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After studying this chapter, you should be able to: 
 ■   explain the difference between communication and communications 
 ■  discuss the strengths and weaknesses of various communication models 
 ■  explain why communication breaks down and why it succeeds 
 ■  explain the limitations of communication processes.     
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Of course an engineer or physicist might suggest that this conception clearly demonstrates 
that the many subsume the one, and therefore demonstrates the superiority of engineering 
and physics over the social sciences, but this is not necessarily true. This book, for example, 
does not have much to say about electronic networks or technology (being concerned with 
‘singular’ communication). However, some of the concepts we explore do relate to graphic 
communication and symbolism, so it would be perfectly viable to render the relationship 
as in �gure�1.3, where the design of information suggests the opposite tendency — the one 
subsuming the many, setting up the humanities and the social sciences as clearly superior 
to physics and engineering.

Such a debate is ultimately futile or an example of a false dilemma fallacy: communication 
and communications are both vitally important and increasingly interact with one another.

As we learn more about human communication and as the technology of 
communications seems to accelerate in development every day, it would certainly be a 
good idea for communication specialists (and that includes all human beings) to know 
more about communications, and it would be an equally good idea for technologists, or 
communications specialists (who are also part of humanity) to know more about human 
communication.

We need, in other words, to have as much meta-communication — communication about 
communication and communications — as possible.

Priestley’s paradox
Mediated or technology-driven communication is developing and expanding all the time. In 
the past thirty years, for example, communication innovations have included:

■■ facsimile or fax machines
■■ cordless telephones
■■ answering machines/voicemail
■■ mobile/cell/wireless telephones
■■ SMS, or short messaging service
■■ pagers
■■ satellite transmission of images and sounds
■■ cable television
■■ interactive television

Meta-communication: 
communication about 
communication and 
communications

Communication

Communications

  FIGURE 1.3   Communications 
within communication
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systems that create dataholics who become emotionally dependent on smartphones, the 
internet and other technologies (O’Connor et al. 2013; Weiss & Schneider 2013; Ferenstein 
2013; Tokunaga 2013; Price 2011)? Perhaps we can go even further and speculate that some 
people� may in fact use communications technology — computers, the internet, television, 
radio and telephones — to avoid engaging in personal, face-to-face communication 
with�others.

During the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, hijackers used mobile 
phones to coordinate the attacks, while passengers on the doomed aeroplanes used the same 
technology to say goodbye to their relatives (Dutton & Nainoa 2002). In light of this, how do 
we reconcile the potential for good and bad of the new technologies?

Communication: models for 
understanding
When we travel to unfamiliar places, we use a road map to help us arrive at our destination. 
When we look at a map, we accept that it is a diagram; a simpli�ed schematic way of 
looking at things. A photographic map might be more realistic — that is, it might look more 
like the actual terrain we are covering — but the photographic map might give us too much 
information. It probably won’t be as clear as the diagrammatic map.

Whether we use a diagrammatic or a photographic map, we are unlikely to confuse it 
for the real thing — the actual terrain. We use common sense to accept the limitations of 
mapping so that we can achieve a purpose — getting to where we want to go.

So it is with communication. One of the best ways of understanding communication is 
to look at models of the process. Models can help us to understand, even though they are 
necessarily limited and are not to be confused with the real thing. Maps and models help us 
to understand or ‘see’ reality in ways that reality alone cannot, because reality masks the 
patterns that lie beneath.

Models 1 and 2: Lasswell, and Shannon 
and�Weaver
The systematic analysis of communication began in earnest after World War II. Harold 
Lasswell suggested that all communication processes could be understood in terms of a 
simple�process�(table 1.1). (We might compare this model with the mnemonic used�by journalists 
when covering a news story — 5W-H, or What, When, Where, Why, Who and�How;�note the 
discussion of communication models in chapter 17 ‘Public communication’).

Dataholic: a person who is 
emotionally dependent on 
communications systems such 
as mobile phones and the 
internet

ASSESS YOURSELF
1.	Consider, by yourself or in discussion with others, these questions.

•	 Is Priestley’s paradox convincing or farfetched?
•	 Do dataholics exist?

2.	Scenario: New scientific research demonstrates conclusively that a new communication 
technology (e.g. LCD or touch computer screens, mobile phones or wireless computing) emits 
cancer-inducing radiation. Would you now:
•	 avoid using the technology
•	 reduce your use of the technology
•	 continue using the technology at the level you have been using it
•	 increase your level of use of the technology?
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Who What Channel Whom Effect

Who? Says what? In what channel? To whom? With what effect?

