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Abstract 

The time is ripe for a Handbook of the Communicative Constitution of Organization (CCO). Because this 

body of thought is rich, diverse, and continually developing, this introductory chapter pursues several 

aims. It begins by locating the emergence and institutionalization of CCO theorizing in space and time, 

and outlines what it means to approach the social world with a CCO sensibility. It then moves to the 

overarching themes and key questions that drive CCO scholarship today. It demonstrates how these 

questions—of ontology, agency (which implies authority and the situation), and (dis)organization—are 

the axes around which CCO’s three primary schools of thought revolve. From there, the introduction 

takes up some of the vectors of division across the CCO community: Contrasting conceptions of 

communicative events, agency, and materiality. Finally, it sketches several areas for the field’s future 

development and delineates the contributions made by the chapters comprising the Handbook’s four 

sections. If this is the moment to mark the significance of CCO thinking and to set an agenda for its 

future, the set of chapters to follow are more than up to the task.  
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Because CCO is far from being a homogeneous theory or a clearly defined object of interest, 

editing a handbook on the Communicative Constitution of Organization (CCO) presents quite a 

challenge. Linda Putnam and Anne Nicotera (2010) suggest that CCO is not a single stance, but a 

“collection of perspectives” that are united by a single central question: what is the role of communication 

in the ontology of an organization? For Taylor and Van Every (2000), the question that became the quest 

of CCO research is even broader: it is What is an organization? Whichever way the question is posed, 

though, “the closer one looks at the literature, the less evident the answer to the question becomes” (p. ix). 

This frustration with traditional theorizing unites CCO scholars, though their own answers to it also 

diverge greatly.  

Such apparent disagreement may have to do with the fact that the two key terms--communication 

and organization--are very differently understood. “Organization” can be taken as a noun: an organization 

is a thing out there that we may study. It may, however, also be taken as a verb: organizing is something 

that we do together, a process through which we coordinate and control activity to “get organized.” Or, it 

may also be an adjective: “organizationality” is a feature that different collectives, from a crowd to a 

social movement, might exhibit to varying degrees (Schoeneborn et al., 2019). 

The way we understand communication also varies greatly. Communication looks rather different 

across the “schools” that are usually distinguished in CCO scholarship – the Montréal School, the 

Luhmannian perspective, and the Four Flows – but important distinctions also occur within each of them 

(Schoeneborn et al., 2014). Communication has been variously understood as an action (for instance, 

following speech act theory à la Austin, 1962; or American pragmatism, see Lorino, 2018; Misak, 2013), 

as the synthesis of information, utterance and understanding (according to Luhmann, 1992), a linking 

(Cooren & Caïdor, 2019), or as a symbolic interaction (McPhee, 1998), to name a few. It may take the 

empirical form of narratives (Robichaud, 2003), conversations (Cooren, 2007), sensemaking activities 

(Taylor & Robichaud, 2004), social media posts (Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015; Etter & Albu, 2021), 

internal magazines (Basque & Langley, 2018) or any other kind of “communication episode” (Blaschke et 

al., 2012). 

Such variability in how it understands its own core concepts has led some to question whether 

CCO actually knows what it is studying (Sillince, 2009). In response, we could say that CCO is not 

defined by an object, as is the case for some fields of study. In the same way as William James 

(1904/1977) said of pragmatism that it is the “attitude” of looking at consequences and effects rather than 

at categories, in the same way CCO is perhaps better understood as a sensibility: An attention attuned to 

asking, for each facet of our collective life, how it came to exist in the first place, and how it continues to 

sustain itself and to change. In that sense, although CCO scholars have been accused of lacking a critical 
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agenda (an issue we’ll return to in a moment; see also Del Fa and Kärreman’s chapter in this volume), it 

shares with critical studies the reflex of not taking things for granted, of looking beneath the surface at 

how beliefs and realities that might appear “normal” are in fact constituted and maintained through what 

we say and do (Deetz, 1982). 

The diversity of issues CCO scholarship has taken on – as is reflected by the chapters in Part 3 of 

this Handbook – should not, then, be understood as a lack of focus, but rather as a desire to unscrew the 

idols of management and organization theory. CCO shows that an organization is not made up of discrete 

features that can be dealt with independently, such as authority (Benoit-Barné & Fox, 2017), 

collaboration (Koschmann, 2016), diversity (Trittin & Schoeneborn, 2017), identity (Chaput et al., 2011), 

social responsibility (Christensen et al., 2013) or strategy (Aggerholm et al., 2012; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 

2011). Instead, CCO highlights the fluidity between these issues, as they all materialize through 

communication and implicate each other. For instance, strategizing involves the performance of authority 

(Bencherki, Sergi, et al., 2019; Vásquez et al., 2018), and collaboration supposes the creation of a 

collective identity (Koschmann, 2013). Corporate social responsibility, for its part, supposes listening to 

(and thus the competition among) a diversity of voices (Cooren, 2020; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013) and 

collaborating with outside stakeholders (Christensen et al., 2011). Adopting a CCO sensibility thus avoids 

dealing with issues in silos – which often follow the hermetic distinction between disciplines and 

university departments – and encourages a more integrative view of organizational reality. 

Such holistic thinking, though, still has some difficulty finding its way in some journals and 

conferences. Organization and management journal editors and reviewers at times fall short of 

understanding that communication is a mode of explanation that can illuminate organizational 

phenomena, rather than an object in itself. In other words, CCO papers are rarely about communication: 

instead, they adopt a communication perspective on a variety of questions. Alternatively, organization and 

management scholars may have difficulty recognizing their own concepts when they are described as 

communicative performances. This is exactly what CCO is about: shaking up traditional ways of 

describing things and showing, for instance, that Max Weber did not say all there is to know about 

authority (Bourgoin et al., 2020), that project management is far more than what the standard “body of 

knowledge” claims it to be (Sergi et al., 2020), or that strategizing is far more pervasive than it is usually 

believed to be (Bencherki, Sergi, et al., 2019; Cooren et al., 2015). That being said, more and more CCO 

papers are published in journals beyond the discipline of communication, and CCO-minded scholars sit 

on those journals’ editorial boards, suggesting a growing embrace of a CCO sensibility. 
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Towards Intellectual Institutionalization 

The idea that communication constitutes organizations is still presented as ‘new’ at academic 

conferences and in articles, even though it is nearly 35 years old. It can be traced back to 1988, when 

James R. Taylor published, in French, a collection of essays collectively titled An Organization is but a 

Fabric of Communication (Taylor, 1988, our translation). However, it took nearly another decade for this 

idea to reach a wider, English-speaking audience, with a Communication Theory paper by Taylor and 

then-PhD students François Cooren, Nicole Giroux and Daniel Robichaud, where they suggest looking 

for organization “between the conversation and the text” (Taylor et al., 1996). The second half of the 

1990s saw a multiplication of similarly-minded publications, such as Jeffrey Ford and Laurie Ford’s 

famous piece on the way organizational change is produced through conversation (Ford & Ford, 1995). 

