HMASS COM 313 READINGS #5


COMMUNICATION AS INTERACTION


From the process viewpoint of communication, the behaviors of the source do not occur independently of the behaviors of the receiver – and vice versa.  The ingredients of communication are interdependent.  In any communication situation, the source and the receiver are mutually interdependent.


The concept of interdependence is itself complex.  The basic meaning for interdependence can be illustrated by defining the possible relationships between any two concepts, such as A and B.


Interdependence can be defined as reciprocal or mutual dependence.  If A affects B and B affects A, then A and B are interdependent.


Communication between two or more people requires an interdependent relationship; however, the levels of communicative interdependence vary from situation to situation.  How do these levels differ?

Levels of Communicative Interdependence


The four levels discussed are themselves not independent.  Any  communication situation probably includes some aspect of each; however, there are differences in emphasis from situation to situation.

Definitional-Physical Interdependence


You can’t define a receiver without defining the source.  The functions of the source and receive are physically interdependent, although the functions may be performed at different points in time and space.  When two people are communicating, they rely on the physical existence of the other for the production or reception of messages.

Action-Reaction Interdependence


In explaining what is meant by action-reaction, we can use any of several servo-mechanisms as an illustration.  For example, take the relationship between the air-conditioner and the thermostat.  Both the air-conditioner and the thermostat serve as a source and a receiver. Each encodes messages, each receives messages from the other.  Each affects the other.  They are interdependent.


Communication terminology includes a term that is relation to action-reaction interdependence.  We have referred to it before.  The term is “feedback.”  It is correct to say that the air-conditioner reacted to the thermostat; however, if we analyze the situation from the thermostat’s point of view, we can say that the reaction of the air-conditioner was fed back to the thermostat.  The thermostat can utilize the air-conditioner’s reaction in determining its next message.


Feedback from the air-conditioner was useful in that it affected the next message that the thermostat produced.  Without feedback from the air-conditioner, the thermostat would not be able to determine whether it should tell the air-conditioner to keep providing coolness or to turn itself off.  The thermostat needed feedback to ascertain whether it was being successful in its communication, whether it was having the desired effect.


The term “feedback” names a special aspect of receiver reaction.  It names the use which the source can make of this reaction in determining its own resources.


The source can use the reaction of the receiver as a check of the source’s effectiveness and a guide to his own future actions.  The reaction of the receiver is a consequence of the response of the source.  As a response consequence, it serves as feedback to the source.


Feedback provides the source with information concerning how successful he was in accomplishing his objective.  In doing this, it exerts control over future messages which the source encodes.


When a source receives feedback which is rewarding, he continues to produce the same kind of message.  When he gets non-rewarding feedback, he eventually will change his message.  In responding to a message, the receiver exerts control over the source.  The kind of feedback he provides determines in part the next set of behaviors of the source.  Speakers and audiences, actors and theatergoers, sources and receivers generally can be interdependent through the mutual effects of their actions on each other.


We can separate one communication situation from another by the ease with which feedback is obtained.  Person-to-person (face-to-face) communication permits maximum feedback.  All available communication channels can operate.  The source has an opportunity to change his message on the spot as a result of the feedback he gets.  On the other hand, such communication forms as the public media (newspaper, television, magazine, etc.) have minimum opportunities for feedback.  The source and receiver are separated in time and space.  They have little opportunity to observe each other’s response, to get feedback from the responses of the other.


Action-reaction relationships are significant in analyzing communication.  Feedback is an important instrument of effect. The reactions of the receiver are useful to the source in analyzing his effectiveness.  They also affect his subsequent behaviors because they serve as consequences of his prior responses.  If the feedback is rewarding, he perseveres.  If it is not rewarding, he changes his message to increase the chances of being successful.


Yet there are at least two possible pitfalls into which this kind of analysis can lead.


First, the concept of feedback usually is used to reflect a source orientation to communication, rather than a receiver orientation or a process orientation.  When we talk about the receiver’s responses as feedback for the source, we are observing communication situation from the point of view of the source.  We are perceiving through his eyes, not as an external observer.


The term “feedback” implies a point of view.  We have said that one individual makes a response, performs an act.  This response is perceived by a second individual, and responded to.  We say that the second individual reacts to the original message.  When we call this reaction “feedback,” we are structuring it as if we were the original source.  We are talking about a use we can make of a reaction, not the reaction itself.


If we are not careful, we begin to think about all of the process form the source’s point of view, and ignore the basic interdependence which produced the term “feedback” in the first place.


The second pitfall in the use of the action-reaction concept is concerned with our continuing reference to communication as a process.  The terms “action-reaction” deny the concept of process.  People are not thermostats or air-conditioners.  They have the capacity to make trial responses within the organism, to use symbols to anticipate how others will respond to their messages, to develop expectations about their own behavior and the behavior of others.  The concept of expectations is crucial to human communication.  It requires analysis at a third level of communication interdependence.

Interdependence of Expectations – Empathy


All human communication involves predictions by the source and receiver about how other people will respond to a message.  Even in the minimal interdependent situation that we have called physical interdependence, people have some expectations about each other.  They make predictions about the language facility of the other, the length of time the other will tolerate listening rather than speaking, the social relationships that exist between them, etc.


Any communicator carries around with him an image of his receiver.  He takes his receiver (as he pictures him to be) into account when he produces a message.  He anticipates the possible responses of his receiver, to predict them ahead of time.  These images that he has affect his own message behaviors. The development of expectations of the receiver by the source has its counterpart in the development of expectations of the source by the receiver.  Receivers have expectations about sources.


