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Abstract 

The print industry in Canada has experienced great change over the last decade with continual 

adjustment necessary to accommodate changing client needs and demands. In order for 

organizations to survive they must adapt their internal organizational structure to provide more 

for less. Email communication has become a significant and important tool in the print industry 

allowing employees to reach multiple stakeholders at once; however it can also lead to 

detrimental breakdowns in communication. This study reviews James R. Taylor’s model of 

coorientation and how it can be applied to the print industry to both identify communication 

breakdowns and provide a framework to improve efficiencies. A case study of one print industry 

company, and specifically one completed print project, was performed through a document 

analysis and found that Taylor’s model provides a structured and pragmatic means of identifying 

the interaction between stakeholders involved in each project on both departmental and 

individual levels. 
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Coorientation Through Written Communication: 

A case study from the print industry 

 Interdepartmental communication plays a significant role in the success of any 

organization and is “an important factor in the understanding of the value of intangible 

organisational assets” (Ritter, 2003, p. 50, as cited in Ruck & Welch, 2012, p. 294). These assets 

might include “the company's reputation, image, future capability of generating business or 

intellectual property” (Ritter, 2003, p. 50). If there are breakdowns in communication internally, 

the external reputation and business operations of the organization could suffer. In 

manufacturing organizations, departments with vastly different responsibilities, skill sets, and 

workflows must collaborate to produce one physical product. For example, customer service and 

sales teams are responsible for bringing in the clients’ orders and providing work instructions to 

the production team working on the plant floor to produce the product. For this process to 

function efficiently there must be a mutual understanding of the project’s requirements by all 

parties involved.  

 The print industry by definition is considered a type of manufacturing. Merriam-

Webster’s online dictionary defines the term “manufacture” as “a productive industry using 

mechanical power and machinery” (http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/manufacture, 

accessed July 31, 2013). A print organization that uses printing press equipment and other 

finishing and production machinery fits this definition. It is a very fast paced and dynamic 

industry, requiring the daily, if not hourly, interaction of administrative employees (such as 

customer service and sales) and production employees (including prepress operators and plant 

floor managers), sometimes operating from different physical locations. To facilitate the timely 

transfer of information between departments, email communication can be an effective tool; 
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however it can also have a negative impact on an employee: “The increasing level of information 

via electronic media is often a source of stress, confusion, pressure, anxiety, and even reduced 

motivation, as one becomes increasingly overwhelmed” (Eppler & Mengis, 2004, as cited in 

Flanagin, Pearce, & Bondad-Brown, 2009, p. 240). In the print industry, interdepartmental 

communication efficiencies are crucial to the successful execution of each project being 

processed through the organization due to fast turnaround times and complex specifications for 

most printed pieces. 

 There seems to be limited academic research in the field of print with respect to the 

organizational and communication aspects of the industry. There is a great deal of literature 

focusing on technical developments and advances in print; however, academic literature focusing 

on business research specific to this industry is lacking. The objectives of this study are to 

develop an understanding of the principles of James R. Taylor’s coorientation model and to 

apply these principles to a case extracted from the print industry. The results of this study aim to 

determine why communication breakdowns within a print organization occur through the lens of 

Taylor’s coorientation model and to generate recommendations for strengthening the 

effectiveness of a print manufacturing organization through interdepartmental communication 

practices. This study attempts to answer the following questions: 

RQ 1: How can James R. Taylor’s coorientation model help to identify existing 

communication breakdowns in a print industry organization? 

RQ 2: How can James R. Taylor’s coorientation model contribute to increased 

efficiencies in workflow and interdepartmental communication in a print industry 

organization? 
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To answer these questions, a case study was performed examining the internal 

communication from one completed print project within a specific organization. In 

particular, the use of email communication and written work instructions transferred 

between multiple departments was reviewed to identify how breakdowns in 

communication affecting the outcome of the print project can occur through the lens of 

Taylor’s coorientation model. A document analysis was used to identify areas of concern 

within the emails and written work instructions collected.  

 The literature review for this study has been broken down into two sections. The first 

section reviews the work of James R. Taylor with respect to his understanding of organizational 

communication and his model of coorientation. The second section reviews a number of 

academic works that have expanded on and applied the principles of Taylor’s (among others) 

coorientation model in various fields of study. This collection of research helps to contextualize 

this model and its practical applications.  

 Following the literature review, a description of the print industry aims to build an 

understanding of the challenges faced by the organization chosen for this study. This chapter 

then presents an overview of the case company and the project chosen for study. It discusses the 

roles, responsibilities, and workflow of the different departments in the organization and 

describes in detail their specific roles in the project chosen. 

 In the final section of this study, the author reviews how the principles of Taylor’s 

coorientation model learned through the study of his work can be applied to the case project and 

organization. The outcome of the study offers suggestions for how the application of Taylor’s 

coorientation model can help improve the efficiencies of a printing organization.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 The work of James R. Taylor and his colleagues on the subject of organizational 

communication, and coorientation in particular, is wide ranging; its entirety is far beyond the 

scope of this study. For the purpose of this research, the literature reviewed focuses first on 

Taylor’s definition of coorientation and the core elements that can lead to the achievement of 

organization, followed by an expansion and application of coorientation as demonstrated through 

its use as a model for research in various industries. Coorientation is a complex concept that has 

been studied by many scholars. The purpose of this literature review is to highlight particular 

characteristics applicable to the study of written communication in a print industry organization. 

James R. Taylor’s Coorientation 

 James R. Taylor (2009) states, “coorientation implies a simultaneous relationship to 

something to be done, and to others with whom one is doing it. The unit of communication thus 

takes the form of a triad that links, at a minimum, two communicators to a common object or 

objects” (p. 155). He goes on further to state that this model “also explains more complex 

associational configurations and how they tend to become structured over time as people 

repeatedly interact with each other in regular ways, in dealing with their joint environment” 

(Taylor, 2009, p. 155). This statement expresses the nature of internal workplace interactions 

where individuals or groups of individuals (Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor, 2004) work together 

on a daily basis to achieve organizational goals, including meeting customer needs. 

 An important concept to consider in studying how different individuals or groups of 

individuals work together on a daily basis is that of worldview. Taylor (2005) states, “because an 

organization is a complex mix of differentiated communities of practice, it is also a mosaic of 

worldviews. That diversity poses a challenge of integration” (p. 215). By Taylor’s (2005) 
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definition, a worldview can be considered a perspective (p. 214) and thus different communities 

of practice (or departments) within one organization may have vastly different worldviews 

depending on their role in the workflow or process. In the printing industry in particular the 

challenge of achieving coorientation between all departments involved in one project can 

become more complex as more departments with differing worldviews come together and must 

align their actions toward completing the common goal. Each department is responsible for a 

different part of the process and so each individual could be influenced by a different worldview 

or perspective when approaching a new project. This is an ongoing challenge encountered with 

each new print project as it travels through the production process. 

 To better understand Taylor’s interpretation of coorientation as it applies to internal 

communication within an organization, we must first understand his definition of that which 

constitutes an organization and how communication and organization relate to each other. Taylor 

indicates that he agrees with McPhee and Zaug (2000) that communication theory needs to 

explain “how communication activities interface with practical problems of dealing with a 

material world in the usual contexts of work, how members relate to each other and to their 

organization” (as cited in Taylor, 2009, p. 154). Taylor (2009) states, “I believe that the 

constitution of organization is a self-organizing process, grounded in practical activities that have 

definable (and often quite concrete) outcomes and that are mediated by language” (p. 155, 

emphasis in original). He supposes that individuals constitute organization by creating dialogue 

with others, in essence, having conversations (Taylor, 2009, p. 169).  

 Taylor’s approach to defining organization stems from the line of thought initiated by 

James Taylor that has come to be known as “The Montreal School” of organizational 

communication, sometimes referred to as TMS. The TMS, under Taylor’s leadership, introduced 
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the communicative constitution of organization (or CCO) perspective. The CCO perspective 

views organizations as being made up of a network of interactions, where interactions are based 

on agents participating in situated activities and ongoing conversations with other agents as they 

simultaneously make sense of their surroundings. Communication, by this perspective, becomes 

an organizing process bringing together two or more agents as they work together to understand 

a common object.  

 Looking deeper at the connection between language and organization, Taylor (2009) 

indicates that language mediates communication (p. 156), and as such communication can 

establish an interaction between people and allow for the expression of their individual thoughts 

(p. 157). He states, “language is fundamental to the sustaining of cooperative interaction: to the 

extent that social entities or organizations persist and evolve, they do so through the mediation of 

language” (Taylor & Giroux, 2004, as cited in Robichaud et al., 2004, p. 619). The notion of 

collaborative activity is very much in line with Taylor’s definition of coorientation. The need for 

two parties to work together to accomplish one common goal requires those two parties to 

organize themselves through conversation (to be discussed further on) and align their activities 

and attitudes towards the object or goal: “Organization is the struggle to attain co-orientation, not 

merely a by-product of it” (Taylor & Robichaud, 2004, p. 403). Linking communication to the 

act of organizing, “[Taylor] claim[s] that organization emerges in communication as the 

consequence of a mapping of the interactive, or ‘conversational,’ dimension onto the textual in 

order to produce organization as (1) knowledge shared by its members and (2) activity in which 

they are engaged” (Taylor, 1999, p. 24). For Taylor (2009), simultaneously working with objects 

and relating to others working to do the same, in other words coorientation, is the essence of 

organizational communication (p. 155). 
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 Taylor stresses through different bodies of work that conversation and text play crucial 

roles in the formation of organization through communication (Cooren & Taylor, 1997; Heaton 

& Taylor, 2002; Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor, 2004; Taylor, 1999, 2006, 2009; Taylor, Cooren, 

Giroux, & Robichaud, 1996; Taylor & Robichaud, 2004). Organization is the coming together of 

a “network of conversations” and the symbolic mediation provided through the use of text 

(Taylor, Cooren, Giroux & Robichaud, 1996, p. 7). To define this further, “in a conversation, the 

text is what is said. It is the content of the conversation” (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 7). Also, “a text, 

no matter how meticulously legitimated, is not yet an action until it has been translated into a 

conversation” (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 28). To understand how text is translated into conversation, 

it is important to consider the way in which text is manifested. For Taylor and Robichaud (2004),  

a text may...be spoken as well as written. Its meaning is contingent on the 

circumstances of its production and reception, whether immediately accessible 

in a conversational exchange or mediated by some kind of support system 

(written, recorded on tape or film, transmitted electronically, for example). 