The year 2000, though, is often described as a turning point, with the publication of Taylor and Van 

Every’s (2000) The Emergent Organization and Cooren’s (2000) The Organizing Property of 

Communication, which both offered a systematic overview of communication’s constitutive power, but 

also of Robert D. McPhee and Pamela Zaug’s (2000) article “The communicative constitution of 

organizations,” which was the first to make use of the term that became the perspective’s name and a 

rallying cry for a rich and diverse community. 

Whichever birthdate we assign to the CCO perspective, at anywhere between 22 and 35 years of 

age, it is mature enough today to fully participate in academic deliberations over communicating and 

organizing, and the pressing social issues that surround the intersection of the two. CCO has witnessed 

increasing “institutionalization” (Boivin et al., 2017), with volumes and special issues systematically 

laying out its foundations and materializing it (e.g., Cooren et al., 2011; Robichaud & Cooren, 2013), as 

well as events bringing together its representatives throughout the world. For instance, Schoeneborn and 

Vásquez (2017) identify the 2002 preconference organized by Linda Putnam and Ann Nicotera at the 

National Communication Association convention, and the 2008 preconference of the International 

Communication Association conference, organized by Cooren, Robichaud and Giroux, in honor of 

Taylor, as two key structuring events. In addition, the funding that Steffen Blaschke and Dennis 

Schoeneborn received between 2010 to 2013 from the German National Science Foundation was also 

instrumental in establishing CCO as a research community (see also Blaschke & Schoeneborn, 2016). In 

particular, it led to the creation of the “Organization as Communication” network, which later engendered 

a standing working group of the same name at the European Group for Organization Studies (EGOS) – 

and its successor, the “Communication, Performativity and Organization” standing working group – and 

stimulated conversations between Luhmann-inspired researchers and their peers from around the world.  
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Despite these important milestones, CCO had been lagging in at least one important respect. 

While even more recent perspectives or phenomena have had handbooks published to inventory their 

respective state of the art, such an effort had yet to be made for CCO. The important edited book by 

Putnam and Nicotera (2009) has played a pivotal role for legitimating the subfield, but its chapters mostly 

consist in elaborations by North American authors regarding McPhee and Zaug’s (2000) pivotal article 

(which is reprinted as the book’s second chapter), thus centering its scope around the Four Flows 

perspective. Since then, the constitutive perspective has diversified in an important manner, a diversity 

this Handbook attempts to better capture. In addition to its founding geographical poles – Montréal, 

Québec; Tempe, Arizona; Boulder, Colorado – it now includes researchers from across the globe, 

although, regretfully, CCO (and social science research more broadly) still has to pay better attention to 

research conducted, for instance, in Latin America, Africa or some parts of Asia. Authors within this 

Handbook live and work in the US and in Canada, but also in Austria, Australia, Belgium, Denmark, 

Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, the Philippines, and Switzerland. They 

are in departments and schools of communication, education, management, organization, sociology, or 

work outside of academia. The typical distinction between “schools” within CCO – The Montréal School, 

the Luhmannian approach, and the Four Flows – only partly accounts for the diversity of ways in which 

research is conducted and how it leads to a myriad of theoretical proposals with equally diverse 

axiological agendas (Schoeneborn et al., 2014; Winkler & Bencherki, 2020). Yet, despite this diversity,  

this handbook of course only includes a portion of the research being conducted within and around the 

CCO umbrella today. Our hope, however, is that this Handbook serves to spark conversations and help 

isolated researchers realize they are, in fact, part of a rich community. 

Key Questions Animating CCO Scholarship 

What unites this diverse community? To answer this question, we must start by pointing out some 

of the key differences that adopting the CCO sensitivity makes. To begin, we can distinguish CCO from 

its older cousin, the interpretive tradition that began much earlier in organizational communication 

research and with which it is regularly confused (Putnam & Pacanowsky, 1983). Indeed, CCO scholarship 

is sometimes accused of not bringing anything new to the table, given that interest for the way people talk 

has been around for a while. A key distinction between interpretive and constitutive research is that the 

latter locates the organization in individual or social cognition: it is what people understand that interests 

the researcher. These understandings may be shared or even imposed upon others (this is, for instance, 

how Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, understand the notion of sensemaking). In contrast, CCO researchers 

hold that communication does things, with or without the mediation of human interpreters. Stories 

connect different events together and present the organization as their author, signs continue to warn 
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against danger, tables participate in calculations, conversations weave time and space together, etc. 

(Cooren & Bencherki, 2010; Cooren & Matte, 2010; Vásquez, 2016). 

The matter is made more complex by the fact that some research adopts a constitutive lens, 

without necessarily drawing from CCO literature or labeling itself as such. This is the case, for instance, 

of organizational researchers adopting an ethnomethodological approach (e.g., Clark & Pinch, 2010; 

Kwon et al., 2014; Samra-Fredericks, 2010), of studies that look at how discourse intertextually weaves 

the organization into new configurations, or which use Boden’s (1994) notion of lamination to look at the 

way talk recursively refers to yet other talk (Grant et al., 2005; Oswick & Richards, 2004). Boje’s (1991, 

2003) and Gabriel’s (1991, 1995) views of narratives have also had a deep influence on CCO. Similarly, 

the critical stance of Mumby (2000, 2018) and Deetz (1992) feeds CCO’s aspirations to this day. We can 

consider these studies as “CCO-friendly,” as they also pay attention to what communication concretely 

does to constitute organizational reality, beyond the sum of individual interpretations (see Ashcraft et al., 

2009).  

