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Abstract 

 Communication – and, through it, language – have become key elements of business and organiza-

tional life. How organizations interact within their walls and with the outside world fundamentally af-

fects business processes, creating organizational culture, shaping public perceptions and influencing 

consumer choices. This essay calls for a greater acknowledgement of language and communication and 

suggests that management educators may want to review how they are incorporated in management ed-

ucation curricula. Expanding on the skill-based approach typically adopted in business school classes, 

the essay points to the utility of exposing business students to the dual function of language as a means 

of doing work and as social action that constitutes social reality. Drawing on examples from scholar-

ship in linguistics and discourse analysis, the essay demonstrates that the ability to notice, identify and 

reflect on linguistic and discourse practices is a crucial managerial skill. Nurturing such analytical and 

thinking skills not only enables people to become better communicators, but also critical thinkers able 

to understand and challenge when social control, power or injustice is enacted in organizations. 

Keywords: soft skills, communication skills, social constructivism, critical language awareness, dis-

course awareness, critical thinking, organizational discourse 
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 Communication – and, by extension, language – play fundamental roles in our everyday lives; so 

fundamental that many of us tend to take them for granted, rarely pausing to consider what they involve 

or just how important they are to us, as aptly pointed out by business consultant Thompson (2003, p. 9). 

In the last 20 years there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of these roles in profes-

sional and workplace settings: professionals and consultants have started to recognize the “power of 

words” (Czerniawska, 1997; Thompson, 2003) and high-profile business personae speak of the crucial 

role of language and communication (e.g. Branson, 2014).  

The importance and prevalence of communication has never been so tangible in human history as it 

is now. On the one hand, ever improving and increasingly prevalent digital communication technolo-

gies, the worldwide web and social media platforms foster an always-on, always-connected communi-

cation practice, in both our private and professional lives. Such constant connectedness has contributed 

to the blurring of the boundaries between the private, public, personal and corporate spheres: employ-

ees and external stakeholders can engage in instantaneous, two-way communication with organizations 

(Beers-Fägersten, 2015; Creelman, 2015), many communication channels are beyond the control of an 

organization yet have a profound influence on its functioning (such as semi-professional blogs, em-

ployee Twitter accounts or community-initiated fan pages), and leading corporate personae are ex-

pected to share insights into their personal lives to increase trust towards the brands they represent (Gir-

ginova, 2015). This shifting relationship between organizations and their internal and external stake-

holders has inevitably brought about a shift in communication practices in business. As Czerniawska, 

the managing director of a consultancy firm, pointed out over 20 years ago, communication – and con-

sequently language – have become “fundamental to the way in which organizations operate internally 

and compete externally (and) we are much more dependent on language in business than we used to 

be” (1997, p. 11). Competence in understanding these new practices and their possible impact in all ar-

eas of business life has now become critical for the success of business organizations. 
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On the other hand, changed communication practices have re-defined not only how we complete 

but also how we make sense of work – in particular in knowledge-focused white-collar workplaces. A 

considerable proportion of the work people undertake in the knowledge economy is conducted in and 

through communicative acts: meetings, planning work and collaborating in teams, conducting inter-

views, solving problems and managing others in the office or in the virtual realm, or, from a corporate 

perspective, informing customers via a range of face-to-face or mediated communication channels, de-

signing PR campaigns, researching and drafting financial reports and managing social media. As a re-

sult, people are often deprived of seeing actual, tangible outcomes of their efforts: achievement and ef-

ficiency are discursively constructed and measured (Crawford, 2009). Consequently, in order to be able 

to make sense of and perceive work as meaningful, how we talk about it becomes increasingly im-

portant. For example, Brannan, Parsons and Priola (2015) examined how employees of a call center 

make sense of and evaluate their jobs. Their findings show that the carefully selected wording of glossy 

brochures, the communication aimed at trainees during induction and continuously repeated corporate 

messages can lead to a perception that the workplace is more appealing and that the work is more 

meaningful than might be the case in reality. 

 

Communication as key competence 

In this essay, my aim is to demonstrate that the awareness of language and how it is used, as well as 

consciousness of how it creates and is affected by broader Discourses are crucial managerial skills. 

