MASS COM 313 READINGS #6


HABITS, COMMUNICATION AND REWARDS


Much of man’s behavior is habitual, the development of habits is essential to everyday living. We develop habits in order to reduce the effort required to make responses.  If we had to think about everything we do, we wouldn’t get anything done.


The notion of habit is related to communication.  When we want to change a person – produce learning in a receiver – we must break some existing habit patterns and establish new ones.  We must force reinterpretation of a stimulus.  Sometimes, we don’t want to produce learning.  We only want to utilize an existing habit pattern. At other times we may want to strengthen a habit pattern which exists, but is not strongly developed.  All communication is related to the habits of the receiver, the ways in which he tends to respond to certain stimuli (message).


Learning occurs if and only if a stimulus is presented, perceived, interpreted, and responded to.  In addition, the organism perceives the response to have some consequence.  If the consequence is not rewarding, the response is discarded.  There are at least five basic principles which strengthen S-R relationships, five determinants of the development of habits.  They are:

1. Frequency of repetition of the S-R relationship

2. Isolation of the S-R relationship from competing S-R connections

3. Amount of reward

4. Time between response and reward

5. Effort required to make the response.

These are only five principles.  There are many others.  In fact, all of the findings of scientific research pertinent to the process of human learning can be of use in analyzing communication.  These five were selected because they are extremely important.  Here is an illustration or two of how each can be used in analyzing the process of communication.

Frequency


We use the concept of frequency in S-R connections whenever we try to learn a new skill, to perform a new task.  We usually refer to the principle of frequency by the term “practice.”  We say that practice makes perfect.  From our earlier discussion, we can see that practice does not necessarily make perfect.  Only rewarded practice makes perfect.


Some of the best examples of the use of the principle of frequency in communication come from advertising.  Today, the slogans of advertising are household words.  Many people can’t name their senator or crucial issues of the day – but they know which cigarette has the spirit of the USA, which detergent makes clothes whiter with just one soaping, and which juice is 100% natural.


Messages like these, repeated frequently, raise the chances that we think of the sponsor’s product (make the “right” response) when we want a cigarette, a detergent, or fruit juice. We will be more likely to purchase at least of these as a trial response.  The primary mission of advertising is to get people to make a trial response.


Advertising messages also serve another function.  They also tell us what kinds of reward we will get from using the product.  Advertising attempts to structure our perceptions of the possible rewards to be gained from use of the product.

Isolation


At any given time, each of us usually has a choice of stimuli that can be perceived.  We can attend to several different public media of communication, we can talk with people, can think by ourselves, etc.


If a communication source can isolate the receiver, can restrict the messages which are available to the receiver, the source can increase the chances that the receiver will attend to the source’s message – instead of other messages.


We can see examples of stimulus isolation in may totalitarian countries if we examine the government’s control of the public media of communication.  Government may not allow private commercial media of communication to operate, to transmit messages which compete with the government’s own messages.  The government may censor stories in the newspaper, may control news content so that people in the country can only get one set of messages, one point of view about the news.

Reward Level


Responses must be rewarded if they are to be retained. The more reward we get from a response, the more likely that we will retain the response.


Suppose you are the foreman or personnel manager of an industrial plant.  You want a particular worker to increase his productivity.  When he makes the correct response (increase his output) you reward him – you give him a raise, you compliment him on his work, you publicly acknowledge his contribution, you promote him to a more important job.


This example illustrates one caution that needs to be applied. Reward has to be defined in terms of the receiver.  In rewarding people it sometimes is difficult to know what kinds of consequences they will find rewarding; however, once you have located the type of consequence which will serve as a reward, you can increase the strength of the S-R connection by increasing the reward level. 

Reward Delay


The presence of reward is vital to effective communication, as is the amount. So is the time lag.  When a communication destination gets immediate reward from his response, he is more likely to retain the response.  If his rewards are delayed, the response strength is less likely to increase.


Studies of reading behavior indicate two important facts: First, material which provides immediate reward is more likely to be read by every body.  Second, delayed reward material is read more by people of high education levels than it is by people who have not attended school as long.