What counts is that a text is part of a process in which people are coordinating 

their actions and emotions through communication (p. 401). 

As such, text “is essentially a medium for the maintenance of interaction” (Heaton & Taylor, 

2002, p. 222), where interaction is facilitated by conversation and conversation is made up by the 

exchange of texts between participants. 

 Further developing the idea of coorientation as an outcome of communication, Taylor 

states that, “it is in the flow of conversation that people coordinate their activities” (2009, p. 

158). According to Taylor (2006), conversation has three constraints: (1) someone has to talk, (2) 

someone has to listen, and (3) there must be something to talk about (pp. 147-148). 
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Conversation, as opposed to text, must include “markers of situation” (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 10) 

or context. Furthermore, conversation is associated with “specific circumstances of time, place, 

occasion, identity of the participants, history and purpose” (Taylor, 1999, p. 25). In fact, he 

argues that, “conversation is not, in essence, text at all: It is action (or more accurately, 

interaction, or transaction)” (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 8). As previously indicated, organization 

formed through conversation, or communication between members, is an interaction between the 

members mediated by text. “It is in this dialectic of conversation and text that the organizing 

occurs” (Taylor et al., 1996, p. 4). It is through conversation that “organization is literally talked 

out into existence...and only in this way made recognizable to those who identify with it as its 

members, or who have to deal with it” (Taylor, 1999, p. 26). Conversation, mediated by text, 

plays a crucial role in the formation of organization through communication. 

 Taylor discusses in depth the role of language in organizing communicators, as well as 

aligning both parties with the object of their attention (Taylor, 2006, 2009; Taylor & Robichaud, 

2004). Through the use of language, conversation is made possible and, as Taylor and Robichaud 

(2004) point out, “the practical outcome of conversation is the achievement of co-orientation” (p. 

401), thus making language an essential element in the process of coorienting: “Because 

language is simultaneously an interactive medium of organizing, and of individual expression, it 

is also the means by which people become, at one and the same time, participants in organization 

and observers of it” (Taylor, 2009, p. 176). Language is the most flexible and most important 

means of communication that we possess (Taylor 2009, p. 157). “It builds a framework for 

subsequent interaction, and stabilizes it” (Taylor, 2009, p. 166). Taylor (2009) observed that 

language facilitates the expression of individual thought (p. 157) and so conversation could 

therefore provide a platform for the exchange of individual thought between two or more parties 
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and in turn provide an opportunity for those parties to align their attitudes with one another. “The 

aligning of attitude to attitude and both to object is the essence of coorientation” (Taylor, 2006, 

p. 151). The alignment of attitudes among coworkers from different departments within an 

organization can play a key role in the success of the organization by maintaining a consistent 

understanding of client needs between all departments. Failure to align attitudes could result in 

breakdowns that could be detrimental to the organization’s success on various levels. 

 Simply put, Taylor (2006) views coorientation as a minimum of two people participating 

in an ongoing interaction, communicating (pp. 149-150). His definition of coorientation 

highlights the importance of collaborative communication between two or more parties working 

together to achieve a common goal. In an effort to define a theory of imbrication for use in the 

study of organizational communication, Taylor critiques and builds upon the “A-B-X” model of 

coorientation defined by Newcomb (1953) as two subjects or agents (A and B) linked to each 

other by a common object (X) (Taylor, 2001, Section 1, para 2; 2009, p. 159). Taylor indicates 

that he has focused on this model because he is intrigued by the truly triadic nature it represents 

(Taylor, 2009, p. 159). An important reason for Taylor’s (2001) reformulation of this system of 

coorientation is that he feels “it claims to open the door to the linking of micro communicational 

process and macro organizational structure” (Section 1, para 5). It is this transition from the 

micro level to the macro that is of substantial value in the application of Taylor’s (2001) model 

of coorientation to the study of internal communication within a large organization; his model 

transcends the individual level to include communication between groups, or communities. 

 In 2001, Taylor offered a reformulation of Newcomb’s coorientation model stating, “an 

A-B-X system has three parts: (1) an X-ness, (2) a B-X-ness, and (3) an A-B-X-ness” (Section 

3.2, para 1). In this reformulation, X-ness represents dynamic objects, or “happenings” rather 
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than just “existings,” B-X-ness describes a change of state of the objects (X) in reference to the 

state of mind of the speaker (B), and A-B-X-ness is “where one person attempts to influence the 

attitudes or behaviour of another” (Taylor, 2001, Section 3.2). Communication, then, can be 

defined as the exchange of B-X units (Greimas, 1987, as cited in Taylor, 2001, Section 3.2). For 

Taylor (2001), there are no rules about who can be A or B, they can consist of either individuals 

or groups (Section 3.3, para 1). Allowing for the potentiality of entire groups to be in 

communication with each other gives Taylor’s (2001) model a robustness that increases its value 

in the study of whole organizations. It is elevated to a level of meta analysis which, from a 

pragmatic point of view, allows it to become a valuable tool for leaders in organizations to 

evaluate and improve their business operations as a whole. 

 One of Taylor’s criticism’s of Newcomb’s A-B-X model states that it “effectively de-

situates communication” (Taylor, 2001, Section 2.1, para 3) which he indicates trivializes the 

communication and hides the significant value of interaction (para 4): “The study of 

communication demands contextualization—taking into account the history of the exchange” 

(Taylor, 2001, Section 2.1, para 4). Taylor (2001) criticizes Newcomb’s model for not taking 

into account people’s dependency on the environment in which they exist. Specifically, he states 

that Newcomb’s model is “abstracted from the everyday world of practical involvement in 

activity” (Section 2.3, para 2). According to Taylor (2001), Newcomb’s focus on two-person 

communication (Newcomb, 1953, as cited in Section 2.4, para 1) ignores the existence of 

corporate actors and their involvement in communicative acts (Section 2.4, para 2). However, 

despite his criticism, he acknowledges that the value in Newcomb’s approach is its recognition 

that communication maintains a social link between actors and can accommodate a 

differentiation of roles and interests, in essence it provides a means of understanding 
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organizational stability and change (Taylor, 2001, Section 2.5, para 3). For Taylor (2009), 

Newcomb’s model acts as a building block, or starting point, for analysts to look deeper at more 

complex levels of organization and the role that communication plays in organizing.  

 Another area of Taylor’s research, the metaconversation, allows an evaluation of the 

concept of coorientation through a holistic view of the organization. To begin, Taylor and his 

colleagues “make the assumption that organization emerges in the interactive exchanges of its 

members (Taylor, Cooren, Giroux, & Robichaud, 1996; Taylor & Van Every, 2000) and is 

reflected in the texts–spoken and written–they generate” (Robichaud et al., 2004, p. 618). By 

way of definition, Robichaud, Giroux, and Taylor (2004) state,  

The constitution of organization occurs in metaconversation, where (1) 

“organization” refers to a language-based social entity composed of multiple 

communities of practice or cognitive domains and (2) “occurs in a 

metaconversation” means emerging from the recursive processes of the 

conversations of the members, where each conversation narratively frames, 

implicitly or explicitly, the previous one (p. 624, emphasis in original).  

The metaconversation is essentially a conversation involving reference to, or embedding, another 

conversation or conversations (Robichaud et al., p. 621). In practical terms, metaconversation 

could be considered the framework used by a member of one department as a means of 

representing their department’s needs when in conversation with a member of another 

department. In essence, the member representing their department is referencing previous 

conversation that was internal to their department when participating in a new conversation. In 

this scenario, when members from two different departments, or communities of practice, engage 

in a metaconversation, “the metaconversation, by allowing actors to ‘blackbox’ previous 
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interactions in speaking about things such as an A-B relationship, is doing just that–creating new 

entities, which, in turn, will constitute the communities composing an organization” (Robichaud 

et al., p. 623). Thus, the metaconversation plays a significant role in the process of organizing 

and in turn the coorientation of different departments within an organization.  

 In summary, Taylor’s view of coorientation, expanded from the A-B-X model presented 

by Newcomb in 1953, allows us to analyze organizational communication from a macro level 

perspective: “The concept of coorientation must be broadened to include not just inter-individual 

coordination, but the negotiation of working relations involving many communities of practice, 

each having its own character and interests” (Taylor, 2009, p. 167). Unlike Newcomb, Taylor 

takes into account the important roles that intention, historical context, and environment 

(situation) have in shaping communication (Taylor, 1999, 2001). 

 For Cooren and Taylor (1997), “the modality of an utterance is that which links it to the 

attitudes and intentions of the speaker” (p. 228) and modality is “a feature of language that 

allows communicators to negotiate coorientation by establishing a common perception of the 

situation and what is to be done about it” (Taylor, 2009, p. 165). Essentially, it is the modality of 

language that works to align the attitudes of the members involved in the conversation to achieve 

coorientation. “Coorientation is thus not a phenomenon restricted to the negotiation of member 

roles and responsibilities; it also applies to the bridging of inter-related communities of activity 

and sensemaking. The bridging is itself a crucial activity” (Taylor, 2009, p. 156). In the context 

of an organization, the term “bridging” implies closing a distance between different members or 

groups to bring together, or align, their understanding of each other.   

 Another crucial element to consider is that coorientation, as per Taylor and Robichaud 

(2004), “is not merely the immediate focus of situated interaction, occurring in a particular time 
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and place, but also the manifestation of an ongoing relationship” (p. 403). The ongoing 

relationship is a reality of the functionality of any organization; it is fostered through daily 

business activities, and as such has the potential to foster continued growth and improvement for 

the organization as a whole. It is for this reason that Taylor’s macro level model of coorientation 

has such value in the study of organizational communication. 

Coorientation Models and Applications 

 Coorientation is not a new concept. Newcomb described this method in 1953 (Taylor, 

2001) and many researchers have since expanded and developed his ideas further, much as 

Taylor and his colleagues have done. In turn, the work of James R. Taylor and his colleagues has 

been examined, discussed, and expanded as well. 

