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Abstract 

 

From the standpoint of symbolic interactionism, human group life is a process in which objects are being created, 

affirmed, transformed, and cast aside.  The life and action of people change in line with the changes taking place in their 

world of objects  (Blumer, 2017). This issue is significant because when technology also includes a virtual workforce, the 

familiar objects in the internal environment; such as those related to job, work, and business processes, particularly 

standardized processes, are changed.   For this paper, the focal point of the analysis will be the two schools of thought; the 

Chicago school and the Iowa school.  The objective of the analytical paper** is to provide a brief overview of the findings 

from a variety of sources on symbolic interactionism; then, to identify the role, if any, of symbolic interactionism, in the 

hybrid (virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and mortar’) workforce in the transnational model of organizations.  The question 

is:  Does symbolic interactionism have a role, if at all, in the hybrid (virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and mortar’) 

workforce in the transnational organization?  

 

**Analytical papers “include information from a range of sources; the focus is on analyzing the different 

viewpoints represented from a factual rather than an opinionated standpoint” (Personal Writer, 2008).  

**In an analytical paper, the author poses a question, collects relevant data from other researchers, 

analyzes the data from their viewpoints, then concludes with a summation of findings and a suggested 

framework for further study (Paper Pile, 2020; Personal Writer, 2008).  The author maintains a neutral 

position; the focus is “on the findings and conclusions of other researchers” (Paper Pile, 2020).  
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Introduction 

Essentially, organizations are “a social unit of people” structured with a collective purpose to meet the strategic 

objectives and goals.  (BusinessDictionary.com, n.d.).  Currently, the organizational landscape is being changed by the 

revisions to the informal systems introduced by the hybrid (virtual / traditional) workforce (Choi & Click, 2007) (Zeller, 

2017).  For example, virtual workers do not have the opportunity to share information during coffee breaks or at chance 

meetings in the hall.  They are also deprived of those important non-verbal cues that are an indication as to whether or not 

a colleague is on board with an idea (Bailey, 2013, para. 3).  There is an added layer of conceptualization when 

face-to-face meetings and social interaction take place via technology such as Skype, Google, or LiveMinutes.com.  In 

spite of the advantages of advanced technical infrastructures, the ‘people’ component remains the biggest challenge that is 

needed for achieving organizational goals and maintaining sustainability (Zeller, 2017).  

Moreover, organizations “affect and are affected by their environment”  (BusinessDictionary.com, n.d.). The 

framework for this analytical paper is the hybrid (virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and mortar’) workforce in the United 

States-based transnational model of multinational organizations.  Bartlett and Ghoshal predict that, due to increased 

globalization, multinational organizations will need to embrace the transnational model.  Their transnational approach 

invites the transfer of practices to, from and within the affiliates; parent organizations and subsidiaries are aware of their 

own role as well as the role of others.  There is high pressure for integration and high pressure for differentiation (Bartlett 

& Ghoshal, 1989) (Zeller, 2018). 

Then, “from the standpoint of symbolic interactionism, human group life is a process in which objects are being 

created, affirmed, transformed, and cast aside.  The life and action of people necessarily change in line with the changes 

taking place in their world of objects” (Blumer, 2017).  George Mead’s symbolic interactionism is “based on the analysis 

of society on the subjective dimension of action and its relation to intentional meaning and forms of symbolic mediation. 

From this point of view, an organization or an organizational unit is not a structure which anticipates individual and 

intersubjective action, but rather its results” (Strati, 2000, p. 94-5).  

This issue is significant because when technology also includes a virtual workforce, the familiar objects in the 

internal environment; such as those related to job, work, and business processes, particularly standardized processes, are 

changed.  These changed objects influence the process in group life and the life and action of people; e.g. the hybrid 

(virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and mortar’) workforce.  The objective of the analytical paper is to provide a brief 

overview of the findings from a variety of sources on symbolic interactionism; then, to identify the role, if any, of 

symbolic interactionism, in the hybrid (virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and mortar’) workforce in the transnational model 

of organizations.  The question is:  Does symbolic interactionism have a role, if at all, in the hybrid (virtual offsite / 

traditional ‘brick and mortar’) workforce in the transnational organization?  