Other things being equal, responses which are rewarded immediately are more likely to be strengthened than are responses which are rewarded less rapidly.  We need to keep this in mind when we tray to provide rewards for our communication receivers.  Even if the final reward must be delayed, communication effectiveness is increased if a group of sub-goals (small immediate rewards) can be established for the receiver.  If we work on a task which requires three years to complete, we should set up a group o small sub-tasks which can be completed in shorter lengths of time.  Completion of these sub-tasks provide some reward – and these rewards sustain us until the entire task is completed.

Response Effort


Other things being equal, the organism makes responses which require little effort and avoids responses which require a lot of effort. When we communicate, we will be more effective if we can reduce the effort required by the receiver to make the desired response.


Again, we can find good examples of this in advertising communication.  When you receive a piece of direct-mail advertising, if often includes a stamped self-addressed return envelope.  Experience indicates that more goods are sold when return envelopes are included.  The reduction of effort increases the chances of the “right” response being made.


The same thing is true with many radio and TV commercials. One kind of commercial includes a statement such as “Send no money, just your name and address,” “don’t bother to write, just pick up the phone and call this number…” These messages are designed to reduce the effort required to make the correct response.  Again, some research indicated that sales (correct responses) go up when the consumer doesn’t have to pay his money right away, or can just telephone his response instead of writing a letter.


We have used the term “reward” frequently.  The concept of reward is central to habit strength, to communication effectiveness.  Individuals don’t respond unless they expect their responses to be rewarding, to have rewarding consequences.  Even the attention to selection and interpretation of a stimulus is related to our expectations of reward.  We perceive and interpret stimuli when we believe that we can respond to them in ways that will be rewarding.  If we can’t have an expectation of reward, we often refuse to even select and interpret stimulus.


For a better understanding of what is meant by reward, we can turn to Dewey’s concept of “self-interest.” Dewey argued that man only behaves in ways that he perceives to be in his own self-interest.  He does things he believes will help himself, and avoid doing things that he believes will hurt himself.  Each of us approaches any communication situation with what we call a “what’s n this for me” attitude.


Both Dewey’ concept of “self-interest” and the concept of reward have been interpreted too narrowly by some theorists. When we say that man approaches a communication situation with a “what’s in this for me” attitude, or with a “how will this develop my self-interests” attitude, we do not mean to restrict ourselves to a narrow hedonistic concept of pleasure versus pain, although this too is important.  What we “get” from a communication situation depends on our own values, the society and culture in which we operate, our neurological capacity for prolonged tension, the time of tolerance we have which permits rewards to be “delayed.”


The concept of reward needs to be looked on as a result of combining all of the affecting possibilities that the receiver sees as a consequence or a particular response. Some of these consequences are immediate and obvious, others may be delayed and less apparent.


The consequences of a given response are not all of the “plus” variety. The same response may produce consequences that are “minus” as well.  The taking of money that has been earned by another has “plus” factors (e.g., it reduces uncertainty about your financial security, it enables you to buy things you want, etc.). It also has “minus” factors (e.g., you may be arrested, you may have a feeling of guilt, you may lose the respect of people who are important to you).


We can look at reward as the result of adding all of the plus and minus factors that are involved in the intended response.  We emphasize plus factors in effective communication – we minimize minus factors.  As plus factors increase and minus factors decrease, communication becomes more effective.


Learning requires the breaking of an existing stimulus-response relationship, and the substitution of a new one.  This creates tension within the receiver.  The receiver does not welcome an increase in tension – he strives for reduction of tension.


Some people argue that people resist change, that people don’t want to learn. In a sense, this is true.  In another, it is not.  A distinguishing characteristic of the human animal is that he does learn, he does change, he is adaptive. How does this occur?


In order to avoid this paradox, we need to distinguish between creative tension and just plain tension.  Any message intended to convince the receiver that his present stimulus-response relationships are inadequate will produce tension within the receiver.  If the receiver can perceive that a new relationship may eventually produce greater certainty, allow him to have an ever greater effect, he will tolerate the temporary reduction of certainty in the hope of greater certainty or affective potential in the future.  If this occurs, we can label the tension as creative.  Learning can occur, change can occur.


If the receiver does not perceive the possibility that a new relationship will be of more use to him, tension is still produced – but it is not creative.  It does not produce learning.  It produces avoidance of the message, rejection of the source, or mental imbalance on the part of the receiver. Learning requires the production of tension, the reduction of certainty with the organism – but the tension must be creative if it is to be productive.