Besides this commitment to the tangible effects of communication, it is not entirely clear that 

CCO has a core credo or single method on which all would agree, although different attempts to delineate 

shared theoretical and methodological commitments have been formulated. François Cooren, Timothy 

Kuhn, Joep Cornelissen and Tim Clark (2011) suggested that CCO scholarship is based on “six 

premises:” 

1. It studies communicational events; 

2. It should be as inclusive as possible about what we mean by (organizational) communication; 

3. It acknowledges the co-constructed or co-oriented nature of (organizational) communication; 

4. It holds that who or what is acting always is an open question; 

5. It never leaves the realm of communicational events; 

6. It favors neither organizing nor organization. 

Kuhn (2012) offers a more succinct characterization of CCO research, and more broadly of what 

it means to “take communication seriously,” consisting of four “tenets”: portraying communication as 

constitutive of social realities, seeing organizations not as containers for communication, but intrinsically 

as communication, staying in the realm of communicational events both conceptually and 

methodologically, and, finally, not reducing communication to “meaning convergence.” In 2013, during a 

pre-colloquium development work of the European Group for Organizational Studies conference, Cooren 

also suggested that CCO has a common “origin” and named a few “precursors,” including Chester 
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Barnard (1938/1968), Mary Parker Follett (1940), Gabriel Tarde (1893/2012), and Karl Weick (1979), 

who each contributed defining some of its defining features  (see also Cooren & Robichaud, 2019).  

Yet CCO scholars are well aware that creeds, origin stories and other rituals, if they are important 

in constituting an organization – or a research subfield – are communicatively constituted themselves and 

are resources for action rather than entrenched paths (see Basque & Langley, 2018, as well as Basque, 

Hirsto & Wagnac, this volume). Being aware of their role in our community can help us build upon them, 

but also move ahead without fearing to appear ungrateful to our predecessors. 

Moving past such conventional ways of describing and dividing CCO scholarship, though, some 

common theoretical, methodological and empirical issues are raised from the moment we suppose that 

organizing takes place through communicating. For instance, Schoeneborn and Vásquez (2017) identify 

three issues that animate CCO studies: the ontological question (what is an organization?), the 

composition problem (how can singular events assemble into an organization?), and the question of 

agency (how does an organization act when people act on its behalf?). Other scholars have also identified 

the issue of authority as a key concern for CCO research (see in particular Taylor & Van Every, 2014, and 

the interview with Taylor in this volume). While all of these issues are intimately interconnected, based 

on the chapters included in this handbook, we can reorganize the themes that have been identified before, 

and distinguish at least four questions that cut across current CCO investigations. 

An Expanded Ontological Question  

The question pursued by Taylor and Van Every (2000) over two decades ago—“What is an 

organization?—has since been stretched to include a broader concern for the way organizing processes 

and features of organizationality can be detected even beyond conventional organizations. In this sense, 

CCO—in particular through the contribution of its the Luhmannian branch—has incorporated the work of 

Arhne and Brunsson (2011) on partial organizations to develop new analytical insights (Dobusch & 

Schoeneborn, 2015; Schoeneborn et al., 2019). This new intellectual equipment has allowed CCO to 

answer some of its most stringent critics, including Sillince (2009), who argued that CCO was unable to 

distinguish between organizations and other forms of collective entities.  

Rather than attempting an impossible definition, CCO scholarship has justified its interest in the 

diversity of ways in which collective endeavors unfold, by pointing out that being an organization is a 

matter of degree rather than a clear distinction. To be able to produce such an answer, CCO did not only 

draw from McPhee and Zaug’s (2000) four flows—membership negotiation, reflexive self-structuring, 

activity coordination, and institutional positioning—but also incorporated “membership, hierarchy, rules, 
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monitoring and sanction,” but also decisions, as key features of the constitution of organizations to look 

for in its empirical investigations (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011, p. 86). 

CCO has also expanded its reach by never hesitating to graft onto its intellectual tree new theories 

and perspectives, thus freeing itself from its origin story. In addition to regular engagement with 

management and organization theory, among other such expansion projects, it has dipped its toes in the 

fields of ethics and law (Brummans et al., 2021; Cooren, 2015, 2016; Denault & Cooren, 2016; Laasch, 

2021; Matte & Bencherki, 2019), shown its relevance for public relations (Buhmann & Schoeneborn, 

2021), forayed into linguistics (Asmuß, 2012), caught the attention of sociologists (Donges & Nitschke, 

2018), and has entered a dialogue with philosophers such as Étienne Souriau, Gilbert Simondon, and 

Gilles Deleuze to highlight the organization’s ontological plurality and the continuous nature of its 

individuation (Bencherki & Elmholdt, 2018; Bencherki & Iliadis, 2019; Mease, 2021) . 

By drawing from outside its traditional theorizing, CCO was thus able to explore new 

organizational forms, such as clandestine and anonymous organizations (Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015; 

Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2012), social media communities (Dawson, 2018; Dawson & Bencherki, in 

press; Etter & Albu, 2021), art collectives (Cnossen & Bencherki, 2018), entrepreneurial projects (Kuhn, 

2017; Kuhn & Marshall, 2019) or even scientific and social controversies (Porter et al., 2018). However, 

as we’ll see next, these expansions have also helped CCO clarify its key concepts and better understand 

the issues it holds most dear. 

A Richer View of Agency  

A key issue animating CCO research across all of its perspectives is the notion of agency 

(Brummans, 2018). While authors working in each of its schools might disagree on crucial facets of what 

agency means—an issue we will return to shortly—it is undeniable that CCO supposes questioning taken-

for-granted assumptions about agency. Indeed, communication has long been associated with people’s 

ability to act (Bencherki, 2016), but this relationship takes on a particular shade with CCO theorizing. 

Indeed, it is concerned with how an organization might act, which relates to notions of organizational 

action and actorhood (Bencherki & Cooren, 2011; Grothe-Hammer, 2019). These notions have 

traditionally been addressed in management and organization theory through an emphasis on decision-

making, rule following, and ecological adaptation, with issues of ambiguity and interpretation throwing 

some confusion in the mix (see March, 1996). Agency is all the more important, since it connects with the 

very existence and status of the organization: in other words, depending on how we suppose it acts, we 

also question whether it exists – and if so, how – or whether it is “mere” fiction (Savage et al., 2018)? 



Introduction  9 

 

Conventional views have often limited the role organizations play in their own action, making 

organizational theory “a theory without a protagonist” (King et al., 2010, p. 290).  

Such pronouncements ignore the contribution CCO scholars had already been making. Indeed, for 

CCO scholars, the organization is a metaconversation (Robichaud et al., 2004). This means that it consists 

in a mesh of conversations that recursively incorporate prior conversations, and in doing so reify them as 

texts available for collective scrutiny (Taylor et al., 1996; Taylor & Van Every, 2000). The Luhmannian 

perspective puts the emphasis on a particular set of texts: decisions, which are iteratively based on prior 

decisions, at once confirming them and opening up the possibility of alternatives (Schoeneborn, 2011). 

For the Four Flows perspective, reflexive monitoring is a key aspect of (human) agents’ ability to 

reproduce the structures that, in turn, constrain them, as they account for their own actions and ask for 

other to explain theirs, thus embedding them into a structure (Iverson et al., 2018).  

