MASS COM 313 READINGS #2

THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS


When we look at the communication process, we examine the necessary ingredients for interaction among people.  We look at the factors which have to be taken into account and how these factors operate.  We are concerned with improving our understanding of the communication process.  We also are concerned with improving our ability to be understood – and to understand others.


Let’s take a look at a somewhat briefer model of communication – S-M-C-R-E.  That means Source-Message-Channel-Receiver-Effect.

The Source


All communication involves a source of information, the “S” within the model.  The model does not specify what kinds of sources can produce messages and depending on the situation, it is obvious that communication stems from many kinds of sources.  In human communication, the sources can be a single individual, such as a speaker talking to a large audience. But the source can also be a group of people, such as the Rotary Club, or the Department of Agriculture, or an institution such as Wesleyan University-Philippines.  Even though these institutions are obviously composed of individuals, yet the communications which they engage in frequently appear to a listener or a group of listeners as stemming from a single source.  Thus we may hear such statements as “The BIR sent me an income tax form today,” or “The Department of Agriculture reported today on the rice crisis.”


We can ask questions about the significant factors within sources affecting the communication process.  While it is possible to develop a relatively long list of factors specific to individual situations, or even common to several situations, not all of the items will be significant variables in all situations.  This model provides a minimum list of significant variables which should be applicable to most of the kinds of communication situations which interest us.


For example, we can say that the communications skills of different sources will be important factors in determining the success of communication in any situation.  The ability to write, to draw, to speak, will differ as the source in the communication situation differs.  And perhaps more important than these encoding skills is the ability to reason, which again differs with the source.


Communication skills are clearly important to the success of communication; if sources cannot encode messages which are understandable to receivers, communication may break down.  When two sources are talking about the same situation, both sources may be able to encode understandable messages for a particular receiver.  In general, however, the source with the more highly developed communication skills will be a more effective communicator than the source with less highly developed communication skills.


A second factor is the source’s attitudes.  Here we can talk about several kinds of attitudes, each one important to the total process of communication.  Attitudes have been defined variously by psychologists.  Perhaps the most widely accepted definition of an attitude is that it is a “predisposition to response in any situation.”  In communication, the source has attitudes toward the receiver of the communication – the audience.  The source has attitudes toward the subject about which he is communicating.  He may have attitudes toward the channel (for example, a prejudice for or against the use of visuals).  And the source has attitudes toward himself.


If the source has an unfavorable attitude toward his receiver, we might expect that his communication would be different than if he is highly favorable toward the receiver.  If the source is unsure of himself, again the resulting communication may be different than if the source is confident of his own abilities.  The source may hold an unfavorable attitude toward the room where the communication is taking place.  He might be somewhat neutral toward the subject about which he communicates.


A third factor which seems to enter into all communication situations is knowledge. We can talk about the source’s knowledge of his subject matter and about his knowledge of the audience; these are the knowledge that are generally referred to when we say that the well-informed source is likely to be more successful than the poorly-informed source.  However, it is important in addition to know something about the situation in which the communication is taking place, as well as something about the process of communication itself.  The model we are discussing emphasizes the fact that knowledge of all aspects of communication is necessary.


Another factor which we must consider in analyzing communication is the social-cultural context in which the source and the receiver are living. Here we can ask a number of questions: What is the role of the source within society? What groups does he belong to?  How do those groups influence him as a communicator? What special aspects of the culture condition the communication which the source might encode?  These and similar questions affect the total process of communication as we have described it.

The Receiver


If there is a source in communication, there is also a receiver.  We can analyze the receiver much as we did the source.  People serve both as sources and receivers of communication.  At one and the same time, an individual might be talking to another, i.e., acting as a source for communication, and also be watching the facial expressions of the other, i.e., acting as receiver of communication.  Since this is true, we might expect sources and receivers to have much the same characteristics.  We can talk about the attitudes of the receiver, the communication skills, the knowledge, and the social-cultural context of the receiver in the communication situation in the same ways in which we talked about these factors operating within the source of communication.


The attitudes of the receiver will condition the effectiveness of the source quite apart from the source himself.  If the receiver is negative toward the source, communication is much less likely to be effective than if the receiver is highly favorable toward the source.  It is clearly a different communication situation when the receiver is against the proposal made by the source, from when he has already made up his mind that he is in favor of it.  In general, we can say that the closer the match between the attitudes of the source and the attitudes of the receiver, the more effective the communication.


The knowledge of the receiver is obviously important.  The receiver placed in a communication situation involving a completely new subject behaves differently from one entering a relatively familiar situation.


