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Abstract 

Hospitality managers face many challenges as they implement strategic plans and lend their 

organizations through the transition process. In this paper, organizational transition is viewed 

from a symbolic/culture perspective and the impact of organizational culture on the change 

process is explored. The change process is seen as a disruption of existing organizational values, 

beliefs, and assumptions. Communication strategies are viewed as essential for effective 

transition leadership, enabling hospitality managers to overcome such barriers to change as: the 

customer as partial employee, a diverse workforce, and high levels of uncertainty. Effective 

managers use strategic ambiguity as well as myths and stories to communicate new 

organizational values. In order to lead their organization through the transition process, managers 

also facilitate information sharing and serve as boundary spanners, interpreting the perceptions 

of one group or department to those with different perspectives and concerns. Finally, hospitality 

leaders model effective listening skills which are essential to wise decision-making and the 

development of supportive work environments. The hospitality industry can respond to on-going 

organizational change by helping its managers understand the nature of organizational culture 

and develop the communication competencies that facilitate the transition process. 

 

 Keywords: organizational communication, organizational culture, organizational 

transition, communication strategies, symbolic/culture approach  
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The Symbolic/Culture Approach: Managing Transition in the Service Industry 

 

Introduction 

 The internationalization of the hospitality workforce and rapid changes in customer 

demands have made the need for effective managerial communication skills ever more pressing. 

As the workplace becomes increasingly automated, clear and timely communication becomes 

vital; as the workforce becomes more diverse, the need to understand and respond appropriately 

to the human dimension becomes management’s key task (Young and Smith, 1988). This rapid 

and continuous transformation process places new and complex demands on hospitality leaders. 

 Changes in the manager’s role necessitate a shift in the attitudes and competencies 

required for effective management. No longer are the highly rational, mechanical models of the 

past appropriate. No longer is management a simple matter of working hard at routine tasks to 

‘get the job done’. New paradigms and approaches have been developed and applied that take 

into account the dynamic nature of service organizations and the people responsible for their 

functioning. 

 One recent approach to understanding how organizations operate-and how the 

communication strategies that leaders apply facilitate organizational change-is called the 

symbolic/culture perspective. This approach appears, after a decade of critical review (Smircich. 

1983; Wiio. 19SS), as one of the most useful perspectives for viewing the human aspects of 

organizational transitions. As Bridges (19S5) clarifies, transitions require organizational 

members to go through an inner reorientation process’ as they stop *doing things the way they 

used to and start doing them differently’ (p. 28). Simply, transitions determine whether changes 

work.  
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 This paper takes a symbolic/culture perspective as it addresses the challenges hospitality 

managers face in implementing strategic plans and in managing the human dimensions of the 

transition process. First, the symbolic nature of communication is discussed as it influences the 

change process. The importance of values to successful organizational transition is emphasized, 

and strategies are suggested for creating unity within an increasingly diverse workforce. Three of 

the most significant barriers to planned change are presented for consideration. Finally, the key 

communication competencies of effective hospitality leaders are described as they contribute to 

managers’ ability to introduce, implement, and monitor their strategic plans. 

 

Organizational culture and the symbolic nature of communication 

 When change masters (Kanter, 1983)—organizational leaders—speak of strategic 

planning, they are referring to a deliberate intervention, a process usually initiated by upper level 

management and designed to accomplish a number of purposes. Strategic planning provides 

direction for the organization and helps it assert control over its destiny (Hunsaker, 1982; 

Hunsucker and Loos, 1989). Effective strategic plans ultimately result in changes that affect 

organizational members’ ways of thinking, managing, and operating. 

 Allaire and Firsirotu (1989) suggest that the key to strategic planning lies ‘not in the 

product but in the process. Planning becomes like jogging; it is not an efficient way to get 

anywhere…but if practiced regularly, it will make us feel better’ (p. 8). Unfortunately, there is 

more than a kernel of truth to their statement; although strategic planning has become a hot topic 

(everyone is doing it), the results are not always apparent. If, indeed, managers work in ever-

more turbulent environments, where change is the rule rather than the exception, the strategic 
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planning process is likely to become an on-going part of organizational experience. Transition 

may become a characteristic of effective organizational systems. 