 

Objectives 

In an analytical research paper, a question is presented, relevant data from other researchers is collected, and their 

different viewpoints are analyzed.   The focus is on the findings and conclusions of other researchers (Paperpile, 2020). 
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For this paper, the focal point of the analysis will be the two schools of thought; the Chicago school and the Iowa school. 

The objective is to analyze the findings from a variety of sources on symbolic interactionism; then, to identify the role, if 

any, of symbolic interactionism, in the hybrid (virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and mortar’) workforce in the 

transnational model of organizations.  

 

Problem Definition and Significance 

Martins, Gilson, and Maynard (2004) concluded that “with rare exceptions all organizational teams are virtual to 

some extent.  We have moved away from working with people who are in our visual proximity to working with people 

around the globe” (Ebrahim, Ahmed & Taha, 2009).  Accordingly, the “Intuit 2020 Report, Twenty Trends that will 

Shape the Next Decade” noted that “the brick-and-mortar office will be a thing of the past, as the where and how people 

work and do business will change due to emerging Internet cloud and mobile technologies.  Working in the cloud will 

increasingly shift work lives away from corporate offices altogether and toward an in-my-own-place, on-my-own-time 

work regimen” (Intuit, 2020).  As organizations are offering the option to work virtually, spatial boundaries are expanding 

and, sometimes, even indistinct.  Their physical location or spatial proximity is important as it is “interrelated in business 

practices” (Andersson & Mattsson, 2014, p. 2).   Thus, the hybrid traditional office / virtual work placement of workers 

within an organization is influencing a range of issues; including organizational structure, job and business process design, 

management, knowledge sharing, and communication (Zeller, 2017).  

For example, Chiat-Day in Venice, California returned to the traditional one person per desk ‘brick and mortar’ 

office.  In this case, Chiat-Day learned that it wasn’t the people who couldn’t let go of the past as much as it was the 

organization’s “traditional organizing practices” that encouraged people to show up early at temporary office spaces to 

claim a desk (Ellison, 2004, p. 5).  Essentially, instead of encouraging a traditional / virtual venue, employees “created 

‘work arounds’ to counter the effects of poor design” to avoid the virtual office option (Ellison, 2004, p. 4).  That is, their 

world of objects had changed (Zeller, 2017).. 

In a study by Lautsch and Kossek (2011), an interviewee noted that there may be a difference in the perception of 

the job responsibilities and tasks in the workforce; particularly with regards to managing.  The employee, who would have 

preferred more than the allowed 4 days per month to work virtually, felt that the difference between the formal job 

structure and perception of the work actually done may have been the basis for the disagreement with management. 

Overall, the employee felt that it was just a matter of opinion as to the best location—traditional office, home office, or 

client site—for the job to be done (Lautsch & Kossek, 2011).  In this case, the action of management had changed in light 

of the changed objects (Zeller, 2017)..  

However, in “Microsoft’s Amsterdam office—a prototype of the hybrid (virtual offsite / traditional ‘brick and 

mortar’) organization structure—sales have increased 50% since employees have been free to work where and when they 

like, using mobile technology” (Dodd, 2011).  In this case, the life and action of people adapted to the changes taking 

place in their world of objects (Zeller, 2017). 
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Definitions 

Symbolic Interactionism:  “a theory that human interaction and communication is facilitated by words, gestures, 

and other symbols that have acquired conventionalized meanings” (Dictionary.com, n.d.). 

Hybrid Virtual Offsite / Traditional ‘Brick and Mortar’ Organizations: The term ‘hybrid’ can refer to 

organizational structure or technology / manufacturing designs or, as applied in this study, to where people work; i.e. 

traditional physical office or virtual location.  For this paper, hybrid organizations are defined as having both a virtual 

offsite and a traditional physical ‘brick and mortar’ workforce. 

