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Abstract
This report in the journal Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation. Zeitschrift für Angewandte Organisationspsychologie aims
at presenting how the analysis of implicit and explicit communication in organizational interaction can advance our
insights into and implications for these interactions for research and science. Communication is a central process in
modern organizations. Especially recurring forms of interaction in organizations (e.g., meetings or appraisal interviews)
are of great importance for personal and organizational success. In these interactions, the communication between the
interacting organizational members has a decisive impact on the interactions’ course and outcomes (e.g., satisfaction with the
interaction, performance during the interaction). Therefore, the aim of this paper is to present two aspects of communication
that are empirically shown to contribute to successful outcomes of organizational interactions. Based on a practical problem,
we illustrate the analysis and implications of (1) implicit communication (that is, the use and coordination of unconsciously
used function words such as pronouns, articles, or prepositions) and (2) explicit communication (that is, the overarching
meaning of a statement). To further illustrate the practical relevance of both communication behaviors, we present empirical
insights and their implications for practice. Taking a glance at the future, possible combinations of these communication
behaviors, the resulting avenues for future research, and the importance of a strengthened cooperation between research
and practice to gain more naturalistic insights into organizational communication dynamics are discussed.
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Organisationale Kommunikationsdynamiken besser verstehen: Das Potenzial impliziter und
expliziter Kommunikation

Zusammenfassung
Mit diesem Beitrag in der Zeitschrift Gruppe. Interaktion. Organisation. Zeitschrift für Angewandte Organisationspsycholo-
gie soll das Potenzial der Analyse von impliziter und expliziter Kommunikation in organisationalen Interaktionen dargestellt
werden, um langfristig die Einblicke in und Handlungsempfehlungen aus organisationalen Kommunikationsdynamiken für
Praxis und Wissenschaft auszubauen. Kommunikation stellt einen zentralen Prozess in modernen Organisationen dar. Vor
allem wiederkehrende Formen der sozialen Interaktion in Organisationen (z.B., Meetings oder Mitarbeitergespräche) sind
für den persönlichen und organisationalen Erfolg von großer Bedeutung. Gerade in diesen Interaktionen hat die Kommuni-
kation der interagierenden Organisationsmitglieder entscheidende Auswirkungen auf den Verlauf sowie die Ergebnisse der
Interaktion (z.B., Zufriedenheit mit der Interaktion, Leistung in der Interaktion). Ziel dieses Beitrages ist es daher, zwei
Kommunikationsaspekte vorzustellen, die im Rahmen empirischer Forschung einen Einfluss auf den Erfolg organisationaler
Interaktionen gezeigt haben. Ausgehend von einer praktischen Frage, werden die Analyse sowie mögliche Implikationen
aus der Betrachtung von (1) impliziten Kommunikationsaspekten (d.h., die individuelle und simultane Äußerung von
unbewusst genutzten Funktionsworten wie Pronomen, Artikeln und Präpositionen) sowie (2) expliziten Kommunikations-
aspekten (d.h., die übergeordnete(n) Funktion(en) einer Aussage) erläutert. Um die praktische Relevanz zu verdeutlichen,
werden empirische Ergebnisse und deren Implikationen für die Praxis dargestellt. Mit einem Blick in die Zukunft werden
zudem Potenziale einer Kombination beider Formen der Kommunikationsaspekte diskutiert. Insgesamt soll dieser Bei-
trag die zukünftige Kooperation zwischen Forschung und Praxis weiter stärken, um tiefergehende Einblicke in natürliche
organisationale Interaktionen zu erhalten und unser Verständnis dieser zu verbessern.

Schlüsselwörter Implizite Kommunikation · Explizite Kommunikation · Kommunikationsdynamik · Language style
matching · Organisationale Interaktion

1 Introduction: a practical problem

Ms. Flach leads the development department in a large tech
company. Her team consists of 14 employees from vari-
ous disciplines. In her position as a supervisor, Ms. Flach
noticed one thing very early on: Everywhere in the organi-
zation, but also within her department, the communication
between the employees seems to be the basis of all ongo-
ing processes. Colleagues talk to each other when getting
a coffee, supervisors hold structured appraisal interviews
with their employees, team members discuss important top-
ics in meetings. The importance of communication partic-
ularly strikes Ms. Flach when she directly interacts with
her employees. To her, it seems that every interaction de-
mands different communication behaviors which, in turn,
have different effects depending on the employees she in-
teracts with and the goal of the situation. For example,
communication seems to be highly relevant in their regular
team meetings: While some meetings result in satisfying
solutions very quickly and efficiently, other meetings go
round and round in circles, hardly producing any results.
On the one hand, there seem to be rather explicit, observ-
able communication behaviors, such as naming problems
or solutions, that seem to affect the outcomes. However, on
the other hand, she increasingly feels that there is more to
communication than these directly observable communica-
tion behaviors. Implicit communication behaviors, like the
specific words her team members use, also seem to affect

these interactions. Overall, she asks herself to what extent
both implicit and explicit communication behaviors in her
meetings develop over time and contribute to their success?
For Ms. Flach, a successful meeting is a meeting that both
satisfies each of her team members and contributes to the
success of the organization as represented by the team’s
performance.

