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Career, Difference, and Resilience: Dialogue on
the Different Approaches to Organizational
Communication

Discussants: Patrice M. BUZZANELL, Qian WANG

Abstract

Patrice M. Buzzanell phrased the underlying dynamics in which she has
been interested as aligned with career, difference, and resilience as stability-
change processes. These dynamics run through 4 books and over 250 articles,
chapters, and engineering education proceedings that she has published. For
career research, she has always wanted to show how non-traditional approaches
are not only feasible but can also enrich human life. She has long been
interested in conceptualizations of career discourses and how they shape
dominant and resistant meanings of career. These discourses are not simply
abstract and neutral processes, but are sites of struggle where diverse interests
compete for prominence. Because career and the meanings of work are socially
constructed and changeable, she has been interested in the conditions and
contexts through which different possibilities for career and work may be
realized.

Her contribution in the discipline include making “career,” “work,” “work-
life,” and its many manifestations central in organizational communication. The
core themes and contexts of her work—career, difference, and resilience, are
now coming together in ways that she hopes can have broad impact.

Qian WANG (Associate Professor). Director of Health Communication Research
Center, School of Media and Communication, Shanghai Jiao Tong University.
Research interests: health communication, new media and social media, intercultural
communication.



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2019). Published by: The Chinese University Press.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Career; Difference, and Resilience

For her, organizational communication has welcomed these eclectic
approaches and has enabled studies of micro-meso-macro phenomena. It is an
ideal site to examine grand challenges and continue in its long tradition of the
theory-practice interface through engaged and applied communication
scholarship.

Citation of this article: Wang, Q. (Ed.) (2019). Career, difference, and resilience:
Dialogue on the different approaches to organizational communication.
Communication & Society, 48, 1-22.
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Academic Dialogue with Patrice M. Buzzanell

Career, Difference, and Resilience:
Dialogue on the Different Approaches to
Organizational Communication

PB: Patrice M. BUZZANELL
QW: Qian WANG

Qw:

PB:

Qw:

PB:

How would you describe your scholarly interests?

I am interested in aspects of life that affect everyone—jobs, career,
occupations or professions, institutional structures, teamwork,
work-life “balance,” generation of expertise and leadership, and
ability to participate in organizations to achieve fulfillment and
well-being for self and others. It’s as simple as that. These areas
also correspond with sustained competitive advantage.

Although seemingly simple, it’s complicated because not
everyone has, or knows how to utilize, the resources and structures
that can support their efforts. My interests align primarily with
organizational communication. Organizational communication is
the context in which humans spend most of their waking hours,
where they achieve recognition and rewards, where they contribute
to society in visible ways, and where they often find friendship,
partners, and themselves. To me, organizing and organizational or
institutional structures are at the heart of health, media, and other
communication contexts across our lifespans.

Why would you choose work and career as one of your important
research areas?

Since my childhood, I have been fascinated by why and how women
and men work as well as the discourse and material resources that
facilitate and impede their careers. When I was a manager and
consultant, I realized that the ways people framed and constituted
their experiences were essential to their success. Given comparable
expertise and background, their abilities to interact with others
and have voice in and recognition for their contributions separated
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out those who moved to top organizational levels and those who
did not. As a result, I didn’t do graduate work in law, technical
fields, or management—instead, I studied communication as
fundamental to work and career.

Your research interest mainly lies in organizational communication.
As your research interest develops through time, how would you
explain this development?

These early insights were later supported by the research I read
and generated. My fascination with work and careers has remained
throughout my career although I could not have imagined the
different forms that these interests have taken. I began with
quantitative methodologies then delved into interpretive, critical,
and poststructuralist studies. Much of my research utilizes feminist
analytic lenses because these approaches enable me to challenge
commonsensical discourses and practices. Feminist analytic
lenses disrupt what is “normal” and suggest alternative ways of
constructing organizing processes, structures, and policies. In seeking
to challenge taken-for-granted organizing, my scholarship has
always had a pragmatic angle—even my theory publications—and I
integrate my scholarship with my learning/teaching and engagement/
service. Discovery, learning, and engagement are inseparable to me.

Where does your research interest in organizational communication
specifically lie in?

It has only been in the last several years that I’ve phrased the
underlying dynamics in which I have been interested as aligned
with career, difference, and resilience as stability-change processes.
These dynamics run through the four books and over 250 articles,
chapters, and engineering education proceedings I’ve published,
often in collaboration with others.

Which aspects of interest do you have in career research? How
do you think the career discourse ad power relationships are
established?

For career, I wanted to show how non-traditional approaches
are not only feasible but also enrich human life. I have utilized

15
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different definitions of career in my empirical investigations and
theory building. Most often, I follow conceptualizations of career
discourse as having productive power to shape dominant and
resistant meanings of career that then interpolate career actors in
certain ways and structure organizational aspects. These career
discourses organize power relationships in specific interactions,
workplaces (organizations, occupations, practices and policies),
and society at large. These discourses are not simply abstract,
neutral processes but are sites of struggle where diverse interests
compete for prominence. Because career and the meanings of work
are socially constructed and changeable, I am interested in the
conditions and contexts through which different possibilities for
career and work may be realized.