In a CCO view, organizational action consists, then, in the communicative embedding of prior 

conversations, decisions, and descriptions into other descriptions that position the organization as the 

author of action. In this sense, trough communicative practices, some aspects of the organization – a rule, 

a way of doing things, a budget, etc. – may be positioned as co-authoring what people (and other beings) 

do and say, making them “authoritative” texts (Kuhn, 2008, 2012; Vásquez et al., 2018). Such sharing of 

agency between people and the organization may take place through nested narratives (Robichaud, 2003) 

or through attributive practices (Bencherki & Snack, 2016), but also through communication’s inherent 

ventriloquial property (Cooren, 2010; Cooren et al., 2013). Ventriloquism refers to the fact that any actor 

may also be described as a passer, as what they do or say can be positioned as a being motivated by 

someone or something else that speaks or acts through them, thus blurring authorship and allowing to 

consider these words and deeds as the organization’s (Cooren & Sandler, 2014; Nathues et al., 2020; 

Wilhoit, 2016). 

Authority. CCO’s view of agency is intimately related to its treatment of authority (see Benoit-

Barné & Fox, as well as Caronia & Nasi, this volume). A key question of authority – who speaks and acts 

for the organization? – may indeed be rephrased as an issue of shared agency between the organization 

and its spokesperson. Rather than formal positions and organizational charts, such a construal of authority 

invites us to look at the many ways in which the organization is presentified and made to express its 

wishes (Benoit-Barné & Cooren, 2009; Benoit-Barné & Fox, 2017). Authority, then, is not the property of 

some individuals, but rather a feature of each situation that may require people to act in a certain way all 

the while they are contributing to shaping it (Bourgoin et al., 2020; see also Follett, 1940). This also 

means that authority is not the prerogative of human beings alone, as contracts, tools, principles and other 

“non-humans” may also contribute to guiding collective action, a reality captured both through the 
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notions of “textual agency” and that of “authoritative text”, illustrating the proximity between agency and 

authority (Brummans, 2007a; Cooren, 2004a; Cooren & Matte, 2010; Hollis, 2018; Koschmann & Burk, 

2016). 

Situation. The notions of agency and authority help CCO scholars understand organizations, 

organizing and organizationality because they help it analyze how situations are assembled through what 

people and things do and say, and in return direct these actions and words. In that sense, the notion of 

situation is CCO’s response to the “composition problem” that Schoeneborn and Vásquez (2017) and 

Kuhn (2012) identified, as isolated communication events include so many attempts at shaping the 

situation that, as the definition of the situation is stabilized, it gradually constrains further communication 

events. Inasmuch as people “obey” what the situation requires from them, it gains authority over their 

actions (Benoit-Barné & Cooren, 2009; Bourgoin et al., 2020; Cooren, 2010).  

“Composing” the organization from diverse communicative events, thus, is not something done 

outside of the concrete interactions that take place in each of these events. As people and things 

communicate, they also attribute those same actions to the situation in which they find themselves, i.e., to 

an organizational “third,” thus presenting it as defining and guiding what they do and say (Bencherki & 

Cooren, 2011; Bencherki & Snack, 2016; Kuhn, 2012). They may also appropriate communicative events 

that took place elsewhere and at another time, to presentify them into their situation (Cooren, 2004b; 

Cooren et al., 2008; Vásquez, 2013). As particular ways of defining the situation gain autonomy, for 

instance through (authoritative) texts, the organization emerges as a constraining actor of its own. 

Though it emerged in interactional literature, and in particular in Goffman’s (1959) work, Taylor 

and Van Every (2011) extend the notion of situation to make it key in understanding the organization’s 

role as “thirdness,” as that to which people and things both contribute and co-orient as they define their 

ongoing relationship. They thus recognize the “fundamental role of framing a situation” (p. 14), as it is 

the situation that defines roles and identities, dictates what can and cannot be done, and how people 

should behave relative to one another. The organization, thus, is always “situated.” 

(Dis)organization 

A last issue that animates CCO research is that of the relationship between organization and 

disorganization, or between order and disorder. Researchers’ inclination to look for coherence has led 

them to attend to organization and order, and to consider disorder as a mere backdrop (Kuhn, 2012). In 

doing so, they have tended to ignore the messiness that cohabitates with organization. However, adopting 

a constitutive view of communication stresses the fact that order is “a local, emergent, and transitory 

phenomenon” (Bauman, 1992, p. 189; cited in Kuhn, 2012, p. 550).  
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For Four Flows researchers, while some communicative practices can lead to organizing, other 

may lead to disorder (Bisel, 2009), and other conditions besides communication may also affect whether 

it can engender order (Bisel, 2010). For their part, the Montréal School and Luhmannian perspective 

agree that a same communicative event can be at once organizing and disorganizing, as (dis)organization 

is a property of communication itself, and both order and disorder are present at once in any situation. 

(Dis)organization results from language’s ability to escape its author’s control and the possibility of other 

meanings to “haunt” what is said or written, thus making communication always susceptible to surprise 

(Vásquez et al., 2016). A similar argument is made by Grothe-Hammer and Schoeneborn (2019) using a 

Luhmannian lens. They note that communicating a decision always paradoxically also communicates the 

existence of alternatives to that decision, thus at once reproducing the organization the decision supposes, 

but also raising the possibility of disorganization (see also Schoeneborn, 2008).  

The simultaneous existence of organization and disorganization, finally, may be seen as a matter 

of perspective. A same situation may promote the existence and interests of some people or things, while 

hinder those of others: Cooren and Caïdor (2019) give the example of a lumberjack following instructions 

to cut down trees in a particular area—thus displaying orderliness—causing havoc for animals and 

ecosystems, or possibly even leading competitors to experience disorganization if they counted on that 

contract. 

Current Conversations in the Community 

While CCO scholars broadly share a common sensitivity, adhere broadly to similar principles and 

are animated by the above issues, different ways of understanding and addressing these issues co-exist 

within the research community. Without reflecting the rich conversations and debates that take place 

during conferences and in the pages of journals, we can summarily identify two fundamental areas around 

which research perspectives branch out. Indeed, CCO scholars do not entirely agree on what counts as a 

meaningful communicative event, and—as we have hinted above—they theorize agency in diverging 

ways. While below we caricature the positions of each of the CCO “schools,” these conversations do not 

always neatly follow these demarcation lines. 

What Counts as a Meaningful Communication Event?  