This example is intended to demonstrate that commu-
nication is an integral part of our work-life and the basis
of most of our (social) processes at work. Taking a closer
look at communication allows us to identify different com-
munication behaviors that can systematically be analyzed
using methods from the field of communication analysis to
identify their dynamics and effect on the success or failure
of organizational interactions.

In line with Ms. Flach’s gut feeling, it is possible to
distinguish between implicit and explicit communication.
Implicit communication is represented by employees’ use
of specific types of words, whereas explicit communica-
tion relates to the overarching meaning or function of com-
munication (Weiss et al. 2018). The aim of this paper is
to bring both forms of communication and their relevance
for organizational interactions into the focus of practice.
Therefore, we first provide a general introduction to both
communication behaviors and their theoretical relevance.
Using an example from a meeting of Ms. Flach’s team, we
then illustrate how to analyze implicit and explicit com-
munication behaviors. A special feature of the analysis of
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implicit and explicit communication behaviors presented in
this article is that they take into account dynamic changes
in communication over time and, thus, allow us to gain in-
sights into the complex (social) dynamics of organizational
communication that are hidden from the naked eye (e.g.,
Kozlowski 2015; Lehmann-Willenbrock and Allen 2018;
Müller-Frommeyer et al. 2020). To further illustrate practi-
cal benefits, we present empirical insights and implications
that can be drawn from the analysis of implicit as well as
explicit communication behaviors. Lastly, we discuss how
a combined analysis of implicit and explicit communica-
tion behaviors can open up new streams of research and
provide us further practical insights in the future. Thus,
we contribute to the existing literature by elaborating on
the practical relevance of both forms of communication be-
haviors with the aim of increasing their application in real
organizational interactions. In addition, we expand already
existing knowledge by illustrating the potential of linking
both approaches.

2 Implicit and explicit communication
behaviors

Based on Ms. Flach’s observations in her daily interactions
at work, we have already introduced the two forms of com-
munications behaviors in focus of this article: Implicit and
explicit communication. In the following, we outline their
conceptual and theoretical differentiation in more detail.
In previous research, both aspects of communication have
been presented as highly relevant for the success of organi-
zational interactions (e.g., Heuer et al. 2019;Meinecke et al.
2017; Weiss et al. 2018). A comparison of both communi-
cation behaviors can be found in Table 1. In general, com-
munication is comprised of a variety of observable aspects:
These range from words and their meaning to intonation,
pitch, tempo, or nonverbal behaviors (Reynolds et al. 2015).
If we focus on implicit and explicit communication behav-
iors, we will (almost) exclusively look at the verbal content
of communication, more precisely at the use of words and

Table 1 Conceptual Distinction Between Implicit and Explicit Communication Behaviors

Implicit Communication Explicit Communication

Degree of
abstraction

Word level Factual level

Communicative
content

Verbal; focusing on and distinguishing between specific types
of words

Mainly verbal; might include other aspects of communi-
cation (e.g., intonation, pitch, nonverbal behaviors)

Level of anal-
ysis

Specific words/types of words; proportion of specific words in
the unit under investigation (e.g., statement, sentence)

Chosen units within a conveyed message that transports
a specific meaning (e.g., full sentence, statement)

Type of data Sequential, categorial data, nominal data (stream of coded
data)a

Sequential, nominal data (stream of coded data)a

This comparison of implicit and explicit communication behaviors is inspired by a comparison of behavioral coding and rating scales in Meinecke
et al. (2016a)
aSubsequent data transformation can yield numerical data

their meaning. These allow us to gain insights into social
and psychological aspects of communication (Tausczik and
Pennebaker 2010) and remain intact in times of increasing
virtual communication via virtual communication channels
(e.g., email, chat; Cramton and Orvis 2003). However, de-
spite these advantages, we acknowledge that we might not
capture the full context of an interaction by (mainly) focus-
ing on the verbal context.