Transnational Model of Multinational Organizations:  Based on Bartlett and Ghoshal’s models of globalization 

(1989), the transnational approach, selected for this research, invites the transfer of practices to, from and within the 

affiliates; parent organization and subsidiaries are aware of their own role as well as the role of others.  There is high 

pressure for integration and high pressure for differentiation; knowledge and innovation is developed and distributed 

within the entire organization. In the transnational model, the practice of knowledge sharing also recognizes the benefits 

gained from local responsiveness and adaptation (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 2009).   Overall, “the key philosophy of a 

transnational model is adaptation to all environmental situations and achieving flexibility by capitalizing on knowledge 

flows (which take the form of decisions and value-added information) and two-way communication throughout the 

organization” (Reference for Business, n.d.). 

 

Literature Review 

In the late 19th and early 20th century, classical rationalism,  the “dominant philosophy of the time”, “sought 

certainty and attempted to solve the philosophical problems by finding simple ideas as the principles on which to ground 

their philosophical systems”.   However, change was imminent as the advent of the “American philosophical tradition of 

pragmatism” “saw reality as dynamic, individuals as active knowers, meanings as linked to social action and perspectives, 

and knowledge as an instrumental force that enables people to solve problems and rearrange the world” (Sandstrom, 

Martin, & Fine, 2001, Ch 17).  

The pragmatic philosophical tradition was the backdrop for the creation and development of symbolic 

interactionism.   George Herbert Mead, considered to be the “true originator of symbolic interactionism”, as well as the 

founder of the Chicago school of thought, (Reynolds, 2006, p.3) is credited for “translating pragmatism into a theory and 

method for the social sciences” (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2001, Ch 17).  John Dewey, Mead’s colleague at the 

University of Chicago, “was his greatest inspiration” (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2001, Ch 17).  In addition, Mead drew 

on the ideas of “pragmatist founders, Charles Peirce and William James” (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2001, Ch 17).  

Notably, the term ‘symbolic interactionism’ was actually created by Mead’s student, Herbert Blumer.  Blumer 

diligently disseminated Mead’s ideas; thereby, advancing the Chicago school of thought (Snow, 2001).  There are several 

“major variants” of symbolic interactionism; e.g. (1) the Chicago school, (2) the Iowa school, (3) the dramaturgical 

approach, and (4) ethnomethodology (Reynolds, 2006, p.3).  For this paper, the focal point of the analysis will be the two 

schools of thought; the Chicago school and the Iowa school.  Whereas the Chicago school emphasizes a qualitative 
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approach “in studying the process of reality construction within the natural social settings”; the Iowa school advocates a 

quantitative approach in studying the results of social interaction, particularly those related to self-concepts 

(Encyclopedia.com, 2020).  

 

The Chicago School 

The symbolic interactionists’ “approach strives to understand human behavior, not to predict and control it, nor to have 

mere statistical knowledge of it”  (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 97).  George H. Mead, recognized as the founder 

of the Chicago school, followed the role or attitude of others; e.g. W. I. Thomas’s definition of the situation; and John 

Dewey’s notion of deliberation. Their perspectives “all suggest that it is fundamental to understand, as best we can, the 

subjective intentions of actors” (p. 97).  Ultimately, this type of understanding provides a more in-depth, contextual 

explanation of human behavior (p. 97).  

 

George H. Mead 

Discussion Point: George H. Mead also turned to Wilhelm Wundt’s work on “reasoning and writing on language 

and the gesture” (Reynolds, 2006, p.12). According to Mead, “the gesture is the transitional link to language from action, 

and is also the phenomenon establishing the continuities of human and infrahuman social life.  The gesture mediates the 

development of language as the basic mechanism permitting the rise of the self in the course of ongoing social activity” 

(Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2006, p. 44). 

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  As a transitional link to language 

from action, the reasons for the use of the gesture are being revisited as participants in 

online meetings, like Zoom, find themselves waving goodbye at the end of a session.  As 

one claimant said, “Why do I feel compelled to wave at the end of zoom calls? I have 

literally never walked out of a meeting room waving.”  

