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Interpersonal Communicatioin, 1-ersonneI. Ratings, and

Systemic Performance Clharact eristics in Organizations

Abstract

Previous research suggests that communication and performance

in organizations are intertwined. This study examines the relation-

ship of individual communication in formal organizations to both ob-

jective and percepttual assessments of performance. Results confirm

the link between a number of facets of organizational comnunication

and performance. Both the quant:ity and quality of information appear

to be important correlates of individlual performance across a variety

of tasks and functions.

.,
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Commiunication has loing b)een recognized as necessary for organ-

izational viability. Ind(:ividuals in organizations continually re--

ceive, process, and send infor'n-ation. All organizational miinbers

participate to some extent' :Jn these informationi e:xchanges. For thiis

reason it is postulatedl thzit the information nmlieu in whichi an in-

dividual works will affect- hi.s; jol) related attitudes and behliaviors.

Specifically, this study explor-es the relationships among a number

of individual perceptions of communication and individual performance

outcomes in formal organizations.

A number of reviews have called attention to the general paucity

of theory and research focused on coiiununication in organizations (e.g.,

7, 14, 16, 19). Several authors note explicitly the lack of empirical

research linking differentiated measures of comnunication to relevant

organizational outcome, such fas performance (15, 16).

Previous investigations provide some evidence which suggests that

relationslhips may exist among facets of communication and performance.

The laboratory studies of commulnicaition networks, for example, denmon-

strate the impact of differing communication structures on attitudes

and performance (e.g.' 1, 3, 18). In a field study, Indik, Georgopoulos,

and Seashore (9) generally supported the hypothesis that openness of com-

munication channels between superiors and their subordinates facilitates.

the exchange of task relevant information. Smith and Brown (17) report

higher effectiveness to be a'ssociated with the flow of information to

control centers while maultiple direction information flows are associated
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with hiigher member loyalty to their organizations. Bowers (2) re-

ports significant associations between communication an(d managerial

performance. Other research has linked various facets of informa-

tion transfer -to decision making (e.g., 6, 13). While all of these

suggest a cornmunica-tion-performance relationship, the emnpirical evi-

dence remains inconclusive in several respects.

First, tlhere exists no research relating a variety of communi-

cation variables to individual. p(erformanace ratings in field settingso .

Muclh of the empirical evdeience is from laboratory studies uising arti-

ficial tasks and performance measures (23). Similarly, the reported

few field investigations each consi-der usually only one, anid togethler

only a few of the possible facets of communication wlich potentially

affect performance.

Second, just as there exist ra number of communication dimen-

sions whiclh can be measured, there also exist different ways in wlhich

performance can be operationalized. Campbell (4), for example, in a

recent review of the research on organizational effectiveness, pro-

poses a useful dichot1omy for effectiveness measures. He suggests

that on the one hand there is what might be termed a goal-centered

view of performance which presumes a set of goals which are few

enough in number and sufficiently well definled to be understood and

measured. On the other lhand there exists what might be called a

natural systems view which assumes that the best assessment that can

be made of effectiveness is of general systemic health, organizations
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being too conmplex to have only a few, well defined goals. The

former view implies the use of objective measures of efficiency

and productivity while the latter suggest perceptual, climate-like

measures of variables thouglht to ref lect organizational lhebaltlh.

Campbell points out that the two approaches coniverge wlhen a goal-

centered analyst attempts to explain why an organization performs

in a particular manner and when a systems proponent speculates about

how various systcm characterilstics affect performance.

Thus, to adequately extnmi.ne communication performance relation-

ships at the individual level of analysis, one should use measures of

a number of communication varicibles and both objective, goal-centered

and perceptual, climate-like measures of performance. This study at-

temnts to do this.

M4ETMIOD

Subjects. As a part of a J.arger research programn, data were

collected from 579 military en'listed and officer personnel (Response

rate 81%). Performance data in the form of supervisor's ratings

were available for 326 of the enlisted respondents. A second sample,

used to illustrate communication-climate relationships, included 148

members from five branches of a large bank (Response Rate = 85%).

Instruments. Respondents from both samples completed question-

maires assessing communication dimensions in their organizations (15)

and perceptions of organizational climate (5). The communication in-

strument assesses perception of seventeen variables concerned with
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organizational conuminication. Tlhe climate ins trumnent was (ldveloped

to tap respondent perceptions of a< laIrge number of dimensions of

organizationial cl]imate. From this s;et si.x dimensions were selected

wlhiclh appeared to represent factor-s suiggested by Campbell (4) as

systemic aspects of organizational health and wlhiclh ares often mea-

sured by other researchers interest:ed in organizational climate (e.g.,

8). Figure 1 describes both the communication and systemic health di-

mensions .