Implicit communication behaviors focus on individ-
ual and mutual use of specific types of words. Since the
early 2000s, advances in computerized text analysis—the
computer-aided automatic analysis and quantification of
texts—psychological research has focused on one type of
words in particular: Function words such as pronouns, ar-
ticles, or prepositions. Function words provide us insights
into the social and psychological processes of an individ-
ual or interacting partners (Chung and Pennebaker 2007;
Pennebaker et al. 2003; Tausczik and Pennebaker 2010).
Since they are used unconsciously—and thus cannot be
influenced—but still account for up to 60% of words used
in everyday life (Segalowitz and Lane 2004; Van Gelderen
2014), the study of function words allows us to gain in-
sight into implicit individual and collective communication
dynamics. The individual use of function words has tra-
ditionally been method-driven (Tausczik and Pennebaker
2010). Only with the recent connection to the Dynamic
Systems Theory (Abraham et al. 1990), Müller-Frommeyer
et al. (2020) introduced a theoretical perspective. This per-
spective states that the individual use of function words
can develop and change over time depending on contextual
factors (e.g., the interaction partner or the type of conver-
sation). With reference to Ms. Flach’s example, this means
that any type of conversation in her professional life (e.g.,
meeting, appraisal interview, or conflict conversation) as
well as the respective interaction partner(s) influences her
individual use of function words. Since the individual use
of function words is also referred to as individual language
style which represents how people communicate rather than
what they say, Ms. Flach’s function word use can impact
her employees and interactions (Weiss et al. 2018).
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In (organizational) interactions a coordination of func-
tion words, that is, a similar use of function words over
time, can be observed (e.g., Pennebaker et al. 2003; Ire-
land and Pennebaker 2010; Ireland et al. 2011). This form
of function word coordination is also called language style
matching. Theoretically, language style matching can be
explained under the interpersonal synergy framework. Un-
der this framework, coordination processes are an essen-
tial part of all forms of social interactions, occur uncon-
sciously, and impact the interaction partners as well as out-
comes of the interaction depending on its context and/or
goal(s) (e.g., Müller-Frommeyer et al. 2019; Riley et al.
2011). Here, goals can both represent external, shared goals
that are, for example, provided by the company manage-
ment in an organization, or more implicit individual goals
that develop throughout the interaction. A collective use
of function words—representing a synchronized style of
speaking—indicates a common understanding and world-
view (Brennan and Hanna 2009). In relation to Ms. Flach’s
team meetings this means that the teammembers coordinate
their implicit communication in the form of function word
use depending on its context or goal in order to achieve
their respective goals. Depending on the current goal of
the meeting, however, this coordination can develop differ-
ently—that is, employees use their function words more or
less interdependently—which can have positive and nega-
tive effects on the interacting team members and the success
of the meeting. Taken together, when investigating the effect
of implicit communication behaviors in Ms. Flach’s team
meetings, we could (1) assess Ms. Flach’s individual use of
function words as team leader and (2) the coordination of
function words in the team meeting in relation to her two
major outcomes of interest: Meeting satisfaction and team
performance.

In contrast to implicit communication, explicit commu-
nication focusses on the overarching meaning or function
of a statement, sentence, or parts of the sentence and po-
tentially considers more aspects of communication than the

Table 2 Transcript of the excerpt from Ms. Flach’s team meeting

Speaker Statement Act4Teams Code Function Words (%) LSM Score

A How is the new product development coming along? Question 50.00 –

C We are way behind our current deadline Problem 57.14 0.93

B We are facing one problem after another Problem 57.14 1

D Our teamwork has—to put it mildly—seen better days Problem 45.45 0.89

A I propose we look into each of the aspects you just mentioned one
after the other to find acceptable solutions

Procedural State-
ment

55.00 0.90

D A more realistic timeline would be a great solution Solution 53.85 0.98

C I think it would help to distribute the workload more evenly Solution 50.00 0.96

– – – MLSM 0.95

Speaker contains identifiers for each speaker. Act4Teams Code contains the respective coding according to the Act4Teams manual (Kauffeld
2006). Function Words (%) contain the percentage of the respective kinds of words uttered in the statement analyzed with the software Linguistic
Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC). LSM score contains the language style matching score for two successive statements

individual words used (e.g., the accompanying intonation,
pitch, or nonverbal behaviors). In this article, we focus on
explicit communication that either constitutes a structural
(e.g., coherence, coordination) or functional (e.g., problem-
solving behaviors, knowledge transfer) contribution to com-
munication. Theoretically, explicit communication can be
regarded as a process that contributes to the outcome of an
interaction (e.g., Ilgen et al. 2005; McGrath and Altermatt
2001). According to McGrath and Altermatt (2001), pro-
cesses encompass the simultaneous and sequential behavior
of the interacting individuals while they act in relation to
each other and to the task and its goal. Refering back to
Ms. Flach’s example, we could look at the communication
behaviors of interest (that is, the simultaneous or sequen-
tial stating of solutions or problems) and their relation to
satisfaction or team performance.