The first of the “premises” suggested by Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen and Clark (2011) is that CCO 

studies communication events, and already researchers are debating what unit of analysis should be object 

of study. The various understandings of what a communication event is leads to equally various 

methodological choices. For Montréal School researchers, the tendency has been to prioritize naturally-
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occurring communication events, which are usually recorded, such as meetings and other formal or casual 

conversations (Bencherki et al., 2016; Cooren, 2007; Cooren et al., 2008; Robichaud, 2003).  

This definition of communication events rests, to some extent, on the Montréal School’s roots in 

ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, which similarly favor naturally occurring events. Yet, it is 

also justified by the school’s view of communication as action, and its extension of agency to non-human 

actants (as we will see in the next section), which, when combined, require paying attention to what 

language concretely does and how it relates to other situated actions. In that sense, traditional qualitative 

investigation tools such as interviews, rather than collecting “facts” or individual interpretations, would 

be viewed as interactional episodes between the interviewer and the interviewee, during which 

organizational realities are co-constructed (but interviews are also much more; see Alvesson, 2003).  

That being said, the Montréal School has also been criticized for over-privileging interactions 

and, in particular, talk, at the expense of other forms of communication (Wilhoit, 2016). Perhaps as a 

testament to a generational shift and an extrication from its ethnomethodological roots, a growing number 

of researchers do not hesitate to explore Montréal School concepts using interviews (Jahn, 2016), visual 

elicitation (Wilhoit, 2017), archival methods (Basque & Langley, 2018) and other approaches, thus also 

broadening its definition of what counts as a communication event. 

The Luhmannian perspective, which had initially introduced the notion of communication event 

(Schoeneborn, 2011), shares with the Montréal School its tendency to explore naturally occurring events. 

While Luhmannian theory would target communication events surrounding decisions, which it views as 

the ones specific to organizing (see Grothe-Hammer, this volume), the fact is that empirical studies have 

observed a range of communicative phenomena. Research in the Luhmannian perspective has also been 

inclusive when it comes to the tangible form communication episodes might take and how to study them. 

That is why, for instance, the Luhmannian perspective comprises quantitative and network analysis of 

collaboration between people (Blaschke et al., 2012), interviews about how decisions are “programmed” 

(Grothe-Hammer & Berthod, 2017), as well as the study of documents such as presentation slides 

(Schoeneborn, 2013). Contrary to the Montréal School’s conceptualization of communication as action, 

for Luhmann communication includes understanding, which lies in subsequent communication’s uptake 

of preceding ones, meaning that communication can only be understood as a string of events rather than 

as isolated moments (as Seidl explains in Schoeneborn et al., 2014; see also Luhmann, 1995). 

Finally, the Four Flows perspective is not as explicit as the others on what it identifies as a 

relevant communication event, which may result from the fact its being based on structuration theory, 

though “Giddens was notoriously brief in his discussion of communication” (McPhee & Iverson, 2009, p. 
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52). For Four Flows researchers, not all communication leads to organizational constitution (Bisel, 2009). 

Indeed, “speech does not in itself, or even mainly, constitute an organization, and can be delusional or 

involve unusual registers” (McPhee in Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 301). The perspective focuses on 

communication that relates to a) membership negotiation, b) activity coordination, c) reflexive self-

structuring and d) institutional positioning. Each of these flows, in turn, is an assemblage of 

communicative processes, such as, in the case of membership negotiation, “role learning, power 

accumulation, identification and disidentification” (McPhee in Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 294). In the 

case of activity coordination, McPhee gives the example of mutual adjustment as an example of 

underlying communicative process. Reflexive self-structuring would rely on creating membership 

boundaries, while institutional positioning concerns relations between the organization and others 

surrounding it. 

In that sense, the Four Flows perspective can be described as “meta-theoretical” to the extent that 

it directs the attention of scholars interested in organizational constitution to relevant communication 

processes, without these processes being themselves germane to the Four Flows approach. For instance, 

identification, which McPhee suggests is crucial to membership negotiation, has been studied by 

Montréal School researchers (Chaput et al., 2011). The same goes for the creation of membership 

boundaries, which has been shown to be a communicative achievement using both the Montréal School 

and the Luhmannian perspective (Bencherki & Snack, 2016; Dobusch & Schoeneborn, 2015). Much work 

has also been devoted to the way organizations present themselves online or to inter-organizational 

collaboration, thus addressing institutional positioning (e.g., Dawson, 2015; Koschmann, 2013). As for 

activity coordination, it arguably represents the bulk of CCO research, for instance through work about 

the coordination of resistance online or about (strategic) planning (Albu, 2019; Bencherki, Sergi, et al., 

2019; Etter & Albu, 2021; Grothe-Hammer & Berthod, 2017). Thus, it appears that the Four Flows’ 

segmentation of communication events is the most widely accepted in CCO theorizing, although it is 

rarely explicitly referred to as such. 

An important distinction between the Four Flows approach and the two others, though, is its 

restriction to communication to human beings, in line with its view of agency, as we will see below. 

Indeed, for McPhee, communication depends on human beings’ interpretive resources, and it is important 

to recognize—if we seek to explain organizational constitution—“that human agents’ interpretive systems 

include resources that lead an individual to think of himself or herself as able to (fallaciously) speak for, 

or even to be, an organization” (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 301). This contrasts with the Montréal 

School’s desire to “open up the scene” of communication to other-than-humans (Cooren, 2008), as well 
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as with Luhmann’s provocative suggestion that “[h]umans cannot communicate [… o]nly 

communications can communicate (2002, p. 169; cited in Seidl & Becker, 2006, p. 20).  

Who (or What) “Has” Agency and What Place to Give to Materiality?  

As already partly covered earlier (also see Putnam’s Foreword, this volume), a key concern for 

CCO scholars is the question of agency, and each school’s different take on the notion is crucial for 

understanding its theorizing, as well as its conception of relevant communication events and the methods 

it adopts in studying them. The Four Flows perspective’s restriction of communication to humans, due to 

their interpretive capacity, is paralleled by an equal restriction of agency to humans. This restriction is 

justified by Giddens’ definition of agency as “to be able to ‘act otherwise’” (Giddens, 1984, p. 14), which 

is understood to mean that agents should also possess the “ability to account for and reflect on actions in 

meaningful ways” (Iverson et al., 2018, p. 44). Indeed, the ability for non-humans to act is mediated by 

the interpretation humans make of their role, and is conceptualized in terms of resources and constraints 

on human agency (McPhee & Iverson, 2011). Most importantly, even if it might grant some role to 

technology and other non-human actors, the Four Flows perspective rejects the “minimization of the 

difference between human agents (who alone can understand communications) and other elements and 

systems” (McPhee in Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 299). 

