cited 

was that, although the use of text messaging was efficient, it did nothing to create or foster 

interpersonal relationships among workers and could, in fact, damage relationships (Wu et al., 

2015, p. 87). Some inquiry participants expressed concerns that, in some cases, communicating 

through digital channels created stress, as they were worried about how their information would 

be perceived by the other person. One of the main findings in this study was that face-to-face 

dialogue was the preferred method of communication within the firm. A majority of participants 

agreed that face-to-face communication was ideal in situations in which complex questions and 

discussions were required. The ability to read the other person’s facial expressions and 

interpretation of tone made face-to-face dialogue more comfortable than digital communication. 
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Face-to-face communication also made it easier to gauge whether the information being 

transmitted was understood correctly. Multiple work locations impeded the ability to have face-

to-face interactions, which, as noted in Chapter 4, caused delays in production. The majority of 

respondents indicated that Microsoft (2018) Skype’s video conferencing abilities could create 

more opportunities for face-to-face communication; however, very few computers had cameras. 

Although there is the potential to create a digital face-to-face experience, the tools required to do 

so were not currently available. Vlaar et al. (2008) explored how workers in distributed teams 

used communication tools to ensure that they understood one another (p. 228). They proposed 

that organizations need to provide opportunities whenever possible to allow employees to engage 

in real-time communication (Vlaar et al., 2008, p. 245). Noll et al. (2010) recommended that 

organizations with a distributed workforce should provide communication tools to create in-

person communication opportunities whenever possible (p. 73). In order to accomplish this, I 

advise that each desk be outfitted with a monitor camera to enable quick access to video 

conferencing through each staff member’s business Skype account. 

Recommendation 2: Purchase a telepresence robot. Tsai, Hsu, Ma, King, and Wu 

(2007) described telepresence as “an interesting field that includes virtual reality 

implementations with human-system interfaces, communication technologies, and robotics” (p. 

408). Telepresence enables users to feel as if they are a part of the environment in which the unit 

is located, although the users are in different locations (Tsai et al., 2007, p. 409). The user then 

becomes ‘present’ in the environment in which the device is located. Telepresence robots can be 

used to perform tasks or act as a conduit for interpersonal communication between the user who 

is controlling the device and the people in the area in which the device is located (Tsai et al., 
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2007, p. 409). The practical implications for an office with multiple locations is that an 

individual in one office can not only see and speak to the person in the other office but can also 

move around them. 

Participants in this study commented that often face-to-face communication is preferred, 

as it allows both parties to easily review large amounts of client documents together. Participants 

noted in the focus group data that viewing large amounts of information by using the screen-

share software is challenging, as these programs are most useful when one or two documents 

need to be reviewed or entries need to be viewed in a file. A telepresence robot would allow a 

worker in one location to view the desk area of a worker in a different location. It would also 

allow the user to see and hear all that is going on in the office space around the device. Herring 

(2013) asserted this would help to alleviate some of the alienation that remote workers 

experience through video conferencing (p. 2). 

Recommendation 3: Schedule a 1- to 2-hour block, two to three times per week, for 

remote staff to be available to communicate with staff in the Lower Mainland locations 

during their regular office hours. Participants in this study noted that they value working in an 

organization that will allow them to work from other parts of the world. However, they 

commented that communicating with workers who are in different time zones is a challenge and 

causes delays in productivity. Herbsleb and Mockus (2003) conducted research on software 

developers who work on team-based projects and have workers who are colocated and remote. 

One of their findings related to the frequency that colocated workers communicated with each 

other versus their remote colleagues (Herbsleb & Mockus, 2003, p. 8). Colocated workers 

communicated on average once a day with each other, whereas they communicated only once a 
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week with their remote colleagues (p. 9). The lack of communication with remote workers also 

made it difficult for workers to identify as teammates (p. 9). 

One staff accountant noted that there is also a perception that because a worker is in the 

same time zone and office as senior staff and partners, they sometimes take on more work due to 

the convenience of proximity (Accountant Staff Member, personal communication, January 8, 

2018). The respondents in Herbsleb and Mockus’s (2003) research noted that they are more 

likely to receive help from their colocated colleagues than from their remote colleagues (p. 9). 