3 Analyzing implicit and explicit
communication behaviors

After providing an overview over the conceptual and theo-
retical differentiation between implicit and explicit commu-
nication behaviors in relation to Ms. Flach’s example, we go
one step further and demonstrate the analysis of both forms
of communication behaviors. We do this with the help of
a (fictious) meeting of Ms. Flach’s team. A transcribed ex-
cerpt of this meeting can be found in Table 2. Inspired by
Ms. Flach’s practical concerns, we explore implicit and ex-
plicit communication behaviors in a natural organizational
interaction. Investigating this form of interaction is not only
advantageous to Ms. Flach but offers a great advantage for
research as well: By exploring communication dynamics in
real-life organizational interactions, researchers can achieve
highest external validity—that is, they are able to generalize
the results of a scientific study to the organizational context.

Traditionally, real-life interactions are either manually
observed or recorded using video or audio recorders. With
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the rise of virtual collaborations in organizations, the use of
information communication technology (e.g., email, chat)
provides the opportunity to collect written samples of or-
ganizational communication, and thus, access to even more
unobtrusive possibilities of generating organizational com-
munication data. As the recorded communication by defi-
nition contains personal and potentially sensitive informa-
tion, it is highly important to always follow data security
protocols, to assure voluntary consent to being recorded,
anonymity to the interacting employees, and often also the
consent of the works council.

3.1 Analyzing implicit communication

In the following, we provide a short explanation of the steps
necessary to extract implicit communication in the form of
individual and collective function word use from natural
organizational interactions.

3.1.1 Step 1: Transcribing your interactions

The basis for the analysis of implicit communication is the
word-for-word transcription of the recorded organizational
interaction (please see Müller-Frommeyer et al. (2019) for
more information on the transcription of natural language).
It is advisable to clearly mark each speaker during the tran-
scription process. When working with protocols of written
verbal interactions (e.g., from virtual communication), re-
assure the chronological order of these interactions for the
accurate assessment of their dynamics.

3.1.2 Step 2: Identifying function words

Even though, the classification of words used in organiza-
tional interactions could be done manually (e.g., by iden-
tifying pronouns, articles, or prepositions), there are val-
idated software solutions that facilitate and speed up the
process a lot. The software most prominent in psycholog-
ical research is called Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count
(LIWC; Pennebaker et al. 2015). LIWC counts the words in
a transcript and compares them against a built-in dictionary.
For example, the current version of the English dictionary
contains more than 18,000 words which are assigned to
one or more of 77 non-exclusive categories. The LIWC
dictionary is organized into four main themes: basic lin-
guistic processes (e.g., function words), psychological pro-
cesses (e.g., positive emotion, negative emotion), personal
concerns (e.g., family, friends), and spoken categories (e.g.,
swear words, assent) (Pennebaker et al. 2015). As indicated
above, function words fall into the theme of basic linguistic
processes and comprise the categories pronouns, articles,
prepositions, auxiliary verbs, common adverbs, conjunc-
tions, and negations. Using LIWC allows to parse units

from single words to complete conversations into psycho-
logically relevant dimensions accurately and quickly (Gon-
zales et al. 2010). LIWC reports the proportion of words
that fall into a chosen category in the unit under analy-
sis (e.g., the proportion of function words in a whole text,
a statement, or a sentence). These proportions can be ex-
ported and used for further analyses (e.g., Ireland et al.
2011; Müller-Frommeyer et al. 2019). LIWC is available
and comprehensively validated for both German and En-
glish (e.g., Meier et al. 2018).

3.1.3 Assessing implicit communication dynamics

To gain deeper insights into implicit communication dy-
namics, that is, to assess the individual dynamics of func-
tion word use or language style matching, further treatment
of the LIWC results is necessary. One option is to assess
the dynamics of individual function word use over time
(cf. Müller-Frommeyer et al. 2020). This might uncover
changes in function word use triggered by external factors
and their effect on the interaction and interaction partners.

Language style matching is calculated using a weighed
difference score that includes the proportion of function
word use from LIWC analysis (e.g., Heuer et al. 2019; Ire-
land and Pennebaker 2010; Müller-Frommeyer et al. 2019).
Language style matching scores can take values between 0
and 1, where a score of 0 represents no language style
matching whereas a score of 1 represents high language
style matching (Niederhoffer and Pennebaker 2002). There
are resources available that support the calculation of lan-
guage style matching for dyadic (Müller-Frommeyer et al.
2019) as well as group/team settings which consider the
temporal dynamics of function word use over time. While
the literature on language style matching specifically works
with function words, the procedure can theoretically be
transferred to assess coordination of other types of words
as well (e.g., affect words to assess emotional contagion;
Paulsen and Kauffeld 2016).