Source: Adapted from Lasswell (1948).

Shannon and Weaver developed a more mechanical or technological perspective on 
the communication process, introducing the concept of noise (�gure 1.5). In physics and 
telecommunications, ‘noise’ is a disturbance that obscures or reduces the clarity of a signal 
(e.g. static, ‘visual confetti’ or echo). Thus, the clarity of a TV picture or radio signal or phone 
line is sometimes measured using a signal-to-noise (S/N) ratio: a high ratio suggests that the 
TV picture or radio sound or telephone signal will be of high quality, because there is much 
more signal than noise.

Shannon and Weaver’s Sender–Message–Receiver (SMR) model has been very in�uential in 
the communication sphere (Maras 2000). It helps simplify the complexities of communication 
and makes it possible to analyse communication processes to see where, for example, barriers 
to communication might be erected or where communication breakdown might take place, as 
well as how barriers to communication might be dismantled so that communication success 
can occur.

The Shannon–Weaver model, however, has also received the following criticisms (Chandler 
1994).

■■ It embodies a bad metaphor — that of information as a packet or container being 
transported, as if meanings were neutral rather than constructed and liable to subjective 
reading, or decoding. In reality, different individuals will interpret the same information 
in different ways.

■■ It is linear — that is, it sees communication as a one-way process, the receiver being 
passive, whereas communication usually occurs in both directions, involving a response 
or feedback from the receiver, who then becomes a sender, with the original sender 
becoming the receiver.

■■ It presumes that all communication is intentional and transparent, but some communication 
is unintentional, such as body language that contradicts what is being said, and some is 
nontransparent (its meaning is hidden).

■■ It ignores the social context in which communication occurs: the context 
comprises� spoken� and unspoken social rules and norms, cultural patterns, gender 
differences and�other�factors that potentially could radically transform the meanings of 
messages.

Models 3, 4 and 5: Berlo, Lievrouw/Finn 
and�Foulger
Let’s now build on the basic models we have considered and look at more complex (and 
perhaps more effective) models.

  TABLE 1.1   Lasswell’s model 
of communication

Sender–Message–Receiver 
(SMR) model: a model 
showing a one-way path or 
pattern of communication
Communication breakdown: a 
misunderstanding or failure to 
communicate
Communication success: 
achievement of understanding 
between interacting 
individuals and groups

Information
source Transmitter Receiver Destination

Noise
source

Sender Message Receiver

Message Signal Received
signal

Message

  FIGURE 1.5   The Shannon–
Weaver model 
Source: Adapted from Shannon 
and Weaver (1999 [1949]).
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The three dimensions of the model are control, involvement and temporality, and they 
help to explain the properties of different modes and channels of communication.

Senders and receivers �gure in the model, but the linear progression of messages assumes 
less importance here. What is most signi�cant is the balance of control between senders 
and receivers. Involvement refers to distance — both physical and psychological — and the 
extent to which such distances are low or high. Finally, the experience of the message can 
be understood in terms of whether things happen simultaneously or not. Thus, face-to-face 
interaction between two individuals or members of a group can be characterised as equal 
control/high involvement/simultaneous, while email can be characterised as control slightly 
in favour of sender/low involvement/mainly nonsimultaneous.

For Lievrouw and Finn, the mediated/nonmediated dichotomy is a false dilemma: they 
assert that all communication is mediated, even interpersonal, because interpersonal 
communication cannot take place without the mediation of �ve senses and channels such 
as air and light.

The model helps us to compare apples with oranges — modes of communication that are 
normally not compared. While the assertion that senses are media and that channels are air 
and light is problematic for some, the model nevertheless helps us to see that variables such 
as control, involvement and temporality may be as important as left-to-right sequences in 
diagrams in our quest to understand communication processes.

1. Face-to-face interaction, small groups
2. Live radio
3. Live television
4. Telephone
5. Books
6. Records
7. Television with DVD player

  8. Movies
  9. Telephone with answering machine
 10. Voicemail
 11. Email
 12. Overnight postal delivery
 13. Postal mail
 14. Database systems

1

2

4
11 12 13

14

10

5

6
7

9

Simultaneous

Receiver

Sender

Low

High

Nonsimultaneous
Temporality

Control

Involvement

(Equal)

3 8

  FIGURE 1.7   Lievrouw and 
Finn’s communication 
systems model 
Source: Adapted from Lievrouw 
& Finn (1990, p. 54).

ASSESS YOURSELF
Identify points in figure 1.7 where newer media might be located.
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we are to speculate on why some messages don’t get sent in the �rst place, or if received and 
decoded still do not seem to get through, then the editing concepts might have some value.