 Groleau (2006), for example, compared Taylor’s coorientation with Engeström’s activity 

theory. Groleau indicated that two of the major commonalities between the frameworks are (1) 

their mutual “claim that language bridges the gap between situated practice and wider historical 

and spatial frames” (p. 166), and (2) that they define human activity as “object-oriented practices 

involving language and material entities” (p. 165). The first of the two commonalities indicates 

that both frameworks posit the ability of language to bring context from past experience or 

knowledge to current activity and interactions. The second develops this idea further by 

suggesting that both frameworks view text-based material entities, such as established tools or 

written documents, as media for guiding human action, linking past experience to current action.  

 Among the differences Groleau (2006) identified between the theories was how material 

entities, such as technology based tools and written documents, could influence actions and 

communication. Activity theory would seem to look at how the present use of material entities 

could predict or shape future models of action (Groleau, 2006, p. 169). Coorientation theory, on 



COORIENTATION THROUGH WRITTEN COMMUNICATION 17 

the other hand, focuses more on context drawn from past experience as preserved in the form of 

written documents to affect current activity or interaction (Groleau, 2006, p. 169). Despite 

referencing a study performed by Cooren (2004, as cited in Groleau, 2006, p.171), which looked 

at what different written documents do in organizational settings, Groleau critiques coorientation 

theory indicating that the connection between discourse and materiality is largely underexplored 

by researchers working within this theory (Groleau, 2006, p. 175). 

 In an effort to establish a communicative theory of what he refers to as the firm—or a 

corporate organization—Kuhn (2008) expands on the theories of coorientation developed by 

Taylor and his colleagues. Kuhn takes one step further with the concepts of conversation and text 

and discusses the existence of authoritative texts, roles of power, and identification of a firm 

(Kuhn, 2008). For Kuhn (2008), the work of Taylor and his colleagues was a starting point, but it 

did not discuss the existence of firms in particular (pp. 1240-1241). He states, “conversations in 

firms are mediated by, and construct, an authoritative text that shapes action in a way that 

promises to serve the interests of capital attraction” (2008, p. 1241), in doing so Kuhn defines the 

difference between general organizational studies and the specific study of firms. 

 Fairhurst and Putnam (1999) offer a view of the challenges that the work of Taylor and 

his colleagues should address in future development of their model of coorientation. Similarly to 

Groleau’s (2006) critique, they note one challenge will be to “clarify how individual actors 

become collective actors, how individual actors are kept individual, how non-social actors are 

deemed non-social, and how all actors are hybrids or networks melding the human and non-

human” (Michael, 1996, as cited on pp. 13-14). In essence, Fairhurst and Putnam (1999) are 

suggesting that Taylor and his colleagues should expand their model further to include the 

interaction and influence of material entities on human action. 
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 Also referencing the work of Taylor and his colleagues, Stohl and Stohl (2011) 

performed a study of the legitimacy and voice of clandestine organizations, which they define as 

organizations that maintain a level of secrecy or concealment, such as terrorist groups (Horgan & 

Taylor, 1997, as cited on p. 1199) or organized crime syndicates (Kumar & Skaperdas, 2009, as 

cited on p. 1198), that is not present in other types of organizations (p. 1199). These authors 

questioned Taylor and his colleagues’ emphasis on conversation and text as the foundation for 

organizing, stating that for clandestine organizations “the limits imposed by the adoption of 

concealment, silence, and secret agency…create greater ambiguity in conversations, texts, and 

metatexts within and outside the organizational membership” (Stohl & Stohl, 2011, p. 1201). On 

a broader level the authors did discover, however, that even in clandestine organizations, 

“organizing is achieved through co-orientation, as organizational members simultaneously orient 

themselves to shared objects of concern and to each other” (Stohl & Stohl, 2011, p. 1202). This 

study exemplifies how coorientation theory can apply to organizations on both micro and macro 

levels. In the case of clandestine organizations, the members still coorient themselves with each 

other and the goals of the organization, despite their secrecy and concealment from the outside 

world. 

 Despite the criticisms of the coorientation model, it has been applied in past studies as a 

means of evaluating different types of relationships among people striving to accomplish a 

common goal, or working with a common object. Different fields of study have used the model 

in varying levels of complexity. For example, Leong, McComas, and Decker (2008) “explored 

the use of coorientation research for small groups of decision makers and large groups of 

stakeholders as a means to improve the effectiveness of communication strategies that decision 

makers may employ as part of a wildlife management program” (p. 259). This study followed a 
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model of coorientation presented by McLeod and Chaffee (1973), arguing “coorientation seeks 

to understand and measure the differences in viewpoints and assumptions of both decision 

makers of an organization and members of the public” (Leong, et al., 2008, p. 259). In contrast to 

Taylor’s (2006, 2009; Taylor & Robichaud, 2004) work focusing on the roles of conversation 

and language in coorientation, McLeod and Chaffee’s model (1973, as cited in Leong, et al., 

2008) focuses on the impact of one’s assumptions and perceptions of the other. The results of 

this study did find “differences of opinion within the decision-making team. These differences 

have potential to affect communication among team members and between individuals 

representing the team and community residents” (Leong, et al., 2008, pp. 267-268). A point of 

interest in the discussion of this study was the observation that the size of the group studied may 

have an impact on the coorientation of its members. The authors suggest that coorientation may 

be easier to achieve in smaller groups where discussion of each party’s perceptions is easier to 

facilitate (Leong, et al., 2008, p. 270). Although the approach framed by McLeod and Chaffee 

focuses on perceptions rather than conversation and language, this observation by Leong, et al. 

has value on a broader level when studying the coorientation of different sized groups within an 

organization.  

 Other studies that reference McLeod and Chaffee’s model include one performed by 

Connelly and Knuth (2002) in their examination of the Hudson River Ecosystem Restoration. 

Connelly and Knuth state, “the coorientation model measures the degree of ‘agreement,’ 

‘accuracy,’ and ‘congruency’ between two groups”(McLeod & Chaffee, 1973, as cited on p. 

934). This study focused on the perceptions of each group of the other, as well as each group’s 

perception of how the other group perceived it. The results showed that the “community leaders 

were not in complete ‘agreement’ with local residents” over the importance of certain issues 
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(Connelly & Knuth, 2002, p. 944). In another study, Rogers and Andrews (2013) discovered a 

discrepancy in the expectations of students and clients, who had been paired up in a learning 

opportunity, through the use of the coorientation theory which helped “examine expectations 

rather than perceptions, specifically the degree of agreement, accuracy, and congruency between 

client expectations and student expectations” (pp. 243-244). The results of this study indicated 

multiple differences between the expectations of the students towards the clients, and of the 

clients towards the students (p. 251).  

 Lubbers (2005) studied the relationship between public relations professionals and 

journalists, specifically in the travel and tourism business. Similarly to Connelly and Knuth 

(2002), Lubbers (2005) states, “the [coorientation] model assesses the accuracy, agreement and 

congruency of a problem” (p. 48). However, he goes on to state, “agreement must be reached 

about what the problem is before being able to plan a solution” (Lubbers, 2005, p. 49). The 

results of this study showed that a level of agreement between the public relations professionals 

and the journalists helped these two groups work together successfully (Lubbers, 2005, p. 52).  

 Lubbers’ (2005) statement that an agreement must be reached about what the problem is 

relates to Taylor’s (2009, in reference to Weick 1979) description of the interdependence 

between the each point of the coorientation triad (p. 159) and subtly demonstrates a link between 

the coorientation model according to McLeod and Chaffee and that developed by Taylor. The 

major difference between the two models, however, is the focal point of each framework. 

McLeod and Chaffee (1973) “based their model on the basic assumption that people’s behavior 

results from more than their internal thinking: it also is affected by their orientation to other 

people and perceptions of the views others hold” (Kelly, Thompson, & Waters, 2006, p. 611), 

essentially the attitudes and perceptions of the agents. For Taylor (Cooren & Taylor, 1997; 
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Heaton & Taylor, 2002; Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor, 2004; Taylor, 1999, 2006, 2009; Taylor, 

Cooren, Giroux, & Robichaud, 1996; Taylor & Robichaud, 2004), a main focus of the 

coorientation framework is on the influence of conversation in the process of organizing, 

demonstrating a move away from subjective elements such as attitude and perception to more 

objective, measurable forms of communication.  

 The organizational structure of the company to be examined in this case study fits 

Taylor’s coorientation model well. In a print environment multiple departments must work 

together daily to complete any one project. This entails each department achieving individual 

goals within their part of the process, while at the same time working toward the shared goal of 

meeting the client’s specifications. As noted above, Taylor (2009) defined coorientation as “a 

simultaneous relationship to something to be done, and to others with whom one is doing it” (p. 

155). In this study, the “something to be done” (Taylor, 2009, p. 155) will be defined as a 

client’s print request, and the “others with whom one is doing it” (Taylor, 2009, p. 155) will be 

represented by the different departments involved in the project. In contrast to some other 

definitions of coorientation, which emphasize the perceptions or assumptions of each of the 

parties involved (such as that of McLeod & Chaffee, 1973 as cited in Connelly & Knuth, 2002, 

p. 934), a major asset of Taylor’s model is that it focuses on the communication between, and 

interaction of, communicators with each other as well as with the object on both an individual 

level and a broader departmental level. His focus on conversation and text allows us to break 

down communication based on spoken or written texts and provides a pragmatic and measurable 

means of evaluating the interactions of the different departments and the efficiency of the 

workflow between them. 
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Chapter 3: The Case 

 The print industry in Canada has experienced significant change over the last decade and 

continues to develop and adjust to the changing priorities and demands of the client base. 

Traditional commercial offset printing has experienced a decrease in demand in recent years due 

in part to the improvements made in digital print technologies that can accommodate current 

trends of shorter, more personalized press runs (Industry Canada, 2013b, para 3). Despite 

growing trends towards electronic copy, the print industry remains the “most widely dispersed 

information technology-based manufacturing industry” in Canada (CPIA, 2011, para 4). Printing 

accounts for 8.11% of all manufacturing industries in Canada and employed close to 60,000 

people in 2011 (CPIA, 2011, para 4). In order to thrive among all of the changes in the industry 

many organizations have had to reevaluate and adjust their business structure. This includes the 

expansion of products and services offered to the client, in essence becoming a “one-stop shop” 

for print related services. Some of the leading organizations in the industry have started to offer 

services related to print—such as marketing and communication—in addition to traditional 

printed products to offer their clients a value-added experience (Industry Canada, 2013b, para 4). 