The communication skills of the receiver may drastically affect the success of communication.  The skills required to be an effective receiver are somewhat different from those required to be an effective source.  When we consider the receiver, we are concerned with the decoding skills of reading, listening, and of course thinking.  When the reading ability of the receiver is limited, the effectiveness of the source attempting to communicate by writing will also be limited.  We can suggest the closer the match in communication skills between the source and the receiver, the more effective will be the communication.


Finally, we must realize that the receiver of communication also lives within a social-cultural context.  He belongs to certain groups and does not belong to others.  He has a cultural heritage which determines in large part the ways in which he behaves.  He refers to some groups for guidance in communication situations and does not refer to others.  Communication will break down if there are no common elements between the social-cultural context of the source and that of the receiver.


Like the source, the receiver within the communication situation may be a single individual.  The receiver ma be within a group of individuals, such as the audience of a play.  Or the receiver may also be an institution, such as a labor union, a university, or a government.

The Message


The message in communication may be considered from several different viewpoints.


The first thing to consider is the term code.  All messages involve some code. We can talk about Spanish, German, French, Hindu, or English as being different codes.  Or we can talk about music, art, or the dance as involving different codes.  Or we can talk about the specialized codes we call jargon within a language such as English.  Thus the physicist has a code peculiar to his field, even though the words within this jargon are recognized as English words.


Second, we can mention the content of a message.  Code and content are inextricably linked within the communication process.  Content involves the ideas within the message.  For a given subject, such as atomic energy, there will be many ideas for a source to draw from in encoding some message.  The source has to select content appropriate to the audience.  He must find an arrangement of the material he selects.  And he must test those ideas for usefulness with a particular receiver.


Given a code and some content, the speaker or source within a communication situation has to find an appropriate treatment for the ideas which he has selected.  This is the primary task of the rewriter man, the editor, the movie director, or the advertising practitioner; all are treatment specialists.  Treatment involves the selection of a code appropriate to the receiver, the content of the message, and the medium of transmission.  Treatment involves the arrangement of sentences, the difficulty level of written material, and the appearance of the final product.


Within each subfactor or code and content and treatment, we need to consider the component elements.  The elements of the English language might be words, or phrases, or units of sound.  Ideas are the elements of any given content.  After we know what elements are involved, we need to consider the structure of the message: the way the elements of the message are arranged and ordered.

The Channel


The other major factor in the model is the channel of communication.  There are several ways in which we can look at channels of communication.  The model shows only one of those ways.  It suggests that one useful way of approaching the study of the communication process is to consider channels to be the five senses – ways by which the message reaches the receiver’s central nervous system.  Thus, the message can be heard, or seen, or touched, or tasted, or smelled.  There are at least two other ways in which channels have been considered by those interested in a study of communication.  We could talk about the message passing to the receiver as a pattern of sound waves or a pattern of light waves.  Or we can talk about the disseminating channels of television, radio, newspapers, books, magazines, bulletins, etc.


When the sources utilize more than one channel of communication, the chance for receiving communicative effectiveness is generally increased.  For example, we can indicate that research tends to show that when a speech is supplemented by appropriate visuals, the receivers of the communication tends to learn the material better than if the presentation uses only the channel of hearing.

Final Consideration


There are two other words on the model which we have used, but not defined.  Communication always involves a source who or which encodes a message to transfer along some channel to be decoded by a receiver.


The S-M-C-R-E Model is useful for gaining some initial understanding of the process of human communication.  However, it should not be used without the consideration of some precautionary measures designed to prevent misunderstandings. For example, the model does not indicate the purposive nature of human communication.  In may ways, we can distinguish human communication from all other communication by indicating that human communication always involves purpose on the part of both source and receiver: there is no communication without purpose.


A second caution involves the nature of communication as a process.  As the visual model is shown, it may appear to the casual observer that communication is a linear process, perhaps even a step-by-step process, always going one way.  Yet we know that communication situations are seldom one-way.  Communication, like all processes, is dynamic, occurs in more than one direction, is ongoing, and is ever-changing.


All of the communication ingredients and factors we have mentioned and discussed are intertwined.  When we engage in communication as a process, we can’t pull any of them out – or the whole structure collapses.


When we want to analyze the communication process, to take it apart, we have to talk about sources, or messages, or channels, or receivers – but we must remember what we are doing.  We are distorting the process. We have to, but we don’t want to trick ourselves into believing that communication occurs “by the numbers.” ###