Golden (2007) also agreed that there is a perception that staff in the main office location take on 

more assignments and tasks than remote workers (p. 1644). This perception is fuelled by a lack 

of communication between remote workers and their colleagues in the main office (Golden, 

2007, p. 1644). The proposed recommendation may alleviate these perceptions by making the 

remote worker more available during regular office hours in the Lower Mainland time zone. 

Research conducted in other organizations indicated that communication is more 

successful with remote workers when they schedule time in advance to ensure they are available 

to staff in the main office location (Duxbury & Neufeld, 1999; Sarker & Sahay, 2004). However, 

when remote workers planned and scheduled their availability for communicating with their 

colleagues located in the main office location, communication improved (Duxbury & Neufeld, 

1999, p. 24). Sarker and Sahay (2004) proposed remote teams recognize that work was time 

sensitive and create adaptive systems around that work (p. 6). They also found that establishing a 

digital presence within the work setting improved communication between remote workers and 

their colleagues located in the same space (Sarker & Sahay, 2004, p. 10). In their study, Sarker 

and Sahay’s participants utilized a notification system to alert workers that their remote 
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colleagues were available to message with them (p. 10). In addition, Sarker and Sahay found 

when remote workers let their colleagues know when they would be absent from their desk, it 

improved communication (p. 10). 

Recommendation 4: Schedule an annual meeting with an external facilitator in a 

group dialogue format, such as a focus group, to discuss issues that arise. Greenwood, 

Kendrick, Davies, and Gill (2017) stated that focus groups were a way to understand the 

perspectives diverse participants (p. 90). Wilkinson (1998) described focus groups as a 

mechanism that is collaborative in nature and allows a moderator to provide information to 

several participants who then interact with each other (p. 112). The goal is to collect data on a 

topic that provides the perspective of multiple participants interacting with each other 

(Wilkinson, 1998, p. 112). This was seen in the focus group data in this study, as each participant 

built on or provided an opposing point to others’ comments. 

In this study, participants were presented with three data collection options: a survey, an 

online forum, and a focus group. The organization allowed for paid time to be spent completing 

the survey and participating in the online forum. For the focus group, participants were 

compensated with a $10 Starbucks gift card only. The participation rate in the survey was 76%, 

and in the online forum it was 29%. The focus group participation rate was 53%. The facilitators 

noted that the data collected from the focus group were far richer than the information provided 

in the online forum. When the facilitator asked a question, focus group participants provided 

detailed responses. I had not anticipated this, as the review of literature I completed on online 

forums (see Chapter 3) suggested that, due to the anonymity provided, participants may be more 

candid in their responses (Cantrell & Lupinacci, 2007, p. 545). The main difference between the 
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online forum and the focus group was that the latter allowed for participants to see each other 

and engage simultaneously and concurrently with each other and the facilitator. The facilitator 

for the online forum had a digital presence only. One conclusion that can be drawn from this is 

that the use of and interaction with the third-party facilitator made the participants feel more 

comfortable, and as a consequence they shared more. According to Fisher (2016), one 

responsibility of the third-party facilitator’s role is to ensure participants in a group discussion do 

not feel coerced or judged (p. 67). Kydd (2003) noted that a mediator is considered more 

effective in a focus group setting, as this individual has no personal investment or agenda toward 

the outcome (p. 597). In the focus group setting, Wilkinson (1998) concluded that the 

“participants have more control over the interaction than does the researcher” (p. 114). A 

secondary point is that anonymity may not be as highly valued by participants in this research as 

had previously been hypothesized in this paper. It should also be noted that the partners were not 

present for the focus group session, which could also account for participants being more candid. 

The recommendations put forth in this chapter were designed to bridge the gap between 

respondents’ needs for face-to-face communication and the organization’s geographically and 

temporally distributed work locations. The survey, online forum, and focus group data indicated 

that although the technology to communicate among the physical locations is available, it is not 

consistently utilized and it does not meet all the communication needs of the staff. This has 

resulted in production delays that affect the organization’s ability to profit from the work it 

performs. As such, the study recommendations have the potential to increase productivity. The 

next section focuses on the overall implications of this study, its findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations. 
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Organizational Implications 

As previously noted, I held a meeting with the sponsoring partners on January 8, 2018, to 

discuss the recommendations and to enable the partners to reflect on the impact of the 

recommendations and the requirements to implement them. While this research had practical 

implications for the organization under review, it also contributed to the existing scholarship on 

the topic of internal communication in organizations with both a collocated and remote 

workforce. After the meeting, the sponsoring partners reported the recommendations to the other 

two partners in a private meeting. They then reported back to me on the recommendations that 

they accepted and what actions they wished to take to implement them, which I discuss in greater 

detail in the subsections that follow. 

