The Communication Model

The following graphic is a representation of a communication model for organizations.  It attempts to describe the interrelationships that exist within an organization or groups.  The model theorizes that communication exists at three levels:
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Level I.  The self:
Individuals come to organizations with preexisting attitudes, beliefs and values (A-B-V).  The intersecting circles on the accompanying graphic represent individual members of a group.  The model shows one through n members of a group, with "n" representing any number of people.  Each member of the organization has at least one intersection of his or her “self” with a minimum of one other member of the group.  If there were no intersection, the individual would not be a member of the group.  In groups, the members identify common elements between themselves which produce feelings of trust and understanding, giving them a sense of affinity.

Group members do not share every attitude, belief or value with all other members.  To be a group, however, all members must have an intersection of values in at least one area: membership in the group.  This is represented by the intersection of all three circles on the model graphic.  The group is formed, either formally or informally, and by definition of what a group is, has a mission.  Any person who rejects all aspects of the group's mission is by definition, not a member.  For example, all members of MGT 4860 share certain common perceptions and beliefs about the value of the class, or they would never have enrolled.  This does not stop us from having radically differing attitudes, beliefs or values on virtually every other issue, however.

Also, each “self” has a life outside of the group.  We function within the environment, and all of our experiences, both in and out of the group, influence our “self” with equal potency.  The experiences outside of the group cannot be divided off from whole person, and they influence the attitudes and behaviors of the person within the group.   

The degree to which the “selves” will intersect (that is, share attitudes, beliefs and values) within the group is dependent on an infinite number of variables--the combinations and permutations of each individual’s personality traits.  Although the potential number of personality types is limitless, there tends to be a degree of clustering of people with similar backgrounds. Each person is unique, but most people are flexible enough to suppress minor differences in tastes or interests for the sake of group or subgroup cohesion.  

Level II   The Organization:


The organization (defined by the “permeable” broken orange line) consists primarily of the union of beliefs, values and attitudes of its members.  On the model, the aspects of the organization are listed in orange–culture, structure, function, etc.  

The organization is not like the Star Trek “Borg,” however.  The orange line representing the boundaries of the organization circumscribes areas outside of the “selves.”  That is, the organization has a personality of its own, which is not the same as the total of all of its parts.  The realms of the “selves” also extend beyond the boarders of the organization.  This indicates that each of the selves also have a life which is not part of the organization.  The literature suggests that the organization can differ from the sum of its parts.  This has at least two manifestations (on the model, depicted by purple arrows pointing to areas outside of the selves):  

Synergy.  The group is capable of creating a dynamic that is stronger than any individual “self” within the group.  The group develops a “personality” or “self” which is different and distinct from either the union of the members, or any of the intersections.  This organization personality has an organic relationship with the selves within the group, and may rise and fall in strength depending on the organization traits (culture, structure, function, technology, change and strategy).  For example, studies show that group decisions tend to be more radical than decisions that would be made by any individual member of the group.  

Groupthink.  The group can develop pathologically.  Self-defeating behaviors, like Harvey’s “Trip to Abilene” (http://rds.yahoo.com/_ylt=A0oGkizTtURGu6gAPm1XNyoA;_ylu=X3oDMTE2ZHVuZ3E3BGNvbG8DdwRsA1dTMQRwb3MDMwRzZWMDc3IEdnRpZANGNjU1Xzc1/SIG=12hjhqb2g/EXP=1178994515/**http%3a//courses.cs.tamu.edu/cpsc606/lively/abilene_paradox.ppt  or if this is too complicated:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abilene_paradox) can result if the group personality develops in a negative way.   

In addition, the organization may also be influenced by individuals or groups that are not part of the group itself.  This MGT 4860 class is a group.  The agenda is set by the professor, and the rules of engagement by the university.  While the professor’s “self” interacts intimately with the group in many areas, he is required to keep a certain distance.  The interaction is also limited by the environment–in this case, the E-based learning method.  The structures for the class are set by people the group will never meet.  Administrators, accountants, other faculty, and even pedagogues who have been dead for thousands of years have established the structures for the class group and the university setting.  

Level III   The environment.

The environment (with the factors shown in green on the model) influences the organization and the group members, both individually and together as a group.  The influence of the environment is not even.  Some factors are more salient than others.  This is represented by the environment background becoming darker at the center of the graphic representation. 

Much of the environment emanates from the group members themselves.  They may not be the inventors of the environmental factors in their surroundings, but they are certainly influenced by it.  To a certain degree, they are agents of the “pop culture,” their adaptation to technology, and their political and economic experiences.  Much like the diffusion of light away from a light bulb, the group will project and strengthen environmental factors which are valent to the functioning (or dysfunctioning) of the group. 

Were it possible to depict this graphically, environmental factors would be better shown as a shifting fog behind the organization and the individuals in it. Various waves of fads, discoveries, social movements, economic fluctuations, and political moods swirl around the group. 

Lastly, this entire system is hurling through time.  We can picture the individuals, the organization and the environment all moving independently, but bound together temporally.  Various members of the group will develop at differing rates over time.  Organizational goals will shift.   Environmental factors will change.  Movement through time puts additional stresses on the cohesiveness of the organization.  It tears at the bonds and intersections of the system.  “Selves” that cannot accommodate the stress of change over time are alienated or even torn from the organization, with a broad variety of reactions and behaviors.  “You’re fired!” or “I quit” are probably the most common radical manifestations of this in our working lives, with a variety of far less virulent forms of expression possible.  

In summary...

It is difficult to describe group communications with a graphic representation.  The model itself makes the organization seem like a quivering, gelatinous mass (the blob), which is oozing through time.  Communications are more analogous to the chemical bonds which hold the mass together.  As the carrier of the organizational culture, communication permeates the entire structure, with no particular direction.  While certain messages may have more weight because of the status of the messenger or the potency of the content, other messages may ultimately push the organization harder because of their sheer volume.  

Communication probably serves as the most powerful adhesive for the system, in addition to the more obvious purpose of providing information within this model.  Communication transmits the context of the organization, defines relationships, and conveys emotions between the members.  Group requirements, expectations, and results are shared through interactions.  Communication is the means of control.  It lets members know the parameters of acceptable behavior, rewards and punishes behaviors, and sanctions defections from norms.  Feedback loops between the organization and individuals, and between group members reinforce or modify the degree of overlap in “self” definitions.  

Bonds between the members are strengthened through communications, giving the individuals a stake in the continued life of the group.  Affinities develop and provide positive reinforcement.  Conversely, communication may also reveal incompatibilities between group members.  These differences will be sublimated for the sake of the group goals, if the organization provides strong motivators to do so. 
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