Although some of its authors have similarly questioned the Montréal School’s apparent conflation 

of human and non-human agency (Jansen, 2016), the Luhmannian perspective has a radically different 

perspective on agency. To begin with, Luhmannians consider human agency to be at the intersection of 

different systems: a human being is “made up,” for instance, of organic and psychic systems, which 

constitute it and its ability to act (Seidl & Becker, 2006), a point echoed by some Montréal School 

theorizing that sits somewhat outside its canon (e.g., Bencherki & Iliadis, 2019; Brummans, 2007b). 

However, it also agrees with the Montréal School in “de-centering” agency from human beings to the 

extent that it focuses on communication itself as productive of systems and of further communication 

events, which “gain agency in their own right” (Schoeneborn et al., 2014, p. 306). 

The Four Flows and the Luhmannian perspectives have often formulated their views of agency in 

reaction to the Montréal School’s liberal extension of the notion to non-human entities, which is largely a 

result of its borrowing from actor-network theory, and in particular from Bruno Latour (Bencherki, 2017; 

Cooren, 2010; Latour, 2013). This extension of agency is instrumental in the Montréal School’s proposal 

that conversations gain endurance through their inscription in texts, such that what people say and do can 

move through time and space, “scaling up” to constitute an organization (Cooren & Fairhurst, 2009; 

Robichaud et al., 2004; Taylor & Van Every, 2000). This key idea has led Montréal School researchers to 
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develop the notion of textual agency (Brummans, 2007a; Cooren, 2004a), and to recognize that an 

organization is a “plenum of agencies” (Cooren, 2006). 

More recently, though, and perhaps under the influence of Luhmannian thinking (see Cooren & 

Seidl, 2020), Montréal School researchers have begun considering communication itself as material 

(rather than resting on non-human agents), and to position communication’s materiality as participating in 

a relational ontology view of organizing (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Cooren, 2018; Kuhn et al., 2017). In other 

words, relationality is substantiated in communication (Cooren et al., 2012). This seemingly slight shift in 

the way the Montréal School views agency and materiality is consequential, in the sense that it allows 

viewing communication not only as constitutive of organizations within which human beings live and 

work, but also as constitutive of humans themselves, with a growing number of researchers interested in 

notions such as affect and performativity, and connecting the Montréal School with different 

philosophical approaches (e.g., Ashcraft, 2020; Del Fa, 2017). 

Future Trajectories: Ensuring the Practical and Academic Relevance of CCO 

These conversations have kept CCO scholarship on its toes, always looking to renew and refine 

their theorizing of the communication–organization relationship. In exploring new avenues, CCO is 

opening up exciting future trajectories, but is also faced with potential challenges. 

As discussed in Del Fa and Kärreman’s chapter in this volume, a first important area of 

development for CCO concerns its ability to articulate a critical posture. Indeed, CCO has been at times 

accused of limiting itself to describing organizational phenomena as they takes place, without positioning 

itself regarding what constitutes good and/or ethical organizing (Reed, 2010). This lack of critical 

engagement is all the more surprising given that CCO, in revealing the communicative underpinnings of 

organizing, parallels the efforts of many critical authors (e.g., Clegg, 1987; Deetz, 1992). In developing 

its own critical voice, CCO can build on the efforts of “friendly” research that has pointed out, for 

instance, how communication enables resistance and submission (Mumby, 2005), how “ideal” 

professional identities are constituted (Ashcraft, 2016, 2017), how gender and class intersect in “dirty 

work”(Tracy & Scott, 2006), how particular forms of organizing are rendered invisible (Cruz, 2015, 

2017), or how brands gain agency to reproduce capitalism (Mumby, 1998, 2018). It can also count on 

CCO research that has already touched upon some of the central themes of critical theory, albeit not from 

a critical stance as such, in particular power and authority (Bencherki, Matte, et al., 2019; Benoit-Barné & 

Cooren, 2009; Benoit-Barné & Fox, 2017), diversity (Trittin & Schoeneborn, 2017), (Cooren, 2016; 

Matte & Bencherki, 2019). Genuine CCO critical research is still in its nascent stage, with studies on the 

way alternative organizations are constituted (Del Fa, 2017; Del Fa & Vásquez, 2019), calls to decolonize 

the epistemologies that underpin constitutive approaches (Vásquez et al., 2021), and the proposal that 
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communicative relationality might allow escaping capitalism’s position as the overarching and 

deterministic framework within which organizing unfolds (Kuhn et al., 2017). More efforts are still 

needed, though, to unpack CCO’s critical potential. 

A second area of development for CCO is for it to find its full relevance for practitioners, as van 

Vuuren and Knoers explain in their chapter in this volume. Indeed, while CCO can pride itself in 

conducting quality empirical work, few research projects truly employ its rich theorizing to reach out to 

practitioners and respond to their concerns (exceptions include rare action-research work; see Vásquez et 

al., 2018). While CCO’s relevance for practice has been the topic of at least two workshops held prior to 

the 2014 and 2017 colloquiums of the European Group for Organizational Studies, engaging with 

practitioners and working with them on making theory actionable for them remains an underexplored area 

(not unlike CCO pedagogy, incidentally; see Kuhn & Schoeneborn, 2015). 

As CCO researchers explore these avenues, however, they also face the challenge of losing their 

specificity. Indeed, the strength of CCO has been, so far, its ability to pinpoint the communicative 

processes in practices through which organizing takes place; its descriptivist stance was its distinctive 

trait. By developing its critical reach or its relevance to practitioners, it will need in both cases—albeit 

differently—to adopt instead a normative or prescriptive vocabulary, and in doing so risk diluting its 

distinctiveness. CCO scholars will therefore be careful to make sure to reflect on how they can formulate 

critique or guidance that builds on their unique analytical ability and remains a distinctive voice in the 

concert of organizational (communication) studies.  

That being said, CCO probably has more to gain than to lose in reaching out to neighboring 

research communities. As, until recently, CCO scholars have been busy building and legitimating their 

original approach, they have also somewhat neglected their engagement with broader debates and 

conversations, leading some to perceive them as somewhat of a clique. In that sense, we have perhaps 

missed some opportunities to better explain our perspective(s) to other researchers and to demonstrate our 

relevance to them. Toning down the impression that CCO is an exclusive club would therefore allow us to 

show what we can do, but also to enrich ourselves, as we help address the challenges that preoccupy 

organization studies and management, other fields of communication studies, as well as other disciplines.  

Outline of the Handbook 

Since the beginning of this handbook project, a constant preoccupation for us as co-editors has 

been to include authors reflecting the diversity of our community, as witness it during the academic 

conferences and events that bring us together. In particular, we wanted to reflect diversity in terms of 

generations of CCO scholars. Indeed, given the maturity of our research tradition, we see emerging young 
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scholars representing what is now the fourth generation of CCO scholars, who bring along new concerns 

and new theoretical vistas, and are unburdened with some older intellectual traditions and cleavages. 

