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ABSTRACT

Previous research has consistently linked notions of

interpersonal trust and source credibility to communication

behavior. The study reported here used three dimensions of

source credibility (safety, expertise, and dynamism) to ex-

tend the summative variable "trust" into components relevant

to communication in organizational units. The credibility

dimensions were shown to be differentially related to the fre-

quency, accuracy, and openness of communication in work units.

Perceptions of the accuracy and openness of information ex-

change were also related to the number of others contacted and

the frequency of interaction.

-1-
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CREDIBILITY AND COMMUNICATION IN WORK UNITS

Previous reviews of the organizational communication literature

suggest that interpersonal "trust" consistently influences a broad range

of communication behaviors of people at work (O'Reilly, Note 1). For

example, research has demonstrated that high trust is associated with

group accomplishment (Friedlander, 1970), efficient problem solving (Zand,

1972), more accurate transmission of information (Gibb, 1964; Read, 1962),

and more cooperative behavior (Loomis, 1959). Recent investigations

(O'Reilly & Roberts, 1974; Roberts & O'Reilly, 1974a; 1974b) have demon-

strated that a lack of trust by a sender in a receiver is associated with

propensities for the sender to withhold or distort information and percep-

tions by the receiver of a loss of information accuracy and communication

openness. In the O'Reilly and Roberts (1974) study, trust by the sender

in the receiver accounted for 22 percent of the variance in the upward

transmission of information reflecting unfavorably on the sender.

In spite of the substantial empirical evidence linking trust and

communication, little effort has been made to differentiate the broad no-

tion of "trust" into specific components applicable to communication in an

organizational setting. Early conceptualizations of interpersonal trust

involved such elements as predictability, expectation, and risk (e.g.,

Deutsch, 1958). When applied specifically to communication behavior, trust

has been seen as founded in the perceived characteristics of senders and

receivers, i.e., their credibility, and the impact of these on message
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acceptance and attitude change (e.g., Giffin, 1967; McGuire, 1969; Weiss,

1969). More recent research identifies three distinct perceived charac-

teristics or components of source credibility; safety or general trust-v

worthiness, expertise or qualification, and dynamism or general activity

level (Berlo, Lemert & Mertz, 1969; Simon, Berkowitz & Moyer, 1970).

These elements of source credibility appear to differentiate and

extend the summative variable "trust" used in previous investigations of

organizational communication phenomena into components which may be re-

lated to important aspects of communication in organizations such as the

frequency, accuracy, and openness of information exchange. One's general

communication behavior in organizations may partially reflect perceptions

of the credibility of the information milieu in terms of perceptions of

R-afptv expEPrtIQP, and dvnamism. Tb1se pprrpntinns' mny than hba Qqn,-in8

with variations in the quantity and quality of information exchanged, both

by individuals and across groups.

Organizational climate factors such as consideration, warmth, sup-

portiveness, etc. appear to be conceptually similar to a general notion

of credibility as it is used here. Evidence exists linking these climate

dimensions to communication in work units. For example, O'Reilly and

Roberts (Note 2) report significant relationships between work group sup-

portiveness, a climate factor, and a number of perceptual facets of com-

munication reflecting the accuracy and openness of information flow in

organizations. Bowers (Note 3) reports strong associations between orga-

nizational climate dimensions such as managerial support and interaction
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facilitation and the extent to which people in work units keep each other

informed. Hence, a broad notion of trust or credibility appears to be

related to the quantity and quality of organizational communication.

To investigate the exploratory hypothesis that aspects of credi-

bility differentially affect communication behaviors, this study examined

relationships among the components of credibility discussed, two percep-

tual facets of communication seen as important for the functioning of

organizational units (perceived accuracy of information and perceived

openness of communication), and five sociometric measures of communica-

tion assessing frequency, amount, and type of interaction.

Method

Subjects

Respondents were employees in all job functions except MD's in

twenty private general care medical practices. The practices ranged in

size from two to twenty members with a mean of six and a median of five.

One hundred ten (110) of a possible 122 respondents (90 percent response

rate) were surveyed.