Such awareness, as I will demonstrate below, can be an important means to acquisition of communica-

tion skills in a practical sense, at the same time enabling future managers to obtain analytical and criti-

cal thinking skills. Indeed, critical thinking is considered to be an essential component of managerial 

work (Clokie & Fourie, 2016) and a key element of graduate learning outcomes in many business pro-

grams (e.g. Cyphert, forthcoming; Lovelace, Eggers & Dyck, 2016). Yet, as Bloch and Spataro (2014) 

found, the majority of employers do not find levels of critical thinking in graduates sufficient.  
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This essay hopes to demonstrate that management education that aims to equip future graduates 

with critical thinking and communication skills could benefit from a more nuanced appreciation of lan-

guage and communication. Drawing on examples taken from language- and discourse-centered schol-

arly work, I argue that the ability to notice, identify and account for linguistic and discourse phenomena 

ultimately leads to greater critical consciousness of communicative practices and more broadly of one’s 

physical and social surroundings. Such ability, as one of my previous students noted, can be compared 

to the awakening experienced by the main protagonist in the 1999 blockbuster, The Matrix. After tak-

ing the red pill, Neo was made aware of the true nature of their reality, constituted by a computer pro-

gram. Critical awareness of language allows students to experience their realities in a similar manner, 

understanding the role of language in managerial and business processes (Forman, 1999) in becoming a 

professional and a member of a professional community (Bremner, 2018), as well as how broader dis-

courses shape and are shaped by language (Mautner, 2016). Such awakening can then lead to a general 

critical and questioning attitude towards assumptions that were previously taken for granted, specifi-

cally the role language plays in social control and in sustaining and reproducing unequal power rela-

tions (Fairclough, 1992). To return to our previous example, for instance, the “symbolic brand mean-

ings” created by the call center’s communication (Brannan et al., 2015, p. 48) enabled the company to 

manage the aspirations and expectations of employees and make them happily accept their otherwise 

mundane reality. Viewing this process through a critical analytical lens in class, for example, can ena-

ble students to consider/question the ethics of such manipulative techniques in the context of business 

success or employee retention and satisfaction. 

The crucial importance of communication as an instrumental tool of “operating” and “competing” 

(see Czerniawska, 1997, above) is clearly reflected in industry needs. It is hard to find a job advertise-

ment that does not list communication skills as a key requirement: a survey of nearly 15 million job 

postings shows that soft skills, specifically oral and written communication skills, are the most required 

skills across all occupations (Cushing & Gantz, 2013). The Graduate Management Admission Council 

survey (2017) found that of the 959 surveyed companies, communication skills rank the highest among 
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the skills employers seek in recent graduates. In the UK, soft skills – including communication skills – 

are valued over £88 billion in Gross Value Added to the UK economy each year (Development Eco-

nomics, 2015).  

However, as well as the instrumental role of language and communication as a means to complete 

work, communication is also the process through which people construct their social realities. Commu-

nication is the site in which both individual and organizational identities, meanings and intentions are 

jointly negotiated. For example, the way a high-profile leader talks about his or her successful life story 

to employees or an audience of aspiring graduates is often framed in a way that emphasizes the leader 

standing out from the crowd, and that s/he persevered despite all obstacles (Spector, 2016). Conse-

quently, the way in which such leaders talk about their life stories, the language they use (or “dis-

course” as language-in-use) inevitably leads to the promotion and legitimization of power and status 

differences. The way the speakers draw on language-as-social practice, or the (so called “capital D”) 

Discourse of difference and heroic leadership both legitimizes and further reinforces a certain way of 

how reality is viewed or understood. Crucially, thinking influenced by such framing can lead to the jus-

tification of power inequalities in a workplace, the romanticizing of leadership, and, as Clifton puts it, 

claim “the natural superiority of a leader who has the right stuff which others are lacking” (2017, p. 

16). 

Higher level critical thinking and enhanced communication skills are clearly necessary and, conse-

quently, strategically important in business education (Robles, 2012). Yet, as Clokie and Fourie (2016) 

found, although the learning outcomes set in higher education courses do reflect employer needs, the 

learning does not seem to translate from the classroom to a workplace context. The authors identify the 

problem as a focus of teaching on low-level thinking and mechanical communication skills. As be-

comes apparent here, teaching of critical language awareness and discourse consciousness could pro-

vide a solution to this problem. However, I believe that there are obstacles preventing greater inclusion 

and a more nuanced appreciation of these subjects in business and management curricula. One such ob-

stacle is perhaps that soft skills in general are still viewed as having lesser importance and prestige than 
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“hard”, technical skills (Beenen, Pichler, & Davoudpour, 2018), and, as Mautner notes, “skills courses 

are often the curriculum’s poor relations (...) regarded as far removed from the pinnacle of intellectual 

endeavor” (2016, p. 10). Another reason may also be that the complexities of delivering such subjects 

