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ABSTRACT

Budget cuts in public sector organizations create additional
strain for employees, often contributing to uncertainty,
rumors, and low morale. This study examines the dynam-
ics of communicating about organizational changes in
public human service organizations during the cutbacks
of the Great Recession from 2008 to 2013. Drawing from
in-depth interviews of 45 senior managers in eleven San
Francisco Bay Area county public human service agen-
cies, the findings focus on perceived employee responses to
change, specific change communication strategies utilized,
and how these were shaped by internal and external factors.
The study concludes with implications for future practice
and research during significant budget reductions in public

human service organizations.
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Introduction

The 2008 collapse of Lehman Brothers, one of the larg-
est investment banks in the world, marked the beginning
of the Great Recession in the United States in which mil-
lions lost their homes to foreclosure and unemployment
increased to over 9% nationwide (Center of Budget and
Policy Priorities 2014). These economic conditions signifi-
cantly increased the need for social services as individuals

and families turned to state and county agencies to apply
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for unemployment benefits, Medicaid, food stamps and
other financial assistance. As the public need for services
expanded during the Great Recession, the budgets for pub-
lic human services were contracting within the context of
declining state and county tax revenues (Ruffing and Fried-
man 2013).

While making swift and critical decisions about how
to reduce the agency budget, senior managers in public
human service organizations (HSOs) were also managing
the stress, fears and anxieties of their overworked staff mem-
bers. The present study examines the specific dynamics of
organizational communication in HSOs during the Great
Recession. Drawing from in-depth interviews with over 45
senior managers across eleven Bay Area HSOs, this analysis
focuses on identifying employee responses to change, the
messages conveyed to staff, how they were delivered, the fac-
tors that shaped this process, and extent to which managers
felt their efforts were more or less effective. After a review of
relevant literature and the methods used in the study, find-
ings are presented and the analysis concludes with implica-
tions for future research as well as recommendations for
managing organizational change communication during
cutbacks in public HSOs.

Background

CUTBACK MANAGEMENT IN PUBLIC
ORGANIZATIONS

Budget reductions in public organizations put additional
strain on employees (Ingraham and Barrilleaux 1983). As
cutbacks lead to uncertainty, increased workloads, and
diminished benefits, the staff’s organizational commit-

ment and trust in management decreases and physical and
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emotional stress increases (Brockner 1990; Holzer 1986;
Levine 1984; Lodge and Hood 2012). These cutbacks can
also jeopardize the stability of an organization, as employ-
ees may resort to behaviors such as withdrawal, hostility
or aggression as a means of reducing anxiety, and talented
employees may leave the organization to reduce job insecu-
rity and stress (Behn 1980; Brockner 1990; Greenhalgh and
McKersie 1980; Levine 1984; Brockner 1990; Levine 1984).
Such losses disrupt workflows and networks critical to orga-
nizational learning and development (Fisher and White
2000; Shah 2000).

Allowing departments and line staff to participate in
decisions about reallocating reduced funds according to
their perceived needs and program expertise is one way to
ease staff resistance to cuts (Dunsire et al. 1989). The process
can help to demystify the budget reduction decision pro-
cess, provide more clarity about the organization’s future,
and diffuse rumors and tensions flowing through informal
communication networks (Ingraham and Barrilleaux 1983;
Levine 1984). However, other scholars note that involving
staff members in cutback decisions can lead to competitive,
territorial or protective behaviors designed to preserve their
programs, staff and resources (Holzer 1986; Levine 1979,
1984).

Effective organizational communications can also play
a key role in maintaining staff morale and facilitate the
management of change (Aggerholm and Thomsen 2016;
Allen et al. 2007; Hameed et al. 2017; O’Brien 2002; Ryan
et al. 2008). Though previous research on public sector cut-
back management focuses on various aspects of shared deci-
sion-making, it pays little attention to specific strategies for
communicating change during times of budget retrench-
ment. Given that organizational change is accomplished
primarily through communication (Witherspoon and
Wohlert, 1996), it is important to understand the explicit
methods used to communicate needed changes, evaluate
the usefulness of these strategies, and how these methods
are impacted by the high degree of community visibility of
public organizations (Bozeman and Bretschneider 1994).

A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING CHANGE
COMMUNICATION IN PUBLIC RETRENCHMENT

Public sector change management scholars examine the rela-
tionship between specific communication approaches and
employee psychological distress and uncertainty, or their
acceptance of proposed changes (Allen et al. 2007; Frahm
and Brown 2007; Hameed et al. 2017; Ryan et al. 2008).
Others focus on the impacts of organizational leadership

and structure upon communication and employee readiness

for change (Battilana et al. 2010; van der Voet 2014; van
der Voet et al. 2016; Zorn et al. 2000). Since government-
funded agencies often have less autonomy (than the privacy
associated with nonprofits) to decide what and when impor-
tant information is shared with staff and the local com-
munity (Pandey 2010), leaders of public organization use
unique methods to manage the constraints of “publicness”
in communicating and managing change (Aggerholm and
Thomsen 2016; Leitch and Davenport 2003; Liu and Hors-
ley 2007; van der Voet 2014; van der Voet et al. 2016; Water-
house and Lewis 2004).