 Every organization has a unique combination of characteristics that are experienced by 

members as organizational culture (Pacanowsky and O’Donnell-Trujillo, 1982). It has become 

clear that managers who understand and work within the organizational culture are in the best 

position to affect meaningfu1 change. In fact, Schein (1988) has suggested that the only thing of 

real importance managers as leaders do ‘is to create and manage culture’ (p. 2). Feldman (1988) 

puts the matter simply, explaining that organizational culture is the set of meanings created 

within the organization-norms, roles, plans, ideals, and ideas—that members use to ‘make sense 

out of the flow of actions and events they experience’ (p. 57). 

 Culture acts as a map that influences the way organizational members define events in the 

workplace; the process of learning an organization’s culture involves learning the beliefs, 

assumptions, and expectations others have and how to act in terms of these particular values and 

norms (Schein, 1988; Bettinger, 1989; Bolman and Deal, 1984). The culture approach focuses 

attention on the processes by which the meanings of organizational events are produced and 

transmitted through communication (Deetz, 1982). Within this framework, reality is socially-

created as employees observe their colleagues’ responses to various events and interpret these 

experiences. Through communication-by participating in the process of creating shared 

meanings-organizational members come to understand the assumptions and experiences that 

subsequently guide their behavior (Putnam, 1982). 

 The transition process involves constant realignment of assumptions and expectations by 

all organizational members as they interpret and begin to make sense of their new tasks, role 

relationships, and work environments. This is often a long and complex adjustment process, 
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since employees must gradually change their perceptions of ‘the way things are’ and ultimately 

reconsider their basic values and beliefs about the organization.  

 In service organizations, the customer’s perceptions are also critical. Perhaps most 

significant are the public’s expectations and assumptions about the nature of service. Controlling 

perceptions of service and its quality is neither easy nor straightforward. The symbol/cultural 

perspective draws attention to some of the most critical management concerns and reinforces, 

once again, the notion that the perception of reality is the reality: 

…Whose perceptions should we focus upon to determine the reality? Should it be the 

perception of the hotel or of the company’s management? Or should it be the guests’ 

perception of the service…or should it be from the line employee’s view… (Bromley, 

1957, p. 4) 

 Another author notes, ‘Good service has nothing to do with what the provider believes it 

is; it has only to do with what the customer believes is true’ (Davidow and Uttal, 1989, p. 8-l). 

The intangibility of effective service has been a constant concern for those who seek to improve 

employee and organizational performance. Leaders gain valuable insight by viewing the 

customer/service employee relationship from the symbolic/cultural perspective and by 

considering the customer’s perceptions of the organization’s culture. 

 Organizational goals and service strategies must, in the long run, set all employees 

heading toward the customers’ priorities (Albrecht and Zemke, 1985). Service initiatives at the 

organizational level often fail because the effort improves service in ways the customer doesn’t 

really care about. The customer must be considered in determining and implementing 

organizational goals which guide all employees toward service-centered values. 
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 Often, the implementation of strategic plans requires a change in one or more cultural 

aspects. Organizational members must be prepared to follow new rules, address new issues, and 

adopt new ways of thinking about their work experiences. Hospitality leaders must understand 

how to introduce, implement, and monitor the plans they develop. New mission statements and 

expensive marketing campaigns can only succeed to the extent that managers also effectively 

communicate their visions to all employees and carefully manage the transition process. 

 

Culture and organizational change 

 Hospitality managers must understand their organization’s value structure in order to 

design culture-specific transition plans. It may be true, as Wilkins and Patterson (1985) propose, 

that because of specific cultural constraints some hospitality organizations simply cannot get 

from ‘there to here’ (p. 262). The next section examines the influence of values on the change 

process and describes three of the most significant barriers to planned change. 