Recommendation 1: Purchase cameras for each desk. When this recommendation was 

discussed, one of the sponsoring partners mentioned that if they could just click a button and 

start a video conference with a staff member, they would do so. Making it easy would make it 

more useful. Both sponsoring partners agreed to implement this recommendation. They 

discussed the recommendation in a subsequent partner meeting and agreed to immediately 

purchase 20 cameras. The partner responsible for technology purchases found a sale and made 

the purchase that day. 

Recommendation 2: Purchase a telepresence robot. The telepresence robot would 

involve a significant capital cost for the organization. However, it would enable workers in other 

locations to quickly connect with staff when face-to-face communication is required. The device 

could move throughout the office and remote workers could direct it to specific work stations. 

This would allow for a remote worker to view the desk of the person requiring assistance with a 
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high volume of client documents. It would also allow for the remote worker to participate in 

more informal conversations around the office and increase their sense of inclusiveness. The 

sponsoring partners were interested in purchasing a telepresence robot; however, at this time, it is 

a capital cost they are not able to absorb. The company has undergone two large renovations in 

the Lower Mainland locations; as such, funds are not available at this time to make large capital 

purchases. The partners agreed to revisit x this recommendation within the next 2 years. A unit 

would be rented for a short period of time to test the impact and determine if the capital purchase 

would be worthwhile. 

Recommendation 3: Schedule a 1- to 2-hour block, two to three times per week, for 

remote staff to communicate with staff in the Lower Mainland locations during regular 

office hours. I informed the sponsoring partners that the research participants reported the time 

zone difference between Hong Kong and Vancouver created communication delays that 

impacted productivity. The workers’ current schedule made them available from 6 a.m. to 7 a.m. 

Pacific Standard Time, which extends beyond the regular office hours of the firm. One staff 

member also described taking on extra work as this individual was collocated with the partners 

and senior managers. I discussed these factors with the sponsoring partners, and they agreed it 

would be beneficial for the remote worker in Hong Kong to schedule time to be available online 

during regular office hours. The remote worker would notify the rest of the staff that he or she 

would be online and available from 3 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. Pacific Standard time. The partner in 

charge of human resources contacted the worker in Hong Kong and made the request. The 

remote worker agreed with the plan, as this individual also felt the frustration of the delays 
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caused by the lack of communication. This recommendation was immediately implemented and 

has been well received by all staff. 

Recommendation 4: Schedule an annual meeting with an external facilitator in a 

group dialogue format, such as a focus group, to discuss organizational issues that arise. 

The final topic of discussion in my meeting with the partners was the inquiry participation rate 

and value of the data collected during the focus group session. I noted that the third-party 

facilitator kept the meeting within the allotted time and all topics were covered. This aspect of 

the data collection impressed the sponsoring partners. The focus group facilitator reported that 

the participants stayed on topic and he was able to ask all his questions within the set time frame 

for the discussion (C. Kowalski, personal communication, December 14, 2017). Based on this 

experience, I concluded that staff would appreciate future opportunities to work with a third-

party facilitator without partners present. I also suggested that the partners may wish to use a 

third-party facilitator in their quarterly meetings. Meetings are typically a costly endeavour in the 

firm, as an accountant’s time is billed by the hour. The time required to prepare for a meeting 

and ensure that it runs on time and all topics are covered is a challenge. This study demonstrated 

that a professional facilitator can ensure that all topics are covered and the time allotted is 

respected. The partners discussed the option of having groups of staff members working with a 

third-party facilitator in future and agreed it was a proposal worth considering. 

