Unit 7, Session 1  

Communication in Groups
Do Commication Richness exercise.
"You can't not communicate." When I first read this quote, I thought that the author was crazy. After a minute I realized he was right. Think about it. Let's say you are in a meeting. You are having a highly argumentative discussion, with a dose of verbal aggressiveness thrown in for flavor. Just then the Chairman of the Board walks in and sits down. She says nothing. Does the meeting change?  Does the tone of the conversation change? 

In most cases, the entire nature of the discussion changes! The CEO does not have to say word to communicate. She does it by simply being present. In fact, even if her intention was NOT to change the meeting, she does anyway. She can't not communicate, even if she wants to. If you have ever been having a disagreement with a spouse or parent, you have seen this as well. "The silent treatment" is a virulent form of communication. In fact, a look, a grunt, a snort, a growl, a laugh or a sigh probably communicate more than could be expressed in words. 

Everything we do communicates in one form or another. You can even communicate by not being present. It is called a boycott, and is a very popular form of communication for diplomats and politicians. 

Human communication is a complex and fascinating subject. Your author has outlined a communication model, which shows the standard way of describing how communication works. Let me try to replicate what Robbins has said, but using different words--one of the suggestions your author made of how to improve communication. 

Communication is the transmission of an idea. If I am trying to communicate something to you, I form the idea in my brain. What I have in my head is a non-verbal representation of an idea. It is a concept that is not bounded by words. If you have ever struggled to find the right way of saying something, you know what I mean. You can have an idea in your mind that is not necessarily in the form of words and sentences. 

When you communicate, your goal is to get the idea out of your mind and into the mind of the person or persons to whom you are trying to communicate.   In an ideal world, after you communicate, the person for whom the message is intended will understand EXACTLY what you mean.  That is, the idea will go into their brain and appear to them exactly the same as it was in your brain. 

As you would guess, this doesn't happen very often. If it did, nobody would ever study communication!  The entire field of study, along with bookstores filled with books (not all of them by Oprah) exist because of our inability to convey ideas from one human being to another.  The books and the research focus on the reasons why communication doesn't work as well as we hope it would.  

As your author points out, communication is the action of a sender conveying a message to a receiver.    Let me simplify the model:





Between the sender and the receiver are a number of filters that convert the message into communicable form, but also muddle the message in the process. 

The first of these is language.  Converting an idea into language introduces uncertainty. Languages have holes in them.  In every language there are some words that are better able to express a particular idea than may be found in another language.  You bilinguals know this.  Also, part of the beauty of language is its ability to convey meaning in a variety of ways.  A poet can use words in a way that may bring meaning to one person, but say nothing to another.  Your author describes many other filters--emotions, pre-conceived ideas, auditory problems, prejudices, accents, and even selective listening (a kid who cannot hear being told to go to bed, but can hear a candy wrapper at 100 yards). 
One area that is currently receiving a lot of attention is gender. Men and women communicate very differently, and it is often hard for men and women to understand each other. There is a lot of literature on this, and much of it is in the popular press. Men are from Mars and Women are from Venus.  If you look at this book, you will see that much of it is about communication.  Be careful, however.  Just because the average man or the average woman communicates in a certain way, doesn't mean that ALL men and women do this.

Dr. James Dobson, the noted family counselor, commented on this is a humorous way. He says that at the time the gender of the baby is decided, if it is to be male, the fetus receives a hormone bath in testosterone. This, he claims, acts as a poison, and DAMAGES the brain. This makes male babies incapable of communicating emotions when they get older. Now, Dobson is only joking, but it is true that there are differences in the way men and women communicate.  The filters between men and women are very active, as are other types of filters as well.  As you read the material, you will recognize most of these filters, and will certainly have experienced them in your communication.  Understanding how communication works can improve your ability to communicate.  You can actually practice being a better communicator.  


Most people look at communication problems as a problem of the sender of the message.  This may be true, but it is much easier to modify your own behavior than modify the actions of somebody else. This means working on yourself as the RECEIVER.  One of the best exercises to do this is "active listening."  For smart people, who have a lot of ideas swirling around in their heads, this is not easy.  Your author describes the concept. It is something which can be practiced and perfected.  

Let me also note something the author doesn't discuss.  We have said that the purpose of communication is to convey meaning from one person to another person, or group of people.  This is not always correct.  In organizations, you will often hear communication that has exactly the opposite purpose.  The communication is designed to confuse, distort, or distract.  Some of the best communicators I have ever seen are masters at this art.  

Let me give an example.  An employee receives an assignment from his boss.  The assignment is one that if he carries it out, it will harm himself, harm the boss and harm the company.  What can he do?  He could confront the boss and tell him how dumb the idea is, but he also knows that his supervisor is the type of person who cannot tolerate criticism, and views any question about a task as insubordination.  

At this point, most smart employees, who have had experience with a boss like this, can devise a method of communication to resolve the problem.  This communication is intended to NOT communicate the actual meaning of the message.  The actual message is, "you are a dope."  This is what he is thinking, and what he would LOVE to say.  Knowing the consequences of such communication, the employee is more likely to try to say something to confuse, obfuscate, distract, misdirect or befuddle the boss.  A highly intuitive employee, with a boss like this, can become a master of misdirection. 

If we carefully examine what happens, we see that the employee will probably attempt to manipulate the communication filters. He will probably try to play on preconceived notions or prejudices of the boss.  Ego is also often used.  In our example, the employee is likely to use his pre-existing knowledge of some personality trait of the boss, and formulate a message which plays to that weakness.  You can provide the examples.  If you don't, I will in our discussion. 

This is an area of the study of communication that doesn't receive enough attention.  In my experience in organizations, a lot of the vertical communication (up and down the chain of command) is specifically intended to AVOID communicating the actual meaning.  Sometimes it is subtle, and other times it is outright devious. 

Jokes also fall into this category.  Examinations of humor show that one of the most commonly used devices is surprise.  The joke is funny because it gives us something unexpected.  The meaning we anticipated is not there, and for some reason, we find that funny.  What is the most amazing is that we all tend to share a sense of humor.  With the exception of word plays, which don't translate well, humor is fairly universal.  The other exception is Jerry Lewis, who is only funny in France. 
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