 In addition to the challenges faced by organizations due to increased competition from 

digital media developments, the commercial print industry also faces challenges related to 

declines in printing prices along with increasing costs for both materials and labor (Industry 

Canada, 2013a, para 1). Print buyers may have limited budgets for printed material which are 

decreasing as more green initiatives, such as distributing electronic copy in place of consumable 

products like hard copy print, are put in place. Decreased budgets require buyers to seek out the 

lowest price and in turn put pressure on printing organizations to lower prices, regardless of the 

actual costs of production, in order to be competitive in the market. The internal impact of 
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reduced prices can affect individual employees of print organizations through decreased staffing 

and resources in order to sustain the organization. While staffing numbers and resources are 

reduced, the increase in services and products offered requires more frequent communication 

between multiple departments and attention to detail; each department serving a unique role in 

satisfying the client’s needs. 

 The pressure felt internally within a print organization to meet the demands of clients 

(print buyers) can be the result of individual staff members taking on more work in an average 

day, pushing to work faster and more efficiently with multiple departments and individuals all at 

once. One tool used to facilitate the speed and efficiency of internal communications is the 

contemporary, computer-mediated resource—email, “compared to more traditional means, 

contemporary technologies can carry more information, faster, at a lower cost, to more people” 

(Beniger, 1996; Fulk & DeSanctis, 1995, as cited in Flanagin, Pearce, & Bondad-Brown, 2009, 

p. 229). The ability of email to carry more information, faster, and to multiple parties at once 

makes it an essential resource in meeting the demands within a print organization.  

 While email has become an essential tool for print industry employees, it may also be the 

source of communication challenges, as “technologies both help and hinder organizational 

members’ efforts to reduce equivocality and achieve shared understanding” (Flanagin, Pearce, & 

Bondad-Brown, 2009, p. 237). Shared understanding can be achieved through the alignment of 

the attitudes of two different parties, which is at the heart of Taylor’s (2006) coorientation 

model. This leads to the assumption that email, as a technology used to communicate, would 

both help and hinder the achievement of coorientation in the workplace.  

 One of the ways in which email helps communication in a print organization is through 

its ability to reach multiple parties at once. This allows an individual employee to multitask by 
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communicating information to many departments at once, saving time by eliminating the need 

for multiple individual conversations. While this practice is a significant benefit, it can also lead 

to information overload for some employees, causing them increased stress (Farhoomand & 

Drury, 2002, as cited in Flanagin, Pearce, & Bondad-Brown, 2009, p. 229). Information overload 

is defined by Flanagin, Pearce, and Bondad-Brown (2009) as simply receiving too much 

information (p 240), which can hinder an employee’s understanding of a particular sender’s 

requirements due to a lack of time or commitment to go through all of the information received 

in detail. This practice can lead to misunderstanding and miscommunication, and thus may 

hinder the ability of the employees or departments involved to achieve coorientation with the 

project at hand. 

 Another challenge with the reliance on email communication in the workplace is the 

ability, or lack of ability, to communicate tone and other non-verbal cues through the written 

word. “The content, tone, and form of communication have serious consequences for 

organizations and organizational life. When civility prevails, possibilities present themselves and 

potential increases. When incivility is the norm, we harm ourselves, those with whom we work, 

and the organizations that employ us” (Gill & Sypher, 2009, p. 69). Incivility is defined as 

“communication behaviors that demean, demoralize, and degrade others” (Gill & Sypher, 2009, 

p. 55). Without the ability to communicate tone or non-verbal cues, email communication leaves 

room for misinterpretation and misunderstanding and this can potentially convey incivility where 

it was not intended. 

 Furthermore, in addition to unintended incivility, there is much opportunity for genuine 

incivility as a result of “longer work weeks, constant change, increased technology, escalating 

demands, less sleep, expressed psychological disorders including depression and anger, work-
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home tensions, and the mental and physical problems associated with sustained stress” (Sypher, 

2004, as cited in Gill & Sypher, 2009, p. 53). The changes experienced by the commercial print 

industry in Canada over the last decade demand more for less from organizations competing to 

survive, leading to increased stress and work hours for the individual employees, thus creating an 

environment for incivility to prevail. 

 Email communication technology can mediate an exchange of texts, in turn facilitating 

conversational interaction. By Taylor’s (2009) definition, language facilitates conversation (or 

interaction), which in turn leads to coorientation by allowing the exchange of individual thoughts 

toward a common object or goal, presenting an opportunity for two parties to align their actions 

with respect to that object or goal through the alignment of their attitudes towards it. For a print 

organization, where email communication has become an essential tool in sustaining the speed 

and limited resources required to survive, it is crucial that the parties using the tool do so 

effectively. The potential to create tension (incivility) is high with this medium of 

communication, therefore an understanding of how the principles of coorientation play a role in 

how email is used may be critical in the effective use of this tool. 

The Company 

 The company to be examined in this case study is currently one of the largest print 

companies in Canada. For the purpose of anonymity, it will be referred to as Company X in this 

study. The researcher in this study is currently an employee of Company X and thus draws from 

personal experience to describe the nature of the organization and the print project chosen for 

study. The documents collected for review include the researcher’s archived email 

communication with respect to the completed print project and the printed documents, such as 
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work orders, which passed through multiple departments throughout the duration of the project 

serving to communicate the client’s requirements to all internal stakeholders.  

 Company X employs approximately 500 people across three different locations and is 

comprised of eight distinct lines of business (services offered). Clients from across the country, 

and selected areas in the United States, are able to, and often do, employ more than one service 

or line of business per project. The potential for communication breakdowns within this 

organization is increased by the number of departments involved in providing eight lines of 

business and the complex nature of projects employing more than one of these services. Figure 1 

illustrates the corporate structure of Company X, demonstrating the interconnection between the 

departments at the managerial level. The diversity of products offered by Company X includes 

commercially printed products such as magazines, books, and stationary; wide format 

applications such as backlit signage and vinyl banners; postage stamp and secure printing; digital 

print applications for short run and personalized pieces; web-based print-on-demand storefronts; 

mailing and distribution services; and warehousing. They have established themselves as one of 

the most environmentally friendly print companies in the country winning multiple industry 

awards for their achievements. They maintain high quality print standards and use their multiple 

locations to achieve timely results for their clients. 

 The workflow of a basic printed project at Company X begins with the Sales 

Representative. When an opportunity for a sale presents itself, the Sales Representative will 

work with the Estimating department to determine a sale price for the product. That price is then 

presented to the client to accept or reject. Once a price has been agreed upon with the client, the 

artwork for the project, along with the approved quote, is then sent to the Customer Service 

Representative (CSR). The CSR will work closely with the client and the internal Scheduling  
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department to ensure that the client’s expectations can be met. The CSR then translates the 

client’s print request into an internal work order for the plant to follow. The CSR is responsible 

for coordinating a meeting with all internal stakeholders for complex projects and projects with 

high dollar value to ensure all parties are aware of the requirements. From there, the project is 

passed on to the Preflight and Planning departments to ensure the files received are usable and to 

create a production plan that is as efficient and as profitable as possible. Once planned, the 

Prepress department will output proofs of the artwork for the client to approve before proceeding 

to create the printing plates required to produce the final product. When the proofs have been 

approved, the project is then taken through the production process moving from the printing 

press, to the folding, trimming and binding equipment, then to hand finishing as required. Once 

complete, the project is passed to either the Mailing and Distribution department or directly to 

the Shipping department. Finally, after the project has been shipped, the work order and all 

pertinent documents are passed to the Accounting department to be invoiced.  

President)&)CEO)

Chief)Opera2ng)Officer)

Execu2ve)Vice)President)

Vice)President)Finance)

Director,)Finance)

Manager,)

Accoun2ng)&)Credit)

Vice)President)
Manufacturing)

Vice)President)
Opera2ons)&)Technology)

Manager,)

Es2ma2ng)&)Planning)

Manager,)

Produc2on)&)Scheduling)

Manager,)Data)

Director,)Pricing)

Director,)Procurement) Director,)Manufacturing)

Director,)

Print)&)Finishing)
Manager,)Prepress) Supervisor,)Digital)

Opera2ons))
Director,)Security)

Finishing)&)Logisi2cs)

Manager,)Direct)Mail)&)
LeFershop)Opera2ons)

Vice)President)Sales)&)
Marke2ng)

Vice)President)Business)
Development,)
Publica2ons)

Vice)President)Business)
Development,)Direct)
Marke2ng)Solu2ons)

Sales)Manager,)

Western)Canada)

Manager,)Customer)
Service)

Vice)President)

eKBusiness)

Director,)Infrastructure)

Director,)Research)&)
Development)

Manager,)Client)Services)

Director,)New)Product)
Development)

Vice)President)Quality)
Assurance)&)Risk)
Management)

Manager,)Quality)
Assurance)

Director,)Mechanical)
Services,)H&S,)&)Security)

Vice)President)HR)&)
Organiza2onal)
Development)

Manager,)Human)
Resources)

Figure 1. Basic organizational structure of the head office location of Company X 
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 Through the entire production cycle of a project, many conversations and interactions 

take place between departments, both face-to-face and mediated by email communication. It is 

crucial for all departments to align their actions and attitudes towards the print project in order 

for all of the client’s expectations to be met. The need to align the attitudes and actions of so 

many different departments demonstrates the value of Taylor’s coorientation model in studying 

efficiencies in the print industry at both macro and micro levels, as well as his focus on the role 

of conversation and text in achieving coorientation.  

The Project 

 The project chosen for this study involved the collaboration of multiple departments 

within one location of Company X. Email was a significant method of communication used in 

order to communicate with the client, as well as coordinate the workflow among different 

internal stakeholders. Printed work orders were also used to communicate client and internal 

requirements consistently to all departments; electronically generated by the Customer Service 

department, updated by the Planning and Purchasing departments, and then passed along in hard 

copy format from one production department to the next executing the physical work required. 

Only one physical copy of each work order, attached to an internal docket, should exist 

throughout the duration of the project.  