are underestimated. Publications about language-related issues drawing on faux-scientific approaches 

to language continue to be published (see e.g. McVeigh, 2018 on the use of linguistic determinism in 

economic research), and communication training programs are often conducted by professionals with-

out sufficient theoretical knowledge of communication (e.g. drama teachers, actors or ex-business pro-

fessionals). To change these perceptions and draw greater attention to the crucial role of communica-

tion, this essay proposes three steps: first, to establish interdisciplinary conversation to bring together 

organizational scholarship and linguistics in research and teaching; second, to shift attention from com-

munication training as skill development to the development of analytical skills; and third, to use lin-

guistic and discourse awareness as a basis for self-reflexive, responsible management practice. In what 

follows, I will first review in greater detail and in the context of management education the two, inter-

twining functions of language and communication, and then demonstrate how these relate to higher 

level thinking and analytical skills, which are crucial parts of the managerial skillset required for the 

modern workplace. 

 

Communication as a means of doing work 

Communication, when viewed from an instrumentalist perspective (Bremner, 2014), is a means of 

achieving one’s personal goals, a means of doing work, a means of conveying information. In this 

sense, communication and linguistic skills are part of a technical skillset, a conceptualization which im-

plies a direct correlation between the communicator’s intentions, the appropriately applied linguistic, 

verbal and non-verbal strategies and the resulting outcomes. This approach has been found to “fit well 

with the instrumentalism that characterizes mainstream management and practice” (Weninger & Kan, 

2013, p. 60), and is therefore rarely challenged or questioned (see Koller, 2018). The instrumentalist 
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view affects communication teaching and training (see Hünerber & Geile 2012), resulting on the one 

hand in the production of teaching materials that are based on hypothesized business needs removed 

from the context of actual workplace practices and, consequently, on the other hand, in linguistic regu-

lation, the delivery of concrete formulae and lists of strategies that (allegedly) would lead to the 

achievement of specific, well-defined communicative goals. I will discuss these two interrelated issues 

in detail below.  

In terms of the first point, the disconnect between teaching materials and the workplace has often 

been explored in previous scholarship: examples include the work of Brink and Costigan (2015), who 

surveyed business communication courses to find that presentation skills receive disproportionate at-

tention when, in fact, these skills are considered to be of lesser importance in the workplace. This dis-

crepancy is particularly problematic in second language education, where business communication is 

taught as part of Language for Specific Purposes (LSP) or English for Specific Purposes (ESP) courses 

(see Angouri, 2018). In her seminal work, Williams looked at the language actually used in meetings 

and language taught for meetings in ESP books (1988). She barely found any correspondence between 

the textbooks and what happened in real contexts, noting that the language used in real meetings was 

far more complex than the teaching materials led students to believe. 

Given the disconnect between teaching materials and real workplace contexts, more and more 

scholars advocate that teaching and training should respond to the needs of the workplace and reflect 

what happens in real life. Educators propose that one way to achieve this is the use of authentic, natu-

rally occurring texts and interactional data in the classroom as a basis for reflection and discussion 

(Chan, 2017; Koester, 2010; Schnurr, 2013). The importance of drawing on empirical, real-life data in 

research and then in teaching is well articulated by Schnurr (2013), who argues that “although authentic 

data (for example in the form of audio and video recordings or written documents) are admittedly 

harder to obtain, (…) they are vital if we are to understand the complexities and implication of aca-

demic research in the (professional) real world.” (p. 179).  
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As Bremner (2010) found, the discrepancies between the content of business communication text-

books and real life may lead to serious shortcomings resulting from the materials’ disregard for such 

complexities, the wider and closer context of work, culture and power in the teaching of communica-

tion skills. His observations may explain the discrepancies between employer needs and teaching, both 

in terms of general managerial knowledge and specifically soft skills education in management (Bald-

win, Pierce, Joines, & Farouk, 2011). As Clokie and Fourie (2016) note, focusing on higher level think-

ing and analytical skills would provide a solution to bridging this gap. Based on previous literature 

some of these higher level skills include analytical skills that enable students to understand the perspec-

tives of others (Baldwin et al. 2011), critical – or as Priem (2018) puts it “skeptical”– text reading skills 

(p. 379), critical thinking skills (Lovelace et al., 2016) or skills that “transcend typical disciplinary divi-

sions – encompassing technological concerns, intergroup relations, non-verbal and chronemic aware-

ness, relationship competence” (Waldeck et al., 2012, p. 237). As these cited works attest, there is a 

clear drive in management education to acknowledge and teach such thinking skills. As I hope to 

demonstrate below, the teaching of critical language awareness and discourse consciousness represents 

an excellent way to achieve this goal.  