3.2 Analyzing explicit communicationbehaviors

To analyze explicit communication, traditional qualitative
interaction analysis is used (e.g., Meinecke and Kauffeld
2016; Brauner et al. 2018). We give a brief overview of the
process of analyzing explicit communication specifically
focusing on Ms. Flach’s team meeting.

3.2.1 Step 1: Defining the explicit communication behavior
of interest

Prior to starting your data collection, the phenomenon of
interest—that is, the explicit communication behavior you
want to assess—needs to be defined. This is necessary to
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Table 3 Overview of established coding schemes to analyze structural and functional aspects of organizational communication

Aspect of Organi-
zational Commu-
nication

Coding Scheme Potential Research Question Reference

Structural Aspects Coding Conversational Coherence
(CoCo)

To what extent do conversational partners engage in
collaborative topic development?

Boos (2018)

Taxonomy for assessing coordination
mechanisms during decision-making
discussions (MICRO-CO)

How do conversational partners communicate to coordi-
nate information exchange and decision-making?

Kolbe et al. (2011)

ARGUMENT What is the structure of argumentation in debates and
discussions?

Boos and Sommer
(2018)

Functional
Aspects

Discussion Coding System (DCS) In how far do interacting partners demonstrate func-
tional (e.g., socio-emotional) and interpersonal (e.g.,
dominance) aspects of communication?

Schermuly et al.
(2010)

Act4Teams/Act4Leadership How do problem-solving dynamics contribute to suc-
cessful meetings/appraisal interviews?

Kauffeld, (2006);
Meinecke et al.
(2016a)

Transactive Knowledge Transfer
(TRAWIS)

How does knowledge transfer emerge during team inter-
actions?

Brauner (2006)

Motivational Interviewing Treatment
Integrity Code
(MITI 4)

How do change agents talk to those receiving the
change?

Moyers et al.
(2016)

determine the form of interaction that needs to be investi-
gated.

3.2.2 Step 2: Choosing/Developing a coding scheme

The analysis of explicit communication is based on cod-
ing the collected data using a coding scheme that allows
you to answer your specific research question/hypothesis
by assessing your previously defined communication be-
haviors of interest. For example, as Ms. Flach is interested
in how naming solutions and problems is related to meeting
satisfaction and team performance, Ms. Flach needs a cod-
ing scheme that explicitly incorporates these two commu-
nication behaviors. There is a variety of established cod-
ing schemes available to investigate communication in dif-
ferent social and organizational settings—Table 3 provides
a selection of established coding schemes that allow you
to assess different structural (e.g., coherence, coordination)
and functional (e.g., problem-solving behaviors, knowledge
transfer) aspects of communication. Table 3 aims at illus-
trating that (1) there is already a multiplicity of established
coding schemes available and (2) potential research ques-
tions for their application. However, in this paper we only
take a more detailed look at one of the coding schemes
and apply it to Ms. Flach’s meeting. What these established
coding schemes have in common is that they allow you to
objectively assign pre-defined codes to the recorded data
(for example, the statement We are way behind our current
deadline. is assigned the code Problem in the act4teams
coding scheme). As indicated above, behavioral indicators
for these codes rely mainly on the verbal content of a mes-
sage but might also include other aspects of communication

like intonation, pitch, or nonverbal behaviors. Additionally,
most established coding schemes provide guidelines on how
to sequence the communication in your data. Sequencing
your data results in successive sense units, each of which
can be assigned its own communicative function. Usually,
codes are assigned to the smallest unit to which a unique
function can be assigned (e.g., a single word; Bales 1950).
However, if there is no established coding scheme for your
specific research question, there is also the possibility to
develop your own coding scheme (see Bakeman and Quera
(2011) and/or Yoder and Symons (2010) for guidelines on
the development of coding schemes). Developing a valid
and reliable coding scheme, that is, one that measures the
defined aspects of communication in a recurring manner,
is a complex procedure. Besides the creation of codes and
their precise definition and differentiation including illus-
trative examples, sequencing or cutting rules have to be de-
fined. Only when the inter-rater reliability—that is, the sta-
tistical agreement between at least two independent coders
who apply the coding system to the same section of commu-
nication—exceeds 80% (e.g. Cohen’s Kappa, Cohen 1960),
a newly developed coding system meets these requirements.