Changing Values 

 The organization’s value orientation has a significant influence in guiding its 

performance and its response to change. Wilkins, Dyer and Gibb (19SS) point out that the values 

and beliefs of organizational members strongly influence whether and how communication 

strategies are implemented, even as the strategies themselves affect employees’ perceptions of 

various cultural dimensions. When communication strategies are inconsistent with existing 

cultural values, planned change is almost certain to fail. Currently held beliefs inhibit change by 

(1) producing a strategic myopia where the significance of some events is missed or overlooked, 

and (2) affecting individuals’ perceptions so that they respond to events in terms of their culture 

beliefs (Lorsch, 1986, pp. 99-100). 
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 Change efforts are certain to confront a degree of human resistance. While some 

members may simply have a low tolerance for change, others may feel that they will lose 

something of value. Still others, as mentioned earlier, misunderstand the change or do not 

understand why it is necessary (Kotter and Schlesinger, 1979). Many concerns, as Wilkins et al. 

(1988) point out, relate to the relationship between individuals and the organization when the 

balance that has been established is suddenly upset. Members ask, ‘Why should I be a part of the 

whole and contribute to it?’ (p. 524). This may be particularly true in an industry where high 

turnover and part-time employment is the norm, and where high percentages of the workforce 

see few if any long-term career opportunities. 

 Managers’ values and beliefs have a major impact on the decisions they make and the 

strategic plans they choose. The relationship between corporate culture and strategic planning is 

reciprocal; while the culture affects how strategies are implemented and the impact they are 

likely to have, the organization’s values influence the nature of the choices made and the 

strategies selected. Cultural values, then, have a direct impact on the degree and manner in which 

organizations adapt and respond to change (Stata, 1989; Fitzgerald, 1988). 

 Can planned management intervention change corporate cultures by changing the value 

system itself? Wiener (1988) believes that since values are largely evolutionary and emergent, 

the internalization of values involves a complex process that cannot be accomplished through 

formal decisions and organizational practices alone. As Fitzgerald (1988) notes, ‘… we have no 

theory to account for the process by which values are relinquished and replaced, either through 

the inner work of the person or some outside agency’ (pp. 10-11). Organizations that have a 

well-established history and tradition, characteristic of many in the hospitality industry, find the 

process of changing underlying values particularly problematic (Zeira and Avedisian, 1989). 
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 Several other factors also have a significant impact on the hospitality industry. These 

barriers create additional challenges for those who manage the transition process. 

Barriers to planned change 

 Although many factors make organizational transition difficult, the key barriers to change 

from the symbolic/culture perspective must include: (1) the customer as partial employee, (2) the 

increasingly diverse workforce, and (3) the rapid pace of innovation and subsequent uncertainty. 

Each of these aspects are discussed as they affect the implementation of strategic plans. 

Barrier one: the customer as partial employee.  

 Complicating the change process in service industries is the fact that the customer him or 

herself often participates in the creation and delivery of the organization’s primary product-

service. The perceptions customers have of the organization are largely developed through their 

personal interactions with company representatives, particularly the customer service employee. 

Reliance on high levels of customer/provider interaction for service delivery poses a unique 

challenge both for hospitality managers and their service staff. 

 Since the customer participates in the service encounter, it is difficult for managers to 

plan or control service quality, particularly during high contact situations. In a sense, customers 

become ‘partial employees’, since they actually participate in the production of the service they 

receive. In high contact service systems, the customer affects the time of demand, the exact 

nature of the service, the length of the encounter, and the service quality itself. These factors lead 

to a high degree of uncertainty in day-to-day operations and make high contact service systems 

the most difficult to manage efficiently. 

 The success of any transaction not only depends upon the nature of the service and the 

specific tasks required, but also on the customer’s communication skills, his or her motivation to 
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ensure that the transaction goes smoothly, and individual personality characteristics. The 

customer/service provider relationship implies a set of mutual expectations regarding each 

parties’ rights, privileges, and obligations. While some interactions have well-developed rules 

governing the actions of both participants, others are more ambiguous; the parties involved in the 

encounter must closely attend to the other’s behavior in order to make appropriate choices. At 

the moment of service, the organization’s representative can no longer be influenced by the 

company; the employee’s skills and the behavior of the customer alone interact to produce the 

delivery of service (Worsfold, 1989). 