In order to develop a framework for assessing com-
munication strategies in public cutback management, it
is important to identify the different layers of influence
involved in managing communication in public organiza-
tional change processes. As illustrated in Figure 1, the inner
circle represents the employee response to change, while
the next circle signifies the communication strategies and
approaches used to manage change. The middle circle repre-
sents the internal organizational factors that may shape how
messages are received or delivered, surrounded by a circle
illustrating the external organizational environment that
constrains or facilitates communication practices through-
out the budget reduction process. The outer circle represents
the greater national context of the Great Recession which

triggered the need for rapid retrenchment.

Employees Employee responses to communication of pro-
posed plans and processes is critical to successful implemen-
tation of changes (Bartunek et al. 2006; Herold et al. 2007;
Kuipers et al. 2014). Studies have conceptualized employee
response as a willingness or commitment to change (van der
Voet 2014; van der Voet et al. 2016) or a readiness for change
(Hameed et al. 2017). Both of these signal an employee’s
positive regard for proposed changes and an intention to
engage in change efforts. Among many employees, trepida-
tion in the face of change stems from uncertainty related to
their inability to accurately predict the impact and results of
the change process (Allen et al. 2007).

When individuals lack critical organizational knowl-
edge (such as the motivation for change), it is difficult for
them to envision the future direction and sustainability of
the organization or the future structure and functions of
various departments and hierarchies (Bordia et al. 2004a).
It is not surprising, then, that staff may worry about the
future security of their employment with the organiza-
tion. For staff members, the inability to foresee or control
their circumstances can lead to negative psychological con-

sequences (Bordia et al. 2004b), such as anxiety (DiFonzo
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FIGURE 1
Public Organization Change Communications Framework
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and Bordia 2002), strain (Spector 2002), and lower perfor-

mance (Greenberger et al. 1989).

Communication Strategies The psychological discomfort
engendered in organizational change for employees due to
lack of certainty—which can contribute to employee ambiv-
alence or resistance to change—can be reduced by the use
of several communication strategies. For example, Armena-
kis et al. (2000) propose the following five-part model for
clear explanations accompanying messaging about change:
1) noting the gap between the current state of the organiza-
tion and the desired future state, 2) specifying the changes
needed to close the gap and how this is accomplished, 3)
reflecting the confidence of the organizational leadership in
the capacities of the employees to make needed changes, 4)
describing the level of internal and external organizational
support needed to implement the proposed changes, and )
describing how the proposed changes will benefit the orga-
nization, those it serves, and the individual employees.

This top down change communication model is built

for instrumental approaches to change management, where

change is planned and employees are the targets of change.
This communication strategy involves senior leadership
identifying directions for change, planning and directing
the implementation of that change, and utilizing middle
management as conduits for information and coordina-
tors of change at the employee level (Ryan et al. 2008). In
this context, the perceived quality of the information being
shared (timely, credible), the source of the information
(direct supervisor), and the level of trust employees have in
the sources of information is critical to employee acceptance
of change (Allen et al. 2007; Bordia et al. 2004a; van der
Voet et al. 2016). However, this top-down approach to man-
aging the communications about change can be problematic
because organizational change is not a linear and uniform
process (McNulty and Ferlie 2002) and implementation
timing varies across middle managers (Kanter et al. 2003)
which contributes to opportunities for message distortion
(Ryan et al. 2008).

An alternative approach to managing and communi-
cating change involves supervisors and their frontline staff

collaboratively determining the course of change through



ORGANIZATIONAL ENHANCEMENT AND CHANGE

87

the use of the Participation in Decision Making (PDM)
process (Bordia et al. 2004a; Kuipers et al. 2014). In this
approach, employee participation may be Voluntary or man-
datory, formal or informal, and may take place through
direct involvement or committee representation, and staff
may contribute to a wide range of decision topics including
working conditions, work and task design, or organizational
strategy (Black and Gregersen 1997). PDM can increase
stafl’ acceptance of change by creating opportunities for
employees to make significant contributions to the process
(Hameed et al. 2017; O’Brien 2002), reducing uncertainty
and related anxiety (Allen et al. 2007; Bordia et al. 2004a)

and increasing trust in leadership (Robinson 1996).