From early on, CCO scholars have been inspired by their students (as illustrated in Chaput and Basque’s 

interview with James R. Taylor, in this volume) and have never hesitated to collaborate with young 

researchers from around the world (e.g., Nathues et al., 2020; Taylor & Virgili, 2008). In our desire to 

capture this vivacity, we chose to give a voice not only to the established scholars who defined the field, 

but also to mid-career and early-career scholars who are active contributors to our research community, as 

well as PhD students who enrich CCO thinking.  

Roughly speaking, the different sections of this book can be understood as corresponding to the 

concerns of these different “generations.” While early on, CCO was preoccupied with establishing 

theoretical basis—as is the case in our first section, with many first- or second-generation researchers—it 

has since moved on to seeking to diversify its methods (second section) and to engage with the concerns 

of its sister fields of study, in particular management and organization studies (third section), and now 

seeks to find resonance with partitioners in new territories and applications (fourth section). At each step, 

and in each section, a greater number of younger scholars join their voice to the conversation. In that 

sense, 7 of the handbook’s 33 chapters (21%) include a student or postdoc author, and the number would 

be greater if we counted recent graduates with either faculty or out-of-academia positions.  

Another preoccupation for us, the co-editors, was to make a conscious effort to achieve gender 

parity among the books’ authors. In 2021, gender parity may seem like something one may take for 

granted, but recent research has shown that gender equality is still challenge in the academic world 

(Blithe & Elliott, 2020; Munar et al., 2017). A constant effort is thus needed to make sure women’s 

voices are heard and given the same importance. For these reasons, authors were asked to do their best, in 

their teams, to accomplish both generational and gender parity. They have responded well to our call: of 

this handbook’s 33 chapters, 26 include at least one woman among their authors (79% of all chapters), 23 

include at least 50% of women among their authors (70% of chapters), and 13 are written entirely by 

women (40% of chapters). 

Geographical parity was also a challenge in the co-editors’ mind from the initiation of the project. 

The handbook reflects that CCO remains concentrated in North American, with Americans representing 

28% of authors, and Canadians 23%, for a total of 51%. Denmark follows at 18%, and all other 

Europeans combined reach 26%. Non-Europeans—all three of them—only represent 5% of authors. 

While this lack of geographical diversity could be blamed on a variety of reasons, the fact is that it does 

represent our community, and points to the need to continue recent efforts to “de-Westernize” CCO 
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thinking and draw inspiration from other parts of the world, as suggested by Vásquez, Guillén & 

Marroquín (2021), in the case of Latin America. 

The first section of the handbook offers an overview of the key theoretical debates that animate 

our research community. As indicated above, CCO scholarship has developed in conversation with a wide 

array of thinking in social theory, philosophy, and allied academic disciplines. Although the story of this 

engagement is often told as revolving around the three schools of CCO thought (as we’ve done in this 

Introduction), the vectors of intellectual lineage are more complicated. The field’s theoretical influences 

are the central concern of François Cooren and David Seidl’s chapter on the roots of CCO, which 

explores the multiple sources of inspiration undergirding the three of CCO thought, displaying areas of 

convergence as well as differentiation. Following this is Geneviève Boivin and Boris Brummans’s chapter 

on the value that the notion of ambiguity has played in the development of CCO scholarship by turning 

the spotlight on the very scholars mentioned in the pages of this Handbook: the social collective of CCO 

researchers themselves. Far from navel-gazing, this chapter examines discourse at relevant conferences to 

consider how ambiguity participates in the creation of this vibrant and growing scholarly community. The 

third chapter in this section, by Veronica Dawson, considers how the conversation-text dialectic has 

served as a key conceptualization of the communicative event for CCO scholarship, particularly the line 

of work associated with the Montréal School. Next is Joel Iverson, Karen Myers, and Robert McPhee’s 

explication of the Four Flows framework, which employs the compelling example of Trump University to 

illustrate the communicative flows and their intersections. The ensuing chapter introduces the 

Luhmannian school of thought, as Michael Grothe-Hammer cogently presents Luhmann’s theorizing and 

describes how decisions can take center stage as the foundational communicative events in CCO thinking.  

After considering the grounding of the field and its main conceptual traditions, the remaining 

chapters in the first section take up core theoretical concerns that cross the schools of thought. In 

Elizabeth Wilhoit Larson and Jeanne Mengis’s chapter, the authors outline four approaches to the study of 

materiality in studies of organizing, with particular attention to CCO engagements with this complex 

notion. Next, Consuelo Vásquez, Timothy Kuhn, and Mie Plotnikof pursue the insights to be gleaned 

from rejecting any opposition between order and disorder and, instead, framing dis/organization as a 

heuristic vision of the social practice CCO scholars study. A further exploration into the complexity of 

organizing is offered by Dennis Schoeneborn, Blagoy Blagoev, and Leonhard Dobusch’s chapter on 

organizationality. The notion of organizationality was introduced above, but this chapter deepens 

understandings of this novel concept through two case studies, which also display organizing to be more 

fluid than conventionally understood. Then, because authority is at issue for all the authors in this section, 

Letizia Caronia and Nicola Nasi unpack the notion by distinguishing between epistemic and deontic 
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authority, illustrating these types (and their junctures) with a detailed analysis of episodes of interaction 

associated with antibiotic use in a hospital ward. The next chapter, by Sophie Del Fa and Dan Kärreman, 

is a provocation, challenging CCO scholarship to more fully embrace a critical orientation, one that 

entails a thoroughgoing critique of the neoliberal capitalism that serves as the foundation upon which 

organizing and communicating unfolds. And, finally, Jamie McDonald’s chapter continues the critique of 

CCO’s theoretical foundations, providing a model for how scholars might interrogate heteronormative 

conceptions of organizing by building on queer theorizing to center difference; in so doing, argues 

McDonald, new vistas for organization studies will emerge. Taken together, then, the 11 chapters in this 

first section not only display CCO scholarship’s central theoretical tenets, but also demonstrate the field’s 

willingness to challenge its fundaments in the pursuit of continuing growth.  