Behaviors at the end of a traditional meeting/ i.e. closing your notebook, checking your 

watch, putting things in a bag, or getting ready to stand up; do not translate on video 

meetings.  Furthermore, according to Laura Dudley, an associate clinical professor at 

Northeastern University and expert in behavior analysis and body language, “We’re 

hungering for that human interaction, that friendliness, so we’re starting to do things like 

waving goodbye” (Yurieff, 2020). 

 

Discussion Point:  Mead “used the ideas of flux, continuity, and emergence by applying them to 

that spot on the ‘evolutionary continuum’ where gestures and symbols meet, where communication is 

birthed and language is formed” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 72). 

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:   From an organizational 

perspective, tacit knowledge, or knowledge that people possess, is a valuable resource for 
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sustaining a competitive edge in a growing global economy (Endres, Endres, Chowdhury, 

& Alam, 2007).  However, in a hybrid traditional / virtual workforce, workers are no 

longer physically situated; i.e. by business process or department; thereby, changing the 

evolutionary continuum, where gestures and symbols meet to form communication and 

language.  

Hence, some organizations have recalled their virtual workers to work in the traditional 

‘brick and mortar’ office.  Other organizations, allowing for virtual and traditional work 

options, have developed informal structures that facilitate the communication of 

knowledge; particularly individual, tacit knowledge.   While other organizations have 

invested vast amounts of resources on building technology infrastructures to facilitate the 

communication and language for the codification, storage, organization, and retrieval of 

knowledge (Zeller, 2017). 

  

 Discussion Point:  Mead also argued “that the real basis of social life is found in the capacity of 

individuals to take the role of others.”  If you put yourself in the other person’s place, you can gain a 

feeling for the other person’s position; hence, you can align your conduct with their behavior (Reynolds & 

Herman-Kinney, 2006, p. 69). 

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  For instance, past practices for 

performance appraisals relied on job analysis and descriptions, as based on the 

organization’s strategic objectives.  As part of the performance appraisal, managers 

supervised the work being done, observed problem areas, and communicated those issues 

to the employee. 

Alternatively, in virtual offices, managers no longer directly supervise the work and may 

not be aware of problems or changed roles.  Likewise, employees are faced with 

responsibilities that are not clearly defined in their job descriptions, as well.  Generally, 

the business is faced with dealing with management procedures that are no longer 

applicable – and with employee needs that are not being met (Zeller, 2017).  

 

Discussion Point:  According to Mead, “those who could explain individual behavior without first 

seeing it within the context of the collectivity are way off base” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, 

p.69). 

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues: Well-known organizations, such as 

Yahoo! and Best Buy, have recalled their virtual workers to the traditional ‘brick and 

mortar’ offices to work side-by-side in order to facilitate collaboration and 

communication.  On the other hand, the Open Source Software Community and online 
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gamers manage to circumvent the spatial dimensions to facilitate collaboration and 

communication.  That is, regardless of their physical location, the individual has learned 

how to work in their hybrid (virtual / traditional) venue without seeing individual 

behavior within the context of the collectivity (Zeller, 2017). 

 

Herbert Blumer 

Discussion Point: In Blumer’s version, 3 basic principles of symbolic interactionism were 

identified: (1)  “that people act toward things (physical objects as well as abstract ideas) on the basis of 

meanings that the ascribe to them; (2) these meanings are created in interaction with other people; (3) 

these meanings are handled in and modified through an interpretive process with things people encounter” 

(Snow, 2001). 

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  At one time, Françoise LeGoues, 

the former vice president of innovation at International Business Machines (IBM) 

Corporation, commented that online “gamers can thrive at firms like IBM, where 

employees must collaborate with colleagues anywhere in the world, often without having 

met in person” (Rubenfire, 2014).  Recently though, IBM has recalled its virtual workers. 

The stated reason for requiring employees to work from any one of the traditional ‘brick 

and mortar’ offices is to “encourage, efficiency, collaboration and innovation” (Elkin, 

2017). 

 

Discussion Point:  “The actor selects, checks, suspends, regroups, and transforms the meanings in 

the light of the situation in which he or she is placed and the direction of his or her action.  Accordingly, 

the interpretation should not be regarded as a mere automatic application of established meanings but as a 

formative process in which meanings are used and revised as instruments for the guidance and formation 

of action” (Blumer, 2017, Ch 8).  