 The product ordered by the client was a promotional kit for retailers, produced in five 

different languages, totaling 3790 kits. Each kit was comprised of nine different items, each with 

unique production requirements and print specifications. The life cycle of this project within 

Company X involved 13 different departments from the initial quoting stage, through production, 

to the final invoice sent to the client. Table 1 provides a description of each department’s specific 

involvement in the execution of this project.  
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Table 1 

Departmental Roles in Project Execution 

Department Role 

Sales identify opportunity, present quote to client, confirm project 
details once project is won, pass information to CSR 

Estimating assign price estimate to project based on specifications from 
Sales Representative 

Customer Service translate client order into internal work instructions, identify and 
co-ordinate with all internal departments required for execution 
of project, maintain communication between Company X and 
client 

Planning select most appropriate equipment and materials to complete 
order, indicate on internal work order, provide required layout 
and information to Prepress, Scheduling, and Purchasing 

Purchasing order materials required, issue purchase orders, indicate purchase 
order numbers and detail on internal work order 

Scheduling schedule time required on each piece of production equipment to 
ensure client requirement is met 

Data Team process shipping and distribution list provided by client, convert 
into format for internal use, supply files to Distribution 

Prepress insert client supplied files into internal layout, produce proofs for 
client review and approval, once approved produce plates for 
printing press 

Commercial Print and Finishing print, trim, die cut, finish each of 20 different items (7 different 
products, some in multiple languages or versions) 

Digital Print and Finishing print, trim, finish 1 product in 5 different languages 

Distribution collate 8 printed items and 1 purchased piece into each kit, apply 
cardboard and shrink-wrap, label each kit, pack in cartons and 
label with shipping address as per list provided by Data Team 

Shipping ship as per carton labels using most economical method 

Accounting review costs incurred on project, work with Sales Representative 
to determine final sell price, send invoice to client 

Note. CSR = Customer Service Representative 
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 The complexity of coordinating 13 different departments to complete this project 

included the simultaneous physical production of eight different items (some in five different 

languages), the purchase of one additional item, and the processing and conversion of shipping 

and distribution information. Prior to the simultaneous actions listed above, the project required 

diligent price estimation and quotation, extensive communication with the client through 

different media (telephone, face-to-face, email), logistical planning and scheduling, and internal 

communication between departments. Post-production activities involved the accurate and cost 

efficient shipping of the product to multiple locations and a comparison of the actual costs to the 

original estimated costs to send an accurate and profitable invoice to the client.  

 As with many print projects produced by Company X, this project required constant and 

accurate communication of the client’s requirements throughout the duration of the project. One 

of the many roles of the Customer Service Representative is to ensure that all parties involved in 

the production of the product understand and work towards effectively and accurately meeting 

the client’s expectations. Essentially, the role of the Customer Service Representative is to 

encourage coorientation between the client’s expectations and the production departments 

involved with respect to the completion of a placed order with Company X. Reviewing Taylor’s 

(2001) expansion of Newcomb’s (1953) model of coorientation, one could equate the client’s 

expectations (as represented by the Customer Service and Sales Representatives) with “A”, the 

collection of internal departments executing the physical production of the product with “B”, and 

the project to be worked on with “X”. Viewing the process in this manner allows for the 

application of the principles of Taylor’s coorientation model to understand where 

communication breakdowns may occur and how they could be avoided.  



COORIENTATION THROUGH WRITTEN COMMUNICATION 31 

 
Method 

 To understand the requirements of the project and the interaction between departments, 

all internal dockets from the execution of this project—which include work instructions and 

various other documents and samples—were obtained by the researcher from the archives at 

Company X in accordance with the ethics approval received from the University of Ottawa. In 

addition, the researcher collected all email communication that pertained to this project from her 

company issued email account. The researcher acted as the Customer Service Representative in 

the execution of this project, and as such the data collected via email communication is limited to 

that perspective. As described in Table 1 (above), the role of the Customer Service 

Representative involves the identification and coordination of all internal departments required 

for the successful completion of the project, providing a wide range of interactions for the 

purpose of this study.  

 In order to analyze the data for this study, the researcher performed a document analysis 

of the written work instructions and email communication collected. Each item was reviewed to 

determine its relevance for inclusion in the analysis. The main factor used to determine the 

relevancy of each document was whether it represented a conversation between internal 

stakeholders or between Company X and the client. For the purpose of this study, only the 

internal communications were deemed relevant. From there, emails representing a response to a 

calendar/meeting event were removed from the relevant emails. Once the relevant documents 

were collected, they were analyzed using a series of seven questions developed by the researcher 

based on a collection of document analysis guidelines from multiple academic institutions 

including Carleton College, University of Connecticut, The Australian National University, and 

Marianopolis College (See appendix A for copies of these guidelines). The researcher’s 
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questions are listed in Table 2. After each relevant document was analyzed using the questions in 

Table 2, the resulting data was then reviewed through the lens of Taylor’s coorientation model to 

attempt to answer the central research questions of this study. This process, and the results from 

it, will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Table 2 

Document Analysis Questions 

Documents Reviewed Questions 

Email Communication What type of document is being reviewed? 

Internal Work Orders Who wrote this document? 

 Who is the document directed at? 

 What is the document’s purpose? 

 What unwritten themes can be identified in this 
document? 

 Does this document achieve its purpose? 

 How or does this document contribute to the 
coorientation of the author and the receiver? 
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Chapter 4: Case Analysis and Discussion 

 Taylor (2006) states that for a conversation to occur, three things need to happen: (1) 

someone has to talk, (2) someone has to listen, and (3) there needs to be something to talk about 

(p. 148). The document analysis questions established for this study, as listed in Table 2 (see p. 

32), identified conversations taking place through email communication in agreement with these 

criteria. The person speaking (the author) sent a message to the person (or people) listening (the 

receiver[s]) about a particular topic (the purpose). To review the effectiveness of these 

conversations in contributing to the coorientation of the stakeholders involved in the project, the 

researcher evaluated whether the purpose was achieved by the author through assessing the 

content of the email against the perceived purpose of the message, and also how each message 

individually contributed to aligning the actions and attitudes of all parties to the common goal of 

completing the print project and meeting the client’s expectations. 

 A total of 98 email messages, sent or received between December 11, 2012 and March 

14, 2013, and seven internal work orders were collected for this study. Of the 98 emails 

collected, 60 were deemed relevant based on the above criteria and 38 were not. The 60 emails 

deemed relevant were reviewed using the questions indicated in Table 2 and were then evaluated 

with respect to Taylor’s model of coorientation to answer the central research questions. The 

work orders collected were all deemed relevant as they function as the main information transfer 

medium between all departments of Company X required for the execution of the project. The 

document analysis questions listed in Table 2 were used to evaluate the purpose and 

effectiveness of each work order.  
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Work Orders 

 The project involved the culmination of seven different internal work orders; all linked 

together to complete one full request from the client for seasonal promotional kits for retailers. 

The first work order reviewed was the kitting and distribution order, which represents the final 

actions required to complete the project. The Customer Service Representative (CSR) created 

this work order for the purpose of communicating to the Distribution, Shipping, Purchasing, and 

Accounting departments all materials and actions required to complete the kits. The material and 

actions required included eight items printed by Company X, one item purchased by the 

Purchasing department at Company X, instructions for what materials required ordering, details 

regarding the client’s specific shipping and labeling requirements, the total quantity of kits 

required, the client’s expected delivery date, the department responsible for providing each 

printed item, and the required contents of each kit. 

 In addition to being a tool for the communication of the client’s requirements to the rest 

of the organization, this work order also acted as an umbrella for the overall requirements of the 

project, providing clarity and an opportunity for the coorientation of multiple departments to the 

CSR, and to the common goal of completing the client’s order. The CSR was able to attach 

meeting minutes taken during the contract review meeting held at the beginning of the project 

allowing all stakeholders an opportunity to review what was discussed. Finally, and perhaps 

most importantly, this work order allowed the Accounting department to review the scope of the 

project, indicating all other work orders linked to the project, and any purchases made for the 

completion of the order. The Accounting department could use this information to accurately 

prepare the client’s invoice ensuring that Company X would be properly compensated for the 

work completed.  
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 The balance of the seven work orders all pertained to the print production of individual 

pieces required for the kits. They were all created by the CSR and were directed at the 

Commercial Print Department (work orders two through six) and the Digital Print Department 

(work order seven). The purpose of these documents was to organize the client’s request into 

manageable and structured instructions for the completion of all printed pieces required for the 

assembly of the full kits. The CSR determined how to organize the information provided by the 

client into a format that would be most effective for the stakeholders within Company X. The 

practical outcome of the successful organization of these work orders was the coorientation of all 

departments’ actions to the CSR’s understanding of the client’s requirements with respect to the 

project. In order for coorientation to occur through the use of internal work orders, the CSR must 

also align their actions, or written instructions, with their understanding of the capabilities and 

requirements of the other departments within Company X. The work orders created serve to 

transfer information to all departments, such as the stock, inks, and finishing requirements for 

each piece, client file location, quantity, and the due date required to meet the client’s overall 

request for kits. They also indicated the Distribution work order to which they were all linked 

and which served as the final destination for the printed pieces produced under these work 

orders.  

 The use of work order instructions represents a practical form of conversation by Taylor 

and Robichaud’s (2004) definition (p. 401): The CSR creates a written text which is transmitted 

by means of hard copy and electronic format work orders to various departments in the 

organization, translating the written text into conversation. The work order can be edited and 

updated at any time by other departments involved in the project, allowing for the conversation 

to continue throughout the lifespan of the project. For example, the Purchasing department may 
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add a purchase order number and details regarding the vendor supplying material that the print 

and finishing departments need to complete their portion of the order. This information allows 

the production team to schedule their time appropriately or alert purchasing to their requirements 

in order to best meet the client’s expectations. The CSR may also update the due date, quantity 

or specifications at any time based on client changes, or feedback from production. The work 

order is a tool that may be used not only to communicate the client needs, but to facilitate an 

ongoing conversation between departments in a consistent format as well. One of the elements of 

Taylor’s model of coorientation is his focus on the importance of ongoing interaction and 

continuous relationships in maintaining organization through coorientation (Taylor & 

Robichaud, 2004, p. 403). The work order certainly provides opportunity for ongoing interaction 

between departments if completed and updated regularly with detailed information.  

Email Correspondence 

 The use of email correspondence in the context of the project is much more complex in 

terms of establishing coorientation than the work order instructions. The work orders, generated 

by Company X’s job management system, provide a consistent format for organizing 

information and follow an established procedure through the organization. Email 

communication, however, is open to interpretation by each individual employee in terms of how 

to use it, what to include, and to whom it is sent. The lack of structure or consistent format for 

organizing information in email communication leaves room for misinterpretation, lack of 

pertinent detail, or extraneous information.   