3.2.3 Step 3: Coding your data

Once the coding scheme is chosen/developed and the se-
quencing rules are defined, the communication data is
coded. The coding itself is usually done by coders who
received extensive training for the coding scheme to en-
sure objectivity, comparability, and generalizability of the
results. Using available software solutions can facilitate
the coding process and subsequent data analysis. Several
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software solutions—licensed as well as open-source—are
available that support the coding process (e.g., INTERACT
by Mangold 2014; Observer XT by Zimmermann et al.
2009; CASAA Application for Coding Treatment Interac-
tions (CACTI) by Glynn et al. 2012). Using software in the
coding process allows you to unitize the data, assign the
relevant code to each unit and export the data for further
statistical analysis.

4 Implications from implicit and explicit
communication behaviors

Now Ms. Flach knows that she can systematically differen-
tiate between implicit and explicit communication behav-
iors that occur during her interactions at work and has an
idea of how to conduct the analysis, she is still wondering
about the implications she can draw from these analysis.
We will illustrate results and potential implications from
Ms. Flach’s team meeting and complement these by empir-
ical findings.

4.1 Implicit communication behaviors in Ms. Flach’s
meeting

For Ms. Flach’s team meeting, we take a look at (1) the
use of function words to assess overall language style, and
(2) language style matching as an indicator of a common
understanding. The results are displayed in Table 2.

Looking at function word use across the excerpt, we
see that the statements contain between 46 and 57% func-
tion words. This is representative of general function word
use as they account for up to 60% of the words we use
(Pennebaker 2013). When further considering the language
style matching in the meeting, we see that with a mean
score of M= 0.95, language style matching scores can be
classified as high. Taking a closer look at the temporal se-
quence of language style matching, it is still striking that
with scores ≥0.89 language style matching is high over the
course of this excerpt. Following our explanation of lan-
guage style matching, this might be indicative of a shared
worldview—in this short excerpt of the meeting, the team
members linguistically relate to each other and seem to
have a shared understanding of the conversational content
(Brennan and Hanna 2009).

If we were further interested in analyzing the relation-
ship to the outcomes of interest, that is, meeting satisfaction
and team performance, we would also need to further col-
lect indicators of both criteria. Meeting satisfaction could
be assessed via postmeeting questionnaires completed by
each team member, whereas team performance could be
indicated by objective productivity data from the respec-
tive team (cf. Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock 2012).

For Ms. Flach, an analysis of the relationship between
(1) her personal use of implicit communication behaviors,
and (2) overall language style matching within the team in
relationship to the two outcomes could indicate the impor-
tance of these communication behaviors for individual and
organizational indicators of success.

4.2 Drawing conclusions from implicit
communication behaviors for practice

The assessment of implicit communication behaviors can
inform us about ongoing processes in the interaction.
Putting the proportion of function words used in organiza-
tional interaction into relation to relevant outcome criteria
(e.g., team performance), might provide practical impli-
cations on which kind of language to support or avoid.
For example, leaders’ use of the First-Person Plural Pro-
noun we encourages their team members to speak up in
interdisciplinary teams (Weiss et al. 2018).

Additionally, language style matching analyses allow us
further insights into the communication dynamics of these
interactions. From the current state of research, we know
that—depending on the context and goal of the interaction
(Riley et al. 2011)—language style matching can have both
positive and negative effects on interactions (Heuer et al.
2019). For example, Heuer et al. (2019) showed that lan-
guage style matching during team meetings is positively
related to perceived social support, whereas it is negatively
related to team performance. These results indicate that
to fully understand the dynamics of teams, it is impor-
tant to also assess the way team members communicate.
Furthermore, in annual appraisal interviews, Meinecke and
Kauffeld (2019) showed that language style matching is
positively related to supervisor’s empathic communication
style. With empathic communication style being a predic-
tor of employees’ intentions to change and perceptions of
supervisor likeability (Meinecke and Kauffeld 2019), the in-
sights into the implicit behavioral manifestations of leader
empathy provides us new starting points to convey empathic
communication in practice.

These results demonstrate the great potential of analyz-
ing implicit aspects of communication for organizational
practice: They can provide explanations for the emergence
of established success criteria of organizational interac-
tions (e.g., empathy; shared mental models; Meinecke and
Kauffeld 2019; Yilmaz 2016). Even though, some of these
insights do not yield direct guidelines for practitioners,
advancing our understanding of communication dynamics
in different forms of organizational interactions eventually
will. However, more research assessing natural organiza-
tional interaction needs to be conducted to fully determine
this potential.
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4.3 Explicit communicationbehaviors in Ms. Flach’s
meeting

While looking for established coding schemes that include
Ms. Flach’s communication behaviors of interest (i.e.,
problems and solutions), Ms. Flach comes across a coding
scheme called act4teams (Kauffeld 2006; Kauffeld and
Lehmann-Willenbrock 2012). Act4teams was developed to
measure naturally occurring interactions in organizational
work groups and has widely been used to analyze video
data from organizational meetings (e.g., Estel et al. 2019;
Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock 2012; Lehmann-Wil-
lenbrock et al. 2017). Due to the wide range of previous
applications, a focus on verbal expressions and a high level
of detail with a total of 43 categories (see Kauffeld et al.
(2018) for a detailed overview), Ms. Flach chooses to use
act4teams to further investigate explicit communication in
her meeting.