Organizational Environment Change management in pub-
lic organizations has also been examined in the context
of organizational factors such as structure and leadership
styles (Barttilana et al. 2010; van der Voet 2014; van der
Voet et al. 2016). For example, public organizations that
are highly bureaucratic—rigid hierarchies of decision mak-
ing, highly formalized processes and procedures—are more
likely to engage in planned change processes than emergent
processes (ongoing and evolutionary change) (Burnes 1996;
Coram and Burnes 2001). In public organizations, higher
levels of formalization and centralization are also negatively
associated with transformational leadership approaches
(van der Voet et al. 2016). The transformational qualities
of public leaders have been positively linked with employee
commitment to change, via engaged communication and
employee participation in decision-making (van der Voet
et al. 2016). Transformational leadership actively encour-
ages stafl acceptance of change “by articulating a vision,
fostering the acceptance of group goals, and providing indi-
vidualized support, effective leaders change the basic values,
beliefs, and attitudes of followers so that they are willing to
perform beyond the minimum levels specified by the orga-
nization” (Podsakoff et al. 1996, p. 260). In less bureaucratic
organizations, the success of emergent change processes are
strongly related to the transformational abilities of leader-

ship (van der Voet 2014).

External environment Leaders in public organizations oper-
ate in complex and highly visible environments (Bozeman
and Pandey 2004; Pandey 2010) and fluctuations in the
economic, regulatory, technological, or consumer aspects
of these environments often lead to the need for organiza-
tional changes (Kuipers et al. 2014). Since these organiza-
tions are accountable in terms of public oversight, funding,

and mandates, it is important to take into account factors in

the external environment when examining communication
processes related to organizational change (Graafetal. 2015;
Kuipers et al. 2014; Pandey 2010). Politics, legal constraints,
intense media scrutiny, and shared authority with federal or
state entities create communication dilemmas that are dif-
ferent from those in the for-profit sector (Liu and Horsley
2007). To manage the tension resulting from these compet-
ing concerns, and to encourage creative contributions from
community partners, Leitch and Davenport (2003) found
that public organizations tend to provide strategically
ambiguous information and responses when dealing with

the multiple demands of their stakeholders.

THE CURRENT STUDY

While classic organizational decline literature identifies
some of the stressors that budget reductions and the accom-
panying changes can create for all employees (Ingraham and
Barrilleaux 1983), there has been insufficient attention to:
1) the role that communication can play in managing such
stress or 2) how communication within a change environ-
ment is affected by the singular constraints or needs embed-
ded in public sector management. Only a few case studies
focus specifically on communication strategies in chang-
ing organizational contexts and even fewer are related to
funding reductions (Kuipers et al. 2014). The current study
aims to fill this gap by examining the change communi-
cation processes of eleven public HSOs in the context of
significant budget reductions. The conceptual framework
illustrated in Fig. 1 is used to organize the findings from
multiple informants in several public organizations related
to the following:
1. Employee responses to organizational changes in
public HSOs in response to the Great Recession
2. Speciﬁc communication strategies and tactics
used by leadership throughout the budget cutback
process, and leaders’ subjective appraisal of those
approaches
3. Specific organizational factors that influence how
change messages were delivered and received
4. Factors in the external environments of the organi-
zation that facilitated or constrained internal change

communication processes

STUDY DESIGN AND METHODS

This qualitative study of communication strategies
employed during organizational retrenchment included
interviews with senior organizational managers in eleven
California county human service agencies located in and

around the San Francisco Bay Area. The goal of the study
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was to understand 1) how agency leaders perceived employee
responses to change and communication tactics, z) spe-
cific communication strategies used to engage staff and
guide them through significant organizational transforma-
tions, and 3) how organizational and environmental factors

shaped these strategies.

SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

The HSOs participating in this study serve counties vary-
ing in geographic size (47 to 3200 milez), population size
(300,000 to approximately 2 million) and population
density (127 people per square mile to 17,000 people per
square mile). The median household income in these coun-
ties ranged from $60,000 to $91,000 with poverty levels
between 7.5% and over 16% (US Census Bureau State &
County Quick Facts, 2014). With regard to the number of
full-time staff (FTE), three HSOs in the sample were small
(<800 FTE), four were mid-sized (8oo to 1500 FTE), and
four were large (>1500 FTE). Three of the eleven HSOs in
the sample are ‘super agencies’ that manage health services
(public and behavioral health) and public social services
(e.g. public assistance and employment, child welfare, and
adult/aging services). Interview participants occupied
senior management positions that included executive direc-
tors, deputy directors and division or department heads
who were in charge of services related to child welfare, ben-

efits and employment, and adult and aging services.

SAMPLING/DATA COLLECTION

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather data from
a purposive sample of three to six senior managers in each
participating agency. Each HSO executive director was
interviewed and asked to identify other informants in his
or her organization who could provide insight into the
communication practices employed throughout the budget
reduction process. A total of forty-six interviews of 6o to 75
min were conducted, and forty-four of these were recorded
and transcribed (two individuals declined the recording
but detailed notes were taken). Interview questions focused
on how organizations approached cutback decisions, how
needed changes were communicated to staff, and the mes-
sages used in the process of budget reductions. Respondents
were also asked to identify the successes and lessons learned
from these processes.

DATA ANALYSIS

After the interviews were completed and transcribed,
transcripts from the same organization were coded con-
secutively. The first round of coding used broad codes (e.g.