 In addition to the variation in quality and content that these individual decisions can 

create, email communication can lead to information overload causing stress and misinformation 

(Farhoomand & Drury, 2002, as cited in Flanagin, Pearce, & Bondad-Brown, 2009, p. 229), 
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which in turn can detract from the achievement of coorientation among different departments 

within the organization. Based on Taylor’s (2006) definition above, email communication can be 

considered a form of conversation due to its ability to facilitate an ongoing interaction between 

two or more agents. As conversation plays a critical role in the achievement of coorientation, it is 

important to consider the impact of choosing email communication as the medium to facilitate 

the conversation. While it meets the definition, it also presents unique challenges in fostering the 

alignment of attitudes and actions required to achieve coorientation. Specifically, there is an 

increased potential for the receiving agent to misinterpret the author’s intended purpose or 

message due not only to information overload, but also to the lack of non-verbal cues available 

through email, such as vocal tone and body language. 

 In this study each relevant email was assessed in order to estimate the intended purpose 

of the message (see Email Data Summary in Appendix B for reference). For example, one 

message sent from a member of the Data Team to the Customer Service Representative (CSR) 

reads, “attached is V2 of the [live data samples] with the Quantity number removed and replaced 

by underscores (in the carton labels).” This message was sent in response to an earlier email 

from the CSR asking to have the quantity removed from the carton labels. The assumed purpose 

of this message was to confirm that the requested action had been completed and to acknowledge 

understanding of what was required. In this example, the researcher deemed the purpose to have 

been achieved by the message from the Data Team because it clearly indicated that the changes 

requested had been made. Another example of an email demonstrating that the purpose had been 

achieved was an email from the CSR to the Data Team indicating, “I have attached the package 

label spreadsheet as requested” showing that the request was understood and the task was 

completed. In this email, previous communication pertaining to this particular subject was left in 
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a chain of older messages effectively providing context and history, which helped to make the 

current response clear.  

 In some cases, although the purpose was achieved, the email message may have still 

contributed to information overload leading to misunderstanding and frustration, hindering the 

achievement of coorientation. The practice of copying a full department of people when only one 

member is involved in the project may lead to information overload, as it is defined by Flanagin, 

Pearce, and Bondad-Brown (2009), for the extraneous members copied on the message due to 

the receipt of too much information. Information overload can lead to mistakes and 

misunderstandings that can affect other projects active in the organization as well. To illustrate, 

an email was sent by the CSR to the attention of one member of the Data Team in response to a 

question from this member. Both the question and the response messages were sent by carbon 

copy to the rest of the Data Team as well. While the response email achieved its purpose by 

answering clearly the question asked, it may have led to information overload for the other 

members of the Data Team who were not involved in the project. If this practice is followed by 

all CSRs, on all projects, the number of unnecessary emails received by each member of the Data 

Team each day could become overwhelming and could lead to important information pertaining 

to projects that they are working on to be missed.  

 Another example of an email message achieving its purpose but potentially hindering 

coorientation achieved between departments through an influx of unnecessary information is 

demonstrated by an email from the CSR to the Distribution Team. Again, the email is addressed 

to one member of the team, but all members have been carbon copied. The body of the email 

from the CSR reads, 
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“please see the client’s email below. We have received a PO # for the following 

shipment, please hand write it on the labels:…Also, as per her email below, we 

are ok to ship any shipments that have PO #s or are marked with N/A. Any that 

have a blank where the PO # should be on the label, please HOLD until we get the 

#s to hand write in.”  

The information presented in this message from the CSR is redundant as she has also forwarded 

the client’s original email, which indicates, 

“here is [client]’s PO for the [seasonal] Kit.…Unfortunately I haven’t received 

any of the other PO’s that were required (labelled as TBD on the spreadsheet). 

The TDB’s [sic] will have to wait until I return on Jan 3rd. The others that have 

PO’s or NA’s can be shipped when they’re complete.”  

The CSR has effectively retyped the same message sent by the client and in doing so has created 

an opportunity for error, or discrepancy, between the CSR’s message and the client’s original 

message. The CSR has also indicated to the Distribution Team that they should read the client’s 

email in addition to her own, using the phrase, “please see the client’s email below:” the content 

of each message is essentially the same making the effort to read both redundant. While this 

message’s intended purpose may have been to provide complete instruction to the Distribution 

Team on how to proceed with shipping this project, the redundancy of repeating the client’s 

email in different words may have hindered the coorientation of the Distribution Team (B) with 

the CSR (A) with respect to the client’s requirement (X) by contributing to information overload 

and misunderstanding on the part of the Distribution Team, who may be looking to find 

additional information in the email from the client. 



COORIENTATION THROUGH WRITTEN COMMUNICATION 40 

 In four particular cases, the email did not achieve its intended purpose. The main reason 

for not achieving the intended purpose was the transfer of vague information from the author to 

the receiver. The first and second occurrences of vague information being transferred by email 

were in messages from one member of the Data Team to the CSR. The entire message content of 

the first occurrence consisted of, “counts are attached.” This brief message does not indicate to 

the CSR what action is required, nor is it a response to a formal request for the “counts.” There is 

an inherent assumption in this message that the CSR will know what action is required with 

respect to the attached file. 

 The message content of the second occurrence was more detailed in the sense that it 

confirmed the changes requested by the CSR had been understood and completed. Again though, 

there was a file attached and a message reading, “lives are attached” with no indication of the 

required action on the part of the CSR. Based on the researcher’s experience with the 

organization, the attached “counts” and “lives” files are an integral part of the project completion 

requiring client approval in order for the project to proceed to the next stage of production. If 

these files had been sent to an inexperienced CSR, coorientation between the departments to the 

client’s project may not have occurred due to a lack of understanding by the CSR regarding what 

action was required to meet the Data Team’s needs in order for them to be able complete their 

part of the client’s project. 

 The third incident occurred in an email from one member of the Purchasing Team to 

another member of the same team, with the CSR and Sales Representatives carbon copied. This 

message read, “they may be available through one of our paper suppliers if they have stock,” in 

response to the CSR’s request to order the label stock with a same day delivery in order to 

complete the client’s project. The purpose of this email message would seem to be to provide 
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information to the receiving Purchaser to enable him to complete the request. However, the 

message does not suggest which paper suppliers to check with specifically, nor does it make 

reference to the request from the CSR, other than forwarding it along below the author’s 

message. Perhaps more importantly, the author does not formally request that the receiver 

proceed to check with the suppliers and attempt to complete the CSR’s request. Within the 

Purchasing department, the coorientation between team members on an individual level would 

be hard to achieve through the exchange of vague messages such as this. It could lead to 

duplicated effort and frustration for all parties involved. On a macro level, it could even hinder 

the completion of the client’s overall project in a timely manner and in line with the client’s 

expectations: breaking the coorientation between the client, the company, and the client’s print 

project. 

 The final example of a message that did not achieve its purpose was sent by the Logistics 

Specialist to the Sales Representative, with the CSR carbon copied. The message read, “here are 

the shipping options. Ground: $200.00 – 5-6 days transit; Express: $370.00 – overnight.” While 

this message does include the two different options for shipping based on price and lead-time, 

there is no indication that the Sales Representative will need to choose the option with which to 

proceed. As with the messages from the Data Team, this message makes an assumption that the 

Sales Representative will understand what action is required. While it may be obvious to the 

Sales Representative involved in this project, it detracts from the ability of the departments to 

coorient themselves to the client’s project when assumptions of any kind are made. One of the 

strengths of email communication is its potential to facilitate conversations between individuals 

or groups in an efficient manner when used appropriately, with complete, concise information. 

At the same time, one of its major downfalls is the potential to make assumptions about how the 
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receiver will interpret the message, which can lead to breakdowns in productivity and could 

potentially negatively affect relationships among coworkers through the creation of tension and 

incivility.  

Taylor’s Coorientation and the Print Industry 

 The first research question in this study asked how James R. Taylor’s coorientation 

model could help to identify existing communication breakdowns in a print industry 

organization. Taylor’s model could contribute to identifying breakdowns in the print industry in 

two major ways: his expansion of Newcomb’s (1953) A-B-X model making it applicable on a 

macro level, and his focus on the role of conversation in achieving coorientation and, in turn, 

organizing. 

 Taylor’s (2001) A-B-X model in the context of a print organization can be applied at both 

macro and micro levels helping to visualize the relationships between departments or individuals 

working together to complete one common client print request. Figure 2 illustrates how the 

model can be applied to Company X on a macro level. It links together the Sales and Customer 

Service departments who represent the client internally, and the numerous departments within 

the organization that play a role in completing the project. As illustrated in Figure 2, the CSR 

plays a major role in communicating and coordinating their actions with multiple departments in 

the organization. This case study indicated that the CSR is an important component in achieving 

coorientation between the departments involved in the completion of the project. Through 

activities such as planning and leading contract review meetings, preparing the work orders, and 

representing the client internally in the organization, the CSR plays an integral part in reaching 

coorientation by identifying and bringing together all internal stakeholders and communicating 
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to them the client’s needs and expectations thus providing an opportunity for mutual 

understanding.  

 On a micro scale, Taylor’s (2001) reformulation of Newcomb’s (1953) A-B-X model can 

indicate the relationships between individuals involved in the project, either within the same 

department, or between two different ones. Each of the relationships indicated in Figure 2 can be 

broken down to an individual level to show the connection between two different departments. 

For example, considering the email exchange above between one Purchaser and another, with the 

CSR carbon copied, Figure 3 shows the relationship between the Customer Service and 

Purchasing departments with respect to the label stock required. Figure 4, however, demonstrates  

 

Figure 2. Taylor’s (2001) A-B-X Model applied to Company X on a macro, interdepartmental 

level. 
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the relationship between the two Purchasers involved in the exchange in relation to the task of 

ordering the label stock. The two figures demonstrate different levels of relationships and 

different levels of coorientation, all required to complete this one aspect of the client’s overall 

project. 

 One approach to identifying communication breakdowns in a print industry organization 

using Taylor’s (2001) A-B-X model would be to start with a macro level analysis such as 

presented in Figure 2 to identify all departments required to complete one common project. The 

next steps would involve breaking down the relationships first into interdepartmental groups, and 

then further into intradepartmental individual interactions, finally reviewing the communication 

at each level of relationship. This approach would lead to identifying the level where deficiencies 

in communication are occurring, and where to effectively focus any corrective actions required. 