Insert Figure 1 about here

Individual performance data were obtained in the form of super-

visor's ratings for the military sample for the time frame in which tahe

other questionnaires were conmpleted. These inicluded ratings of the re-

spondent's performance, military behativior, leadership ability (where ob-

served), appearance, anid adaptabi..1t1y. A factor anialysis of these data

using a varimax rotation revealed only one underlying factor accountinlg

for 93 percent of the common factor variance. Hence, ratings of the

separate traits were aggregated and t-hen related to facets of conmmunica-

tion. -'

REStlL'S

Communication and PerformancejRt_ns. Table 1 presents the prod-

uct moment correlations for the comMlunication indices and performance

for the military sample. Overall performance is posi-tively associated

witlh a number of communicationi facets; perceptions of high accuracy of

information received, high desire for interaction with others, frequent
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sumnmarizaLion of informiation, high openness of communication (the pas-

sage of a proportionately large amnounit of informiation received), a de-

sire for mnor-C information (feelings of underload), and frequent expansion

of informatioon (discussion of muclh detail). Previous findings with this^

questionnaire show that both the summarization of information and expan-

sion of details are associated with free, open communication (11).

Insert Table 1 about here

High overall performance is negatively associated witlh a number of

intuitively reasonable conmmunication dimensions; numerous contacts with

stuperiors, frequent and deliberate withlholding of useful information, per-

ceptions of frequjent redlundancy of iniformation received, and perceptions

of receiving too much information (overload). A supportable generaliza-

tion is that high performance is associated with open and accurate communi-

cation while poor performance is related to less open, more closely moni-

tored communication.

Communication and As. Table 2 and 3

present the correlations among communi.cation indices and the six systemic-

climate dimensions for the militairy and bank samples respectively. Several

communication :indices were not inlcluded in the questionnaire at the time

of the bank data collection anild, therefore, are not reported in Table 3.

Insert Tables 2 and 3 about here

Several trends appear in the military (Table 2) results. Percep-

tions of hiigh iniformation accuracy, high desire for interaction, willing-

ness to pass information in detoli.l (expansion), and hiiglh satisfaction with
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communication are al.1 significantly associated with generally healthy

organi zational climnate, as charact.er^ized by high aclhievemnent orienta-

tion, supportiveness, and an emphasis on trainling and development. Un-

favorable clim.ate is associated witl-h a tendency to deliberately gate-

keel) useful information and perceptions of a lack of relevant informa-

tion (underload). Another set of significanit correlations, those con-

cerined with transmission modality, is not of great magnitude but is in-

terpretable. Face-to-face interaction is positively related to emphasis

on training and development, and to morale, while increased telephone use

is negatively associated with a training and development orientation and

reward contingency.

Results for the bank sample (Table 3) show weaker but similar

trends with some understandable differences. For example, perceptions of

lhiglh information accuracy, and satisfaction witlh communication are again

associated witlh a generally lhealthly organizCational climate. Deliberate

withlholding of tuseful informationi is related to low satisfaction and low

reward continigency. The lack of significant findings about desire for

interaction may reflect differences between the nornmative, all-volunteer

military sample in which people live and work together and the utilitarian

bank organization, in whiclh people miiay mtiore easily substitute interactions

witlh otlhers outside the organization for co-worker interactions.

DISCtUSSIONJ

Note first, for the military sample relationships between communica-

tion facets and overall performance are generally consistent with the
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relationships of commun icatJ: on an( climlate dimensions. In only one

respect are the &lita anoim.aloufs. High performance is negatively

associated withl comnmuni cat 1 0onl overload, wlhile organ'i zationa].a hezilthl

is neg<atively assoc:iated w.[ 11i conIimninjcat.ion underload. This perhlaps

reflects the differenit kinds; of performanice assessed by ratinigs and

systemic-climate measures.

Fifteein communication-climate relationships cross-validate for

the military and bank samples. Clearly there exists a general pattern

showing that more open and accurate information exchange is associated

witlh positive perceptions of organizational climate while deleteriotus

aspects of communication, sutcli as blocking, useful informatioin, are re-

lated to negative perception)cs of organizzational. climnate. Interestingly,

this trend is evident not only in the perceptualA clinmate responses, but

also in performance evll.ta-ti.or-cominunicat ion relationships.

Extensive interpretat ion of eaclh significant correlation is pos-

sible but seems unwarranted for several reasons. First, there are dif-

ferences in both the job functions and organizations of the respondents

whiclh should be reflected in differences in communication. Previous

researclh verifies the lc,uggestion that even seemingly hoomogeneous units

may be differentiated in conunmtui-ication terms (11). Relevant subunit

comparisons based on the data reported here cannot be made because of

the obvious problems involved in comparing data from small sub-samples.