‘communication challenges’), followed by a second round

applying sub-codes specific to each organization (Saldaia,
2013). First and second round themes were combined to cre-
ate a single case study for each county HSO (Yin, 2003),
and all eleven case studies provided the foundation for a
cross-case analysis that focused exclusively on communica-
tions within each organization (Stake, 2006). Preliminary
cross-case themes were identified by the primary analyst
and shared with the interviewer and study participants for
feedback (Miles, Huberman, & Saldafa, 2013). Feedback
was incorporated into a formal coding scheme that focused
on identifying organizational communication practices,
messaging goals and content, factors shaping communica-
tion, and the respondents’ evaluation of the effectiveness of
the strategies used (Saldana, 2013). This scheme was applied
through a third and fourth round of analysis in Dedoose,
a cloud-based qualitative analysis software (Dedoose Ver-
sion 6.1.18, www.dedoose.com). After the final codes and
sub-codes were applied, Dedoose was used again to analyze
the data across cases and within each case to validate theme

recurrence.

LIMITATIONS

This study has a few limitations related to the sampling
strategy, timing of data collection and interview design.
The sample of counties is relatively small and may represent
themes unique to HSOs in the San Francisco Bay Area.
This poses some external validity constraints when evaluat-
ing the study findings. The purposive sampling method for
selecting interviewees adds to these limitations, since most
interviewees were identified by agency directors and are
director-level managers who were most closely involved in
budget decisions. As such, potentially opposing views and
the perspectives of line staff and middle managers are not
represented.

The internal validity of findings may also be affected by
the limitations of respondent recall abilities since the study
questions posed in 2013 required recall from as far back
as 2008. Despite this limitation, the retrospective design
enabled respondents to assess the relative success or failure
of communication strategies and messages from a longi—
tudinal perspective. Also, given the semi-structure of the
interviews, the full range of organizational communication
activities in each organization were not necessarily captured

in the interviews.

Findings
Respondents shared their perceptions of employee responses

to the organizational and environmental changes triggered

by the Great Recession, as well as the processes used by the
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leadership to communicate in the midst of organizational
change. In addition to describing the specific strategies
utilized in communication with their staff before, dur-
ing, and after the change process, participants also noted
the challenges related to providing clear, timely, or useful
budget reduction communications inside and outside their

organizations.

EMPLOYEE RESPONSES TO
ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGES

From the perspective of senior managers, there are three
major findings regarding staff responses to shrinking orga-
nizational budgets and the increased demand for services.
First, employees were fearful and uncertain about their job
security. 1 mean I can remember our staff was scared.” This
fear often increased when communications from manag-
ers were incomplete due to limited information from the
county and state, especially when small and random pieces
of information were being received from other sources. ‘Hys-
teria starts, you know, as rumors start happening, they’ll see
things in the newspaper or from other county departments. ..’
Employees were also greatly stressed by significant increases
in workloads due to staff reductions and the sudden growth
in demand for services from those impacted by the Great
Recession. So that itself has been a huge movale problem for
the staff because they feel like no matter how hard they work,
they cannot possibly dig out of this huge hole that they have
been in for years now.” This stress, combined with the uncer-
tainty about their future, was often overwhelming. ‘7he sto-
ries I would hear about people who were out in their cars ar
lunch crying or, you know, not able to come in the next day
because of whar they were feeling.” Finally, employees made
it clear to management that they felt the organizational
efforts to communicate effectively were not working. One
leader spoke of an internal survey they conducted. 4nd we
heard a lot of hard messages, including you're not being trans-

parent enough, you're not giving people enough context.’

SPECIFIC CHANGE COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES
AND TacTICS

Public HSOs utilized a wide variety of methods—both
written and verbal—for communicating the impacts of
budget reductions and the resulting changes that would be

required.

Communication Medium

Managers employed both technology-based media (c.g.,
email, agency intranet, even You Tube videos in one organi-

zation) and in-person communication (e.g., staff meetings,

forums). The most frequent approach involved ‘top down’
communication developed by senior staff and shared with
other senior or mid-level managers who were, then, asked
to share the message with their staff. In-person efforts were
used to address staff fears or anxieties and to equip staff to
manage the impacts of the budget cutbacks.

Most respondents felt that it was better to deliver a
message to staff in-person, given the complexities of large-
scale organizational change. Communication strategies
that were not face-to-face were viewed as being less effective.
In particular, ‘top-down’ communication often created mis-
communications that had to be addressed. ‘So, we offen hear
how our communication tool, the manager, translates to the
line staff in a way that we didn’t intend it to be,” The message
distortion that often emerged in top-down communication
strategies created tension. “If you want a consistent message,
you've got to give it in an email where it’s very clear to every-
body or delivered face-to-face from the person that wants to
communicate the information.” This dilemma underscores
the key role of written and in-person communication in
times of significant organizational change.

A few respondents observed the vital role of frontline
supervisors in communicating with direct service employ-
ees. One agency noted that they needed a better means of
supplying middle managers with accurate, detailed infor-
mation to share with their staff. Szaff really rely upon those

supervisors for support and information.”