To initiate such change in teaching, however, examination of naturally occurring discourse should 

gain greater attention in research beyond the distinct corners of applied linguistics and discourse stud-

ies. Observations regarding language use, linguistic competency, strategies and norms often appear in 

business and organizational literature, but the claims tend to be based on theoretical considerations, in-

terviews, experience reports and case studies rather than examination of actual discourse (cf. Skovholt 

& Svennevig, 2006) or, as Mautner observes, focus on discourse is “couched in ‘macro’ terms,” exam-

ining broad themes, without sufficient engagement with the “micro” level, where one investigates the 

linguistic devices that are used to express these themes (2017, p. 612). 

Computer-mediated communication, and specifically leading and managing people in the virtual 

realm, is a good example demonstrating that the lack of a clear understanding of how exactly people 
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communicate may have serious consequences. For example, the teaching and training of digital busi-

ness communication has taken a very dismissive and simplifying attitude to practices that help people 

inscribe nuances of spoken language into digital writing (such as using emoticons and ALL CAPS; for 

a critique see Loglia & Bower, 2016). This is because the prevalent approaches to the analysis of vir-

tual communication in management scholarship are participant interviews, surveys and laboratory ex-

periments (see Purvanova, 2014), which grant only fleeting attention to what actually takes place in 

specific workplace contexts when, for example, colleagues use Instant Messenger.  

Take, for instance, the following conversation that takes place via instant messaging (IM) between 

two colleagues who are in geographically distant locations (adapted from Darics, 2017). Fabiana is An-

drew’s boss, the regional lead of the team, and, in this conversation fragment, she is enquiring about 

who is going to take the minutes at their next meeting:  

(Fabiana, Regional Lead/Asia; Andrew, Specialist/India). 

1. Fabiana | 10:58 | do u know who is taking minute? 

2. Andrew | 10:59 | No, normally I think Cailey herself takes the notes. 

3. Fabiana | 10:59 | i dun think so… oh oh 

4. Fabiana | 10:59 | Mary said she is not the one taking either 

5. Andrew | 11:00 | Uhhh… in the past, whenever Cailey didn’t assign responsibility explicitly to 

someone, she herself was doing the needful. 

6. Fabiana | 11:01 | oh… ok 

7. Andrew | 11:01 | I hope that applies today too 

8. Fabiana | 11:01 | me too.. ha ha.. :-P 

  What we see here is Fabiana and Andrew discussing the person who is going to take minutes 

(Lines 2–4). Andrew’s suggestion in Line 2 is rejected by Fabiana (Line 3). Andrew is in a difficult 

position: he has to disagree with Fabiana (his boss) and repeat the original information (as in Line 2). 

The communicative strategies in his response reveal how he addresses the tension that arises from having 
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to contradict someone in a higher hierarchical position (Line 5): he uses “Uhhh,” a turn-initial pragmatic 

marker and an ellipsis mark. “Uhh” and/or a short gap in spoken interaction is typically used to introduce 

and soften the imposition created by contradicting information: despite the generally economizing efforts 

not to type more than necessary in IM, Andrew’s use of these strategies is clear evidence of his attention 

to power and hierarchy differences in communication. Fabiana’s response in Line 6 shows that the effort 

Andrew invested in mitigating the possible tension created by the contradiction has paid off: Fabiana’s 

“oh” in Line 6 is at the turn-initial position and, along with the ellipsis mark “…” and “ok,” signal the 

change in her knowledge and orientation. However, what is important for us to note here is that, content-

wise, Fabiana’s message (Line 6) would mean exactly the same without the use of “oh” and the ellipsis. 

Her use of these otherwise meaningless and perhaps even “unprofessional” cues played an important role 

in the way she indicated her understanding, signaling her thinking process and perhaps disclosing her 

emotional involvement in the interaction. In addition, she goes on to “laugh” in Line 8, both with what 

we call textual laughter as well as a “tongue-sticking-out” emoticon, leading to what Nardi et al. (2000) 

call, “friendly responsiveness” and generally collegial ambience. This example demonstrates that when 

everyday communication practices of virtual team members and leaders are examined, using strategies 

that are traditionally dismissed as “unprofessional” (Guffey & Loewy, 2010, p. 114) plays a crucial role 

in negotiating organizational hierarchy, communicating collegiality and affect, and also in emphasizing, 

clarifying or disambiguating meaning and intentions.  