Procedure

Each medical practice was visited, the nature of the research ex-

plained, questions answered, and the questionnaire distributed. Addressed

and stamped envelopes were provided and completed surveys returned di-

rectly to the researchers to insure respondent confidentiality and to



Credibility and Communication

allow participants time to complete the questionnaire without disrupting

normal operations.

Measurement

Each respondent provided some demographic information and re-

sponded to questions about the following:

(1) Credibility. An eighteen item bipolar adjective check list

(seven point scales) which required the subject to indicate the extent to

which the adjective pair described the information milieu in the practice.

The eighteen items included six each assessing safety (unjust-just, cruel-

kind, dangerous-safe, unfriendly-friendly, dishonest-honest, disagreeable-

agreeable), expertise (trained-untrained, experienced-inexperienced,

ski 1 lrl-i,n¢,1r1 1 , ipfonfnrmpd-in-informed, atithoritative-unauthoritative,

qualified-unqualified), and dynomism (meek-agressive, tired-energetic,

passive-active, timid-bold, hesitant-emphatic, forceless-forceful). These

adjective pairs were drawn from the factor analytic results presented by

Berlo, Lemert and Mertz (1969).

(2) Information accuracy and communication openness. Respondents

indicated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed (on a seven point

scale) with ten statements descriptive of the communication of information

in their work groups. These ten items form two indices, one assessing

information accuracy within the group, the other openness of communication.

For example, items assessing information accuracy included agreement or

disagreement with the following statements: (1) The information I receive

is often inaccurate, and (2) It is often necessary for me to go back and
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check the accuracy of information I have received. Examples of the five

items assessing communication openness include: (1) It is easy to talk

openly to all members of this group, and (2) It.is easy to ask advice

from any member of this group.

The indices were developed using two independent samples: 241

military enlisted personnel from a variety of job functions and work

groups, and 87 members of five mental health teams. Discriminant validity

for the two indices was assessed using a principal component analysis and

varimax rotation. The rotated factor loadings and Cronbach alphas (an

internal consistency measure) for the two development samples and the re-

spondents from the medical practices used in this study revealed two or-

thogonal factors with high internal consistency among the items measuring

each. Median rotated factor loadings for the accuracy index were ./0 and

-.22. Cronbach alphas were .84, .79, and .78 for the accuracy index.

Median loadings for the openness index were .71 and -.21 with Cronbach

alphas of .88, .86, and .85.

(3) Sociometric Information. Members of each practice were pro-

vided with a roster of all other members of the group and asked to indi-

cate the frequency, type (task and social), and quantity (number of min-

utes) of interactions with other persons during the week. These data

allowed assessment of both the total and average interaction rates for

each respondent in terms of the frequency and number of interactions by

content and number of minutes spent.
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Analyses

The data were analyzed at two conceptual levels. First, product

moment correlations were computed among variables for the entire sample

(N = 110). These results permit an assessment to be made of the individ-

ual's communication behavior. Second, group means were computed for all

variables for each of the 20 practices. Spearman rank order correlations

were then computed using groups as the unit of analysis (N = 20). This

allows comparison of group communication patterns across medical prac-

tices .

Results

Table 1 presents the rank order correlations among the three cred-

ibility dimensions and communication variables for the 20 medical prac-

tices. Safety, expertise, and dynamism are significantly related to the

accuracy and openness of communication as well as to the number of others

contacted, the number of social interactions, and the frequency of contact.

In addition, safety and dynamism are also related to the number of task

interactions. Size of the correlations suggest that safety and dynamism

are the predominant factors. Groups characterized by high credibility

report significantly more interaction than do practices characterized by

low perceptions of credibility. Higher information accuracy is also re-

ported in high credibility units.

Insert Table 1 about here
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Significant correlations among the three credibility dimensions

and communication variables for the entire sample (individual level of

analysis) show similar although weaker associations. At this level of

analysis all three components of credibility are related to the accuracy

and openness of communication as well as the number of others contacted.