 In some instances, customers may be so naïve and their expectations so unclear that they 

are unable to determine exactly what ‘good service’ means. In other cases, the customer’s 

expectations are precisely defined and changes in any aspect of the process are likely to have 

serious and often unpredictable consequences for the organization. Businesses that rely heavily 

on the customer’s participation in the delivery of service-hotels, restaurants, health centers-are 

among the most challenging operations for strategic planners and others who are called upon to 

implement and manage organizational change. 

Barrier two: diverse workforce. 

 Every employee comes to the organization with a set of expectations, predispositions, and 

personal skills that have been developed through previous observation or participation in similar 

encounters. Individuals who don’t share the same sets of assumptions—whose background or 

culture is very different from that of the other organizational members—will experience 

difficulties both in adjusting to organizational requirements and in facilitating effective service 

encounters. The particular location of a property determines its primary labor pool; managers 

accustomed to employees who take pride in their professional conduct discover that other 
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populations have very different attitudes, expectations, and levels of job commitment. 

Motivating and training these workers becomes a complicated task. 

 The customer-service employee relationship is also affected by the diverse backgrounds 

of the customers themselves. When customers enter service encounters with low status and little 

credibility, they are often extended less discretion than others in similar situations and must work 

to establish themselves as legitimate recipients of the service (Mills and Morris, 1986). 

Teenagers who are ignored by service staff, the handicapped, or women who dine alone in 

restaurants, all are occasionally victims of this perceived relationship (Iles and Auluck, 1988). 

The diversity of the workforce itself further complicates these encounters; employees are 

challenged to provide service that meets the organization’s standards regardless of their personal 

response to a customer. 

 As service organizations become increasingly multi-national and as the workforce 

becomes increasingly diverse, there will be a growing demand for organizational leaders who are 

sensitive to the needs of the minority members, and for service providers who understand the 

unique assumptions and values of their various publics. Women, people of color, the 

handicapped, and other minorities will likely play increasingly important roles in the service 

process, both as customers and as employees. Organizations undergoing transition must 

accommodate their minority members by adopting values that support the greater flexibility and 

adaptability needed to respond to these new responsibilities. 

Barrier three: rapid change and uncertainty. 

 Cultures take time to develop. As organizations undergo transitions brought about both 

through strategic planning as well as through unplanned events, change must be perceived as a 

desirable and perhaps even permanent organizational reality. Employees who are unconvinced of 
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the need for change or who misunderstand the organization’s new goals communicate their 

uncertainty and confusion to guests and larger publics. Only when change itself becomes an 

accepted and valued norm will organizations anticipate and respond appropriately to shifts in 

both internal and external environments. 

 Even properties with long traditions are gradually moving toward automated systems to 

handle many of their information-processing needs. Routines that have been established and 

perpetuated over long periods of time are gradually giving way to more efficient and more 

sophisticated systems. Hospitality organizations cannot shut down while these changes are taking 

place, nor can they expect that these changes are permanent solutions. Customers as well as 

employees must be ready to constantly adapt to new and unexpected routines and rituals. 

Advanced technology and sophisticated information systems change the nature of interpersonal 

relationships, both among employees and between the customer and the service representative 

(More and Laird, 1983). What it ‘means’ to check in and out, take an order, or request 

information is dependent upon the balance between human contact and hardware; the 

introduction of automated systems affects expectations, assumptions, and beliefs about the nature 

of work and the quality of the service provided. 

 The hospitality industry is characterized by high levels of uncertainty in its operations 

and service encounters. When a bus arrives, a major disaster strikes, or the weather changes, 

hospitality organizations are expected to respond. Few other organizations experience the same 

high degree of continuous uncertainty. As we have seen, when there is a high degree of customer 

involvement in the service process and a correspondingly high degree of ambiguity in the tasks 

to be performed, the potential for disruption of the service process increases. Under these 
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circumstances, both the customer and the employee are likely to experience frustration and 

stress. 

 Clearly, in an environment where some degree of uncertainty is the norm, planning may 

indeed be perceived as bothering about ‘the best method to accomplish an accidental result’ 

(Allaire and Firsirotu, 1989, p. 7). Service organizations must be designed to absorb uncertainties 

over which they cannot exert control. In light of these and other barriers to change, it becomes 

apparent that the organization’s culture significantly influences its ability to move through the 

transition process. Managers who guide organizations through these changes while anticipating 

future shifts require special communication competencies. Organizational leaders depend upon 

such strategies as language techniques, information sharing, and effective listening to implement 

strategic plans within the framework of their organization’s existing culture. 