 Taylor’s focus on text and conversation (Cooren & Taylor, 1997; Heaton & Taylor, 2002; 

Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor, 2004; Taylor, 1999, 2006, 2009; Taylor, Cooren, Giroux, & 

Robichaud, 1996; Taylor & Robichaud, 2004) can also help to identify communication 

  

Figure 3. Taylor’s (2001) A-B-X model 

applied to micro level interaction between two 

departments. 

Figure 4. Taylor’s (2001) A-B-X model applied 

to micro level interaction between two members 

of one department. 
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breakdowns in the print industry through his definition of these concepts and their relationship to 

each other: looking at how text is being translated into conversation to help identify whether the 

medium used is the most effective choice. By definition, text is the content of a conversation 

(Taylor et al., 1996, p. 7); conversation is established through an exchange of texts. The medium 

used to exchange the texts could impact the effectiveness of how the text is received and thus the 

ability to achieve coorientation between the author and the receiver. For Taylor (2009), people 

co-ordinate their activities through the flow of conversation and coordinating activities is one 

step toward achieving coorientation. If the medium chosen for facilitating the conversation is one 

that hinders the ability of the participants in the conversation to coordinate their activities, 

achieving coorientation may be difficult, if not impossible. 

 In a print industry organization, the use of email communication can both help and hinder 

the effective communication between departments. Taylor’s (2009) model of coorientation, as 

well as his work with Robichaud (2004), can help identify breakdowns in communication 

between departments through focusing on how texts are being translated into conversation. The 

use of email as the medium for translating texts can lead to information overload and 

breakdowns such as misunderstanding or misinterpretation. 

 Many different departments in Company X need to coorient themselves toward multiple 

projects on a daily basis and so require a reliable means of facilitating conversation. Figure 5 

illustrates a framework based on Taylor’s (2009) model of coorientation combined with his work 

with Robichaud (2004). This model could help to localize breakdowns and identify how 

participants are moving from one stage to the next in the coorientation model. For example, 

using email to translate text into conversation, if used well, allows the movement from 

conversation into coorientation, leading to organization, and finally to a successful business 
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transaction. Conversely, if the email communication hinders the flow of conversation, the 

participants will not be able to move through to the next stage, coorientation. The cycle would 

end at conversation until the author and receiver have reached a mutual understanding of the 

needs and aligned their actions to accomplish them. 

 An example of an email communication that could have prevented the members from 

moving through the conversation stage to the coorientation stage was the message sent by one 

member of the Data Team to the CSR simply indicating, “counts are attached.” No indication of 

the action required by the receiver was made and thus the cycle between text and conversation 

 

Figure 5. Coorientation framework for a print industry organization combining Taylor’s 

(2009) model with his work with Robichaud (2004). 
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 The second research question in this study asked how Taylor’s coorientation model could 

contribute to increased efficiencies in workflow and interdepartmental communication in a print 

industry organization. Taylor’s model can lead to identifying corrective action steps that can be 

taken to improve efficiencies and interdepartmental communication. This model provides a 

practical means of identifying the stakeholders involved in trying to achieve a common goal. The 

use of the A-B-X model (Taylor, 2001) can help to identify who is participating and what the 

goal is in an organized and logical chart, and thus encourage macro level analysis of an 

organization: reviewing how different departments interact as a whole, rather than how 

individual employees behave. For print specifically, it provides a means of defining the groups of 

stakeholders in each project and a structured approach to looking at how they interact with 

respect to meeting a client’s needs. This approach could be used on both micro and macro levels 

in the print industry and can be applied to any print project received from the client, no matter 

how big or small. Taylor’s (2009) model also provides insight into how conversation leads to 

coorientation which then leads, in turn, to organization and successful business, again making it 

a robust tool for identifying where deficiencies are occurring and thus allowing for targeted 

corrective actions to increase efficiencies where needed most.   

 Choosing an appropriate medium for translating text into conversation can help to 

maintain the ongoing interaction required to achieve coorientation. Further, as Taylor and 

Robichaud (2004) identified, the creation of an ongoing relationship is a crucial element. 

Establishing an ongoing relationship could essentially smooth the flow of information between 

stakeholders, creating efficiencies in each department by allowing the members to focus on the 

physical tasks required to complete a project, rather than struggling to understand the needs of 

others and increasing stress by feeling concerned that others may not understand their 



COORIENTATION THROUGH WRITTEN COMMUNICATION 48 

requirements. Particularly with email communication, authors could apply Taylor’s model to 

each message they send to help increase efficiencies in all departments. For example, the author 

could ask him or herself the following questions before clicking send: 

• To whom is the message being sent? 

• Does it contribute to aligning actions, or does it make aligning actions more 

challenging? 

• Do all parties copied need to receive this message, or will it contribute to 

information overload for those who don’t? 

• Does it contain all of the detail required to complete the task or understand the 

requirements? 

• Does the receiver need the historical context (i.e.: forwarded email 

conversations), or do these details contribute to confusion and information 

overload? 

Taking the time to review each message before sending it is one major way that Taylor’s 

model of coorientation can help increase efficiencies in a print industry organization.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 Through the execution of this case study, it has become clear that there is a need for 

concentrated focus on communication between departments in the print industry. As a 

manufacturing organization, Company X consists of multiple, varied departments that must work 

together quickly and efficiently on an ongoing basis to meet client expectations. Each department 

plays a critical role in the execution of the project and so all departments must align, or coorient, 

their understanding of the client’s needs and their actions in order to meet them. Taylor’s model 

of coorientation proves to be a valuable tool in evaluating the efficiency of written 

communication between departments, mediated either by email or written work instruction, 

providing a practical means of identifying the stakeholders involved in each project, and how 

they must interact in order to satisfy the customer’s needs. 

 There seems to be a lack of academic literature about the business side of the print 

industry; this study provides a stepping stone to future research on the administrative and 

business functions of print organizations in the current climate of a rapidly changing industry. 

Some areas where future research should be conducted include the communication strictly 

between the Customer Service Representatives and Sales Representatives, all of whom must 

work together to represent the client and their needs to the internal stakeholders; and a more in-

depth review of information overload from the customer service perspective, in particular as it is 

caused by electronic communication and the Customer Service Representative’s interaction with 

all stakeholders involved in each project. The ongoing relationships between Customer Service 

Representatives and production team members, and how they impact organizational efficiencies 

and productivity, is also a rich area for future research. The interaction of these broadly defined 

groups is essential to the completion of all client orders within the organization. 
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 Another topic for future research in the print industry would be an examination of how 

McLeod and Chafee’s model of coorientation (1973 as cited in Connelly & Knuth, 2002; Kelly, 

Thompson, & Waters, 2006; Leong, McComas, & Decker, 2008), focusing on perceptions and 

assumptions, could help to identify potential and existing sources of incivility between 

departments operating with employees with vastly different skill sets, training, and education. 

This research could also have a valuable application in manufacturing organizations of different 

types. For example, organizations that manufacture products other than print, such as cars or 

electronics, may have similar organizational structures to that of print organizations in that 

administrative groups of employees and production employees must work closely together to 

produce the end product, therefore requiring a mutual understanding and respect for the other’s 

role in the process.  

 Finally, the impact of metaconversations in forming individual relationships between 

departments within a print organization, when one member represents the whole, could lead to 

important discoveries in personal identification and knowledge sharing within teams. The value 

of this research would be in finding areas for improvement within organizational teams through 

investigating how members identify with their department and its role in the organization and the 

overall efficiency of the department as an independent unit, in terms of knowledge sharing 

between members. 

 The main objectives of this study were to develop an understanding of James R. Taylor’s 

model of coorientation and apply it to a case from the print industry. The case selected for this 

study demonstrated how various principles of Taylor’s coorientation could be applied. 

Specifically, his reformulation of Newcomb’s (1953) A-B-X model provided a structured 

approach to reviewing the dynamics not only between individual members of the organization, 
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but between different levels of departmental interactions as well. Taylor’s focus on how text is 

translated into conversation also provided a method of reviewing the effectiveness of email 

communication and how it both helps and hinders the coorientation of different members of the 

organization.  

 One of the strengths of this study was the researcher’s knowledge of the organization and 

the print industry. Her experience working as a Customer Service Representative for Company X 

provided insight into the purpose and effectiveness of the email communication and written work 

instructions collected for review, as well as the needs of different departments within the 

organization. Another strength of this study is its potential to develop further a practical 

framework that can be used to identify different steps to get from written text to successful 

business. The findings in this study can contribute to the review and implementation of methods 

for better communicating between departments. 

 This study was restricted to the collection of emails from the Customer Service 

Representative only, providing a limited view of the scope of email communication with respect 

to the project. In addition, the researcher acted as the Customer Service Representative for the 

Project studied and so may have been influenced by researcher bias. To minimize this, the study 

did not evaluate the ability of individual departments or employees to communicate, but rather 

the content of each message and if, or how, it achieved its intended purpose. 

 The full range of James R. Taylor’s work on organizational communication, and 

coorientation in particular, is well beyond the scope of this study. Focusing on the A-B-X model 

and the roles of conversation and text allowed an in-depth review of a pertinent issue affecting 

organizations in the print industry. Bringing together departments comprised of employees with 

vastly different skill sets and requiring them to work closely together in a fast paced and 
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challenging environment is a reality of the industry. Communication plays a crucial role in 

meeting client expectations; Taylor’s coorientation provides a practical medium for evaluating 

the challenges faced by these departments and where corrective actions will be most effective.  
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How to Analyze a Primary Source

When you analyze a primary source, you are undertaking the most important job of the historian.

There is no better way to understand events in the past than by examining the sources--whether

journals, newspaper articles, letters, court case records, novels, artworks, music or

autobiographies--that people from that period left behind.

Each historian, including you, will approach a source with a different set of experiences and skills,

and will therefore interpret the document differently. Remember that there is no one right

interpretation. However, if you do not do a careful and thorough job, you might arrive at a wrong

interpretation.

In order to analyze a primary source you need information about two things: the document itself,

and the era from which it comes. You can base your information about the time period on the

readings you do in class and on lectures. On your own you need to think about the document

itself. The following questions may be helpful to you as you begin to analyze the sources:

1. Look at the physical nature of your source. This is particularly important and powerful if you are

dealing with an original source (i.e., an actual old letter, rather than a transcribed and published

version of the same letter). What can you learn from the form of the source? (Was it written on

fancy paper in elegant handwriting, or on scrap-paper, scribbled in pencil?) What does this tell

you?