The results of this inquiry demonstrated the value of conducting formal research into 

questions and issues that arise in an organization. One of the sponsoring partners noted that in 

the past, they have attempted to fix problems without any real understanding of how the 

organizational members perceived the problems. As a result, when solutions have been attempted 
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the results have not always been successful (Partner of the Firm, personal communication, 

December 19, 2017). The proposed recommendations do not require any substantive changes 

other than some capital costs. However, the recommendation to make use of a third-party 

facilitator to generate solutions for organizational issues requires a change in viewpoint for the 

partners (Partner of the Firm, personal communication, January 8, 2018). The findings from this 

inquiry demonstrated the value of eliciting the employee perspective and that doing so requires 

the structured approach that formal research can provide. Rowe et al.’s (2013) ARE model 

provides a formal methodology that can collect information from the organization’s members 

and assess their readiness for change before actions are implemented. If the application of the 

recommendations provide long-term improvements in the organization’s internal 

communication, then a complete rethinking of how problem solving occurs within the 

organization may be warranted. 

Implementation of the recommendations is fairly simple. Once the cameras arrive and are 

set up at each work station, workers can engage in simulated face-to-face communication with 

their colleagues working in other locations. The cameras will make use of Skype (Microsoft, 

2017), the firm’s existing instant messaging software. As reported in Chapter 4, the respondents 

in Noll et al.’s (2010) research reported issues with simulated face-to-face communication 

applications, as it was difficult in groups to determine who was speaking with whom, as eye 

contact not being obvious. The first recommendation in this study relates mostly to one-on-one 

simulated face-to-face conversations. The intent of Recommendation 1 is for workers to connect 

with each other at their individual computers rather than in a conference-type setting. 
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As mentioned earlier, Recommendation 2 (i.e., purchasing a telepresence robot) will not 

be implemented at present. The partners wish to test the success of Recommendation 1, as they 

feel the second recommendation would build on the success of the first. Researchers who have 

written about the use of telepresence robots indicated that they can provide a more in-person 

experience than standard simulated face-to-face communication applications (Herring, 2013; 

Tsai et al., 2007). The long-term goal of one of the sponsoring partners is to work from Denmark 

for an extended period of time each year to allow her husband to visit with his family more 

frequently (Partner of the Firm, personal communication, January 8, 2018). As this partner is 

responsible for technology in the firm, her extended absence could pose a problem if any 

significant technical issues arose (e.g., the server crashes). This partner is also the firm’s in-

house complex taxation expert, which could result in challenges if she were located in another 

country and time zone. Earlier in this chapter, I cited Wu et al. (2015) in the discussion regarding 

the use of text messages to relay complex information. It is possible that the use of email, text 

messaging, and face-to-face simulated communication may not be adequate to conduct in-depth 

training for complex tax matters. It would be unfortunate if these inadequacies were discovered 

once the partner was established in Denmark, as it would be too late to purchase and implement a 

telepresence robot. 

Herring (2013) conducted research to ascertain if a telepresence robot would be 

beneficial in an academic setting for workers who have disabilities. She outlined in the paper the 

process by which a telepresence robot should be selected and tested before implementation. It 

may be helpful to test this recommendation before it becomes an absolute necessity. There is the 

potential for this type of technology to be utilized in the organization. 
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The partners immediately implemented the third recommendation put forth in this report 

(i.e., scheduling blocks of time for remote workers to be available to the rest of the staff). Its 

efficacy and impact can be discussed in detail once the worker in Hong Kong returns to the main 

office in March 2018. At that time, comparative information for work done while away versus in 

house can be collected on the remote worker’s overall productivity. I advise that the partners 

solicit other workers’ input on the impact of this change. If the issues cited by participants during 

the data collection are resolved by this recommendation, then this approach can be used in future 

for other staff who work in alternative time zones for extended periods of time. 

Recommendation 4 has no set implementation date. However, a potential application can 

be foreseen to determine if the current method for organizing the interoffice schedule is working. 

A focus group, hosted by a third-party facilitator, could be conducted to elicit staff’s views on 

the current format and provide recommendations for change. Partner meetings are held quarterly 

and run up to eight hours in length. Considering the hourly rate of each partner, this is a 

substantive expense to the organization; as such, this recommendation could result in cost 

savings. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

Sarker and Sahay (2004) proposed that more research was needed into how organizations 

with remote workers in differing time zones can create solutions to improve communication and 

productivity (p. 19). Taskin and Bridoux (2010) argued that although many organizations make 

use of remote workers, there has not been enough studies done on the impact of how this affects 

certain aspects of internal communication (p. 2503). Friedl and Verčič (2010) stated that more 

research is needed into how the generation born in the 1980s prefers to communicate (p. 84). 
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Noll et al. (2010) called for more research into the communication barriers that exist for 

organizations with a distributed workforce (p. 73). Fay and Kline (2011) suggested that future 

research be conducted to discover additional informal communication systems that are important 

to remote workers (p. 159). Finally, as noted in the “Study Recommendations” section, I 

recommend future research on the benefits of utilizing a telepresence robots be conducted. 