 We can learn an important lesson from drawing attention to the shortcomings of the scholarship 

that is concerned with language- and communication-related issues in management and organization 

studies without engaging naturally occurring interactional data: namely that there is not enough acknowl-

edgement of disciplines making language use the object of their inquiry. Mautner (2016) speculates that 

the lack of acknowledgement of the importance of linguistics/discourse analytic expertise might be be-

cause language is often regarded as something of a “free-for-all” (p. 234). To enable a much clearer 

understanding of how communication happens in the workplace, and consequently to be able to translate 
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this knowledge to nurture effective, skillful communicators and critical thinkers, our first task is then to 

create opportunities for real interdisciplinary efforts in research. While a continuous effort is apparent to 

bring together approaches concerned with the minutiae of language and organizational research (Darics 

& Clifton, 2018; Hargie, Stapleton, & Tourish, 2010; Mautner, 2016; 2017; Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001), 

as Grant and Iedema point out, such studies are still few and far between (2005, p. 39). 

I have previously noted two interrelated issues with potential to affect the teaching of communica-

tion in business schools. First, as discussed above, insufficient engagement with empirical, real-life in-

teractional data affects curricula. Closely related is the second issue, namely the traditionally prescrip-

tive nature of communication education in business and management. Prescriptivism, pre-set formulae 

and do and don’t lists offer what Mautner calls, “easy recipes and quick fixes,” which are, however, 

“ill-suited to deal with the ever changing complexity that contemporary organizations throw at a man-

ager” (2016, p. 4). Training effective communication skills using such an approach will not produce 

better “skilled” or “empowered” communicators, however. As Cameron, a prominent linguist, attests, 

“it cannot produce those things, because it negates the single most important ability of a truly skilled 

communicator: the ability to assess what is going on in a situation and choose strategies that are likely 

to be effective in that situation” (2000, p. 154). To give a specific example, Baldwin et al. (2011) men-

tion the divide between a manager being able to list the rules of effective performance evaluation, and 

his/her ability to transfer models of effective performance management to effective handling of a situa-

tion, for instance when deciding how to approach an upset employee, or help them to get beyond defen-

siveness and commit to a personal improvement plan (p. 587). While management education literature 

contains  ample advice on how to establish trust and create rapport in similar situations, managers, as 

Clifton (2012) notes are left to their “own intuitive devices to employ discursive strategies that ‘do’ 

(…) establishing a rapport” and, even if advice is given, “it is usually presented in the form of simpli-

fied scripts based on intuition and recollection rather than direct observation of what actually happens” 
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(p. 285). It is unsurprising therefore that there are increasingly loud calls for a shift from the prescrip-

tive business communication teaching tradition to an approach that is based on observation, reflection 

and awareness raising (Darics & Koller, 2018; Marra, 2013), the basis of which should be real-life data 

and research that addresses these, as I have proposed in the section above (see also Chan, 2017). To 

achieve paradigmatic change in the perception and education of communication skills, our second task 

is to steer away from communication training as skill development and instead focus on raising lan-

guage and discourse awareness and training students to analyze communication and texts, using their 

analyses as a basis of reflection and discussion. This approach is particularly important if we consider 

the role language plays in organizational processes, as we will discuss next.  

 

Understanding communication as a process of social construction 

The role language plays in constructing our social realities is now a well-established school of 

thought (e.g. Jian, Schmisseur, & Fairhurst, 2008). In a prominent line of organizational and manage-

ment scholarship, as Cooren et al. (2011) explain, communication is not simply viewed as a “vehicle 

for the expression of pre-existing ‘realities’; rather, it is the means by which organizations are estab-

lished, composed, designed, and sustained. Organizations are (…) ongoing and precarious accomplish-

ments realized, experienced, and identified primarily – if not exclusively – in communication pro-

cesses” (p. 1150). Acknowledgement of the role of language in the constitution and reproduction of so-

cial realities – the “linguistic turn” – has led to increased attention to language and communication in 

organizational scholarship (Phillips & Oswick, 2012). However, despite the burgeoning body of lin-

guistically turned organizational and management research, as pointed out by Musson, Cohen and 

Tietze as early as 1999 and again in 2003, 2005 and 2007, the centrality of language in organizational 

processes (with a few exceptions) is not always addressed in management curricula. The authors argue 

that management education that denies students discursive consciousness perpetuates the theory/prac-

tice divide so typical of the field (Cohen, Musson, & Tietze, 2005; Musson, Cohen, & Tietze, 2007).  
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Why, then, should language and discourse awareness be considered key managerial skills and why 

have they not been advocated more widely in management education and in the business sphere in gen-

eral? Addressing the first part of the question, the sheer volume of work that examines organizational 

or business phenomena through the language lens provides evidence of the multitude of arenas where 

managers have to be conscious and aware of the role of language: for example the recent Routledge 