2. Think about the purpose of the source. What was the author's message or argument? What

was he/she trying to get across? Is the message explicit, or are there implicit messages as well?

3. How does the author try to get the message across? What methods does he/she use?

4. What do you know about the author? Race, sex, class, occupation, religion, age, region,

political beliefs? Does any of this matter? How?

5. Who constituted the intended audience? Was this source meant for one person's eyes, or for

the public? How does that affect the source?

6. What can a careful reading of the text (even if it is an object) tell you? How does the language

work? What are the important metaphors or symbols? What can the author's choice of words tell

you? What about the silences--what does the author choose NOT to talk about?

Now you can evaluate the source as historical evidence.

1. Is it prescriptive--telling you what people thought should happen--or descriptive--telling you

what people thought did happen?

2. Does it describe ideology and/or behavior?

3. Does it tell you about the beliefs/actions of the elite, or of "ordinary" people? From whose

History
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perspective?

4. What historical questions can you answer using this source? What are the benefits of using this

kind of source?

5. What questions can this source NOT help you answer? What are the limitations of this type of

source?

6. If we have read other historians' interpretations of this source or sources like this one, how

does your analysis fit with theirs? In your opinion, does this source support or challenge their

argument?

Remember, you cannot address each and every one of these questions in your presentation or in

your paper, and I wouldn't want you to. You need to be selective.

--Molly Ladd-Taylor, Annette Igra, Rachel Seidman, and others
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University of Connecticut 
 
http://classguides.lib.uconn.edu/content.php?pid=210386&sid=3169074 (Feb 1) 
“Document analysis allows for active learning of the documents. Examining the documents 
andmaking inquiries allows for deeper revelations about them. Each document holds a lot 
moreinformation than is assumed at first glance – by looking deeply at a document, asking 
questions,making observations, you can mine an enormous amount of information to make 
historicaldiscoveries” (Why bother doing a document analysis?, para 4) 

“Don’t approach a document asking “What am I looking for?” Approach it asking “what are 
you telling me?” 
  
Primary sources don’t “tell you who they are.” Books do – the title page tells you its title, 
whowrote the book, and when and where it was published. With primary sources it’s more of 
aconjecture/discovery process and far more of a challenge. 
  
Realize that you know more about history than you think you do, and that knowledge informs 
the analysis process. 
  
You are looking for evidence to solve a historical mystery. Sometimes the clues are small and 
you have to put the pieces together. Does your document contribute something to this mystery? 
  
What is the value of this primary source to history? Is it an appropriate representation of 
ahistorical moment? 
   
Create a narrative. Tell a story with the documents. What part of the story is your document? 
What hasn’t been said in these documents? What are the “silences”?” (Some tips to keep in mind 
when doing a Document Analysis) 
 
“To determine how important a document or source is to your research you should ask yourself 
several questions: Begin with an observation of the document in term of it as an object:  
What type of document am I looking at? A letter, a financial form, a newspaper clipping, etc.? 
It it typed or handwritten? Does that matter to your understanding of the document? What are its 
dimensions? What is its size? Does the document have a color, or scent?  
Who created this source, and why? Who was the audience for this source? What was this 
document's original purpose? What was happening when this source was made? Why is this 
source important? If this source shows a specific point of view about a historical event, is it 
possible to find analternate point of view?  What did you find that surprised you about this 
source? What can I learn from this source that is new to my research?  
What are some things about the time period of this document that I already know that can 
helpme make sense of this document? Could this same document have been created today? If 
you have more than one document, how are seemingly dissimilar documents related? What are 
the assumptions in the documents? Are they stated or unstated? What is the chronology among 
the documents in the set? What is the timeline of the historicalmoment evident in the 
documents?” (Questions to ask when using Primary Sources) 
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W
RI

TI
N

G
 -

 C
AS

S Writing a 
document analysis
Document analysis is a key skill in historical interpretation. It is not a mere summary or description of what happened, 
but rather an analysis of the motivation, intent and purpose of a document within a particular historical context.

The key initial questions you need to 
consider are:

What type of document is it?

Does it have any particularly unique 
characteristics?

When was it written? 

Who was the author and what was his/her 
position?

For whom (what audience) was the document 
written?

What is the purpose of the document?

Why was the document written?

What evidence is there within the document 
that indicates why it was written?

Sample extract
... Newspapers reporting the events are at first 
notable for their restraint, but in May 1851 
The Sydney Morning Herald declared ‘the gold 
fever has fairly set in’ and predicted ‘a most 
lawless state of society … up there’ (ref). The impact of the discovery was immediate and widespread, 
and brought mixed blessings. One significant early effect was the visible diminution of the populations 
of Sydney and Paramatta (ref). In the city, goods on sale consisted mainly of clothing and tools for the 
diggings (ref). A report in The Times of London described Sydney as ‘becoming deserted’ with ‘auction 
prices … very low’ (ref).

What can you learn about document analysis from what markers say?
Your use of evidence – your discerning comments about what it provided and not, and its consequences upon 
one’s understanding of the period – was well done.

It is thoroughly and correctly documented, although I think you could have quoted somewhat more from the 
sources to convey a better idea of what kinds of documents they were.

Avoid slotting in quotations without telling your reader who the speaker is. It is not enough to name the 
speaker in the footnotes. Nevertheless, you are acutely aware of the historical debate – a strong point in 
favour of this analysis.

Your synopsis is crisp and to the point, and establishes clearly the general parameters of your argument. 
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Similarly, your introduction deals with both the context of the period, and the documents you use to explore 
that context. Well done.

This essay tackles with vigor a complex period. But it seems to get carried away by its critique of the Scullin 
Government – to the point where it fails to distinguish between the federal and state governments, and the 
documents and their origins are lost to view [for the reader]. But for your excellent documentation, one could 
mistake this for a general essay on the Depression, rather than an examination of primary sources.

So in reviewing your draft document analysis, ask yourself:
In the introduction have I placed the document in its historical context and identified the kind of document it 
is?

Where I use quotes, do I identify the writer and his/her position to the reader?

Throughout, are my documents lost to view to the reader?

Have I thoroughly analysed both what the evidence says – and what it does not say?

Have I discussed how reliable the document is as a source of evidence and understanding?

Have I identified to the reader how the evidence develops – or doesn't develop – a better understanding of the 
historical period?

Have I thoroughly and correctly documented my sources of information?

ANU CRICOS Provider Number 00120C  © 2009 Academic Skills and Learning Centre (ASLC), The Australian National University. 
Excepting the © Horacek cartoon, this handout may be used and changed for educational purposes, so long as ASLC is appropriately acknowledged.
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Analyzing an Historical Document
 

A document may be of various types: a written document, a
painting, a monument, a map, a photograph, a statistical table,
a film or video, etc. Anything from the past that helps us learn
what happened, and why, is a document. The technique of
document analysis outlined below is generally applicable to all
types of documents. However, it is especially appropriate for the
written documents.

Analyzing a document (external analysis)

The introduction of the document : You do not have to follow
exactly the sequence of issues given below. The first purpose of
this section is to introduce your document and its subject
(briefly) as well as to clarify the following :

a. The author: Who is the author? What do we know
about the author? What motive (purpose) might the
author have had in writing this document? What biases
or assumptions might colour the views of the author?
What is the degree of familiarity of the author with the
subject discussed in the document? Was the author a
direct observer of the event/issue [if this is pertinent]
or was the information obtained second-hand? Had the
author any personal involvement in the events/issues
described [if pertinent]? Do we have any reason to
think that the author does not describe what he/she
believes to be true?

b. The time frame: When was this document
produced? Is it contemporary to the events/issues it
describes? In what context was it produced? How has it
come down to us? Could it have been tampered with?

c. Place: Where was this document produced? Does
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the geographical location influence the content? Was
this document meant to be public or private?

d. Category of document: What is the category in
which this document falls (memoirs, poem, novel,
speech, law, study, sermon, Church document, song,
letter, etc.)? How would the type of writing affect the
content and believability of the document? Is the
document in the original language in which it was
produced? Is the translation authoritative?

e. Audience: What is the intended audience of this
document? Was the author representing a specific
group? Or addressing the document to a specific group
(or speaking to a specific group)?

 
Analyzing the document (internal analysis)

Main body of the document :

a. Content of the document: What does the author
argue (main theme; secondary themes: summarize
them briefly but thoroughly. You might need to
regroup ideas under some themes)? What specific
information of importance is provided? What light
does is shed on the society/events/issues described?
Do not only summarize but analyze the document as
well: What does the author really mean? Does the
source tell a consistent story? Are there contradictions?
Evident errors [why would this be]? Does the source
provide us unwittingly with information (what can be
read between the lines)?  Are there allusions made by
the author that need to be explained?

b. Believability of the document: Given the
external analysis and the content of the document, how
credible is the information? Is it corroborated by other
sources? Are important facts ignored? Why would such
facts be omitted? Using other credible evidence, can
you confirm or contradict the thesis of the document?
Is the testimony sincere, exact? What makes you think
so? Are there assertions made that are incorrect?

 
Evaluating the evidence (conclusion) :
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Reaffirm the core thesis of the document/author; present your
personal evaluation of it. Comment on the influence/impact the
document might have had and the reason(s) for it. Distinguish
between the short and the long term. If possible, situate this
document in a wider context. If it is a document produced by a
specific group, or written from a clearly identifiable point of
view, discuss to what extent it is typical of that point of view. It
is in the conclusion that you really show that you have mastered
the art of document analysis

 
Some rules to follow:

 
Avoid excesses of language and judgement, as well as meaningless
comments (this is a "most interesting document" - outline instead
what makes it interesting).

Never use the personal form (I, me, my)

Your analysis must be typed, space 1.5, Times New Roman, font 12.
Margins must be the default margins of the Microsoft Word
program.

Cite the document parenthetically […] giving the # of the
paragraph. Cite every time you raise specific information, or make
deductions based on one or more of the paragraphs, as well as when
quotations are provided.

If you have consulted any source or web site, put it on a separate
bibliographical page.

Make a cover page with your name, date submitted, title (Document
analysis: Your Title, Course title).

 
 © 2006 Claude Bélanger, Marianopolis College
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