The Notion of Uncertainty

Uncertainty has been defined as ‘an individual’s perceived inability to predict something accurately’ (Milliken, 1987, p. 136). Research has identified that this inability to predict events can be attributed to ambiguous (Putnam and Sorenson, 1982) or contradictory information, or a simple lack of information (Berger and Calabrese, 1975). Regardless of the preceding event, uncertainty has traditionally been considered to be a dis-preferred state which motivates people to engage in coping strategies aimed at reducing such perceptions (Berger and Bradac, 1982). Indeed, several theories reflect this proposition, viewing uncertainty as a motivational force. Berger and Calabrese’s (1975) uncertainty reduction theory, and its more recent adaptation by Kramer (1999), propose that when individuals or groups experience uncertainty they are driven to seek information in an attempt to reduce this aversive state. In contrast to uncertainty reduction theory, the theory of uncertainty management offers an alternative conceptualization of the construct, in which uncertainty

is not solely defined as a negative state (Brashers, 2001). Instead, it is argued some individuals may perceive uncertainty positively in particular contexts. Evidence supporting the theory of uncertainty management has been found in health contexts, demonstrating information-seeking behaviours can be used to reduce the experience of uncertainty that is distressing or to increase uncertainty and consequently optimism and hope (Brashers et al., 2002). It is argued that uncertainty may actually provide a sense of hope or optimism regarding the impending outcome, rather than the certainty of a negative outcome. The utility of the theory of uncertainty management theory is that it acknowledges the range of possible responses individuals may have when experiencing uncertainty, providing

a more comprehensive understanding of the construct and how it operates across different contexts.

Within the context of organizational change, research has demonstrated that uncertainty is often a major consequence for employees (Ashford, 1988; Schweiger and Denisi, 1991). During organizational change, employees are likely to experience uncertainty in relation to a range of different organizational issues, including the rationale behind the change, the process of implementation,

and the expected outcomes of the change (Jackson et al., 1987; Buono and Bowditch, 1989). Research has also indicated that employees may experience uncertainty regarding the security of their position, and their future roles and responsibilities (Bordia et al., 2004a). Consequently, organizational change is a major stressor during which employees seek to gain some prediction and understanding over events in order to minimize their uncertainty (Sutton and Kahn, 1986). Thus, it is the degree to which these specific informational needs are addressed through communication during organizational change that is worthy of deeper investigation.

Although it is recognized in the literature that information-seeking behaviours are the most common response to feelings of uncertainty, there still exists a lack of understanding of the sources of information employees utilize when engaging in such behaviours in the context of change. Research by Bordia et al. (2004a) demonstrated that only strategic uncertainty was reduced through quality

change communication disseminated by management, while perceptions of structural and job-related uncertainty were only reduced by participative strategies, such as team meetings. However, their study only focused on management communication and did not examine the influence of change-related information disseminated via other sources. Consequently, research needs to explore the role

different sources of communication play in influencing change-related uncertainties experienced by employees in order to inform change management. When examining organizational communication, it becomes difficult to ignore the various sources through which employees may seek information. During organizational change, employees can potentially seek information from different sources, including their supervisor, co-workers, or even contacts outside the organization (Hargie and Tourish, 2000). Additionally, the information employees receive through various sources during change may not necessarily always work to reduce uncertainty. Consequently, it is important to further investigate if quality official information is sufficient to reduce specific change-related uncertainties during change, or if more attention needs to be given the specific source of information.

Discussion

Addressing the first research goal, responses from the interviews confirmed that employees are likely to experience uncertainty in relation to the strategic direction of the organization, the implementation process and more job-related issues such as job roles. In addition, the evidence supported existing theoretical perspectives relating to the reduction of uncertainty, which stipulate uncertainty is a stressful psychological state which individuals are motivated to reduce through seeking information (Berger and Calabrese, 1975; Schweiger and Denisi, 1991; Kramer, 1993). The majority of employees described that when they were uncertain about change-related issues, they attempted to gain the necessary information to reduce these perceptions. The findings also indicated that the source of communication played an important role in determining how effectively employees were able to reduce their uncertainty.

