MASS COM 313 READINGS #3

PURPOSE OF COMMUNICATION

Too often we look to the message (speech, manuscript, play, advertisement) in order to determine communicative purpose.  From a behaviorist’s point of view, it is more useful to define purpose as a goal of a creator or receiver of a message, not as the property of the message itself.


It is difficult to look at a given set of content and determine whether it is informative or persuasive, what effect it will have on a receiver, or what intention the source had in producing it.  We may find that we can relate certain characteristics of a message to certain intentions or effects – but it seems more useful to place purpose in the source and receiver, rather than the message.


We need to re-analyze the purpose of communication.  In doing this, we should employ at least four criteria for our definition of purpose.  Communication purpose must be specified in such a way that it is:

1. Not logically contradictory or inconsistent with itself.

2. Behavior-centered, i.e., expressed in terms of human behaviors.

3. Sufficiently specific that we can relate it to actual communication behavior.

4. Consistent with the ways in which people do communicate.

When we communicate, our basic purpose is to alter the original relationship between our own organism and the environment in which we find ourselves.  More specifically, our basic purpose is to reduce the probability that we are solely a target of external forces, and increase the probability that we exert force ourselves.  Our basic purpose in communication is to become an affecting agent, to affect others, our physical environment, and ourselves, to become a determining agent, to have a vote in how things are.  In short, we communicate to influence – to affect with intent.

In analyzing communication, in trying to improve our own communication ability, the first question we need to ask is, what did the communicator intend to have happen as a result of his message?  What was he trying to accomplish, in terms of influencing his environment?  As a result of his communication, what did he want people to believe, to be able to do, to say?  In psychological terms, what response was he trying to obtain?

All communication behavior has as its purpose, its goal, the producing of a response.  When we learn to phrase our purpose in terms of specific responses we want to secure from those attending to our messages, we have taken the first step in efficient and effective communication.

It is one of the most difficult concepts for people to understand and act upon.  Too often, we lose sight of our purposes for communicating. Often, we phrase them in such a way that we can’t tell whether we are accomplishing them or not.  Too often, writers feel their job is to write technical reports rather than to affect the behavior of their readers.  Television station producers and theatrical directors forget that their original purpose was to affect an audience – they get too busy “putting on plays” or “filling time with programs.”

Teachers forget about the influence they wanted to exert on students, and concentrate on “covering the material” or “filling fifty minutes three times a week.” Presidents of civic and professional organizations forget they are trying to influence or affect their members – they are too busy “having meetings” or “completing programs.” Agricultural extension workers forget they are trying to affect farmers and homemakers – they get too busy “giving our information” or “reporting research.”

Business and government meetings are held, reports are written, letters are sent, speeches are made, annual reports are distributed – with no clear understanding of how the communicator intends to affect his audience, but merely because “we’ve done it for years this way” or “meetings are always held on Thursday.”

How can we diagnose these apparent breakdowns in communication, this failure to affect the receiver in ways that were intended?  One opinion is that these communication breakdowns can be attributed to one or both of two causes: inefficiency or misperception.

Communication behavior becomes habitual, it often becomes inefficient.  We have a hazy idea of what we are about to do but we never are forced to specify it in detail – or check ourselves to see if we are accomplishing it.  There may be better, shorter ways of doing what we are doing – but we don’t think about it.  This inefficiency may be one reason for our inability to specify purpose if someone asks us to.

The second reason assumes that someone, either the source himself or an observer, misperceives how the source intends to affect response. Many writers aren’t trying to affect their readers – they’re trying to keep their jobs, and elicit the response from their supervisors and colleagues, “He gets a lot of things done.”  Many producers, teachers, extension workers, supervisors are not trying to affect their apparent audiences.  They are trying to win the approval of their peers, to get colleagues to say, “He’s one of us, he conforms to the way we do things around here.”  They actual purpose of communication may not be what it is perceived to be, even by the person performing it.  The purpose of communication is to affect.  This is not the only question we need to answer.  The question remains – affect whom and how?

Dimensions of Purpose

The ‘Who’ of Purpose


Any human communication situation involves the production of a message by someone, and the receipt of that message by someone.  When someone writes, someone must read it; when someone paints, someone must view it; when someone speaks, someone must hear it.  Any analysis of communicative purpose, or success in achieving the response intended, needs to raise and answer the question, for whom was this intended?  The communicator desires to affect response.  The next question is, Whose response does he intend to affect?


Presumably, the communicator intends to affect the responses of a particular person, or group of people – other than himself.  However, his message may be received by the person for whom it was intended, or by persons for whom it was not intended, or both.