What is reward? Given a situation in which a receiver has related a given stimulus to a given response, he perceives his response to have certain consequences.  Some of these consequences increase his ability to affect, others may reduce it. Some may increase his ability to structure his environment, to reduce uncertainty – others may not. The total of these plus and minus factors, as perceived by the receiver, determines the reward value of a given response.


One dictionary defines reward as “something given in return.” Reward gives us greater power to affect, greater ability to structure the world. What do we give in return? The receiver gives  energy, work, time. When we speak or listen, when we write or read, when we perform communication task, we expend energy.


We have said that man operates to serve his energy – the principle of least effort. The more energy required to make a response, the less likely the response will be made – other things being equal. Required energy works as a deterrent to learning. Reward works as a stimulant to learning.


When we decide to perform or not perform a given communication behavior, we base our decision on the relationship between the amount of reward and the amount of energy required.  People and societies differ in the amount of energy available to them; therefore, they differ in the amount of learning or changes in behavior that they can tolerate. In any given situation, however, behavior change is determined by reward expected versus energy required.


Schramm has developed this relationship as a predictor of attention paid to communication.  He defines the fraction of selection of a message from the point of view of the receiver as:




Fraction of Selection = Expected Reward






                                      Expected Energy Required


This concept can be broadened to more than the selection of a message.  It applies to interpretation and learning as well.  We decide to perform those behaviors which we expect will be “worth the effort.”  We decide not to perform behaviors when we believe “they’re not worth the effort.”  We can define the fraction of decision as:




Fraction of Decision = Expected Reward 







 Expected Energy Required


The use of this fraction is helpful in practical communication situations.  Although it is difficult, if not impossible, to put quantitative values in the fraction, the implications is of value.  The greater the reward an individual perceives in making a response, the more energy he will expend (if he has it available) to make the response.  As perceived reward decreases, required energy must also decrease if the response is to be made.


Communication effectiveness can be increased in one or both of two ways: increasing the reward, or reducing energy. The nature of reward is quite complex. It can’t be interpreted merely as a short-range material or physical benefit.

SUMMARY


Using communication with self as an example, it is easy to demonstrate the relationships between communication and learning.


A message can be thought of as a stimulus. When you decode the message you are perceiving it as a stimulus.  When you encode a new message, you are making an overt response to the stimulus, as perceived and interpreted.  These three steps in the process of learning and of communication are equivalent. Only one other set of steps in the two processes needs to be related.


Learning requires interpretation of the perceived stimulus.  Intrapersonal communication requires the organism to operate as both a receiver and a source.  The important point is: these two statements are equivalent.  Our meaning for the term “interpretation” is the same as our meaning for the phrase “operates as both a receiver and a source.”


When you interpret a stimulus, you make a response to it (operate as a receiver). The response you make is covert, it is internal, it is non-observable.  Your internal covert response is part of interpretation – but not all of it.  The organism also creates a news stimulus as it interprets (operates as a source). The internal response that the organism makes serves to stimulate the organism – forces the organism to create a new message.  Interpretation includes the internal covert response which the organism makes to a perceived stimulus.  Interpretation also includes the stimulus which the organism creates as a result of having made the internal response.  When we intercept a stimulus, we operate as communication receivers and as communication sources.


The process of intrapersonal communication is equivalent to the process of human learning.  We perceive (decode).  We interpret (serve as receiver and as a source). We produce an overt response (encode). The stimuli we perceive and the responses we make are included in our meaning for the term “message.”


When we talk about learning, we usually start with the perception of a stimulus (decoding a message). When we talk about communication, we usually start with the intentions of a source (interpretation).  Because of these differing starting points, we often overlook the fact that we are talking about communication when we analyze learning.  Both are processes. Neither has a required beginning or a required end.  Both are continuous, dynamic, on-going.


When we remember that both learning and communication are processes, it is easier for us to see that they are equivalent.  The six ingredients that are involved in learning have their analogues in the ingredients that are involved in communication:

Ingredients in Learning


Ingredients in Communication

1. Organism




1. Channel

2. Stimulus




2. Message

3. Perception




3. Decoder

4. Interpretation of stimulus


4. Receiver-Source

5. Overt response to stimulus


5. Encoder

6. Consequence of response


6. Feedback

###