Ms. Flach commissioned experienced coders to code her
meetings using act4teams. An overview of the codes can
be found in Table 2. In this excerpt the team members’
statements fall into only four act4teams codes: question,
problem (i.e., naming a problem), procedural suggestion
(i.e., proposing the way forward) and solution (i.e., naming
a solution). In this short excerpt, we can already observe
some interesting aspects: Looking at the frequency of codes
used, we see that the code used most often is problem (3),
followed by solution (2), question (1), and procedural sug-
gestion (1). Taking a closer look at the sequences of codes,
we see that after an introductory question, a team mem-
ber names a problem followed by two more team members
naming problems. Only after a procedural suggestion, the
team members start uttering solutions instead of problems.

Even if the results described here are exclusively de-
scriptive in nature, they hint us towards a couple of impor-
tant things: (1) The frequency of codes during an interac-
tion already gives us insights into the communication that
took place. (2) If we additionally consider the sequences
of codes by applying adequate statistical methods that are
able to identify communication patterns that emerge above
chance (e.g., lag sequential analysis in e.g., Kauffeld and
Meyers 2009; Lehmann-Willenbrock et al. 2017), we can
learn about behavioral dependencies in organizational in-
teraction. Here, it seems that naming a problem encourages
others to name more problems and that procedural sugges-
tions might elicit problem solving. Other forms of analysis
can identify team roles in meetings (cf. Lehmann-Willen-
brock et al. 2015) or different meeting phases and transi-
tions between these (cf. Meinecke et al. 2016b).

4.4 Drawing conclusions from explicit
communication behaviors for practice

The analysis of explicit communication behaviors allows
us to gain various insights into the communication dy-
namics of organizational interactions. On the one hand, the
descriptive examination of the coded communication data
already allows an overview the communication behaviors
that are used. When put into relation to relevant outcome
criteria—for example, meeting satisfaction or team perfor-
mance in Ms. Flach’s case—the analysis of explicit com-
munication behaviors can provide us interesting insights
into communication behaviors that should be promoted or
avoided. Empirical insights tell us that functional commu-
nication (e.g., solution-focused, positive participation-ori-
ented statements) in meetings leads to higher meeting sat-
isfaction (Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock 2012). With
these effects being stable for short- and long-term meeting
success (that is, immediately to 2.5 years after the meeting),
they imply that successful meetings directly influence orga-
nizational success. As dysfunctional communication (e.g.,
getting lost in details and examples, gossip/devaluation)
has a profoundly negative influence on meeting success,
it should be avoided or at least be limited to a reasonable
proportion (Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock 2012). In
addition, positivity in meetings—represented by statements
that are constructive in intention or attitude, showing opti-
mism and confidence—is positively related to team perfor-
mance (Lehmann-Willenbrock et al. 2017). For appraisal
interviews, we see that supervisor’s relation-oriented state-
ments (e.g., verbal encouraging, active listening) are related
to higher interview success ratings by both supervisors and
employees (Meinecke et al. 2017) further supporting the ex-
isting claim that supervisors need to invite their employees
to participate in the appraisal interview.

If, in addition, statistical analyses are applied that con-
sider more than only one interaction and try to find se-
quences and patterns in the data, more concealed commu-
nication dynamics can be uncovered to derive implications
for successful interactions in organizations. From empir-
ical research, we already know that dysfunctional meet-
ing behaviors in the form of complaining significantly in-
crease the chances of more complaining (leading to so-
called complaining circles), simultaneously inhibiting the
chances of showing solution-oriented behaviors (Kauffeld
2007). Functional behavior in the form of solution-oriented
statements, on the other hand, entails further solution-ori-
ented statements and significantly decreases the probability
of complaining (Kauffeld 2007). Turning to appraisal inter-
views, we see that supervisors use of relation-oriented state-
ments as compared to task-oriented statements (e.g., per-
formance evaluation, knowledge management) elicits em-
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ployee participation, and vice versa (Meinecke et al. 2016b,
2017).