Message Content

The most frequently reported messages included the facts of
the budget crisis, implications for the future, decision mak-
ing processes and the organizational values and priorities

underlying the actions and decisions made by management.

Focus on organizational goals In all participating HSOs in
the study, the emphasis on clear, high level organizational
goals kept the focus on agency mission and values, which
helped to counter bad news and bolster morale. One agency
used a media team to create a set of You Tube videos for
their intranet to increase organizational commitment and
reinforce the mission of the work. Each video profiled a dif
ferent staff person in the organization “. .. (where) the per-
son will talk about their life and how our mission is aligned
with who they are.” Such messages were also transmitted in
writing through a formal guideline document designed to
describe decision making efforts within the context of orga-
nizational priorities and values. Approximately half of the
participating HSOs created and disseminated such a docu-

ment as a decision support and communication tool, and
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most other organizations relied on verbal understandings of

a shared mission.

Meta-messages

Study participants reported professional and organizational
values and attitudes that surrounded their communication
strategies, as well as the messages they were trying to indi-
cate to staff in non-explicit ways (meta-messages). Through
verbal and non-verbal cues, leaders tried to signal organiza-
tional values, changes in organizational priorities, or that
more challenges lay ahead. Leaders also used meta messages
to enhance credibility and convey transparency and candor

in an effort to build or maintain trust.

Verbal and Non-Verbal Cues One HSO director relied upon
verbal cues, rather than explicit communication, to manage
the daily fiscal uncertainty and staff expectations. ‘So #ypi-
cally, you know, our budget process starts in January and I'll
start giving employees signals: . . .” It’s a tough year. I don’t
think anyone is actually going ro lose their job, but you may
have to wiggle right?”” Through tone and language, manag-
ers also took many opportunities to indicate personally how
much staff were valued and heard, and potentially negative
situations were reframed in a positive manner. In-person
approaches (e.g., walking the halls of offices and waiting
rooms) helped to convey support, transparency and acces-
sibility to staft. 7 think people wanted to see us more . . . even
if you didn’t have the answers, but to ger the pulse of what
was going on.” As the recession was ending, managers in
one agency described using non-verbal communications to
boost morale. Tz 2012 we had a series of all staff meetings,
where the directors and managers did flash mobs. We did like
a red-carpet kind of event where the staff were on the red car-
pet, and they were stars, and we learned the Gangnam Style [a
popular pop song and dance at the time] and we all danced. . .
We just wanted to just to signal that we could all sort of breath

again.’

Credibility Managers also sought to demonstrate fairness
and equity through non-verbal cues, primarily by being
conscious of the messages sent through their actions. We
deleted positions at the highest level because we wanted to
show that we were not going to (expect from others) what we
wouldn’t do (ourselves).” It was reported that staff responded
particularly positively to activities that demonstrated con-
cern for all staff, and not just management, and which
signaled that management was listening to their concerns.
And we actually tried ro identify simple things we could do
right away so that staff felt that we were proactively addressing
the workload challenges that they were seeing.”

Openness and candor Some respondents noted that a lack of
openness and candor fostered staff distrust of management.
T think that'’s important, you know, trust in your leadership
is important, and when you are not communicating well, it
doesn’t breed trust very well.” Many respondents repeatedly
reflected on how staff seemed to respond well to consistent
transparency about any news — good, bad, or uncertain.
Several of those interviewed described a personal commit
ment to maximize transparency with staff; including shar-
ing with staff when they genuinely did not know the future.
‘I think that keeping people really well informed . . . with as
much information as you have (and can share) is enormously
important . . . When people don’t know something they’ll
make it up.” One county even created a slogan for the agency
to emphasize this value. Tz fact, I made this into a button
and distributed it at our meeting that said, We're Mov-
ing Forward without All the Answers.” Such consistent and
clear messaging about the state of the organization helped
to reinforce management credibility, and as one respondent

observed, You are only as good as your credibility.”

Trust While many respondents acknowledged the role that
open and candid communication can play in establishing
trust with staff, the level of trust existing between manage-
ment and employees was demonstrated in other ways. Many
respondents indicated that they demonstrated trust in their
staff by decentralizing decisions to each department. 7r’s
basically the people who do the work; they are the ones that are
the problem solvers.” On the other hand, even when manag-
ers explicitly told employees that they trusted them to make
the best decisions about program cuts, some respondents
felt that employees did not feel comfortable with that level
of responsibility. T think that there is a fear about if some-
thing bad happens. So, staff have really needed to be supported
(and we would say) As long as your kind of following those

>

values and principles, we're going to support you.”

Level of Support To maintain or increase staff trust in lead-
ership, management also attempted to convey to staff that
they would be supported in the change process and that
leadership believed in their abilities to navigate and imple-
ment needed cutbacks while continuing to serve increasingly
more consumers. Respondents noted that they promoted a
supportive agency culture by verbally and non-verbally com-
municating genuine empathy and respect for workers. Yox
have to be there. You have to be walking through. You have to
get the feel of what’s going on. You have to see how many people
were in line (for services) in the morning’ Many senior man-
agers sent messages to staff that acknowledged everyone’s
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stress and helped them adjust their expectations while also
keeping them focused on the needs of the community and
the organization’s mission. And he (County Administrative
Officer) would say, “it’s not going to be doing more with less,
it’s going to be doing less with less”.”