 

Communication strategies to implement strategic change 

 Strategic change requires a fundamental rethinking of the beliefs by which the 

organization defines and carries on its business (Lorsch, 1986). The role of managerial 

communication in implementing this change process cannot be overestimated (Bramson, 1989; 

Huseman, Alexander and Driver, 1980). As one author notes, ‘Planning change is one thing, 

managing transitions another. And it’s the transition that will foul up your well-planned change’ 

(Bridges, 1985, p. 28). 

 It appears that there has been a shift from the management of human resources to the 

‘management of symbolic resources’ (Bert, 1986, p. 557). Symbolic resources are the symbols 

and images that can be developed and utilized to guide corporate actions and events. As Tichy 

(1983) explains, the ‘right stuff’ for managers of the future, for the new transformational leaders, 



MANAGING TRANSITION IN THE SERVICE INDUSTRY 13 

 

includes the ability to articulate new values and norms and then to ‘use multiple change fevers’ 

ranging from language techniques to appropriate channel selection to careful listening. Used 

effectively, these and other communication strategies move the organization toward desired 

goals. Several of these change levers appear to be particularly relevant to service managers who 

seek to implement their strategic plans. 

 

Language techniques: strategies for changing values 

 In order for any meaningful change to occur, managers must develop a vision of their 

organization’s future and implement strategies that will make that vision a reality (Hickman and 

Silva, 1984). Although values remain one of the most intangible and therefore elusive aspects of 

organizational life, culture leaders must search for communication strategies that will affect 

members’ underlying values. Two approaches appear to have merit: (1) the use of ambiguity as a 

communication strategy and (2) stories and myths. 

 Eisenberg (1984) proposes a method he calls strategic ambiguity to promote ‘unified 

diversity’ (p. 232). He believes that ambiguity is especially powerful in changing environments, 

since ambiguous statements of core values can preserve a sense of continuity while allowing for 

both individual interpretations of events and gradual changes in interpretation over time. 

Ambiguity, then, is seen as desirable; hospitality leaders must infuse employees with values and 

purpose at a level of abstraction at which agreement can occur even among members of a highly 

diverse workforce. 

 Myths and stories that communicate an organization’s culture are symbolic; values can be 

expressed through these vehicles because, again, such devices allow for multiple interpretations 

while at the same time promoting a sense of cohesiveness (McWhinney and Batista, 1988). 
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Individuals believe that they understand and agree on the meaning, yet their specific 

interpretations of the story or myth may be quite personal and unique. 

 An example of how a myth can be used to reinforce service attitudes is expressed simply 

through a story the management of one hospitality industry tells its new employees. The story 

has become part of the cultural myths of that property, setting up a model for appropriate 

behavior. The story goes: 

A guest was checking out of the Sunset Motel, chatting informally with a member of 

the front desk staff. The guest then went outside in front of the hotel to catch a cab. As 

the cab pulled away, the doorman noticed that the man had left one of his bags on the 

sidewalk. He immediately checked with the front desk, where the employee 

remembered that the man had said he was headed for a business appointment at a 

company in a nearby subdivision. The two employees looked up the address, and the 

doorman hailed another cab and headed out to return the guest’s bag. (Lundberg, 1989) 

 The story’s messages are clear: (1) take the time to know your guests personally, (2) take 

initiative, (3) work together, and (4) the service concept extends beyond the employee’s job 

description. Stories and myths send important messages regarding organizational culture and 

individual behavior. 

 Since service is difficult to measure and to evaluate, these stories describe what effective 

service means within a particular context. Hospitality managers, in particular, must deal with 

employees who have low levels of motivation and modest salaries. These factors often make it 

difficult to develop a caring and competent staff. Effective managers rely on informal networks 

to strengthen the service culture. They use the myths and stories that circulate among employees 

to communicate important messages regarding quality and professional behavior. Quality, as 
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Peters and Austin (1985) repeat, is not a technique; it’s a matter of passion and pride-values that 

are instilled through the daily activities of organizational members. The values fostered through 

shared stories and myths can encourage collaboration and teamwork (Garsombke, 1988). 

