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Abstract 

In over 15 years of higher education administration and teaching, my experience in 

organizational participation has varied from administrative management and staff level to faculty 

level. Active Engagement creates a community of memory; which in other words, in some 

organizations all level of employees from janitors to the CEO participate in major decisions. I 

had the opportunity to be a part of two higher education institutions that involved all level of 

employees in strategic decisions and how it will impact employee job satisfaction and job turn-

over. It seems as though the Dialogic communication ethic would be suited in explaining the 

communication issues that arise in organizations, especially when strategic decision making is 

influenced by top management and subordinates often will be obstinate toward participating due 

to lack of community and trust or value in the organization. The purpose of proposed case study 

will examine and provide managers and employees. The purpose of the proposed case study will 

examine and provide managers and employees alike with the tools and knowledge to increase 

organizational participation and eliminate polarization and increase job satisfaction and 

organizational ownership among employees. 

 Keywords: active engagement, dialogic communication, organizational, strategic  
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The Importance of Active Engagement: Navigating Organizational Participation in 

Decision Making 

 

Findings 

 

 As a young professional, I have been in the workforce for sixteen years and all of those 

years have been in the field of higher education in different roles. The first institution of higher 

education in which I worked, is the place I gained the most perspective and experience in 

organizational politics and strategic decision-making. In fact, I would not be where I am in my 

career currently, if not for this small college located in southern Arkansas. The first role held was 

as an Administrative Assistant and then promoted to Program Director and then gained an 

additional role as an adjunct faculty toward the end of my stint there. One key project is where 

the evolution of my professional persona took place; as a member of the steering committee for 

the accreditation self-study for the entire college.  

 Although all levels of employees were put in charge of the leading of the project, only a 

small group of employees including myself were the steering committee in which served as 

advisors and evaluators of data and material gathered for the study. What is noteworthy was that 

the steering committee was not composed of high ranking managers, but middle managers, 

faculty and staff from departments all across the organization. However, the arrangement of this 

project brought together all employees due to the belief that each person involved in the project 

had an important role due to the volume of work involved. Therefore, the hierarchy was for once 

not at the focal point of the organizational activities as it normally would be.  

 At the time that I was participating in the project, I never had the notion of the 

communicative emphasis it was having on my career and what an amazing opportunity of growth 

it was that I was receiving at such an early phase in my career. 
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Therefore, the finer points of active engagement in organizations was being learned from my 

participation. Several decisions and implementations which stemmed from this project were still 

in place long after my departure six years ago. From that point, it no longer seemed intimidating 

to want to be a part of the strategic goals of the institution. Supposedly, higher education may be 

exception to the rule to most organizations, because it seems as if all levels of the organizational 

hierarchy need to be part of strategic decision making.  

 In conclusion, it can be deduced that including all employees of an organization as stake-

holders and the organization’s due diligence by breaking barriers caused by procedures and 

practices that influences how employees infer organizational matters due to what is referred to as 

rule orientation (in other words, organizational politics). Furthermore, organizational politics 

further reduces employee job satisfaction. Research has shown substantive evidence of impact 

that employee participation in decision making counteracts the negativity induced by 

organizational politics. 

Discussion 

  

 In an organization there are many levels of employees and what is a called a managerial 

hierarchy, all of which co-exists within the culture of an organization, big or small. Although 

such classification can be more accurately applied to mid-to-large size organizations. 

Participating in strategic decision making within is important, but organizational politics can 

hinder management’s plans to foster employee participation into strategic decision making. 

Often employees feel that their voice is not important or if they are included what ramifications 

could they suffer or could they ultimately be blamed for project failures. However, it is important 

to realize such thinking lies within the community of memory of each organization and the 

greater good for the protection and promotion organization lies within that community of 
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memory as well as communicative ethic and practice which does not remain static; it goes 

through change with each passing employees, management and era.  

 As Arnett, et. al (2009) states, “just as participants in an organization are accountable to a 

community of memory, the community of memory itself is accountable to the demands of the 

historical moment (p. 147). Also, when defining those historical moments, it is crucial to 

remember that in the community of memory “the given stance we take makes a difference and 

events cannot be changed, but the telling, the way of conveying the meaning of can change with 

time, which highlights the particular understandings of the good in the organizational life” 

(Arnett et. al, 2009, p. 147). The shifts actually protect and promote the good of the organization 

and that can in part have much to do with how politics are played within the organization, 

because often time the “politics” are protected under such a stance. 

 Although the theory of active engagement can be applied to organizational participation, 

it is usually orchestrating ethical meaning but also brings in accountability (Arnett, et.al, 2009, p. 