At times, however, the need to consider the feelings of
employees had to be balanced with the needs of the organi-
zation to serve increasing client demands. ‘It’s really a mat-
ter of how you humanely manage your own staff while dealing
with the masses of people that are coming to the organization
with problems of their own?’ This tension was addressed by
one organization with a messaging campaign: ‘So we did, ir’s
called “Quality Matters, YOU Matter.” This effort was orga-
nized around emphasizing the value of employees by asking

them to give the organization their best work.

Feedback Mechanisms

All organizations had some type of mechanism for employ-
ees to provide feedback to senior managers regarding the
perceptions of changes and the effectiveness or quality of
communication tactics. One organization used a survey
to gather staff input about improving change communica-
tions. ‘We did a communication survey asking people how
we could do a better job of communicating and listening.
Another organization describes the use of a feedback tool
that helped managers see when messages were being dis-
torted. We have something called the Feedback Tool that is on
our intranet where any of the line staff can leave their concerns
and . . . we often hear how our communication . . . translates
to the line staff in a way that we didn’t intend it to be.” Most
organizations used feedback instruments such as surveys or
suggestion boxes as a means of gauging staff satisfaction or
engaging them in decision making. One organization also
went to great lengths to provide feedback to staff by provid-
ing individual responses to staff regarding their suggestions

for cost saving, *. .. just so people knew that we were listening.’

Participation in Decision Making

Each organization provided an avenue for staff to contrib-
ute to budget cut decisionmaking. Some organizations
engaged employees by forming work groups or committees
of mid-level and frontline staff as a way of soliciting staff
input—a strategy that was positively received. But in many
other organizations, senior leaders maintained control over
the majority of significant fiscal decisions. As one HSO
director reflected on a conversation with staff, ‘Let’s try and
think of everything we can . . .. put it all in a mix and have lots
of ‘shared wisdom for use by a benevolent dictator.” In these

organizations, senior managers had minimal trust in the

administrative and financial knowledge of mid-level and
front-line staff that they thought would limit the extent to
which staff members could participate in budget reduction
decisions. Sometimes, suggestions that people make might
not have all the information (such as when) you cut those posi-
tions then you're also cutting (off the sources) of revenue.” Some
agencies addressed these perceptions of staff limitations by
educating staff so they could meaningfully engage in deci-
sion making, ‘So we had to inform, educate and then we could

begin to really discuss.”

Commaunication Effectiveness

Respondents in a few organizations regretted that they had
focused too little attention on communicating with staff.
For example, T didn’t value enough the importance of hav-
ing line staff just know (more about) what we were doing . . .
but I think . . . looking back on it, it was important.” In a few
organizations senior managers went to great lengths to com-
municate with staff throughout the budget reduction pro-
cess: ‘There was a lot of work and a lot of effort that went into
communicating what was happening.”

However, from the perspective of some managers, even
carefully planned and executed communication efforts
sometimes did not have the desired effect. ‘Our communica-
tion was exceptionally good, although it was not exceptionally
effective.”

Instead, providing brief, simple descriptions of the
contexts for decision-making was seen as most effective and
efficient. ‘What I think has been more effective is writing the
little email blast that goes out that’s short, it’s got a cute picture
on it and it’s just saying one thing. If you have to go look some-
place, and read it, and it’s dense, and you're not involved in it

in any way, it’s like watching paint dry.”

ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS SHAPING
COMMUNICATION

Organizational structure

In this study, the size and structure of the organization as
well as the formal and informal communication networks
appeared to shape the perceived effectiveness of organi-
zational communication strategies. Large organizations
found it difficult to deliver information to the front lines
in a quick and clear manner. We have 30 locations in [this
city] and 1800 employees and a dozen programs, you know.
How do you best communicate stuff like this? And I think
we did a poor job of it.” Within larger agencies, boundaries
between departments or programs were less permeable, and
communication across and between units was less manage-

able. Silos existed and hindered communication in smaller
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organizations as well, but it was easier for smaller organiza-
tions to collaborate with others internally and externally as
the recession continued and the imperative to do so became
more apparent. I couldn’t say enough about the efforts to
integrate services and about the collaboration with everyone,
because when I first started here, we were more siloed . . .” Fur-
ther, in super agencies (those providing health and human
services, rather than just human services), the need and
ability to move resources across departmental boundaries
encouraged more cross-departmental collaboration, aware-
ness and support. When the wagons are circled, and we are
all worried abour external things . . . and we are all moving
money back and forth . . . there is a nice communal thing

going on.”