This study contributes to the body of knowledge on internal communication in 

organizations with multiple locations. The findings confirmed previous research that 

demonstrated the impact that a distributed workforce has on internal communication in an 

organization (Golden, 2007; Noll et al., 2010; Sarker & Sahay, 2004). This inquiry confirmed the 

value of soliciting the employee perspective when solutions to organizational issues are required 

(Mazzei, 2010; Welch, 2011). This research also contributed to understanding employee 

preferences for communication technology (Friedl & Verčič, 2010), and outlined some of the 

issues that can occur when the applications do not suit the needs of the workers. Data collected 

from the online forum did not match my expectations based on the research conducted prior to 

the data collection. More research into the effectiveness of online forums could help to 

understand why the results from this study did not match previous research as outlined in chapter 

three. The research conducted in this study provides a jumping off point for future inquiry in this 

organization. Two of the recommendations are currently in the process of implementation and 

their effectiveness could be tested using the methodology used in the current study. 

Report Summary 

In 1999, Duxbury and Neufeld researched the phenomenon of organizations with remote 

workers and the impact remote work had on internal communication. Back then, remote workers 
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were referred to as teleworkers, as the telephone was their primary communication medium. In 

2010, Noll et al. referred to those who work outside a main operation centre as remote and 

distributed workers. This shift in language to describe a workforce that exists outside the normal 

organizational context of a physical office space mirrors the changes in technological 

applications that have evolved over the past two decades. Clearly, the teleworkers and remote 

work arrangements are here to stay. It behooves organizations to adapt to the challenges 

presented to such work arrangements in this thesis. 
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Appendix A: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 
Roads University, Kate Jessup (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry research study at the 
firm to examine how the internal communication can be enhanced. The Student’s credentials 
with Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, 
School of Leadership, at [telephone number] or email [email address].  

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 
include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 
including observing, assisting, or facilitating a survey, online forum and focus group. Additional 
duties will be taking notes, or reviewing analysis of data, to assist the Student and the firm 
organizational change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy to confidential 
inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 
project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 
functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 
information. 

Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

You, as a neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential 
participants, may be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge any potential or actual 
conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: 
send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, formalize the logistics for the data-
gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and location of the focus 
group. This strategy means that potential participants will be assured they can confidentially turn 
down the participation request from the Student, as this process conceals from the firm which 
potential participants chose not to participate. Inquiry Team members asked to take on such 3rd 
party duties in this study will be under the direction of the Student and will be fully briefed by 
the Student as to how this process will work, including specific expectations, and the methods to 
be employed in conducting the elements of the inquiry with the Student’s direct reports, and will 
be given every support possible by the Student. 
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Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 
retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 
Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 
the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Kate Jessup, the 
Student. 

 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

________________________ _________________________ _____________ 
 Name (Please Print) Signature Date 
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Appendix B: Staff Research Invitation Letter  

My name is Kate Jessup, and this research project is part of the requirement for a Masters in 
Leadership at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: [email 
address] or [telephone number]. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research project is to explore the current state of internal communication 
between the firm’s two locations and remote workers and seek recommendations for 
improvements. Participants will be asked for their thoughts on the current state of internal 
communication, the internal communication needs and tools that could be implemented. The 
goal is to facilitate robust communication between the staff. 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

There are three parts to this study: an anonymous online survey using “Hosted in Canada” 
surveys, an online discussion forum using Slack.com, and a focus group. You may participate in 
one, two, or all three methods, according to your preference. 

If you wish to participate in the survey and online forum, please follow the links provided in the 
e-mail you have received after reading through this invitation letter. The first step will be 
participation in a 6-question survey.  

The second step will be participation in an online discussion forum. To access the online forum, 
follow the link in the e-mail. Create a user name that will keep your identity anonymous from the 
researcher and other forum participants. You may book up to half an hour of your time to the 
admin engagement for these activities. As participation is to be anonymous, do not make any 
notes in PAGE. The goal is to generate an open discussion and neither the partners nor the 
researcher will not have access to this forum. My inquiry team member, Angie Kermer, will 
compile information from the Slack site and check to ensure it contains no identifying 
information before sharing it with me.  