148). But at times it may seem that it all falls on management’s shoulders to ensure that such is 

being carried and nor should it fall on the employee’s responsibility to urge management to 

participate. In fact, it should be a shared responsibility in which they recognize strategy can draw 

strength in numbers. That is the purpose of active engagement establish accountability and set 

communicative dialogue for the organization which becomes ingrained in the culture and is the 

“language” that organization speaks. 

 Research studies have been conducted in which survey tools were used collect data, such 

as a study done by Witt, et. al (2000) in which six specific questions were presented to 

respondents that asked for a description of how decisions are made in the areas of performance 

review, most work-related issues, communication of information outside department, overall 



THE IMPORTANCE OF ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT 6 

 

work activities in department, and expected job duties and responsibilities and were weighted by 

a Likert scale. The purpose was to find if any of these aspects had direct effect on participatory 

strategic management and if any deficit found in any of those five areas could provide a literal 

example of a break-down in employee involvement in decision making. Overall it is the 

measurable data obtained from the collection reflected a common problem in organizations, most 

organizations and its employees are predisposed to the functions and procedures of decision 

making, but it the “unknown” and how to handle especially in organizations that already have 

“workable patterns” in place of handling such strategic issues, which is safe to say true of all 

organizations and it is not specific data, more of general data (Witt, et. al, 2000, p. 15-16). 

 Therefore, the role of job satisfaction may not be as affected by active engagement than 

by community of memory. According to research by Ashmos, et. al, (1998), if politics was high 

in an organization, therefore they found the stronger effect of participatory decision making had 

on job satisfaction (p. 8). But what can be learned most from this discussion and examining the 

issues is that the main catalyst is not politics or political behavior, although that is a major 

player, however, the only solid conclusion that can be drawn back to is management. Just like 

most behavior, organizational behavior is learned management should “recognize that past 

performance will influence future behavior and managers must help people understand this” 

(Ashmos, et, al, 1998, p. 8).  However, active engagement theory can be used to help 

management understand the problem and apply practices and procedures to incorporate changes 

in organizational attitudes and beliefs (which must be gradual, because long-held beliefs are hard 

to change). 
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Conclusion 

 

 The theory of Active Engagement may not apply the cure-all for increasing participation 

in strategic decision making among employees within the organization. However, it can offer 

managers across the organization a glimpse into what brings about the “good” and the role 

community of memory holds and how it brings about “communicative social practices which 

drives the organizational structure and function” (Arnett, et. al, 2009, p. 147). Therefore, if the 

social dialogue within a given organization advocates participatory decision making then it will 

be as normal as breathing air for all employees to feel as stake-holders, much that has been my 

experience throughout my career.  

 The literature used in the construct of this case study, alluded to several key factors that 

creates the barriers between management and subordinate employees, which is education, 

ethnicity, age, sex and supervisory/non-supervisory roles, seniority and wage. Such 

demographics present measurable data which reveal the role community of memory plays within 

an organization and how employee participation amid politics change the organizational 

perception. Although such information may not aid in giving specific solutions, it does help in 

giving data in which management can use in devising organizational practices to eliminate 

political attributes within certain job functions and responsibilities. Also, it is paramount to 

managerial responsibilities to promote equilibrium in organizational decision making; in other 

words, it should be a job responsibility of the manager to ensure that employees are progressing 

toward participatory behaviors (Witt, et. al, 2000, p. 8). 

 Explicit recommendations can help the organization flourish in the midst of political  

barriers may not revolutionize participatory decision making but not change predisposition to 

organizational politics especially if is thick within the organization’s community of memory.  



THE IMPORTANCE OF ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT 8 

 

It is more like learned behavior and also plays a part in environmental disposition of said 

organization. Most importantly, the result that organizations are ultimately looking for is 

summed up in this statement from the research of Witt, et. al, (2000); “Employees who actively 

engage in discussions about important issues with their supervisors and, as a result, 

develop a consensus to resolve the issues, might be less affected by organizational politics (p. 3). 

 

Recommendations 

 

            The purpose of this case study is to provide management in organizations the perspective 

of organizational politics from the employee side and to demonstrate the positive impacts of the 

practice of employee participation in strategic decision making. Thus which, improving job 

satisfaction and enhance the dynamics of the flow of shared power across the organization. A 

review of the literature and expert opinion, including personal experience on employee 

participation and active engagement is employed in the compilation of information in this study. 

 The theory of active engagement is best suited in the incorporation of strategic decision 

making thus improving the relationship between organizational politics and employee 

perception. When examining the weight of active engagement within the organization, it is 

important to remember that Arnett, et. al, (2009), stated that a “community of memory is not a 

place of static collection of old stories; it is the central location of active engagement for an 

organization (p.147).  