Handbook of Language in the Workplace (Vine, 2017), the text by Darics and Koller on Language in 

Business, Language at Work (2017), the Handbook of Business Communication (Mautner and Reiner, 

2017), and, specifically, Mautner’s chapter (2017) are a testimony of the scale and breadth of areas of 

business and management intertwined with and dependent on language. To give a specific example of 

change management, managing change can be – and in organizational scholarship is increasingly – 

viewed as the management of meaning because the success of change initiatives depends greatly on 

how those affected make sense of and buy into them (Ford & Ford, 1995). A manager’s ability to as-

sess the uptake of and reaction to a change initiative is therefore a crucial skill. However, as Darics and 

Clifton (2018) note, despite the prevalent advice for managers to help them develop listening skills 

(e.g. Lawrence, 2015) or cultural sensitivity (e.g. Driskill & Benton, 2011), little help is offered for as-

piring change initiators as to what to listen for and how exactly to interpret meanings to shed light on 

patterns of collective thinking during a change process. The authors argue that by raising awareness of 

the linguistic resources used to construct a story, change initiators will not only be able to understand 

the stories employees tell about organizational change but will also be able to devise strategies to deal 

with employee sense-making. Importantly, Darics and Clifton also argue that such linguistic awareness 

leads to discursive consciousness, which is hoped to “prompt reflection on the morality of applying 

widely circulating Discourses to particular situations” (2018, p. 11) – for instance, the application of 

ageing and neoliberal discourses in the justification of change processes in a local hospice. This point 

takes us to the issue raised in the second part of our initial question, namely why the centrality of lan-

guage in management processes does not receive greater attention. 
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Naturally, there may be many answers to this: as we noted earlier, this may occur because of the 

lower prestige of such awareness when compared to “hard” management theories, or perhaps resistance 

from both students and their teachers to venturing out of their disciplinary comfort zones. I believe that 

the answer may also lie in the “byproduct” of the linguistic turn in organizational management scholar-

ship: criticality.  

The pursuit of profitability, efficiency, productivity, employee buy-in and even employee well-be-

ing requires management to take a stance on political and moral values (Grey, 2004). Management is 

therefore never neutral. Heightened attention to discourse as a social practice and the role language 

plays in how we constitute, negotiate or perceive our reality inevitably leads to the exposure of the in-

herently political nature of management and examination of the relationship between discourse, control 

and power (Mumby, 2013). However, despite the proliferation of critical approaches in organizational 

scholarship (see Phillips & Oswick, 2012) and increasingly in business discourse research (Koller, 

2018), research has found that critical thinking could potentially be incorporated to a much greater ex-

tent, and in developmental stages in management training (Bloch & Spataro, 2014; Cyphert, forthcom-

ing). Currently, the typical business school curriculum, as Mautner (2017, p. 622) observes, incorpo-

rates:  

“a heavy dose of functional expert knowledge, most of which rests on the seemingly immuta-

ble conceptual foundations of the market economy. By contrast, ideas, models and discourses 

that challenge these foundations are generally marginalized, if present at all. The pattern is re-

peated in and constantly reinforced by popular textbooks, often sold in their tens or hundreds 

of thousands, and by the dissemination of canonical knowledge in lecture halls across the 

globe.” 

Training in critical thinking, as is increasingly required by employers (Bloch & Spataro, 2014) and 

the ever changing nature of the modern workplace (see the increasing attention to critical thinking in 

strategic management – e.g. Priem, 2018) cannot evolve without such criticality also turning inwards. 
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Management, as Critical Management Studies scholars have long argued, “needs always to be taught in 

ways that explicitly acknowledge the political, ethical, and philosophical nature of its practice” (Grey, 

2004, p. 180), and examination of how such political, ethical and philosophical values are created, ne-

gotiated and perpetuated in and through discourse is an inevitable first step. This approach, however, 

brings to the surface uncomfortable realizations about the deep conflicts inherent in the relationship be-

tween organizations and individuals (Mumby, 2013) about the basis of decision-making of those in 

power (Deetz & Brown, 2004) and issues related to agency (or the lack of this) (Weninger & Kan, 

2013).  