If you wish to participate in a focus group, please reply to your invitation e-mail and the date, 
time, and location will be provided by my inquiry team member, Cam Kowalski. Those who 
participate in the focus group will receive a $10.00 Starbucks gift card. The focus group will be 
approximately one hour and your choice of whether or not to participate will not be shared with 
the partners nor researcher. If you wish to make any additional comments after the focus group, 
you may e-mail Cam Kowalski who can add your notes to the focus group data. Your identity 
will not be disclosed to the researcher. An anonymous transcript of the focus group conversation, 
with all names and identifying information removed, will be shared with me as the researcher. 
Participants can choose to participate in the survey, online forum, and focus group or in only 
one/two data collection methods. 

Benefits and risks to participation 
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The anticipated benefit to participation will be improved internal communication amongst the 
two physical locations and remote workers. Processes to enhance current internal communication 
can be developed collaboratively during the research to benefit the entire team. Improving 
workplace communication can lead to elevated job fulfilment and engagement with the 
organization. The participants will not be named in any of the data analysis reports to the firm. 
During the survey process, the participants can choose to withdraw with no negative 
consequences and their data will not be included. However, once the survey is submitted to the 
researcher, the data will remain with the researcher until destroyed at the end of the study. The 
online forum participation will be anonymous. Those attending the focus group will sign a 
confidentiality agreement and the inquiry team member will not share participant identity with 
the partners nor researcher. The focus group session will be recorded and a professional 
transcriptionist will transcribe the voice data and omit participants’ names. The anonymized 
transcription will be provided to the researcher and the data recording will be destroyed by the 
transcriptionist and inquiry team member.  

Inquiry team 

There will be three additional people from outside your organization assisting with the research 
process: Angela Kermer, Cita Airth, and Cam Kowalski. Their participation will involve the e-
mail delivery of the survey and online forum links and facilitating the focus group. They will be 
bound by a confidentiality agreement and will not share any identifying information with me or 
with the partners. All have completed ethics training certification through the RCMP, Vancouver 
Police, and Royal Roads University. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

To avoid any real or perceived conflict of interest due to my position as a Senior Accountant, 
none of the raw data nor participants names will be shared with me or with the partners. To 
mitigate any perceived or real power over issues, I have enlisted the support of neutral third party 
inquiry team members to help with recruitment, data collection, and anonymizing transcripts 
prior to sending them to me. In addition, in both the survey and the online discussion forum, 
participants are anonymous as this supports free sharing of information. As all staff (with the 
exception of the partners and the researcher) are invited to the focus group, people from different 
levels of the organization will be present. However, should any participant not feel comfortable 
speaking freely in this setting, they are welcome to follow up individually with the inquiry team 
member to share additional comments. I disclose this information up front so that you can make 
a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 
maintained in confidence with hard copies stored in a locked filing cabinet in my home office. 
Hard copies of the focus group consent form (which will contain identifying information) will be 
stored by my inquiry team member until one year following the completion of my thesis. 
Electronic data (such as transcripts) will be stored on a password protected computer on my 
home computer and on my secure external hard drive. My personal computer is administered by 
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Affinity Managed IT Solutions and they can be reached at [telephone number]. Data will be 
stored electronically for the survey and, where appropriate, summarized, in anonymous format, 
in the body of the final report. Survey data will be stored in Canada with Hosted in Canada 
Surveys. Please refer to their website for more information 
https://www.hostedincanadasurveys.ca. The online forum data will be stored by Slack.com and 
then deleted once the notes have been printed after the forum has closed. Please see 
www.slack.com for more information. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to 
any individual. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. The raw data will be kept 
until I am approved for graduation which should be no longer than one year. In the event that 
graduation does not take place, all data will be destroyed. All physical documents will be 
shredded and data will be permanently deleted. If a participant withdraws prior to the survey 
completion, their data will be destroyed immediately.  

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 
Masters in Leadership, I will also be sharing my summarized research findings with the partners. 
Participants will also receive copies of written reports on the data collected and the study will be 
published as per Royal Roads University protocols. I may also share results of this research in 
other publications or presentations as opportunities arise. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

As a participant, you will be required to complete each question in the survey before moving 
onto the next question. At any time you can close the survey. The responses submitted up to that 
point will be used in the research. Withdrawal from the survey before all questions are answered 
will not be reported to anyone.  

