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Preface

This volume responds to a series of political, social and technological
changes that are transforming the global landscape of professional com-
munication research. It focuses on original empirical studies carried out
in a number of international locations, including Africa, Asia and
Australasia, as well as Europe and North America. All contributors take
innovative approaches to professional communication drawing on con-
sultancy, advocacy and activism, or a combination of these approaches. A
defining feature is that all chapters have clearly identified contemporary
socio-cultural problems that are explored and investigated by professional
communication analysis. The volume includes authorial contributions
from some of the most internationally respected and well-known aca-
demic researchers in professional communication, whose seminal work
has helped shape the discipline over many years, including Janet Holmes,
Maria Stubbe and Elena Semino. These contributions sit alongside estab-
lished researchers who are transforming the field with their recent work
in a variety of global spaces, along with contributions from experienced
practitioners. Contributors have been carefully selected as collectively
they represent emergent work across a range of different traditions in
linguistics, communication studies and beyond, including: sociolinguis-
tics, discourse analysis, intercultural communication, corpus linguistics,
conversation analysis, critical discourse analysis, stylistics, ethnography,
pragmatics, narrative studies, law, crime and criminology, medical
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viii Preface

humanities and organisational studies. The volume also incorporates
important collaborations with researchers from different fields coming
together around a particular socio-cultural problem to produce genuine
interdisciplinary work.

The fields of businesses, healthcare and institutions, with the latter
category incorporating politics, education and law, have been selected as
the key domains where consultancy, advocacy and activist research is
being carried out most prominently and most effectively. A series of per-
tinent questions are asked about the evolving relationships between
researcher and researched, the changing nature of researcher identities,
the negotiation of power and research reciprocity, and the impact on and
subsequent development of new theories and methodologies. At the cen-
tre of these questions is the overarching importance of the production of
research consultancies, advocacy and activist work, dedicated to address-
ing and resolving socio-cultural issues with global significance, based on
the findings of robust, empirical research.

The initial inspiration for this volume stems from my experiences of
setting up a research consultancy and business unit at the University of
Nottingham from 2015, Linguistic Profiling for Professionals. The
consultancy-style approach to professional communication research, part
of a broader business and external engagement agenda for the University,
has changed the relationship between the researcher and the researched in
expected and unexpected ways. A variety of projects have been commis-
sioned in different settings including businesses, the public sector, the
third sector and healthcare. All have been unified by the desire to investi-
gate and attempt to resolve particular socio-cultural problems, often
around miscommunication and conflict, communication breakdown
and issues of professional identity in relation to workplace equality and
intercultural communicative competence. Experiences of feeding back
findings and recommendations, including observing how these may or
may not be taken on-board, and how the relationship between the
researcher and researched develops during advocacy and activist work,
have provided the impetus to explore these issues further. This includes
critically considering different demands, expectations and roles that are
placed on researchers and practitioners and how these emergent issues
influence theoretical and methodological developments in the field. The
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resultant volume investigates all of these issues in a detailed and sustained
way, drawing on the experiences and expertise of a large group of aca-
demics and practitioners. It is the intention that this work will be of long-
term practical use, value and interest to professionals, practitioners,
academics, students and scholars across the widest range of areas of pro-
fessional expertise.

Nottingham, UK Louise Mullany
October 2019
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Rethinking Professional
Communication: New Departures
for Global Workplace Research

Louise Mullany

1 Professional Communication:
Changing Landscapes

The socio-political importance of conducting professional communica-
tion research in contemporary societies cannot be under-estimated. Over
20 years ago, Gunnarsson et al. (1997: 1) pointed out that efficient com-
munication in the professions ‘is absolutely vital for society to function
properly’. Since the time of this publication, in the highly digitised, glo-
balised world, effective professional communication is arguably even
more critical to the robustness of social, political and economic functions
of societies worldwide. But how do professional communication research-
ers feed their research findings into professional contexts? At what stage
in the research process should this happen? What is the relationship
between the researcher and researched? What happens to the identity of
the ‘researcher’ in such a process? What topics and professions should be
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2 L. Mullany

researched? How can professional communication researchers genuinely
work with, for and on behalf of others, including marginalised and/or
vulnerable groups? What roles do/should researchers’ own political beliefs
play in influencing research questions, the direction of projects and how
findings are interpreted and disseminated? What about the role of the
‘impact agenda’ and other, similar agendas that have affected multiple
universities in different parts of the world (Lawson and Sayers 2016;
Mclntyre and Price 2018)?

This collection aims to investigate these questions in a range of global
contexts through three different yet interrelated approaches: ‘consul-
tancy’, ‘advocacy’ and ‘activism’. Professional communication work draw-
ing upon one or more of these approaches is presented in each chapter to
identify, analyse and assess the changing practices of professional com-
munication research due to considerable social, cultural and political
transitions taking place in contemporary societies. The volume’s authors
demonstrate how different practices of conducting professional commu-
nication research via consultancies and/or forms of advocacy and activ-
ism have emerged through changing research priorities, partly in response
to the rapidly shifting landscape of higher education, including the
increased marketisation of universities within neoliberal economies (De
Costa 2016; Morrish and Saunston 2019).