Noise
Noise is anything that distorts the message or creates barriers to communication. Typical 
sources of noise in communication include:

■■ sounds, noise
■■ static, echo
■■ hearing impairment
■■ faulty eyesight
■■ imperfect transfer of information (e.g. a telephone message is passed on inaccurately)
■■ poor concentration
■■ incomplete message transfer
■■ information deliberately withheld
■■ message misinterpretation (e.g. as a result of fatigue, false assumptions or prejudices)
■■ mispronunciation
■■ nonverbal behaviour that appears to contradict message content
■■ misperception of situations and people.

Feedback
Feedback (a term that originated in the �eld of telecommunications but has come to be 
understood as any response to a message) may entail a raised eyebrow, applause, laughter, 
disagreement, a spoken response (‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘I do’), a physical response (a punch, a kiss, a 
confused look), a written response (a reply to a letter, memo or email), or a change in social 
behaviour (an increase in TV ratings, a consumer decision to buy something, a bid at an 
auction).

Feedback, then, transforms a one-way message into two-way communication, by allowing 
the participants in the communication process to switch the roles of sender and receiver. 
‘Feedback’, as a term, reveals its history in the telecommunications engineering discourse of 
Shannon and Weaver and the later discourse of computer science. As such, it strikes some 
as being a piece of jargon, and suggests a dehumanised, mechanical and unrealistic way of 
describing human communication. A North American university senior administrator once 
created a policy whereby any administrator using the terms ‘feedback’ or ‘input’ would be 
�ned a small but symbolic amount (Dickson 1992). It is nicely ironic that a term that has 

Noise: anything that interferes 
with or distorts a message, 
or creates barriers to 
communication

Feedback: response from 
message recipient, turning 
one-way into two-way 
communication

ASSESS YOURSELF
Play the game of Chinese whispers. Working in groups (the larger the better), have one person 
create a nonsense text message featuring some basic description and speech (e.g. The blue wizard 
put on a yellow cape and walked to the castle window. He looked out onto the red snow below. 
There he could see six giant green deer, two of them having silver antlers. The wizard said, ‘Boo 
ha Joe’), then whisper the message to another person, out of earshot of the rest of the group. This 
second person then repeats the message, to the best of his or her recall, to a third person. Repeat 
this process as many times as possible. Finally, compare the message spoken by the last person to 
receive it with the original version. Has the message changed? If so, what might this reveal about 
communication processes and noise?

ASSESS YOURSELF
Working by yourself or with others, brainstorm different ways in which communicators might 
pre-edit or edit different messages. Use the explanations listed in tables 1.5 and 1.6 or invent new 
explanations drawn from your own experience and knowledge.
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■■ 360° feedback (in which a person is appraised or evaluated by those above, below and at 
the same level in an organisation)

■■ MBWA (Management By Walking Around), a management approach that entails leaders 
simply walking through work areas, making themselves available to listen to all staff 
members, rather than remaining inaccessible in management of�ces

■■ closed-circuit telecast — private TV programs broadcast via cable or satellite throughout 
an organisation

■■ video recordings and DVDs — e.g. brie�ngs or training programs
■■ position papers — documents outlining organisational policy
■■ focus groups — small groups brought together to discuss particular issues
■■ instant messaging — real-time messages sent via computer networks, often viewed on 

screen on an ongoing basis
■■ ombudsman or ombudswoman — a person whose role is to mediate con�icts and 

communication problems within an organisation.
Other, informal channels of communication within organisations are not controlled by 

management. These include informal meetings and the grapevine, or rumour mill. All these 
approaches to communication have their strengths and weaknesses (table 1.8).

Information 
channel Strengths Weaknesses
Memos ■■ Provide hard-copy documentation of 

events, situations and problems
■■ Can ensure that the same message 

reaches everyone
■■ Can impose discipline upon the 

writer to describe a situation 
accurately

■■ Can be used to send attachments 
(graphics etc.) that provide real 
information

■■ May be unnecessary and irksome
■■ If sent too frequently, will not be read or 

taken seriously
■■ May be an excuse for some writers to 

avoid face-to-face communication with 
others

■■ Slower than email; becoming used 
much less often than email

Facsimile ■■ Provide hard-copy documentation of 
events, situations and problems

■■ Can provide a more rapid response 
to those outside the organisation 
than channels such as letters

