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This”paper is intended_to provide-an informal critique of the "Communi-
cation Audit" currently under development by the International Comnmunication
- Association. It is written from the academic perspect ive of two indiv1dua1s
xfgl”.rwho, a1though hav1ng had lim1ted recent d1rect 1nvolvement w1th the aud1t s’
1;"development, have followed it closely irom lnception.' 0ne author (Sincoff), '

as Executive Secretary and member of the Board of Directors of ICA from i:":fvﬂffz A

”i51970—73, served as the aud1t s 1n1t1al coordinator of research teams from .'}“;.
'tf-Aprll 1972 to September 1972.‘ The other author was a member of the Board of.'

?f;ﬁDirectors from 1968 71 and 1973-76 and was an actlve supporter of the audit

;:proJect Defore that forum.;

The remarks whlch follow are d1v1ded 1nto.two‘parts: -kii'a';enerai &ié&f'm"

?f.fp";of the poss1b1e benefits and p1tfa11s of the Communlcatlon Audit and (2) a e
critique of the audit's assumptions and_methods. Please note thatwye don t
_presume to be exhaustive in this critique; there are more piusses and minuses

than.we have chosen to_comment upon. The criteria.we_used in selecting our

points of focus were: (1) degree of theoretical importance, and (2) practical

. _pertinence.
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General Benefits and Liabilities:

. Approximately five years have passed since the Organizational Commuaication
Div1sion of ICA 1n1tiated development of its communication audit research pro-
cedure. At the time of its inception, primarily sporadic and non—programmatlc
research attempts had been made to develop some form of standardized instrunenta—
tion suitable for 'the measurement of presuwmed-to-exist organizational communication
variables. Heavy reliance had been placed on modifying and adapting existing
instruments "borrOWed" from disciplines other than communication. 1In this
climate, the Communication Audit was born. To the best of our knowledge, it
represented then, and represents today, the only broad-based, coordinated attempt'
by investlgators tra1ned prlmarlly in the study of human communicative- behavior
in organizations to develop standardlzed 1nstrumentation speciflcally associated

with 1nvest1gation and c1ass1f1catlon of communlcatlve variables in complex 4

A oad

As pllot test data are generated and the aud1t 1nstruments are refined, the
audit should enable u1t1mate1y the establishment of a data bank of normatlve -
organlzational communlcatlon data, a set of standardized data—gatherlng

1nstruments, and a standardlzed analytical procedure allow1ng for simultaneous

. B
[T

comparisaﬂs across difrer=ut un1ts ¢ the same: organlzatlon and longitudnal
comparisons within the same unit over time. In short, the continuing development

of the audit procedure coupled with additional refinement of the audit instruments

-will provide the researcher with opportunlties to use a common yardstick to test

‘and validate theories of organizational communication.with' greater confidence

and precision than has been possible heretofore.
' ) ' -
Unfortunately, this perspective leads to potential liabilities of the
Communication Audit from the viewpoint of tie academic researcher, which leads

us- to suggest three cautions: (1) Audit data shou1d not be gathered for their

3



Pag:
own sake. While audit data are of inherent interest to the theoretician, t.
practitioner wi]J.demand.application of the results and guidance in using.them.
To that end, aside from theoretical speculation and hypothesis testing, at
least one member of the audit team should be trained to give guidance in app1ying
audit results. Moreover, a commonly held corporate view of the "outside consuitant"
(i.e., the communication auditor) is that such an individual has an underlying
interest only in scheduling himself for further consultation. We suggest that
while the‘auditor.should.be prepared to recommendbspecific courses of action
based on the'audit's'results, he should not imply either covertly;or overtly

" that he is"the sole qualified person to effect action outcomes. (2) The audit

is a diagnostic technique, not a "¢ure" for illness. Like any other tool, the

gy

audit s ‘merit-can be Judoed positively or negatively depending on how it is used

and the behavioral modifications it subsequently generates within the organization..