Challenging the taken-for-granted and asking questions about how power and control are extorted 

in communication processes is an uncomfortable task. In my teaching I often experience the tension 

that arises from the need to conform to the norms and requirements of a workplace and the awareness 

of the power relationships, economic rewards and presumptions that sustain those norms. One example 

I have previously mentioned is the classwork based on the study of employee branding techniques used 

by a call center (Brannan, Parsons & Priola, 2011). In this task students are asked to evaluate the ethics 

of manipulative strategies in light of business theories that indicate that employees identifying with or-

ganizational goals and values is crucial to the success of an organization (Brannan, Parsons & Priola, 

2011).   

 My intention – in class, and here – is not to promote criticality that would, in the long run, prevent 

organizations from thriving. Rather, my aim is to draw attention to the importance of critical conscious-

ness of one’s environment, including critical awareness of the role language – and communication 

more broadly – plays in creating and perpetuating these environments, including unequal power rela-

tions and social injustice. 

Take active listening skills, for example. In a recent paper, Spataro and Bloch (2018) make a com-

pelling case for the inclusion of active listening skill training in management curricula. They advocate 
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observation of and reflection on video material as a way of raising awareness of the importance of ac-

tive listening in management practice. Arguably, however, such awareness-raising efforts should not 

stop at the level of noticing the instrumental function of active listening: students can also benefit from 

becoming aware of its political function. In appraisal interviews, for example, lack of active listening is 

not necessarily simply a skills-related problem, but rather an enactment of supervisory authority. 

Scheuer (2014) found that lack of active listening cues (such as backchannel signals, repetition of what 

has been said, probing questions and non-verbal cues such as nodding) might come across as a profes-

sional effort to give employees the space to talk. However, such behavior takes from employees the 

chance to actually engage in a discussion about the problems they experience. By showing only mini-

mum or no affiliation while an employee talks, supervisors exclude themselves from active interaction; 

instead, they offer assurance and advice after the employee stops talking. Not engaging in active listen-

ing is therefore a convenient “way out” for the manager, enabling them to avoid taking part in discus-

sion about problems that might challenge or critique organizational practices.  

This example also shows just how important it is for the managers of the future to develop an 

awareness of the complexity of communication and the ways it can be used to enact power or reinforce 

injustice. Such awareness, it is hoped, will lead to the nurturing of better informed, more critical and 

more thoughtful managers (Musson, Cohen & Tietze, 2007). The importance of this agenda cannot be 

overstated. It is hard to find an area of organizational life where such a critical lens would not be war-

ranted: from exposing the cultural and linguistic disadvantage of candidates in promotion and job inter-

views (and challenging managers’ own cultural predispositions) (Roberts, 2011; Roberts & Campbell, 

2005; Scheuer 2014), to critically examining the function and appropriateness of linguistic practices 

such as teasing, jocular abuse, swearing and rudeness in management discourse (Ladegaard, 2012; Mak 

& Darics, 2017; Schnurr, 2009), and from understanding how cultural, linguistic and gender differ-

ences manifest in communication and influence participation in and management of workplace activi-

ties (Alvesson & Billig, 1997; Angouri, 2010, 2018; Baxter, 2011) to exposing the role of language in 
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justifying questionable business decisions (Spicer, 2018; Amernic & Craig, 2006) or shifting blame and 

avoiding responsibility (Darics & Koller, 2019; Hargie et al., 2010). The final step is therefore to em-

brace the critical stance: management education needs to encourage students to use their knowledge to 

challenge the taken-for-granted, as a way to nurture higher order cognitive skills but also to develop 

self-reflexive, responsible management practice in the hope of challenging unfair work practices (see 

Roberts, 2011). As Koller notes, this practice “may not change the socio-economic system in which it 

is embedded, but it can effect changes in discursive practice to make (management) less exclusionary 

and more balanced, and lead to more respect and participation” (2018, p. 37). 

 

Language awareness, discourse awareness and beyond 

In this essay I have argued that management education would benefit from a more nuanced appreci-

ation of communication. I demonstrated its complex and all-encompassing nature, as a means of doing 

work and as a site of social construction. In the preceding sections I proposed three steps with potential 

to lead to changes in perceptions and to greater focus on communication education in management 

training:  

1) Increasing interdisciplinary efforts to bring together organizational scholarship and linguistics in 

research and teaching; 

2) Steering away from communication training as skill development, focusing on raising language 

awareness and the development of analytical skills;  

3) Using linguistic and discourse awareness as a basis for self-reflexive, responsible management 

practice. 