What are your contributions to communication scholarship,
especially to organizational communication scholarship? Can you
illustrate those contributions and how your research interest
develops during these process?

As a result of these career interests, my work has examined
different topics. These topics include: work-life balance, gendered
professions such as engineering, popular media representations of
creative industries and associated occupations, leadership, success,
expertise, telework and other work arrangements in the United
States and China, parental leave policies and use, workplace
conflict and contradiction, and other topics. My contribution
has been to make “career,” “work,” “work-life,” and its many
manifestations central in organizational communication—
people simply weren’t studying these areas years ago. My 1991
article on “Linear and Nonlinear Career Models” in Management
Communication Quarterly set the stage for much of this scholarship
and led to award-winning articles on work-family problematics
(2003) and women engineers’ mentoring experiences (2015). This
area opened up funded research on meaningful work and career
aspirations of children in China, Belgium, Lebanon, and the
United States.

In the area of difference, beginning with my oft-cited article,
“Gaining a Voice: Feminist Organizational Communication
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Theorizing,” in Management Communication Quarterly (Buzzanell,
1994), 1 constructed a metatheoretical matrix posing different ways
to talk about and do organizing differently. This 1994 piece used
core societal and gendered themes as well as specific feminisms to
show how to rethink theory, research, and practical applications of
organizational and managerial communication. The essay challenged
the epistemological-ontological-praxiological-axiological bases of
organizational communication. This article is the first mainstream
treatment of feminisms in organizational communication, framing
it a legitimate area of study with practical applications. This article
led to award-winning publications, including book (Rethinking
Organizational and Managerial Communication from Feminist
Perspectives, 2000); program of research on parental, specifically
maternity leave, policies and practices (awards spanning 2005-2019),
caregiving (2009), amongst others. Central to these studies is the
belief that organizational, familial, and societal members often
act in contradictory ways and construct structures that forestall
development of both women’s and men’s potential and dignity.
My co-edited collection, Gender in Applied Communication Contexts
(2004), continues the theme of difference and change in four
contexts: organizing gender, gendering health, empowering family,
and constructing pedagogy.

Finally, my contributions to resilience as stability-change
processes are really gaining traction. From my International
Communication Association Presidential Address in 2009 entitled
“Resilience: Talking, Resisting, and Imagining New Normalcies
into Being,” later published in Journal of Communication (2010),
the Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR) and associated
strategies have been featured in preconferences, engaged
communication scholarship conferences, publications on crises and
disasters, special issues of journals, and other outlets. Although
the award-winning articles, such as “Memorable Messages of
Hard Times” in Journal of Family Communication (2012) speak
to the utility of my theory, it is most gratifying to discuss the five
processes—foregrounding productive action, crafting normalcy,
affirming identity anchors, maintaining and using communication
networks, and putting alternative logics to work—with community
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groups that recognize them as strategies to implement in difficult
times. We (Long, Buzzanell, & Kuang, in press) have examined
resilience processes in professional post-80s generation members’
invocation of chengyu to overcome obstacles and persevere. In
2018, we’ve published co-edited forums and issues on resilience
in the Journal of Applied Communication Research and Corporate
Communications: An International Journal.

What are your major approaches to research? Why are you
taking those approaches?

I’d like to say that I have a plan. But my research typically results
from questions or things that I notice that seem odd to me.
Questions surface when observing and/or listening to people,
teaching, working with collaborators, and delving into data.
My questions center around my interests—career, difference,
resilience—but getting at the answers means that I use different
methods.

For my funded research on engineering ethics, I have returned
to my roots in scale construction and construct validation, but
have found that discourse analyses enable me to understand
everyday ethics and design. To examine children’s career
aspirations, mentoring, and maternity leave processes, I have used
grounded theory, thematic, post-structural, case study, narrative,
(U.S. government) document analyses, and other methods.
Sometimes my approach is mixed methods in which different kinds
of approaches and data are integrated to provide complicated
answers to research.

I believe that my appreciation for and use of different research
methods has served me well. It has enabled me to make different
kinds of arguments and appeals to different audiences. These
include communication, engineering education, organizational
behavior and human resources as well as organization theory,
gendered and feminist, and interdisciplinary audiences. It also
has made my scholarship fundable internally and with the U.S.
National Science Foundation (NSF).
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QW: What’s new in your area and where do you see trends?

PB:

QwW:

PB:

Certainly, the ability to use different and mixed methods is
growing. Computational Social Sciences coupled with contextually-
based rich analyses can provide insight into broad phenomena as
well as why and how people are doing what they are doing.

Organizational communication has welcomed these eclectic
approaches and has enabled studies of micro-meso-macro
phenomena. As such, it’s an ideal site to examine grand challenges
and continue in its long tradition of theory-practice interface
through engaged and applied communication scholarship. These
trends of different and mixed methods and micro-macro-meso
analyses should continue.