EXTERNAL FACTORS AFFECTING
COMMUNICATION

The extent to which organizations had complete autonomy
over their communication practices was limited in most
organizations by the local and state level politics that shaped
their organizational culture and environment, as well as the
agency resources available to invest in communication plan-

ningand execution.

Politics

Local politics, including union relations, played a vital role
in shaping organizational communication during budget
cutbacks. Tr gets tricky, because you can’t share everything
because the politics of information can become a labor rela-
tions issue . . . So you have a certain amount of freedom of how
you share information in your department, and the other part
of the process that is orchestrated outside the organization.’
Transparency with staff was also sometimes constrained
in an effort not to share information that could later be
determined to be inaccurate. Due to changing information
from the state or county regarding their actual allocations,
county HSOs often did not know what their budgets would
look like before decisions became final. © . . things were
changing on a daily, weekly basis with respect to the County
Administrator’s office . . . part of our decision making around

staff engagement related to our attempt to not freak them out.”

Funding

A few participating organizations referred to generous
political and public support from their communities that
helped to encourage the Board of Supervisors and the
County Administration to limit the amount of budget
cutting. Even in times of budget cuts . . . our services are still
prioritized in the political structure. So, when the Board of
Supervisors is deliberating on our budget, and they reallocate

money, we tended to benefit from that.” In some cases, addi-
tional county funding provided more time and resources
to carefully think through their communication strategies.
We had ten and a half million dollars of County General
Fund money in our reserves to help us soften that load . . . we
were able to hold things off longer, taper down less radically
by having those financial reserves in our back pocket.” HSOs
in less politically supportive counties quickly lost county-
generated funding with limited amounts of time to engage
staff in decision-making or to plan a communication strat-
egy. These counties found themselves making decisions right
away that you have to make in the next three days . . . it just

didn’t seem like we had enough time.”

Discussion

Building on the literature related to public organization
cutbacks and communications in times of change, this
study explored the internal communication strategies of
eleven human service organizations as their senior manage-
ment teams engaged in the painful process of budget reduc-
tions resulting from the Great Recession. Study informants
indicated that employees responded to changes with fear,
stress, and dissatisfaction with communications from senior
management who shared the facts of the budget crisis,
implications for the future, and a restatement of organiza-
tional values and priorities used to inform decision-making.
While communications focused on addressing employee
fear and anxiety, senior managers sought to be as transpar-
ent as possible and to support staff with messages of empa-
thy, respect and an increased focus on the importance of
their mission.

The communication efforts found to be most effective
were clearly and consistently crafted, brief and concise, in-
person communications. Top—down communications were
found to be a source of miscommunications and staff anxi-
eties increased when critical information was withheld. Due
to the concerns of senior management about the capacity of
employees to understand complex fiscal matters, staff were
engaged, to varying degrees, in budget-related in decision
making. However, most senior managers noted that provid-
ing an avenue for employees to have a voice in the process
was important to maintaining trust in leadership and orga-
nizational commitment.

Most

impacted by organizational factors such as size and struc-

budget-reduction  communications  were
ture; larger and more bureaucratic organizations faced
more challenges in disseminating messages with clarity due

to multiple layers in the organization’s hierarchy and the
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sheer number of employees. External factors also impacted
communications in terms of the different ways that senior
managers were distracted by political pressures and time
constraints. The existence of conflict in the political arenas
that shaped state or local funding delayed information shar-
ing with staff and political constraints created by elected

officials inhibited transparency.

REFLECTING ON THE LITERATURE

While study results are consistent with the findings in the
literature on organizational change and communication
(Allen et al. 2007; Bordia et al. 2004a; DiFonzo and Bordia
1998) and the impact of environmental constraints on the
level of discretion exercised by public sector senior managers
(Levine 1979; Pandey 2010), this study expands our under-
standing of the ways that public sector managers engage
and communicate with employees throughout the cutback-
related change processes, and how those efforts are shaped
by internal and external organizational contexts. The con-
textual factors affecting organizational resources were
critical to planning and executing a communication strat-
egy, and leaders found some strategies were better received
than others. Variations in staff responses to diverse com-
munication strategies may be rooted in the differences in
pre-existing organizational climate or leadership styles that
engendered more and less trust between staff and managers.
Non-verbal and indirect messages may have contributed to
a warmer, more trusting climate, and may be indicative of
more sensitive leadership styles.

These findings extend our understanding of organi-
zational communications in times of significant change by
illustrating specific strategies that were more or less produc-
tive. Managers participating in this study perceived staff to
be particularly dissatisfied with communications that were
seen as not responsive to their ideas or concerns, and when
messages were distorted through top-down channels of
communication that did not include in-person exchanges.
The nuances of verbal and non-verbal communications
(e.g., tone and body language) were absent or altered from
the original message when not delivered in-person, making
room for misperceptions or misinterpretation.