■■ Can provide basic, hand-drawn 
visuals

■■ Dependent on recipient having similar 
hardware in order to receive message

■■ Older models use paper that does not 
retain images well

■■ Increasingly being ignored in favour of 
email

Noticeboards ■■ Cheap, low-tech
■■ Democratic — everyone has equal 

access to information
■■ Traditional

■■ Physically fragile
■■ Can easily get lost under notice 

overload
■■ Can easily be defaced, removed
■■ Readers need to be motivated to read

Emails ■■ Provide documentation of events
■■ Can ensure that the same message 

reaches everyone
■■ Asynchronous — that is, sender 

can send them out at one time 
and receivers can receive them at 
another time

■■ Can impose discipline on the writer 
to describe a situation accurately 
and in detail

■■ May be unnecessary and irksome
■■ If sent too frequently, will not be read or 

taken seriously
■■ May be an excuse for some writers to 

avoid face-to-face communication with 
others

■■ If created in a hurry (as many are), may 
convey impression of sloppiness and 
lack of professionalism

■■ May prove difficult to store, file and 
access

  TABLE 1.8   Strengths and 
weaknesses of different 
information channels
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2.	Suitability
Match the channel to the message itself and the receiver, audience or target. Channel suitability 
simply means that you choose a channel whose strengths are greater than its weaknesses in 
terms of the nature of the message and the audience or target (see �gure 1.10).

3.	Variation
We cannot assume that the channels or media we use will necessarily convey a message 
in a neutral and mechanical way: they may affect or vary the content of the message in 
subtle or signi�cant ways, and these effects may be positive or negative. Indeed, we may, 
consciously or unconsciously, send out quite different messages, depending on the channels 
we use (Chandler 2002). In effect, this is another type of noise in the communication process. 
Media theorist Marshall McLuhan once famously claimed ‘the medium is the message’ — in 
other words, media are not neutral, but actually vary or transform messages and, ultimately, 
human institutions; see McLuhan (2004 [1964]) and Grif�n, and Park’s discussion of 
McLuhan’s ‘technological determinism’ (Grif�n, Ledbetter and Sparks 2015, p. 317; Grif�n & 
Park 2013). Thus, one group listening to a debate on radio and another watching the same 
debate on television may disagree on who actually won the debate, even though they heard 
exactly the same words.

4.	Preferences
While being aware of our own preferences in communication style, in order to choose 
channels we can work with we should not reject other channels that are effective but 
with which we may not be as comfortable. For example, a workplace manager who feels 
uncomfortable interacting directly with her people may keep them at arm’s length with a 
stream of emails and memos, most of which are ignored by her staff, who feel demoralised 
and unsupported. She might well be more effective if she were to hold informal meetings or 
begin to trust her area supervisors to brief staff on important matters.

By contrast, another manager who depends too much on informal meetings and random 
conversations may confuse his staff with inconsistent messages and policy, and could 
perhaps bene�t from sending out electronic and paper documents setting out policy in 
a consistent way. If we practise using new or unfamiliar channels, we may become more 
effective in getting our messages through.

Channel suitability: matching 
the channel to the message 
and the receiver, audience or 
target

Variation: the possible 
tendency of media or message 
processes to vary or transform 
or change the content of a 
message

Preferences: the inclination 
or bias towards one particular 
communication channel rather 
than another

Message

Channels

Audience/target

  FIGURE 1.10   Choosing the 
appropriate channel: first 
consider the message type 
and the audience or target
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things would be better’. The same assumption sometimes underlies people’s understanding 
of listening: ‘If only you would listen to me . . .’ The outcome of real communication may in 
fact be disagreement rather than agreement, and to merely ‘talk’ or to see communication 
as a metadiscourse of ‘talking about talking’ (Craig 2005) may not be enough (see the 
discussion of meta-communication earlier in the chapter).

Within organisations, communication is sometimes overrated as a source of con�ict. 
Con�ict may also be due to objective factors such as unit, divisional or team goals, role 
requirements, organisational structures, personalities, performance criteria, resource 
allocation and different value systems (Robbins & Judge 2014).

More communication, rather than less, can also back�re when:
■■ we ‘talk a problem to death’, going over the same ground again and again without making 

headway
■■ a salesperson doesn’t shut up and let the customer think about the product and purchase 

decision
■■ two people engaged in heated argument say things they later regret (Adler & Proctor�2014).

In other words, we can all learn to be more effective in our communication with others, 
but sometimes the most effective communication is to say nothing at all, and sometimes we 
miss the point if we think that a problem is solely or even partially due to communication 
dif�culties.

Communication and ethics
As communicators, we are often faced with ethical dilemmas, and in this book, we consider 
many situations in which such dilemmas are presented.