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  The Life Insurance Application Processing 

Organization had no prior experience with or policy for virtual work.  The job description, the same for 

the traditional office and virtual office, required processing life insurance applications for their assigned 

group of agents.  Almost immediately, there were miscommunications regarding the stage of processing 

of the application - as well as the location of the file and appended documents.  For instance, the existing 

procedure in the home office required all forms to be printed and then filed in hanging folders.  Anyone, 

including managers, who needed to know the status of the application, simply located the hard copies. 

However, in the virtual office, forms were filed electronically; the link location was sent to the 

appropriate personnel.  The traditional office workers, including managers, had not been prepared for the 

electronic retrieval of information (Zeller, 2018).  After reviewing the process, the home office 
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determined that converting to an electronic file system – and following the virtual worker’s process - 

reduced expenses as well as provided more efficient procedures for online retrieval and dynamic updates 

of information (Zeller, 2013).  

 

The Iowa School 

The division between the Chicago school (qualitative analysis) and the Iowa school (quantitative analysis) developed early 

in the 1960s.  The quantitative analysis of the Iowa school researchers  “investigated and analyzed generic processes 

constructed by role-playing participants in simulated experimental contexts which allowed the creation of patterned 

models representing sequences of acts that could be repeatedly researched and tested as the researchers review what had 

been tested” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p.132).  Although the “foundations of  the Iowa School of thought 

continue with a commitment to pragmatism, empirical science, the sociological imagination, and naturalistic study of 

life”; it has “shifted from the systematic study of the self to the systematic study of the processes and structures of 

coordinated social behavior” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 121).  Manford H. Kuhn is recognized as the founder 

of the Iowa school. 

 

Manford H. Kuhn 

Discussion Point:  Kuhn questioned symbolic interactionism in that it “did not seem to have a 

program or recipe to explore complexity in scientific ways” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 120). 

Hence, Kuhn “developed the Twenty Statements Test (TST) to measure the self in a manner consistent 

with interactionist theory” (p. 120).  

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  The increase in the hybrid (virtual / 

traditional) workforce is influencing many factors in the workplace, companies are 

experiencing a change in how and where work is done, in management procedures, and in 

how people communicate.  Additionally, “advanced information technologies produce 

changes in attitudes, feelings, thinking, behaviour, and/or performance of individuals, 

groups and/or organizations” (Aviolo, et al, 2000, p. 617, as cited in Verbeke, 2008, p. 

163). Thus, linking the workforce outcomes to strategies will require more than cost 

productivity or retention reports.  Though these human resource management assessment 

reports are relevant; understanding the full range and effect of productive outcomes will 

require identifying, then interpreting and applying the conclusions drawn from multiple 

points of data.  (Zeller, 2016). 

 

Discussion Point:  “Kuhn asserted that the main contribution of the work arising out of Iowa was 

its demonstration that ‘the key ideas of symbolic interactionism could be operationalized and utilized 

successfully in empirical research” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 376)  
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Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:   From a business viewpoint, 

“operationalizing organizational performance has not been easy for Strategic Human 

Resource Management scholars” (Ericksen & Dyer, 2004, p. 9).  Nevertheless, 

operationalizing / controlling variables is essential to empirical foundations; e.g. evidence 

for the actual cause of the claimed outcomes in terms of employee behaviors; and 

evidence that those behaviors will benefit all enterprises in all circumstances (Lovell, 

2009, p. 93).  To illustrate, Raquel Sanz-Valle, Ramon Sabater-Sanchez, and Antonio 

Aragon-Sanchez researched the link between human resource practices and types of 

business strategies.  Their empirical research, based on data from 200 companies, 

“identified significant associations between some human resource practices and business 

strategies” (Sanz-Valle, Sabater-Sanchez, & Aragon-Sanchez, 2011, Abstract) (Zeller, 

2019). 