Furthermore, and consistent with many other studies
on public sector communication and management processes
(Allen et al. 2007; Hameed et al. 2017; O’Brien 2002), most
respondents noted that it was preferable to include staff in
decision-making. However, if staff were not included in
this process, senior managers understood that it was critical
to explain the context for the decision-making. This find-

ing matches elements of the five part model developed by

Armenakis et al. (2000). In addition and consistent with
other change communication research in public organiza-
tions (Allen et al. 2007; van der Voet et al. 2016), this study
also found that high quality communications provided by
line supervisors can increase staff acceptance or commit-
ment to the change process.

The fiscal resources that reflect the political and eco-
nomic dynamics of each participating county played key
role in the ability of senior managers to engage in transpar-
ent communications with their staff members in the midst
of profound change. Organizations with greater resources
at the beginning of the recession, or those that experienced
smaller reductions throughout the recession, were more
likely to be in politically supportive and relatively wealthy
counties with more funding for human services. In orga-
nizations in less wealthy and more politically conserva-
tive counties, budget cuts were deep and fast and change
processes did not always include staff input due to lack of
time. While most study participants repeatedly discussed
their commitment to communicating with staff by sharing
both good and bad news in order to reduce the impact of
the rumor mill on staff fears, those organizations with less
financial and political support from elected officials did not
have the staff capacity to plan, execute and monitor agency-
wide communications.

Finally, study outcomes also point to the ways in which
messages sent by senior management may contribute to
the overall culture of the organization and help to shape
employee interpretation of those messages (Keyton 2014;
Redding 1972). Further, message content may indicate a
dominant leadership style in the organization—which has
also been connected to employee change acceptance (Bat-
tilana et al. 2010; Kuipers et al. 2014). Messages aimed high-
lighting organizational mission and support for staff may
indicate transformational leadership approaches to change
communication management. Verbal and non-verbal indi-
cations of transparency and support aimed at increasing or
maintaining trust between staff and leadership may also
contribute an organizational climate that lends credibility
to change communications for employees. Transforma-
tional leadership styles and a supportive and open orga-
nizational climate have both been linked to positive staff
responses to change (Allen et al. 2007; Bordia et al. 2004a;
van der Voet 2014; van der Voet et al. 2016).

PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS

These findings, consistent with other studies, also under-
score the critical role of frontline supervisors in bolstering

morale and supporting their staff when communicating
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about significant organizational changes (Allen et al. 2007;
van der Voet 2014; van der Voet et al. 2016). This suggests
that one strategy for managing staff during major changes
is to focus on enhancing and strengthening the staff/super-
visor rapport and supporting that relationship in order
to manage organizational communications and change
management.

Further, leaders can enhance trust and credibility by
conveying respect, empathy, and support for staff as they
move through difficult times and should deliver as much
information as possible in a timely manner —the good and
the bad news. Finally, it is important for managers to invest
time and resources during financial and programmatic
stability to create and implement systems that are capable
of quickly and clearly disseminating critical information,
obtaining timely feedback, and preparing staff to partici-
pate in decision-making. Additional approaches for man-

aging organizational communications are highlighted in

Table 1.

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

This exploratory study provides a foundation for further
research on how public organizations communicate with
their employees during times of significant restructuring
and downsizing. Further research is needed to investigate
both sides of the communication equation—not just the
views of senior management—in order to develop a clearer
understanding of how internal communications are expe-
rienced by staff in public HSOs during cutbacks. Observa-
tional study of real time communications, combined with
interviews with senior management and frontline staff
would allow for a comprehensive, richer understanding of
communication practices in these settings and would bet-
ter identify effective approaches to organizational com-
munications during times of change. Specifically, what role
does organizational culture or climate factors play in how
staff respond to organizational changes? How do specific
change communication strategies contribute to the mainte-
nance or creation of an organizational climate of trust and
credibility?

Increased knowledge in these arenas is critical for pub-
lic human service organizations, which operate in an envi-
ronment of emotionally-laden service delivery and are often
called upon to engage in swift, significant organizational
change in response to external directives and changes. The
staff in human service organizations represent another type
of “first responder” but do not necessarily experience the
same type of communications support that might be found

in police or fire departments or hospitals. Future research

would benefit from a comparative approach to the structur-
ing and implementation of communications systems to sup-

port staff in times of change.
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Participatory Decision Making

Meta Messages

conveying respect and empathy to employees.

Communication Tactics

alleviate staff stress.

SO

TABLE 1
Organizational Communication Recommendations for Public HSO Cuthack Management

1. Engage staff as much as possible in decision making.
2. Equip employees with the knowledge necessary to participate meaningfully in decision making.

1. Be as transparent as possible with staff, sharing reasoning behind decisions, as well as good, bad and uncertain news.
2. Create messaging strategies that deliver critical information in the context of the organization’s mission, while also

3. Management should be visibly accessible to employees and provide answers to staff questions.

1. Communicate with staff often, repeat the message in short, simple ways and communicate in settings that minimize or

Communicate in person or in writing whenever possible.

Involve front-line supervisors when delivering critical information to direct service staff.
Designate one person or team to streamline and create consistency in messaging.
Monitor the extent to which messages are received and understood.
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