One dimension of any analysis of communicative purpose is the discovery of the intended receiver for the message.  The communicator may intend his message for himself or for others. Others who receive it may or may not be those for whom it was intended.  In producing, receiving or criticizing any communication, a determination of the communicator’s purpose must be phrased in the following terms: How did the communicator intend to affect whom; i.e., what  response did he want from whom?  Purpose and audience are not separable.  All communication  behavior has as its purpose the eliciting of a specific response from a specific person (or group of persons).


In any communication situation, there are at lease two sets of purposes: (1) the response sought by the person producing the message, and (2) the response sought by the person receiving the message. Readers as well as writers have purpose.


The analysis of any communication situation must take into account both points of view.  How did the communication source intend to affect the person receiving the message, and how did the receiver intend to affect himself or others (including the source)?  We cannot say that the effects of all communication are those that were intended; receivers do not always respond in accord with the purpose of the source.


When the purposes of the source and receiver are incompatible, communication breaks down.  When they are independent, or complementary, communication can continue.  In any case, both the communication source and critic need to ask, why did the receiver approach this communication experience; i.e., why do people read newspapers, why do they attend the theater, why do they enroll in classes, etc.?


Given that communication occurs because someone desires to affect behavior, we must ask:

1) Who was the intended receiver; i.e., whose behavior did the source desire to affect?


2) What purpose, intended or non-intended, did the receiver have in engaging in communication?
The ‘How’ of Purpose


Given a decision on the target of communicative effect – the ‘who’ of purpose – the question remains, how does the source or receiver intend to affect the behavior, what kind of effect does he want to produce?


We can place any communication purpose somewhere along a continuum, bounded at one end by what we can refer to as “consummatory purpose” and at the other end by “instrumental purpose.” Position along this continuum is determined by the answer to the following question: To what extent is the purpose of this message accomplished entirely at the moment of its consumption, or to what extent is its consumption only instrumental in producing further behavior?


This distinction can be talked about as “immediate reward” and as “delayed reward.”  Individuals are rewarded immediately on receiving or producing some kinds of messages.  For example, an artist may compose a piece of music, and be satisfied in the composing process.  On the other hand, he may compose and present his music, not intending to produce this response primarily, but hoping that he can compose something that people will “like” well enough to buy.  In the latter case, he is using composition for an instrumental purpose – the favorable response produced in his audience is instrumental in producing further behavior on their part – buying a record, hiring him to compose or present something else, donating to a political cause, etc.


The receiver of a message also can have primarily consummatory or instrumental purposes in receiving a message.  He may read about crime, view certain television programs, engage in casual conversations, for consummatory reasons; i.e., he gets immediate rewards by feeling satisfied with himself, relaxing or reducing tension, etc.


On the other hand, he may read about certain things so that he may tell others about them later, and be perceived as “well-informed.”  He may study techniques, or principles, so that he may solve problems he faces on the job or in his personal life.  In these cases, his purpose is instrumental – his rewards from the communication are delayed until he can use what he has received as a tool in doing something else.


Again, friction or dissatisfaction between the communication source and receiver may occur because of differences in purposes, or misunderstanding of purpose.  In education, the teacher often presents factual material or the results of his thinking with a consummatory purpose.  He may intend that the student will respond favorably to the consumption of his message – will enjoy “knowing” for “knowledge’s” sake.


The student may not be interested in any message unless he sees an instrumental value in it – sees that he can “do something” with it later.  If this is the case, this kind of communication situation usually produces judgements by the teacher that students are “apathetic,” and lack “curiosity,” while the students complain that the professor is not “practical,” that he is “dull,” or that his course is a “bore.”

Summary:


We have talked about two dimensions of communication purpose.  First, we need to determine the “who-ness” of purpose.  We need to distinguish between the communication source, his intended receiver, and non-intended receivers who actually do receive the message.  For each, we need to ask: Is participation intended primarily to affect self or others, or both?  This question needs a specific answer before we can continue any kind of analysis of purpose.  The answer needs to be specified in terms of the behavior the message is intended to produce.


Secondly, we have talked about the need to place purposes on a consummatory-instrumental continuum.  The purpose of both the source and the receiver can be located along this continuum; i.e., is the purpose satisfied by the consumption of the message, or must the behavior produced by the message be itself used later as an instrument to elicit further behavior?


One problem remains: specification of the classes of response that are desired, the kinds of effects intended – the goals of our communication.  The categories of response-types of necessity could include all of the behaviors available to man.  Any response of which man is capable can be intended by the source or receiver.  This fact makes it extremely difficult to develop categories which are both consistent and useful in describing communicative intent; yet, the desirability or need for such a set of categories is obvious. ###