The constitutive approach to organizing has breathed
fresh theoretical possibilities by questioning how we construct
organizing, authority, agency (human and non-human), and other
aspects. These insights have provided understanding of politicized
analyses but I expect that critical and post-structural discourses
will become more prominent. These lenses encourage scholars to
delve deeply into contradictions in personal and organizational life.
I also expect greater attention to international inter-organizational
processes and global networks coupled with greater attention to
diverse cultural and national centered patterns of organizing,
work, and career.

Finally, I see communication approaches to resilience
becoming more important not only because of their attention to
the dialectic processes of adaptation and change but also because
they are inherently dialogic in their dual-layer processing of self-
other, present-future, agency-control, and place-imagined space,
amongst other possibilities. These approaches require reflexivity
and interdisciplinary expertise. They, like trends in contemporary
scholarship, require collaboration.

How do academic concepts or academic trends connect to your work?

I find that the core themes and contexts of my work—career,
difference, and resilience—are coming together in ways that I
hope can have broad impact. For example, I am intrigued by the
ways in which members of engineering design teams constitute
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expertise (i.e., generate and utilize expertise) interactively. My own
and others’ research show how team members use proxies like
coursework or past organizational roles to substitute for direct
experience. Over time, difference in terms of gender, nationality,
language facility, friendships, and other aspects affect how team
processes unfold. Expertise and difference become visible in
engineering design teams during design phases. Design phrases
are the messy interconnected processes in which team members
articulate the problem and design specifications, prototype, assess,
and redo processes in iterative and contradictory ways. The ways
team members recognize, attribute, develop, and use expertise
moment-to-moment can have profound ethical and material
consequences. The design might prove unsafe. These issues are
relevant not just for engineering. They are relevant for resilience
labor in diverse contexts. Resilience labor is defined here as the
effort to reintegrate after disaster, trauma, and loss not only for
oneself but also for others, not only for the present but also for
the future. In the midst of devastation, how do these volunteers
interactively constitute resilience? How and when do they use their
communication networks, move past the proxies for expertise,
develop skills on the scene without jeopardizing safety? Research is
emerging from many different disciplines and in diverse contexts.

The underlying dynamic of adaptation-transformation in
resilience relates to how women and men process happenings
that preclude equality and dignity. These happenings can include
microaggressions in the workplace (i.e., those seemingly mundane
slights that accumulate over time), career barriers, work-life
imbalance, online gender harassment, and other activities within
organizational contexts. Because the dynamic is resilience, there
is hope for change and for understanding why and how resistance
can be productively incorporated into team, organizational, and
community work.

Where is your work headed? Can you discuss the project you are
currently involved in?

One piece that I definitely will be working on is the visualization
of children’s careers. It’s an engaged communication scholarship
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project we did in a local community (Buzzanell, 2016). I'll be re-
examining video to see how the young children draw and talk about
their careers and their visions for the future. It builds on the prior
work with 800 kids from four different countries. So I am working
on the theoretical contributions as well as the methodological
procedures for visualization. Most people think of visualization as
the color and design of powerpoint slides or the 3D modeling of
prototypes. But there are complex material-discurive tensions that
emerge as individuals engage with and develop their visualizations.
There are underlying gendered and class dynamics in what the
children do and say. The ideas about visualization come from
different disciplines. Pulling interdisciplinary ideas together has
been really exciting. I would absolutely love to do something
like this project in China—and take a longitudinal and lifespan
approach. The new elements in this engaged communication
project are the visualizations, the aspects about the future, and the
engaged scholarship (community contest for funds and research
project). I haven’t incorporated resilience yet. Over time I would
ask: how do these children engage in the adaption-transformation
processes interactively with others as they both cultivate and limit
their career possibilities. Where might we find new insights into the
development of career aspirations and potential?

What do you think about the organization communication
scholarship in China? And what are your suggestions for
conducting organizational communication research in China?

Organizational communication does not have a huge presence in
China right now. This is perplexing to me given the relationship
between organizational communication and profitability, sustained
competitive advantage, and individual as well as organizational
well-being.

For instance, organizational communication scholars haven’t
examined the implications of national and global politics and
organizing. We could combine political and organizational
communication to study the multilevel effects of and interests
in trade in China, United States, South America, and Europe.
Organizational communication scholars might study how Chinese
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forms of democratization have altered organizing processes and
structures. With regard to resilience and difference, I’m curious
about how Chinese philosophies, national exigencies, and the
materialities of everyday life interconnect. What and how do these
philosophies, values, embodiment, spaces/places, and artifacts
function as non-human agents in constituting organizational and
personal life? Might taking a constitutive approach provide greater
cultural understandings and prompt more Chinese-centered
communication theory?

With China’s growth in entrepreneurship, technological
innovation, and creative industries, it would seem logical (to me)
that attention would be paid to organizational communication.
Yet, organizational communication has not gained the foothold
in China that it has elsewhere. The field is wide open in China.
Whomever is there first can build an incredible reputation and
contribute greatly to Chinese communication theory and practice.

Selected Works by Patrice M. Buzzanell

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Patrice M.

Buzzanell’s selected works.