 

Discussion Point:   “As a result of the complexity of modern society and the multiplicity of 

reference groups, Kuhn conceived of identity as fractured into multiple components.  The prominence of a 

self-reference may be understood as the relative spontaneity with which a particular reference will be used 

as an orientation in the organization of behavior” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 375). 

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  Basically, organizations “are social 

units of people with recognizable boundaries to reach certain goals” (Őnday, 2016, p. 97). 

“Most ‘twenty-somethings’ entering the workforce have never had a private office, so to 

begin their work life without one is not a traumatic change.”  However, “employees who 

are accustomed to a structured office environment may find it hard to adjust to a largely 

self-directed schedule, and those who are used to working within earshot of many 

colleagues may be lonely in a remote setting.”  Another issue that continues to plague the 

current hybrid (virtual / traditional) setting is that “middle managers usually put up the 

strong resistance to the alternative workplace, in part because they feel as though the very 

foundations of their roles are being pulled out from under them” (Apgar, 1998) (Zeller, 

2019). 

 

Carl Couch 

Discussion Point: Then, in the 1970s, another school of thought developed.  The new Iowa 

school, led by Carl Couch took a different direction (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p. 124).  Under 

Couch’s leadership, symbolic interactionism studies were “grounded in fine-grained, close-up 

audio-video studies of social interaction” (Katovich, 2017, p. xiii).  Couch claimed that by using 

audio-video technology, heretofore ‘invisible’ sequences of social interaction, that were unattainable in 
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the past using naked eye observation, could be identified (p. xii).  “Unlike many symbolic interactionists 

who took for granted that interaction proceeds toward broader changes in face-to-face encounters, 

Couch’s processual view maintained that significant changes occurred in the second-by-second nature of 

the interactional processes” (p. xii).  

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  Whether the interaction proceeds toward broader 

changes or there are significant changes within the second-by-second nature of the interactional 

processes, identifying the changes in the interaction introduced by the hybrid (virtual / traditional) 

workforce is the issue.  In this case, using audio-video technology to research heretofore ‘invisible’ 

sequences of social interaction “through verbal expressions, physical behavior, and the verbal expressions 

of others” in the hybrid (virtual / traditional) workforce may be challenging in that virtual offices are 

generally located in the virtual workers’ homes  (Rigby, 1965, p. 152) (Zeller, n.d.).  

 

Discussion Point:  Couch, working in a research setting that placed complex processes “in controlled and 

metaphorical environments in the laboratory”, was considered successful in creating social worlds to “detect and 

articulate patterns produced in controlled environments” (Reynolds & Herman-Kinney, 2003, p.134).  

Key Hybrid (Virtual / Traditional) Workforce Issues:  However, the multinational organization with a 

transnational approach selected for this paper invites the transfer of practices; moreover, there is an 

increase in the  planned implementation of virtual work team programs--to, from, and within the affiliates. 

Thus, “coordination will be needed across multiple dimensions (e.g. functions, products and geography)” 

(Brewster, Sparrow, & Vernon, 2007, p. 212).  Accordingly, the evaluation process will require special 

evaluator skills such as “an awareness of cultural blinders and biases; cross-cultural sensitivity; and skills 

in understanding and incorporating different perspectives” to detect and articulate patterns  (W.K. Kellogg 

Foundation, 1999, p. 61) (Zeller, n.d.). 

 

Analysis of Existing Viewpoints 

Symbolic interactionists in the Chicago school emphasized a qualitative approach in studying the process of 

reality construction within the natural social settings.  They endeavored to understand human behavior, not to predict and 

control it, nor to have mere statistical knowledge of it.  George H. Mead, considered to be the true originator of symbolic 

interactionism, promoted the gesture as the transitional link to language from action, and that it is also the phenomenon 

establishing the continuities of human and infrahuman social life. Furthermore,  the real basis of social life is found in the 

capacity of individuals to take the role of others.  That is, if you can gain a feeling for the other person’s position by 

putting yourself in their place, you can align your conduct with their behavior.  Thus, those who could explain individual 

behavior without first seeing it within the context of the collectivity are way off base. 