‘Professional communication’ is defined in this volume as an umbrella
term to cover approaches within language, linguistics and communica-
tion studies where research in professional settings takes place. A broad
definition of ‘professional’ has been adopted, conceptualised as any indi-
vidual who has a workplace role responsibility, including all interactions
between lay person(s) and those who occupy professional role responsi-
bilities. This expands upon earlier definitions, including the influential
notion whereby a ‘professional’ was defined as any individual engaged in
paid work (Gunnarsson et al. 1997). The wider definition taken here
enables studies of those engaged in non-paid work, including voluntary
occupations with charities and NGOs to be included, as well as those
who engage in work but who do not know with any degree of certainty
that this will be financially rewarded, as in agriculture in developing
countries (discussed in Chap. 4). In terms of defining ‘communication’,
again, a broad definition is taken, inclusive of approaches from applied
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linguistics, interactional sociolinguistics, discourse analysis, corpus lin-
guistics, critical discourse analysis (CDA), conversation analysis, ethnog-
raphy, stylistics and pragmatics, enabling a range of perspectives and
approaches to be covered.

The defining principle for professional communication research in this
volume is that, whatever geographical location it is taking place in, the
authors place investigation of a particular socio-cultural problem at its
core, which is then empirically investigated. The exact focus of the socio-
cultural problem may be decided at the beginning, or it may be emergent
during empirical work; it may be jointly negotiated and collaboratively
developed between the researcher(s) and researched and/or with remits
and stipulations of funding bodies, or in discussion with those commis-
sioning research consultancies, and/or with those granting access to
research sites as gatekeepers. All of these processes can be fraught with
complexities, which will be discussed at relevant points in the volume
(see also Mullany 2008; Cook 2012). However, the foundational princi-
ple of socio-cultural problem-solving through empirical investigation sits
at the core of all chapters; in my view, this foundational principle should
be at the centre of all work that is carried out in the global field of profes-
sional communication research. There are some echoes of sociolinguistic
and CDA traditions here, with Labov’s (1982) view that social problems
have been core to his sociolinguistic work and studies influenced by his
tradition. Fairclough and Wodak (1997: 271) list addressing ‘social prob-
lems’ as a core principle of CDA research. However, as Roberts and
Sarangi (2003) point out, although the topics of CDA research are social
problems, traditionally, CDA researchers do not prioritise coming up
with practically relevant feedback, interventions or recommendations to
change future practices.

Professional communication research which includes a practical
engagement element of feeding back to those being researched is in itself
not new. Within applied linguistics, in language learning and second lan-
guage acquisition in particular, a core focus has been on enhancing teach-
ing and learning practices through empirical research, including advocacy
and activism (see de Costa 2016 for an excellent overview of contempo-
rary work in this area). In sociolinguistic research, there has been a long-
standing set of principles for advocacy work. This includes the principle
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of ‘linguistic gratuity’ (Wolfram 1993), that researchers should ‘repay’
those they research and the advocacy principles of Labov (1982), based
on his role as an expert witness in a case successfully challenging part of
the US educational system for linguistic discrimination. Furthermore,
Cameron et al.’s (1992) proclamation to empower those being researched
by working ‘with’ and ‘for’ research participants instead of ‘on’ is still
influential. Sarangi and Roberts (1999) and Roberts and Sarangi (2003)
trailblazed with their reflexive research consultancies in commissioned
healthcare projects in the UK on linguistic discrimination, described as
‘action-orientated’ research; The work of Candlin (2003) demonstrated
perspectives from those officially working ‘within’ professions as ‘insid-
ers’, where they applied practical linguistic tools to workplace issues that
they identified ethnographically, when carrying out their everyday
job roles.

Whilst the historical development of professional communication
research from a variety of linguistic traditions and approaches shows the
trajectory of early research and its importance at the foundation of the
discipline, the academic landscape has changed significantly in the last
two decades and is quite unrecognisable to the one that existed in the
1980s and 1990s, when initial work was being undertaken. Academics
have been increasingly held to account in terms of exactly how they are
spending their research time, who they are researching and why; research
with clear, demonstrable, measurable ‘impact’ on populations is becom-
ing more essential if research funding bids are to be successful. This tran-
sition can be seen in a growing number of university systems in different
global locations (cf. McIntyre and Price 2018; McEnery 2018).

In order to ensure that cutting-edge communications data is analysed,
which most accurately reflects the complex communicative processes in
twenty-first century professional life, the focus will be across spoken, writ-
ten and digital forms. The landscape of professional communication has
changed dramatically in the last ten years, with the advent of social media
and a range of other interactive digital communicative forms, including
instant messaging and professional communication interactions through
global media platforms. Public self-images of businesses, individuals and
organisations are under constant scrutiny by the general public and the
mass media. The digital professional landscape continues to change rapidly,