■■ Should I embellish my résumé or curriculum vitae with ‘half-truths’ in order to get a job?
■■ Should I ‘lie with statistics’ when using graphs or charts in documents or presentations to 

make my arguments more persuasive?
■■ Should I pass on, and perhaps embellish, rumours on the organisational grapevine?
■■ Should I plagiarise material to pad out documents I am writing?
■■ Should I use dubious tactics (attack the person, divide and conquer) when negotiating 

with others?
■■ Should I censor or �lter or block information getting to others?
■■ Should I censor myself or remain silent when the group I am in is making important 

decisions?
■■ Should I contribute to a ‘shoot-the-messenger’ culture by coercing those who bring 

bad news or those who are ‘whistleblowers’ or want to speak out about organisational 
malpractice?

■■ Should I create ‘spin’ or deceptive impressions when communicating with the public?
■■ Should I use knowledge about human behaviour (body language, emotional 

intelligence,�neurolinguistic programming) to more effectively manipulate others? (See 
chapters 8–10.)

■■ Should I deliberately distort the situation analysed in a report I am writing in order to 
create further work opportunities for myself?

■■ Should I manipulate meetings so that a hidden agenda, rather than the written agenda, 
is followed?
These are not easy questions, and the realities of the workplace and the wider world 

often make decisions more dif�cult than we might think. Marcoux (2006), for example, has 
argued that, in certain circumstances, it might be right to embellish a résumé, and indeed 
it might be necessary to do so as a matter of self-defence (the circumstances include those 
where former employers might not divulge job position details because of legal constraints 
and where future employers use selection methods apart from simply perusing résumés). 
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However, as with all ethical questions, we must tread warily on such an issue (Kuhn, Johnson 
&�Miller�2013).

Ethics and rationalisation
We need to be aware of rationalisations we might indulge in to come up with reasons for 
conduct that is not ethical. Such rationalisations include:

Everybody’s doing it, so why shouldn’t I?

This is the argument from democracy: numbers determine what is right. A cliché image of 
blind conformity is that of lemmings jumping off a cliff: if, however, you are smarter than 
the average lemming, should you go over the cliff too, along with the rest of the herd? Also, 
if everyone else around you believes that the world is �at, but you can see that the horizon 
is curved, should you go along with what they are saying? In fact, in many circumstances, 
it does make sense to go along with a lie or delusion if the consequences of not doing so are 
too negative (e.g. being burnt at the stake for af�rming that the world is not �at). As the old 
saying goes, there is no greater sin than to be right at the wrong time. Nevertheless, if the 
consequences are not too negative, it pays to speak out and speak the truth. Later on, you 
will be hailed as a leader rather than a heretic. When in doubt, apply the hostile lawyer or 
courtroom test. Imagine that you are on trial; you give this rationalisation as your excuse 
for your conduct, and you are cross-examined by a hostile lawyer who says: ‘Do you really 
expect this court to accept that you did what you did merely because the other defendants 
did it as well?’ If such a situation makes you think twice, then you should resist group 
pressure and the siren call of this rationalisation.

‘It’s not illegal.’

True, but is it right? As US Supreme Court judge Potter Stewart (1915–1985) put it: ‘Ethics 
is knowing the difference between what you have a right to do and what is right to do’.

‘They did it to me, so I’m going to do it to them.’

Very seductive logic with this rationalisation, but a tit-for-tat dynamic rarely works as a 
mechanism for resolving con�ict, not least because both parties to a dispute will rarely agree 
on who started it or the actual quantitative measure of action and reaction. The counter to 
this is ‘two wrongs don’t make right’.

‘If I don’t do it, somebody else will.’

Ah, but sometimes they don’t. And even if they do, what if what they do is killing people or 
some other unacceptable action? Are you constrained by circumstances to pre-empt them? Of 
course not. (For more on ethical rationalisations, see the ‘Ethics scoreboard rule book: ethics 
fallacies, myths, distortions and rationalizations’ at www.ethicsscoreboard.com.)

Schermerhorn (2013) has described the way in which organisations try to come to terms 
with ethical dilemmas in meeting social responsibilities. He argues that there are four 
strategies that organisations can adopt. These are shown in table 1.9.

Strategy Nature of strategy
Proactive This is the top-level approach. Here, the organisation’s managers and/or staff meet 

economic, legal and ethical responsibilities, but also actively consider discretionary 
performance. Problems are anticipated and sought out, and maximum transparency 
and flow of information within the organisation and at its boundaries with its 
stakeholders are central to its transactions with the world.

  TABLE 1.9   Ethical strategies 
for organisations

(continued)
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