Further, certain units and job functions are miore information de-

pendent than are others. Thle commnnunication behavior of persons in such
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posi tion.s and tlheX impact of their commrunicat ion behavior on their per-

form.ance deserves mjiore focused researchl. For examplc, soine research

sutg,ges ts tihait informat-ion i; a crucial commodity for certain types of

jobs (e.g., 10, 20) and uin(lei: certain environmental conditions (e. g.,

12, 21, 22). lhence, precise interpretation of commtunication-perform-

ance on relationships should be maide only after accounting for these

organizational and task factors.

Finally, while a number of correlations reported here are signif-

icant, the strengtlhs of the relationslhips are not great. This undoubt-

edly reflects the caveats above and again suggests that the strength

of an individual communication-performance link is dependent on the ex-

tent to whiclh information and communication are necessary for the accom-

plishment of partic.ular taslks, and the extent to wiich specific tasks

are crucial to the organization in reaching its goals.

For these reasons a more general, and perhaps more important,

interpretation of the reported data is offered. The data suggest first

that there is a relationship botween individual cormnunication and per-

formauice . Thisimay be) a general phenomenon, importaEnt in a variety of

contexts. Second, thle quwrntity anid quality of conim-Linication appear to

be more gernmanie to perfor-nance than do otlher commnunication dimensions.

The importance of quantity is suigge;sted by associations including the

commwunication indices assessing uriderload, overload, propensity to pass

information, and the expressed desire for interaction. The importanice

of quality is manifest in relatiousnhips involving accuracy, blockage and

expansion of information. Fututre investigations inighit use these facets of
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coiiuuunication in conijtunctloio wit.lh assessments of information dependency

of tasks anidl organizations; t:o uniderstand more ftully tie importance of

communicati.on anid its effect- oI1 performance. Since this, stutdy has ex-

pl-ored on-ly the inost genernl in(livi dual communiicat-:i on-perfo)rmllance links;

additional resealrch might p rof) t ably examiine not only the individual

level bLut also group and organization-il level communication-performance

relationslhips.
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FI(;UIE 1

Communinication Inidices (1t) anid Work Group Climate Factors (5)

Organizational Climate Factors

1. Aclhievement orientation - The desire on the part of the people in
the work group to do a good jol) and contri-bute to the perfonna-ice
of the work group.

2. Supportivene s The degre of wlhich the stupervisory and other
grouip oembers generitte a stp)p)ortive anil friendly atimiosphiere.

3. Trai.ini annd dlev )I.tiien t o ioen tati.on - h'lec degree to wlhicl-h tle
organization tries to support thlie performance of individuals
througlh appropriate traininlg and development experiences.

4. Problem solving abi.lty - The extent to which the work group can
anticipate and solve problenms related to group functioning.

5. Satisfaction and morale - Reflects the general level of mlorale.

6. Rewarda ±nenc Reflects the degree to which the granting
of additional rewards such as promotions and salary increases are
based on performance and merit rather than other considerations such
as seniority, favoritism, et.c.

Communication Indices

1. DietionalitU ard - General indicator of the amount of contact
the respondent hlas wi tlh 1iis superior.

2. Directionality - Downwa-rd - General indicator of the amount of con-
tact the respondent has with his subordinates (comuputed only for.
those respondents with subordinates).

3. Directionality__ Lateral - Ceneral indicator of the amount of con-
tact the respondenct hias with others at his job level.

4. Accur - Respondent's estimate of how accurate he perceives the
information lhe receives to be.

5. Desire for interaction - General indicator of the degree to which
the respondent desires to interact with others in the organization.
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6. Summariza-tion - Estim,}ate of hiow ofteni informiation is summarized
by empliasiziniig the important and ininim.;Lzing the unimiportant be-
fore pia;ssing it oni.

7. Ppnsi _to ass informnatioii - Estimate of how much of the in-
formation the respondent receives he actually passes on.

8. Gatekeeping - Estimate of how often tlle respondent deliberately
withholds from othler-s informsation thought to, be useful.

9. Change.Tinformation - Indicator of the extent to whiclh a respondent
changes the form or content of information before transmitting it.

10. Underload - A general indicator of how often the respondent feels
he is receiving less information than he nieeds to accomplish his job.

11. Eani.on - Estimate of how often information is expanded and dis-
cussed in detail.

12. Mlodality - Written - Percentage of the timne the respondent uses
this modality to communicate at work.

13. Moda ity -- Face-to-face - Percentage of the time the respondenit uses
this Iodlality to communicate at. work.

14. liodaIffi- lel one - Percentage of the timie the respondent uses

this modality to comumunicate at: work.