The term symbolic interactionism, created by Mead’s student, Herbert Blumer, identified 3 basic principles of 

symbolic interactionism: (1)  that people act toward things (physical objects as well as abstract ideas) on the basis of 
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meanings that the ascribe to them; (2) these meanings are created in interaction with other people; (3) these meanings are 

handled in and modified through an interpretive process with things people encounter.  Essentially, the actor, applying a 

formative process in which meanings are used and revised; selects, checks, suspends, regroups, and transforms the 

meanings in the light of the situation in which he or she is placed and the direction of his or her action.  

The Iowa school researchers, using a quantitative approach, endeavored to investigate and analyze generic 

processes constructed by role-playing participants in simulated experimental contexts which allowed the creation of 

patterned models representing sequences of acts that could be repeatedly researched and tested as the researchers reviewed 

what has been tested.  Manford H. Kuhn, recognized as the founder of the Iowa school, questioned symbolic 

interactionism in that it did not seem to have a program or recipe to explore complexity in scientific ways; thereby, 

asserting that the main contribution of the work arising out of Iowa was its demonstration that the key ideas of symbolic 

interactionism could be operationalized and utilized successfully in empirical research.  Nonetheless, the challenge for 

empirical research is to operationalize the complexity of modern society and the multiplicity of reference groups that 

contributes to disintegrating identity into multiple components.  In this case, Kuhn promoted that the prominence of a 

self-reference may be understood as the relative spontaneity with which a particular reference will be used as an 

orientation in the organization of behavior. 

Then, in the 1970s, the new Iowa school, led by Carl Couch, took a different direction.  Under Couch’s 

leadership, symbolic interactionism studies were grounded in fine-grained, close-up audio-video studies of social 

interaction.  Unlike many symbolic interactionists who took for granted that interaction proceeds toward broader changes 

in face-to-face encounters, Couch’s processual view maintained that significant changes occurred in the second-by-second 

nature of the interactional processes that were best captured in audio-video studies.  Moreover, working in a research 

setting that placed complex processes in controlled and metaphorical environments in the laboratory, Couch was 

considered successful in creating social worlds to detect and articulate patterns produced in controlled environments. 

  

Summation of the Findings and Suggested Framework for Future Research 

Whereas symbolic interactionists in the Chicago school selected a qualitative approach in studying the process of 

reality construction within the natural social settings; the Iowa school researchers, elected to use a quantitative approach to 

investigate and analyze generic processes constructed by role-playing participants in simulated experimental contexts 

which allowed the creation of patterned models representing sequences of acts that could be repeatedly researched and 

tested as the researchers reviewed what has been tested. 

From the standpoint of symbolic interactionism, human group life is a process in which objects are being created, 

affirmed, transformed, and cast aside.  The life and action of people necessarily change in line with the changes taking 

place in their world of objects   However, due to the spatial proximity of a hybrid traditional / virtual workforce, workers 

are no longer physically situated; i.e. by business process or department.  Overall, there are changes in their world of 

objects. Moreover, there is a lack of opportunity to observe each element or part thereof.   
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Richard Hyman asserts that societal phenomena must be analyzed in terms of actually existing structures and 

causal mechanisms that are not necessarily directly observable; thereby, not quantifiable (Frege, Kelly, & McGovern, 

2011, p. 216).  Furthermore, Hyman’s promotion of “cross-national comparative research is being increasingly accepted 

as conventional wisdom among researchers.  Hence, Hyman has positioned himself as a proponent of qualitative research 

and of what some researchers describe as ‘contextualized comparisons’”  (Frege, Kelly, & McGovern, 2011, p. 225).  

In conclusion, the suggested framework for future research is cross-national comparative research (transnational 

organization) that includes contextualized comparisons (the setting or context of virtual and traditional offices). 

Regardless of the approach, quantitative or qualitative, the research will require special evaluator skills such as “an 

awareness of cultural blinders and biases; cross-cultural sensitivity; and skills in understanding and incorporating different 

perspectives” (W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 1999, p. 61).  Furthermore, in that virtual offices are generally located in private 

homes, studies will have to find methods; e.g. video, audio, technology-based applications; that are acceptable in 

observing virtual workers.  
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