It is where the new meets the “old” history all the while inhabiting the “shifting 

perspectives” within the present change (Arnett, et. al, 2009, p. 147). Thus, the “old” 

organizational structures and processes can serve as “a collection of the past and an engagement 

with future” (Arnett, et. al, 2009, p. 147).  
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Therefore, if the organization chooses to operate on the past or on the future is where the real 

difference is seen, where most of the old adage “we always done it this way” comes into play, 

which is virtually the organization saying that they do not want to progress or grow and that is 

the first mistake managers make and the attitude employees display. 

 In order to avoid such a stance, the organization must recognize its community of 

memory.  This is accomplished via communicative practices outlined by Arnett, et al, (2009), 

which carry out the good in daily organizational life and these practices include active sayings 

and the reinforcement of those saying in the organization’s daily communicative practices (p. 

147). Furthermore, managers and employees must recognize that “communicative social 

practices” mold and motivate the organizational structures and functions (Arnett, et. al, 2009, p. 

146). Therefore, the organization must decide to build their house on the sand or on a firmer 

foundation and that can be accomplished by welcoming or showing the door to “certain 

communicative practices and functions, which announces the organizational good that is 

protected or promoted (Arnett, et, al, 2009, p. 147). Also, the literature supports Arnett’s 

assertions and my observations support that hypotheses that participatory decision making can 

increase employee’s self-value to the organization, thus breaking down the walls that traditional 

managerial hierarchies can build. Through personal experience and observation participatory 

decision making can ensure that employees at all levels are competent in making necessary 

decisions to move the organization forward.  

Implications 

 Active Engagement itself resides in ambiguity, not only because it resides in the 

organization’s community of memory but perhaps because it contains different meanings in 

different contexts.  
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Although all employees should be involved in strategic decisions within the organizations, it 

may not be to the organization’s best interest if that is always the case. One argument for that 

would be that some employees simply want to be led and not be involved in the process at all 

and perhaps imposing such responsibility on employees can produce an opposite effect.  

 Pre-disposition can play a part in how participatory strategic decision making but other 

facts such as the importance of supervisor and subordinate (employee) status and education level 

had noteworthy impact but did very little to affect the variants of job satisfaction. However, 

politics within the organization still have significant impact despite of any other factors. As 

research shows, politics is the beginning and ending of significance of decision making (Witt, et. 

al, 2000, p. 6-7).  

 Upon conclusion, as it is pondered that management is taught to view human resource as 

the greatest resource but also so caught up in the day-to-day operations of the job; the auxiliary 

aspect comes into play especially incorporating those daily routines that other aspects within the 

organizational constructs are affected; especially in relation to strategic decisions and that most 

importantly the past outcomes and behaviors greatly influences future ones, thus inhabiting the 

“historical moment” of the organization (Ashmos, et. al, 1998, p. 14-15). Therefore, I believe 

Arnett, et. al (2009) brought it out best with the assertion that active engagement become crucial 

within the community of memory since it’s the gatekeeper of good of the organization, which 

calls forth accountability and introduces a sound communication ethic (p 147-148).  
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Suggestions for Future Research 

 

 The case study integrates research and personal professional experience regarding active  

 

engagement and its role in participative strategic decision making in an organization. In the 

global economy, strategy and decision making go hand-in-hand and the need for strong decision 

makers in an organization are necessary to keep the competitive edge. What better resources 

managers have than their employees? Pulling in all employees that compose the organization can 

only strengthen and offer different perspective; as a former boss of mine once said, “from the 

janitor to the CEO all member of the organization has important decisions to make, if we want to 

be around for the next fifty years”. Within the community of memory, the CEO was promoting 

and protecting the good of the organization with affirmations that would incur accountability 

from employees long after his tenure ended. The ongoing argument throughout this case study 

that politics is a hindrance and also accountability is a factor; because as Arnett, et. al, (2009) 

stated, “the community of memory functions as a public conscience, reminding persons of the 

good and it’s coordinates within a given organization” (p. 148). 

 The culmination of this study recommends that future research be conducted via 

measurable data, similar to that conducted of Witt and Ashmos, in the literature used as reference 

for this study. With application of the theory of Active Engagement, and in the increasing of 

employee decision making, measurable data should be collected from several methods. The first 

being, data collected (success and failure rates, completion of project objectives, abandonment of 

original project goals) from projects heavily influenced by active employee decision-making. A 

second method would be to conduct survey/interviews with former and current employees who 

were employed by the organization during certain decades or five to ten year periods, with 

different management.  
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The purpose would be to see how over each decade or period of years, the effectiveness 

of participatory strategic decision making affected employee pre-disposition and political 

interpretation. Although similar research and data has been collected, it has not been conducted 

in as narrow parameters as this would require. In fact, the literature suggested to narrow the 

parameters. The findings from this case study suggest that further data be collected and that 

instead of focusing heavily on Active Engagement as the theory that will bring about solutions 

that instead further examination of the effect of community of memory and development of 

communicative practices within the organization, which within the answers will be found.  
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