15. Redunidancy - Estimate of how of tern the respondent receives the same
information more than once.

16. Overload - Estimate of how often the respondent receives more infor-
mation than he can efficieiltly use.

17. Satisfaction with communication - Indicator of how satisfied the re-

spondent is with coimmunication in general at work.
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TABLE 1

Correlition of Cointimn'ii ication Indices witlh Performnance
Ratings for Milftar-y E.nl.isted Personnel (N-326)

Communication Inidex Performance
Rating

1. Directionality Upward 13*

2. Directionality - Downward 07

3. Directionality - Lateral 00

4. Accuracy 12*

5. Desire for interaction 12*

6. Summarization 19**

7. Propensity to pass informnation 16**

8. Gatekeeping -15**

9. Change information -01

10. Underload 17**

11. Expansion 29**

12. Modality - Written j 02

13. Modality - Face-to-face -10

14. Modality - Telephone j -7

15. Redundancy -16**

16. Overload -14**

17. Satisfaction with comnmunicaLion f -02

Note: All indices scored so higlh score represents a high occurence for
that dimension. Decimal points omitted from product moment correlations.

*p < .05

k*p < .01
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'J'TA ; ,1 2

Correlatiol) of Conirmimi (8I.tion iiclice.s wit:l Cliate
Dinicn.sioms for the 11i litary SaTlp.e

Comunullicati-on Index

1. Directionality -

Upward

2. D)irectionality -

DownwTard

3. Directioiality -
Lateral

4. Accuracy

5. Desire for
interaction

6. Summnarization

7. %Propensity to pass
information

8. Gatekeeping

9. Clhange infornmation

10. Under] oad

11. Expansion

12. Modality - Written

13. Modality - Face-to-

t
II

I
t

I
-f ace.,

II
IF

14. Modality - Telephone

15. Redundancy

16. Overload

17. Satisfaction with
communication

Achieve-
mnen t

Orien--
tation

05

06

04

1l**

12**

05

06

-06

09*^

-08

19**

08

03

01

-04

00

17**

C:r
SI
Li
lie

ra -in-
Alug
and

OUj) Deve-l-
)ppor- opicn-it

1Orien- I
ss tLt ion

08

07

02

1.] 's

13;.;

08

07

05

03

05

-07

15* *

17**

16**

-17 * *^,-7 *,-P.

'II**

2/;v; i17**8

06 ,-05

06 14*

02 -12**

-05 . -05

01 ;-05

25** 28**

(N =326)

P rob-
I emi

So lv lung-
Ability

09*

06

01

07

06

05 1

0].

-07

04 I

-J 2**,;

23***

10*

01

03

-06

04

19**

Satis-
faction

and
Morale

04

09*

02

17*.

18**

07

10*

-09 '

-02

-16* *

23**

02

12* ';

-04

-08

-06

30**

I'e.-,ward
Cont in-
gency

03

10*

24**

17**

ll**

09*

-13 "*

-13**

-13 **

10*

-01

05

-10*

-08

24**

Note: All indices scored so high score represents a high occurrence for that
dimension.. Decimal points omitted from product moment correlations.

*p < .05

p < .01

I1--r----

I
i
I

I

II

i

I
i
I

I
II
II
II

i
I
II

fI

i
I
i
i

I

I

I

II

-I V .,-%

i
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Corre l.a t i on of (Cowni tivc(t i I-
dl.c .(

c

i iwut,
D)illiens<;io)lo; f ,() ,l- , (;.-llilpJe X ,.

Couinitn i cat ion Index

1. Directionality -

Upward

2. Directional
Downward

3. r)irectioLna]
Liat eral

4. Aectcracy

. DcDaeire for
interation

6. Summnarizati

7. Propensity
information

8. Gatekeepine
9. Clhange infc

10. Modality -

11. Modality -
face

12. Modality -

13. Overload

14. Satisfactic
communicati

lity -

Aclil eve.-
montt

Oricn-
t:ation

09

17*

li.t:y - . 15

1 15

Lan~~1-1
I 12I

I
Lon -.11

to pass 1.2

N 1~-11Lii
)rmation ,-05

Writton 04

Face-to- -_04

Tolcphon& -07

I 09

in witt , 32*
Lon I

k*

C1-o 0l) I,
S Lipl IO -

I

rkv (- !
1- I

05,

20*

02 1

I .~~~~~~~~~~

26'e
13 }

07

-16

-06

1..

'J'ra. :i 1.i
ilng
ind

Dcvel-
opIuIel t
Oricri-
tatioll

-04

15

24It '*;
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