5 A glance into the future: Combining
implicit and explicit analysis

In previous research, both implicit and explicit communica-
tion behaviors have been presented as relevant for organi-
zational practice (e.g., Kauffeld and Lehmann-Willenbrock
2012; Meinecke and Kauffeld 2019; Weiss et al. 2018).
While analyzing implicit communication behaviors helps us
to understand how the way we communicate can influence
organizational interactions, analyzing explicit communica-
tion behaviors often provides direct guidelines for practice.
Looking into the future, it is precisely this circumstance
that conceals further potential: By investigating the extent
to which explicit communication behaviors are accompa-
nied by implicit communication behaviors, a combination
of the two approaches opens avenues for new insights. If
we take meetings as an example, we could explore if func-
tional communication is accompanied by high language
style matching, while more dysfunctional communication
is accompanied by low language style matching? And does
this have the same effect on the success of the meeting?

At the same time, it would be exciting to investigate
what effects deviations in implicit and explicit processes
have: What happens when language style matching is low
but explicit communication behaviors are still functional?
What influence does such a circumstance have on the inter-
acting partners—for example, do implicit communication
behaviors like low language style matching trigger distrust
even though the interaction appears to be positive?

Last but not least, the combination of the methods al-
lows for further analysis implicit communication behaviors
as indicators of explicit communication behaviors or even
emergent phenomena occurring over the process of the in-
teraction (e.g., team mental models, trust; Kozlowski 2015;
Yilmaz 2016). Many of these emergent phenomena have
a positive impact on organizational interactions—therefore,
assessing which behavioral processes contribute to their
emergence would advance our understanding significantly.

6 Conclusion

Investigating implicit and explicit communication behaviors
in organizational interaction allows us to investigate aspects
and dynamics of communication that would otherwise re-
main hidden. Implicit communication behaviors allow us
insights into deeper, often nonconscious aspects of language
production, while explicit communication behaviors allow
us to assess patterns and dynamics of consciously used and

trainable communication behaviors. Especially the analy-
sis of implicit communication behavior has not yet reached
the focus of organizational sciences. Apart from the em-
pirical insights already mentioned in this article, concrete
starting points for practice are still scarce. The reasons for
this are not yet clearly stated. Since implicit communica-
tion behaviors are often unconsciously used and therefore
not trainable, it is conceivable that the limited derivation of
direct practical implications may limit organizational inter-
est to date. However, the theoretical and empirical results
presented in this article (e.g., Heuer et al. 2019; Meinecke
and Kauffeld 2019; Weiss et al. 2018) illustrate that this
approach offers enormous potential for understanding or-
ganizational communication dynamics and their impact on
success indicators. With recent developments in research on
implicit communication behaviors that allow for a consid-
eration of implicit communication dynamics over time as
a function of context factors determined by the organiza-
tion (e.g., task, goal, team composition) (cf. Müller-From-
meyer et al. 2019, 2020; Müller-Frommeyer and Kauffeld
in preparation), intensive further research can realize the
potential of implicit communication behavior in a timely
manner. Overall, the insights into communication dynam-
ics will allow us to derive practical implications for various
forms of organizational interaction. Thus, with an adequate
application of the techniques presented here, individual sat-
isfaction with the interaction situations, the success of these
interaction situations and overall organizational success can
be influenced positively.

One question that could potentially arise in this context
is whether such a detailed, scientifically based analysis of
organizational interactions is always necessary or whether
the mere knowledge of beneficial or detrimental behaviors
can already advance practice. The answer from a scientific
perspective is: Knowledge about beneficial and harmful be-
haviors can be helpful, but only objective analysis of entire
interaction situations from trained professionals can provide
a comprehensive insight and derive reliable implications for
specific questions and interactions. To do this a strong co-
operation between science and practice is needed that fur-
ther strengthens the collection of naturalistic organizational
data and their translation into practical bitesize implication
to establish relevant benchmarks.

However, to date, the investigation of implicit and
explicit communication behaviors in naturalistic organi-
zational settings is still relatively scarce which limits the
insights that both researchers and practitioners have into
organizational communication and thereby potential impli-
cations for their optimization. With this paper, we hope
to encourage researchers and practitioners alike to apply
assess both aspects of communication in organizational
contexts. Technological advances such as automating the
transcription process or automating the assignment of
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words to categories have already made its application a lot
more feasible. Taking a look into the future, the application
of machine learning might also facilitate the sometimes
tedious process of applying coding schemes, allowing for
the analysis of much larger amounts of data or even real-
time coding of ongoing team meetings and automated hints
for improving it to make it a success. A potential combi-
nation of both forms in the future will further shed light
in the interplay between implicit and explicit aspects of
communication.
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