 

Managers as boundary spanners 

 Information sharing is a key management function; effective leaders rely on both formal 

and informal communication channels, orchestrating a process which funnels information from 

corporate executives down to line managers, who then interpret information in light of their 

smaller operating units. It becomes essential that all members understand where the company is 

headed. As leaders ‘mobilize commitment to a new vision’ (Spector, 1989, pp. 29-30), they must 

recognize the interrelationships among the organization’s various components so that the impact 

of certain types of information on a particular department or division can be predicted and 

controlled. 

 As might be expected, the flatter and more flexible the organizational structure, the more 

quickly and freely information travels and the more responsive the organization is to change. 

When communication flows in all directions, when authority is decentralized, when job 

descriptions are general and there is a high level of participation in decision-making, 

organizational members readily respond to change efforts (Zeira and Avedisian, 1989). As John 

F. Welch, Jr, CEO of General Electric, noted in a recent interview, winning cultures are moving 

toward a ‘boundaryless’ company where barriers between functional areas evaporate (Fortune, p. 

30). 

 Information sharing in itself is a symbolic way of equalizing power, overcoming conflict, 

and building trust (Spector, 1989). The success of these efforts is heavily dependent upon the 
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manager’s style and philosophy. Few other organizations are as affected by the specific 

individuals who create and manage organizational culture as the service industry.  

 Unlike traditional mechanical models of information dissemination, the symbolic/cultural 

perspective views the sharing of meanings as a delicate process that requires sensitive and skilled 

communicators who must understand their partners’ unique perceptions. Effective managers, 

therefore, play a key role in insuring that the messages travelling through the organization are 

accurately interpreted and understood. When these messages involve change, managers must 

ensure that employees are able to accurately interpret this information in terms of their own job 

requirements.  

 One of management’s key roles, then, is to serve as boundary spanners or human links, 

translating expectations and rules to those below them while communicating lower level 

employee needs and concerns to upper level management. Managers not only link various 

organizational groups vertically, they also bridge differences in perceptions horizontally across 

functional areas as well. The symbolic/cultural approach to understanding organizational 

behavior provides insight into this process, since managers must constantly work to share 

meanings and understand the perceptions of those with different interests and backgrounds. 

 A distinguishing feature of hospitality organizations is that the boundary spanning role 

must be performed by customer service employees as well as by managers, since it is the service 

employee who assumes responsibility for translating the organization’s rules to the customer 

while simultaneously interpreting and responding to the customer’s expectations and demands. 

When customer role readiness is low or when customers are poorly prepared for the encounter, 

the process of role negotiation and boundary spanning becomes particularly difficult. Because 

the service employee represents the organization so directly, managers must influence those who 
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interact with customers so that service values and organizational priorities are realized. During 

transition periods, the service representative’s behavior is key to influencing the customer’s 

perceptions of service quality and in establishing the organization’s new image. 

 Boundary spanners must be able to see situations and events as they appear to 

dishwashers as well as to the director of food and beverage; they must understand the 

perceptions of the reservations manager as well as those of the employees in the marketing 

department. Boundary spanners need to listen well; in order to perform effectively they must 

remain objective in their assessment of the problems that arise and communicate empathy and 

understanding to all parties involved. These communication skills are vital for managers who 

serve as leaders in implementing planned change. 

Model effective listening behaviors 

 Managers influence culture and encourage shared organizational values through personal 

example and deliberate role modeling. Schein (1988) repeatedly reminds managers that the 

organization’s values and assumptions are ‘manifested first in what leaders demonstrate, not in 

what is written down or inferred’ (p. 237). By modeling desirable communication behaviors, 

hospitality leaders demonstrate appropriate responses to the critical incidents that arise during the 

transition process (Frank and Brownell, 19S9). These managers vividly show employees how a 

successful member interacts and responds to the variety of unpredictable situations that 

accompany organizational transitions. 