The first step – reconciliation of business and linguistics – is not easy, especially because neither of 

the fields share a common ground in theory and established methodology, not to mention priorities, cri-

teria and terminology (see Grant & Iedema, 2005; Hünerberg & Geile, 2012). However, the insights 

provided by the combination of these fields have been proven to be very successful (see, for example 
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Linguistic Profiling for Professionals consultancy https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/lipp/) and provide ex-

tensive resources for teaching and training materials that reflect what actually happens in the real world 

of work (see Darics & Koller, 2018). Colleagues in the business school are therefore encouraged to 

form alliances with those in language-centered disciplines (see also Mautner, 2016), both for collabora-

tive research and collaborative program design, even (or perhaps specifically) in areas where such alli-

ance is not evident or straightforward. Take, for example, entrepreneurship where good communication 

skills are essential to success and are key for addressing wide and varied audiences across a range of 

communication channels, as well as a pre-requisite for more specific “entrepreneurial skills” such as 

getting people behind an idea and convincing others of the value of an opportunity (Chell, 2013). How-

ever, scholarship that addresses language and communication in entrepreneurship is thus far limited 

(Parhankangas & Darics, forthcoming). Engaging in or drawing on scholarship that provides empirical 

evidence based on real-life interactional or textual data would help to address this problem. Interdisci-

plinary collaboration in research and teaching, as Forman attests, will lead business schools to “experi-

ence benefits in both their managerial communication curricula and in their larger mission to educate 

professionals in both the art and science of management” (1999, p. 16). 

Such alliances are therefore crucial to realization of the second step: the nurturing of (critical) dis-

course analysts instead of “mere” communicators. In business communication this approach will allow 

course designers and educators to address what Marra calls “practical concerns” – for example, how to 

meet the needs of learners from assorted backgrounds, on diverse career trajectories, and with different 

workplace goals (2013, p. 180). Bremner’s prescription for the training of discourse analysts is a 

“heavy diet of exposure, awareness raising and discussion” which will, he believes, equip students with 

the knowledge to achieve their communication goals and also contribute to their discourse awareness 

regarding organizational and social realities (2018, p. 174).  

Arguably, awareness of language and discourse does not necessitate training in discourse analysis – 

people can notice linguistic practices without explicit knowledge of discourse analysis and linguistics. 

https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/lipp/
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While this may be true, three things need to be mentioned. Exposure to discourse analytical work, both 

through learning about the results of previous scholarship and actually conducting analyses, has proven 

benefits. First, discourse analytical knowledge empowers people to notice and make explicit previously 

unnoticed phenomena: Llewellyn and Harrison (2006), for example, surveyed employees about their 

impressions of PR and corporate documents and found that their interviewees spoke “more explicitly 

and confidently about aspects of language where they had a grasp of relevant terminology” (p. 580). 

Second, discourse analytical knowledge can make visible, and thus actionable, issues in management 

that are complex and hard to account for, such as problems related to the multicultural workplace (An-

gouri, 2018) or female leadership (Baxter, 2017). To achieve this, I again call for increased interdisci-

plinary efforts between business and management educators and those who have made language and 

discourse their profession and object of research.  

The two disciplinary camps, however, as Mautner (2016) notes, may be closer to each other than 

originally thought – physically and metaphorically. The growing number of relevant publications that 

emerge from linguistics departments, especially work that draws on empirical data and promotes the 

previously argued for analytical skills and critical thinking, is excellent evidence of the latter, and per-

haps a good starting point for future collaborations (e.g. Bremner, 2018; Darics & Koller, 2018, 

Schnurr, 2013). 

My attempt in this essay to gain a deeper understanding of language and discourse in management 

has an admittedly practical aim: my hope is that such understanding leads to a change in perception of 

the importance of such awareness, and that my argument influences decision-making in program de-

sign. Such a change in attitude and acknowledgement is implicit – as Cushing and Gantz (2013) note – 

what have previously been known as “soft skills” have now become “in demand” skills. These skills 

are necessary for the future success not only of those aspiring to fill high-level management positions, 

but “all students across the academic continuum and in the broader, civic economy” (Cushing & Gantz, 

2013). As well as empowering future managers, critical language awareness will lead to more aware, 
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conscious citizens, in terms of text consumption, and, it is hoped, more responsible, ethical text produc-

tion in positions of power. In the era of fake news, unprecedented public manipulation (Martin, 2014; 

also Priem, 2018), and management fads hidden under hard-to-decode management jargon (Spicer, 

2018), and the era ruled by visionary, religious-like leadership gurus (Clifton, 2017; Greatbatch & 

Clark, 2005), such awareness should be a priority.  
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