Safety is also related to the frequency of contact and the number of task

interactions. Dynamism is significantly related to the number of social

contacts, an intuitively reasonable finding.

To further examine the communication patterns, the relationships

between perceived information accuracy and communication openness are

reported for both the individual and group level analysis in Table 2. At

the individual level both accuracy and openness are associated with the

frequency and number of others contacted. Information accuracy is also

significantly correlated with the number of task-related interactions.

At the group level, accuracy and openness are strongly associated with

the frequency and number of interactions, both task and social. Inter-

pretation provides convergent support for the validity of the openness

index, i.e., perceptions of communication openness are associated with

high sociometric interaction. Although developed to be orthogonal, per-

ceptions of high information accuracy exist when communication is seen as

more open.

Insert Table 2 about here
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Although not reported in the tables, the independent impacts of

accuracy and openness are seen most clearly in their relationships with a

measure of job satisfaction (Kunin, 1955). Communication openness, but

not information accuracy, shows strong significant associations with job

satisfaction at both the individual (r = .47, p < .01) and the group

level of analysis (r = .32, p < .05). People express satisfaction when

much communication takes place but are not concerned necessarily with the

accuracy of information transmitted.

Discussion

Previous investigations have identified the general notion of in-

terpersonal trust and credibility as important correlates of communication

in organizations. The findings reported here extend these studies by con-

firming the hypothesis that an explicated concept of credibility is differ-

entially related to important facets of organizational communication.

The three credibility dimensions investigated in this study

(safety, expertise, and dynamism) have been shown in studies of mass media

communication and attitude change to be important determinants of the

acceptability of a message from a source. Their effect, however, has never

been examined in an organizational context. The results presented here

demonstrate their relevance to organizational communication.

All three components are related to perceptions of the accuracy

and openness of information exchange in work units. At the individual

level, safety appears to be the predominant factor associated with task
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communication. Dynamism or personal attractiveness is associated with

increased social interaction. Respondents apparently evaluate and select

social contacts on a different basis than task contacts. These differ- -

ences would undoubtedly be more evident if respondents were asked to in-

dicate their trust in specific others, instead of describing the group as

a whole.

The importance of the components of credibility is, therefore,

most visible when considering interaction within the work unit as a whole,

rather than at the individual level. At the group level, units charac-

terized by high safety, expertise, and dynamism show significantly higher

perceptions of information accuracy and communication openness, higher

interaction rates, and higher satisfaction than do low trust units. Al-

though pertormance measures were not available tor this sample, the clear

implication of these results would be the expectation of better performance

in those practices characterized by more open and accurate information ex-

change.

While the sample is a limited one, the findings appear to warrant

additional research. Investigations should examine more closely the caus-

al nature of the differentiated credibility-communication relationships, a

broader range of communication variables, and credibility-communication

performance interrelationships.
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TABLE 1

Spearman Rank Order Correlations Among Three Credibility

Dimensions and Seven Communication Variables for

20 General Medical Practices

Credibility Dimensions

Communication Index Dynamism Expertise Safety

1. Perceived information * **
accuracy .54 .33 .45

2. Perceived communication **
openness .67 .45 .74

3. Number of others contacted .63 .45 .69

4. Freniienrv of contArt .65 .31 .79

5. Number of task contacts .77 .17 .66

6. Number of social contacts .47 .43 .74

7. Total time spent in inter-
actions .13 -.03 .10

*

p < .10

p < 05

p < .01
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TABLE 2

Correlations Between Perceptions of Information Accuracy

and Communication Openness for the Individual (N = 110)

and Group (N = 20) Level Analyses

Individuala Groupb

Communication Index Accuracy Openness Accuracy Openness

1. Number of others ** **
contacted .27 .31 .30 .34

2. Frequency of con- ** *
tact ,23 .17 .42 .49

3. Number of task ** ***
contacts .19 .14 .46 .47

4. Number of social **
contacts .03 .06 .29 .37

5. Total time spent
in interactions -.08 -.09 .04 -.13

aProduct moment correlations

bSpearman rank order correlations
*
p < .10

**
p < .05

P < .01