 During transition periods, all employees must eventually learn new attitudes and 

behaviors as well as adapt to changing circumstances (deGeus, 19SS). In such environments, the 

skills of active listening are particularly important. Active listeners demonstrate objectivity, 

open-mindedness, and flexibility. Listening also encourages the supportive climate essential to 
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the development of interpersonal trust. By demonstrating active listening behaviors on a daily 

basis, hospitality managers send a powerful message to their colleagues. 

 Since managers serve as information links, their ability to listen objectively and to 

convey messages accurately is prerequisite to smooth transitions. As the workforce becomes 

increasingly diverse, the skills required to ensure accurate understanding become even more 

essential. Managers must bridge differences among individuals whose perceptions and 

viewpoints are dissimilar. The quality of decision-making is also affected by managers’ listening 

skills. In processing and disseminating large quantities of information, managers must accurately 

assess the relative importance various messages have to different divisions or departments. 

Leaders must listen well before they can predict the impact changes will have on organizational 

components. 

 Managers further encourage information sharing by developing skills in empathic 

listening. This means that managers maintain an open mind, withhold their opinions, and project 

a willingness to listen even to those who hold unpopular views. These behaviors, too, encourage 

interpersonal trust and create a climate in which members increase their information sharing 

activities. As organizational members receive and process information, they adjust their 

perceptions to the new or changing cultural dimensions. Unless organizational members are able 

to adapt to new circumstances, they risk operating under outdated assumptions and unrealistic 

expectations. When managers listen to employees’ feelings as well as their words, they quickly 

recognize signs of resistance to new ideas and can take steps to reduce such barriers to change. 

 Employees who model effective listening behaviors not only adapt more quickly to the 

changing workplace, but also find that their relationships with both co-workers and customers 
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improve. When organizational members listen well, misunderstandings are reduced, goals are 

shared, and employees perceive the workplace as more supportive and satisfying. 

 Managers must be ready to influence organizational culture through their language and 

through the myths and stories they circulate about what is valued in the organization’s culture. 

Only by sharing information in all directions can managers develop support for their new ideas 

and plans. Successful change efforts require that the perceptions of all organizational members 

be understood and addressed. The attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions that guide each specific 

group must be taken into account during the change process. This task requires managers who 

are skilled listeners, individuals who are able to create shared meanings among all who must 

support the change. 

 

Conclusion 

 The effective implementation of strategic plans requires managers to understand the 

cultural/symbolic nature of organizations and to develop a comprehensive communication 

strategy that will shape employee’s perceptions and direct them toward values that support the 

organization’s mission (Bramson, 1989). To enlist employee and customer commitment, and to 

move organizational members toward these new goals, managers must plan their communication 

strategies as carefully as they design their mission statement. It is clear, as Kanter (1983) and 

others repeat: ‘Change masters deal in symbols and visions and shared understandings’ (p. 305). 

 The service industry needs to look carefully at how it can prepare managers to guide their 

organizations through the 1990’s and into the next century. The symbolic/culture approach 

appears to provide a useful perspective, particularly as it accounts for the role of the manager in 

facilitating the change process. Since there is some indication that hospitality organizations have 
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similar cultural aspects (Woods. 1989), insights gained by one organization are likely to have 

application to others as well.  

 As leaders in a society now dominated by service workers, managers must encourage and 

facilitate learning environments within their organizations. They must implement communication 

strategies that will influence the values, assumptions, and ultimately the daily behavior of 

organizational members and customers alike. 

One ‘given’ in any organization’s future is that changes will occur…The ability to 

manage transition is a necessity…But few organizations have a transition-sensitive 

culture and few leaders and managers have any training in transition management. With 

the frequency of organizational change, that is a dangerous combination today. 

Tomorrow it will be disastrous. (Bridges, 1985, p. 32) 

 Hospitality managers who plan for the future must equip themselves with the 

communication skills needed to implement and manage the change process. In an industry 

characterized by uncertainty and high levels of customer contact, it is essential that managers 

design strategies to influence employee and customer perceptions and apply communication 

practices that reduce resistance to new plans and facilitate what may well be continual 

organizational change. 
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