Once you log into the online Slack discussion forum, you are free to stop participating at any 
point; however, the information shared to that point will remain as part of the data set. As the 
focus group is a group data collection method, it will not be possible to keep a participant’s 
withdrawal confidential. If you participate in the focus group, you will be required to sign a 
confidentiality agreement stating that you will not share any of the information outside the event 
nor share information as to who attended and whether anyone chose to withdraw part way 
through the event. 

I recognize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate. 
However, you are not required to participate in this research project. By participating in the 
survey, online forum and/or focus group, you indicate that you have read and understand the 
information above and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. Please 
keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix C: Email Text Sent With Invitation Letter 

My name is Cita Airth and I would like to invite you to participate in a research project on behalf 
of Kate Jessup. Given Kate’s position as a Senior Accountant, she has enlisted my support as a 
neutral third party to ensure that you can freely choose whether or not to participate and your 
choice is kept confidential from her. 

There are three parts to the research. 

1. A short, 6-question survey (November 16 to November 25) 

2. An online forum (November 26 to December 8) 

3. A focus group (December 14, 4:30-5:30, TD Bank meeting room, Sapperton,  
New Westminster) 

Please read the attached invitation letter for details on this project first. If you decide to 
participate in the research, please follow the links below to access the survey and online forum. 
By accessing the survey and online forum, you are providing consent to participate in the 
research.  

 [Survey Link] The survey will be available from November 16 to November 25. 

 [Online Forum Link] The online forum will be available from November 26 to December 8. 

To attend the focus group, please reply to this e-mail and you will receive an invitation with the 
date, time, and location from Cam Kowalski who is also assisting in this research as a neutral 
third party. 
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Appendix D: Research Consent Form  

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 
consent to participate in this project.  

 I consent to participation at the focus group.  

 I commit to respect the confidential nature of the focus group by not sharing identifying 
information about the other participants 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix E: Online Forum Questions 

1. How would you create opportunities for face-to-face communication with staff members who 
are in another location? 

2. How can response times be improved when face-to-face communication is not possible? 

3. Do certain communication tools fit best with specific tasks? 
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Appendix F: Focus Group Questions 

Q1: Based on some dialogue and chatter on the online forum, face-to-face communication keeps 
coming up, so what is it specifically regarding face-to-face communication that works better 
than other methods within the company? 

Q2: How difficult is it to get that face-to-face time with people that you need to get to given the 
fact that everybody is so busy? 

Q3: How frequently do you take advantage of Skype as an alternative or whatever mechanism 
that you use for your office to have the electronic conversation and what are the advantages 
or disadvantages of that? 

Q4: If somebody has a time sensitive matter then should there be a firm policy or business rules 
related to that or what is your best suggestion on how to communicate most effectively 
when you’re dealing with time sensitive issues. Who wants to start that? 

Q5: What if you were in charge of the company you were able to direct communications in a 
certain way to be more effective what would you do, it doesn’t have to be a long answer it 
could be even one word 
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Appendix G: Survey Questions 

1. To what extent do you agree with the following definition? 

Internal communication is the sharing of information, ideas and feelings among all people in 
a workplace. 

Strongly Agree, 2. Agree, 3. Agree somewhat, 4. Disagree 

Please add any additional comments in the box below 

 

2. To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 

Successful communication requires all members of the firm to contribute.  

Strongly Agree, 2. Agree, 3. Agree somewhat, 4. Disagree 

Please add any additional comments in the box below 

 

3. How would you rank the following key elements listed below, in importance for successful 
internal communication at the firm? 1 being least, 6 being the most. 
• Multiple communication channels, such as written and verbal 
• Active listening skills 
• Trust 
• Respect  
• Delivery of message 
• Open discussion of challenges and successes 

Please add any additional comments in the box below 

 

4. How would you rate the current state of internal communication at the firm among the 
multiple work locations? 
• Excellent 
• Good 
• Fair 
• Poor 

Please add any additional comments in the box below 
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5. What get in the way of good communication in your workplace?  

 

 
6. What enhances communication in your workplace? 

 

 

7. In your opinion, how do multiple physical work locations affect internal communication? 

 

 

 

 