In the second section, chapters address the burgeoning methodological diversity and the many 

ways in which CCO research is conducted. While CCO research regularly expresses its commitment to 

studying communication episodes, it has only rarely reflexively examined its own methodological choices 

(Nathues et al., 2020; Wilhoit, 2016). To remedy this, Theresa Castor first offers a thorough review of the 

many ways in which discourse has been conceptualized, and how CCO has engaged with the variety of 

discourse analysis. Ellen Nathues and Mark Van Vuuren then offer a hands-on approach to analyzing 

discourse data in a CCO perspective, and more specifically using François Cooren’s ventriloquial 

perspective (Cooren, 2010; Cooren et al., 2013). In a third chapter in this section, Helly Kryger 

Aggerholm, Birte Asmuß, Leo Feddersen Smith and Henrik Ladegaard retrace CCO’s root in 

ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, and present readers with fruitful avenues to conduct 

EM/CA analysis in search for organizing. Joëlle Basque, Heidi Hirsto and Régine Wagnac then move past 

a focus on language as such, to invite CCO scholars to engage with organizing’s temporality through the 

use of archival methods. Finally, Boris H.J.M. Brummans and Camille Vézy offer a poignant plea for a 

more “adventurous” engagement with ethnography, to capture the processuality and eventfulness of 

communication. Through these many chapters, this handbook’s second section thus constitutes a rare 

opportunity to review the different strategies available to observe communication’s constitutive power.  

As the third section reveals, CCO theorizing, combined with appropriate methods, sheds a 

different light on crucial managerial and organizational notions. Chantal Benoit-Barné and Stéphanie Fox 

address one of CCO’s key concerns, authority, which finds resonance in Ryan Bisel, Gail Fairhurst and 

Matthew Sheep’s treatment of leadership among each of the three schools of CCO. Mathieu Chaput and 

Joëlle Basque, for their part, engage with another crucial theme, identity, by introducing the notion of 

“identity matters” as CCO’s unique contribution to scholarship on the topic. Then, Viviane Sergi and Paul 

See each bring to our attention key evolutions in the way organizations are managed: Sergi shows how 
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CCO can fruitfully converse with literature on project-based organizing, and Spee offers an overview of 

literature intersecting CCO and strategic management. The next two chapters hint at CCO’s potential for 

more responsible organizing: Lars T. Christensen, Visa Penttila and Neva Štumberger review the 

important work that has been conducted so far in connecting a constitutive view of communication with 

corporate social responsibility, reveling how talk may produce responsible organizational action; Shiv 

Ganesh, Cynthia Stohl and Samantha James, for their part, suggest the term “lenticulation” to address the 

role of visibility in the way we have been studying globalization. Continuing on the project of making 

organizations better places, Matthew Koschmann then reviews the ways in which a constitutive approach 

to communication can help understand collaboration between civil society organizations, and Hannah 

Trittin-Ulbrich and Florence Villesèche show how CCO can contribute to, but also learn from, literature 

on organizational diversity. Finally, the section’s two last chapters engage with areas of research that 

CCO has overlooked for the moment: the first is that of digital media, which has only been recently 

started to catch the attention of a new generation of scholars, even though, as Jean Saludadez argues, 

CCO is well equipped to shed a new light on technology; the second is organizational memory, for which 

Salla-Maaria Laaksonen and François Lambotte offer a rich theorizing that goes beyond simple 

information storage and retrieval.  

Lastly, in the fourth section, chapters reveal how CCO can illuminate concrete, day-to-day 

practice in a variety of organizational settings. This last section is all the more important given that—as 

we have already mentioned—CCO scholarship has regularly been accused of falling short on formulating 

useful advice for managers and for the other people who, everyday, make their organizations thrive. First, 

Mark van Vuuren and Peter Knoers, in a very original and provocative chapter, explain how the CCO 

view can help practitioners understand the problems they face in their work. Relying on their experience 

as both academic and consultants and on the many occasions they had to build bridges between theory 

and practice, they challenge the CCO community to engage more closely with professionals to equip them 

with CCO’s particular lens to overcome naiveté about communication and start questioning the “taken-

for-grantedness” of organizations. In the following chapter of this section, Boukje Cnossen offers a 

thorough examination of organizational research in the arts, and reveals how both a theorizing of the art 

organization, and of the impact of the artwork on it, is mostly absent from this literature. She explains 

how a relational view, informed by a CCO perspective, can bring a unique contribution to address this 

omission, and provide a better comprehension of the role of artistic practices in organizing for researchers 

and artists alike. Using CCO to study difficult and unusual settings, Oana Albu and Neva Štumberger 

examine spatial assemblages in refugee camps through the work of humanitarian organizations. They 

explain the volatility of agencies in these contexts, and explain how a communicative understanding of 

space can help volunteers consider political and ethical aspects of humanitarian organizing. Also 
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demonstrating the variety of research contexts that inspire CCO authors, Colleen Mills brings us to a very 

different setting where spatiality is also prominent: a food processing factory. Through this chapter, she 

shows the relevance of one feature of CCO – namely the rejection of the language / materiality dualism – 

for practitioners. In a similar vein, Jody Jahn and Rebecca Rice engage with the high reliability 

organizing (HRO) literature to identify its shortcomings in theorizing the role of materiality in organizing 

and sensemaking in these risky contexts. They show how a CCO approach can reveal how material 

objects orient the construction of the tactical possibilities HRO members see as available to them when 

they consider various courses of action. Last but not least, Stephanie Fox and Jody Jahn propose a CCO 

perspective to address a very concrete problem faced by practitioners in multidisciplinary work teams, 

especially in the healthcare system: how to navigate status asymmetry while deciding on action.  

In addition to the agenda each chapter set for itself, this Handbook also aims at a purpose beyond 

its value as a pedagogical tool to introduce students to CCO: we hope it helps both delineate and 

galvanize the community of researchers interested in the communicative power of communication. That is 

why, among other reasons, we include in lieu of a postface, an interview with James R. Taylor, whom 

many consider to be the father of CCO. His interview, in addition to telling the tale of CCO’s early days, 

also reveals some of the values central to our community, such as intellectual curiosity, eclecticism, 

collaboration across generations and individual projects, and, most importantly, kindness to each other. In 

shaping this publication project the way we did, we recognize that handbooks have often played a 

performative role, in the sense that they have not so much reflected the prior existence of a community 

around a research topic, but rather rallied scattered research efforts and made individuals aware of their 

shared trajectory. By considering this performative role, the CCO community can reflexively apply its 

own theorizing to its own efforts to structure itself as legitimate academic field (Boivin et al., 2017).  

Of course, the limited number of chapters in this handbook means that it cannot include, as 

authors, all the diverse people who make up our community. However, many more people will be present 

as their work is ventriloquized and as each chapter incorporates multiple voices in an effort to offer a 

broad overview of the debates taking place around its specific topic (Cooren et al., 2013; Cooren & 

Sandler, 2014).  
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