Week 1 Session 2
Communication in Groups
"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.  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.  


Communication is the action of a sender conveying a message to a receiver.   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.

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. 


Notes on the reading: 

Allow me a couple of comments on the text: 

1.  Steven Robbins, the OB guru, claims that about 75% of all rumors are true!   A smart manager not only tolerates rumors, but uses them as an important channel of communication.  The saddest managers I have ever seen are those who don't find out their weaknesses because they block inbound communication.  Rumors are a good way to get feedback about how things are REALLY going. I find this amazing.  That makes rumors about as accurate as all other forms of communication.  This is a form of organizational communication that should not be ignored. 

2.  I am a little uncomfortable with the damnation of "politically correct speech." Calling something politically correct is in itself a political value judgment, and I am not sure why one value judgment is superior to another.  Politically correct speech is usually in areas that are emotionally charged.  That means that the sensory filters are already turned up to the highest level.  Robbins is right that "new" terms may cause confusion, but bigoted speech, or slurs cause confusion as well.  In addition, our language is always migrating.  Give me a definition of the following words: swell, queer, square, bitch, hot, cool, gay, bad.  Some of these words have very different meanings, depending on how old you are, where you are from in the U.S., and who your friends are.  Some people think they are bad words, and others think they are good.  Culture is always moving and language moves as well.  Saying that we will confuse people by changing words we use really denies the fundamental nature of language. 

All languages are going to mutate over time, but English is probably one of the most versatile languages on earth.  It is constantly in flux, and words with one meaning today, will have another meaning within a few years.  In this environment it should be easy for us to get rid of hurtful words and replace them with words that are less emotionally charged.  Of course this may introduce some uncertainty, but in our culture, with its rapid communication, this is not a big problem.  It is certainly better than to continue to use pejorative epithets just because they have always been used.  

Having said that, we also need to understand that we can carry this too far. Before we start slinging mud at people for using the wrong word, we had better make sure we are right. Get out your Webster's and look up the word "man." You will see that the first, and preferred definition is "a human being."  An additional meaning is "male human being," but the first meaning is all of us as humans.  Much of the ranting and raving about the use of the word "man" is based on a false premise.  The word "man" is NOT gender specific in its primary meaning.  Thus, "spokesman" or "man hole cover" should be perfectly acceptable words which do not necessarily convey any specific gender.  Of course, because of the debate in society over this topic, these words now DO convey gender, but all of this debate was probably unnecessary.  We should now change the dictionary to reflect the fact that its primary definition is no longer accurate. 

One of my other favorite words is "homophobic." This word is taken from Greek and actually means "fear of sameness." Etymologically, it does not mean "fear of homosexuals," although it now has taken on that meaning, simply because it has been improperly used that way so often.  It has become an "idiomatic expression."  This is the same as the saying, "let's blow this joint," does not mean "Let us breathe heavily on my elbow."   It could, but because of usage in English, it now has a different meaning.  I suppose at sometime we are going to have to accept "irregardless" as a word, even though it does not exist, but is commonly used to mean either irrespective or regardless.  My all-time favorite is "unthaw," as in, "I am going to unthaw the turkey."  How, exactly, do you unthaw something?  Freeze it again???  

People can get very worked up over words, in spite of the fact that we all know that "sticks and stones..."  There is no excuse for using pejoratives or epithets with other people.  On the other hand, Robbins has a point:  it is also not necessary to get worked up when somebody says "manhole cover."  The noted philosopher Rodney King (if you don't know him, look him up) said it best:  "Can't we just all get along?"

3. Information overload.  One thing your author mentions is our inability to store more than seven pieces of information at one time.  This idea goes back to studies in perception and memory which you may have encountered in psychology.  Research has shown that you can store about seven pieces of information in active memory.  If an eighth piece of information enters the system, your mind will bump one of the seven existing pieces of information into passive memory.  One author likened this to little storage bins in the brain.  These bins are continually filling up with, and dumping information.  People with a good short term memory (for example, can remember names of people they meet at a cocktail party) are those who can quickly retrieve information from passive memory and put it back into one of the bins.  There are a lot of ways to improve memory.  Apparently, one of the best is to actively use it--something students generally don't have a problem with.  It is also possible to employ "mnemonic devices" (look it up) to improve memory. One scholar, who was said to have a great memory, said that he thought of his memory as a huge house with each of the rooms having a name.  When he received a new piece of information, like a name at a party, he put it in a room in his brain.  When he needed to recall it, all he had to do was think of which room it was in and then he could remember.  Of course, what he is describing is exactly what I am saying.  The named room system is a method of retrieving information from passive memory and putting it back into active memory.  Try it--it works.

 4. Communication richness. This is an important idea.  It is basic: the more channels you can use to communicate, the better you will communicate.  The channels can include facial expressions, voice inflection, hand movements, body proximity, choice of words, visual aids, use of other senses (smell, touch), etc.  As you can see, the more ways we can convey meaning, the more likely we are to be understood.  

5.  The Group Communication Model.  I have attached a document which describes the group communication model.  It includes a graphic representation of this model.  It is a little complex, but you really need to take a look at it.  If you don't get it, ask me some questions.  Talk amongst yourselves.  The idea is not difficult, but the graphic may take some time to digest.  The idea of a Venn Diagram (ouch, high school math) for communication is an interesting one.  Notice the idea of the participant in a group intersecting with others and having areas of themselves outside this intersection.  The group also intersects with each member, but has a "life of its own" outside the sum of its members.  Finally, look at the idea of the surrounding environment influencing both the individuals and the group.  Again, if you don't get this, ask me questions.  I think this model is worth understanding--if you get my drift. 


Issues for discussion:

1.  Does language help or hinder communication?  How do we make sure we are understood?  

2.  What about cross-cultural communication, or communication across languages--when talking to somebody who doesn't speak English, does talking louder really help?  Okay, seriously, how do we improve our ability to communicate to someone whose grasp of English is imperfect?  

3.  Any ideas for ways to improve our active listening? How else can you work on yourself to reduce the filters to understanding?  

Please respond to one or more of these issues, and comment on responses of your classmates.[image: image1.png]


 
