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THE CONDITIONS FOR COMMUNICATION SUCCESS


Communication specialists closely agree about the conditions fundamental to communication success even though they may describe the conditions differently or arrange them in various sequences or combinations.


If we are to think of messages produced by a source as stimuli, then we can talk about the possible responses of the receiver as being attention, understanding, acceptance and action.  Or all these conditions, there is little argument that attention and meaning are the most important.  These are the internal responses the receiver makes.  If our receiver does not pay attention, we cannot hope to be successful.  Neither can we be successful if the receiver has no meaning for the message or it elicits meaning we did not intend.


Understanding is part of the process of obtaining a meaning for messages.  It involves not only words, but the sentences and total context.  But understanding is often not enough; we also want the receivers to accept, that is, agree with what we have to say.  Finally, we might say that public commitment or action is the ultimate response sought in communicating.


Because of the basic importance, our discussion here will concentrate on the factors related to these two topics – (1) attention, and (2) meaning and understanding.

ATTENTION


Unless the receiver attends to the message, there can be no communication. Attention is the primary effect – the basic response – desired.  Consequently, one of the first considerations of the communicator is how to produce a message – produce stimuli – that will capture the attention of his intended audience.  Although the ability to attract attention is probably the communication area in which most people are most competent, a brief review of some of the underlying principles may help us to become more efficient as well as effective.

1. People attend partly on the basis of the availability of the message. It must be physically available to the intended receiver in such a form as he can see it, hear it, feel it, smell it, or taste it. It must be physically available to the intended receiver at such times and at such places that it is possible for him to attend to it.  Furthermore, in its physical availability, the message must be readily available in terms of perceived ease of effort in attending to it.  Some of the implications of the principle include plans for repeating the message in different forms at different times and places so it becomes available to the maximum number of the intended audience.

2. People attend partly on the basis of the contrast of the message with other competing messages.  Many argue that this is the most essential principle in attention, and in fact, it subsumes all others.  The principle of contrast is based on the notion that a person is more apt to attend to any stimuli that is notably different than other stimuli in the immediate environment, providing that the stimulus is readily available. 

Among the many factors which can be varied in appropriate situations to achieve contrast are: verbal captioning and labeling, color, brightness, movement, size, white space, shape pitch, and volume of sound.

Other factors that can be considered here are variations in the manner of approach to a subject, repetitions in message transmission, variations within the repetitions, and even the possibility of creating a mysterious or ambiguous stimuli in an otherwise familiar context.

3. People attend partly on the basis of expected interest, expected reward, or even expected threat. In other words, the relation of the message to a receiver’s needs, wants, motivations, interests, habits, roles, frames of reference will have a great deal to do with determining whether it attracts and holds his attention.  This principle has implications for the use of prior messages to build interest, of trick or unusual beginnings, and of pointing up the potential rewards for attending.

4.  People attend partly on the basis of past experience with similar messages, media or sources. In trying to produce his messages so that they attract maximum attention, the communicator usually deals with two variables – the content and intensity.  As Schramm points out, “This is a delicate business because if he gains attention by an intensity cue and then does not suitably reward the attention, or if he indicates that a story has great reward of threat for the audience and the story does not live up to the head, he is in danger of extinguishing that response in his audience.”  Attention-getting cues also may (1) cause the message to be misperceived, or (2) result in only the attention getting cues being remembers while the message is forgotten. ###