Communication receivers select and attend to messages in part because of their image of the source, and their expectations as to the kind of message this source would produce.  As sources and receivers, we have expectations about each other that affect our communication behavior.  Behavior is also affected by our images of ourselves.  Our self-images influence the kinds of messages we create and the treatment we give our messages.  Our expectations about our own behavior affect which messages we attend to.


As source and receivers, we carry around images of ourselves and a set of expectations about other people.  We use these expectations in encoding, decoding, and responding to messages. We take other people into account in framing messages.  We frame messages to influence a receiver – but our expectations about the receiver influence us and our messages.


In approaching the concept of expectations, we can return to our basic model of the communication process.  The communication source and receiver each possess certain communication skills, attitudes, and knowledge.  Each exists within social systems, and a cultural context. These affect how they will react to messages.  Communication represents an attempt to couple these two individuals, these two psychological systems.  Messages are used to accomplish this coupling of the organisms.


In one sense, messages are all that the organisms have available to them. By using messages, we come to “know” other men, to know ourselves.  We believe that we can understand in part what is going on within another person.  We develop expectations about what is going on within others and what will go on within ourselves.  The basic question is, how do we develop these expectations?


When we say that we “know” somebody, we mean more than we can recognize him physically when we see him.  We mean that we can predict correctly that he will believe certain things and not others, he will behave in certain ways and not in others, he will react in certain ways and not in others.


When we say we “know” somebody, including ourselves, we are saying that we understand how he operates as a psychological entity – as a person with thoughts, feelings, emotions, etc.  In making these predictions, we have physical behaviors as our basic data.  Each of us perceives how others behave.  We can observe these behaviors.  They are overt, public.  Expectations involved more than this.  They involve the private behaviors of man, his covert responses, his internal states, his beliefs, his meanings.  When we develop expectations, when we make predictions, we are assuming that we have skill in what the psychologists call empathy – the ability to project ourselves into other people’s personalities.  Unfortunately, there is no definitive answer.  We can define empathy as the process through which we arrive at expectations, anticipations of the internal psychological states of man.


We do develop expectations, we do have the ability to project ourselves into the internal states of others.  We can’t accept the argument that empathy doesn’t have meaning for us, that we can’t develop expectations and predictions, some kind of interpretative process occurs.


The development of expectations requires a special kind of talent.  We need to be able to think about objects which are nonavailable.  Expectations require decisions about the not-here and not-now.  In order to have expectations, to talk about the not-here and not-now, we create arbitrary symbols to represent the objects that are not available.  We need to be able to manipulate these symbols, and we need to be able to produce them.


Man is distinguished from other animals in that he has developed both of these talents.  He can receive and manipulate arbitrary symbols.  He can produce these symbols to serve his purpose.  Because of this, he can represent the non-available, the not-here and not now.  As Thordike put it, the use of arbitrary symbols allows “humans to think about things, not merely to think things.”


All of us anticipate the future, we make predictions about the relationships between (a) certain behaviors on our parts, (b) subsequent behaviors of other people, and (c) subsequent behaviors of our own.  We do more than act and react.  We develop expectations about others which affect our actions – before we take them.  This is what we mean by empathy.

Interaction: The Goal of Human Communication


One necessary condition for human communication is an interdependent relationship between the source and the receiver. Each affects the other.  At one level o analysis, communication involves only a physical interdependence, i.e., source and receiver are dyadic concepts, each requires the other for its very definition, each requires the other for its existence..


At a second level of complexity, interdependence can be analyzed as an action-reaction sequence.  An initial message affects the response that is made to it, the response affects the subsequence response, etc.   Responses affect subsequent responses because they are utilized by communicators as feedback – as information which helps them determine whether they are achieving the desired effect.


At a third level of complexity, communication analysis is concerned with emphatic skills, the interdependence produced by expectations about how others will respond to a message.  Empathy names the process in which we project ourselves into the internal states or personality of others in order to predict how they will behave.  We infer the internal states of others by comparing them to our own attitudes and predispositions.


At the same time, we engage in role-taking. We try to put ourselves in the other person’s shoes, to perceive the world as he sees it.  In doing this, we develop the concept of self that we make use to make inferences about others.  In communicating, we shift from inferences to role-taking, as a basis for our predictions, our expectations.  The expectations of the source and receiver are interdependent.  Each affects the other, each is developed by the other in part.


A final level of interdependent complexity is labeled interaction.  The term “interaction” names the process of reciprocal role-taking, the mutual performance of emphatic behaviors.  We can define interaction as follows: If two individuals make inferences about their own roles and take the role of the other at the same time, and if their communication behavior depends on the reciprocal taking of roles, then they are communicating by interacting with each other.


Interaction differs from action-reaction in that the acts of each participant in communication are inter-related with each other, they affect each other through the development of hypotheses about what these acts will be, how they fit the purpose of the source and receiver, etc.


The concept of interaction is central to an understanding of the concept of process in communication.  Communication represents an attempt to couple two organisms, to bridge the gap between two individuals through the production and reception of messages which have meanings for both.  At best, this is an impossible task. Interactive communication approaches this ideal.


When two people interact, they put themselves into each other’s shoes, try to perceive the world as the other person perceives it, try to predict how the other will respond.  Interaction involves reciprocal role-taking, the mutual employment of emphatic skills.  The goal of interaction is the merger of self and other, a complete ability to anticipate, predict, and behave in accordance with the joint needs of self and other. ###