At best 1t can accurate1y identify some communicational strengths and weaknesses .

< in the organization, at worst it may promise more than it can produce, kindle .

'.ralse hopes, and ultimately breed mistrust and actua11y create barriers to

> effective communication in the organization.. (3) The communication aLdit is

only one of many organizational needs—analysis approaches. Researchers in any )
W, . e

academic fie1d often tend to view their discipline s train1ng interests as the

.center of the universe. A communication auditor must maintain awareness that
many organizations,.business or otherwise, regularly conduct many types of.
needs-analyses (e.g., "human awareness", budgeting, career path training, etc,),
To assume that a communication audit represents the only type of organizational

audit is naive.
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Critique of Audit Assumptions and Methods:

The overall methodology of the audit procedure has several things to
commend it: (1) Its developnent has been broadly based on a variety of
organizations and personnel, which enhances the Possibility of making accurate
cross—-group comparisons, as well as providing a more substantia1 base for .
identifying critical variables. (2) In the best systems analysis tradition,
the audit itself is constantly subject to iteration and Subsequent refinement,
thereby helping to insure both its stability ovér time and its pertinence at a-
given point in time.__(3) Itdempioys a variety (five) of data—gathering '

techniques, which provides a sounder basis for internally validating the

information gathered in an organization, as we11 as helping to 1nsure breadth

of information. _ ”;_ . ;_@ o _;_"; : T:' “’:j; f - { ;'“:fi

Among the 1ess commendable characteristics of the audit in our view are

(1) The most Serious problem is the unnecessary 1ack of precision in the

) 1"ways in which the 1abe1 communication is emplo'ed. We f1nd th1s

V:ﬂ“bewildering, in terms of the nature of the audit itself and ‘the

. _profess1ona1 backgrounds of the developers .of the audit. The 1abe1 .

Ycommunication" is not employed operationally in a consistent way,

and the resulting ambiguity—must certainly be counterproductive to
the purpose and implementation of the audit and the interpretation
of the audit results, from the standpoint of the auditor, subjects,
and clients. At various points in the audit process, the word
"communication" is used synonomously with "information" or "message"
(as in the "Questionnaire Survey" and the "Communication Diary"

sections of the audit), reflecting an assumption @emonstrably false

in our view) that simply receiving (interpreting?)'a message stimulus

- )
3] . -
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guarantees "communication", We align ourselves with those theorists
. and practioners who definevcommunication as the sharing or trans-
generation of the‘experience symholized by the message stimulus, and
therefore reject the assumption that every instance of an individual's
information processing activity which results in the assignment .
(occurrence, incidence, emergence) of meaning necessarily involves
communication (making common, or sharing experience with another
organism also capable of some ability to process information). ‘In
the "Network Analysis" section, "communication" is used synonomously
with the notion of "transmission . These kinds of ambiguities 1ead
- :.to‘the formulation of such notions as "The communication was communicated -
hut no communication occurred " which is so imprecise and ambiguous as
. :~:to be nonsensical We find this unnecessary and inappropriate, and
in.our view certalnly.should not‘be tolerated much less actively |

B encouraged by professional researchers or practitioners in our field h

(2) In general, we find that the opening instructions to the subJects for

aj: each section of the audit are of very uneven quality, For example,

' consider the instructions for the'"Communication Experiences" section'

'"Check those descrlptions wh1ch are extremely important to you in your

organization, and in the very next sentence, '"Check only 50r 6

© g,

descriptions which most critically affect your performance of your

daily job." These seem to us to be at least confusing, if not
contradictory for conscientious-respondents. It also seems to us that

some of the instructions are unnecessarily wordy and involved, as in

the instructions in the "Network Analysis" section, (This section,
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incidentaliv, exemplifies gnly too well the unnecessarily ambiguous
vays in which the label "communication” is emploved.) - In fact, we
found this section the most difficult and confusing to actually
.eomplete.

(3) A final problem area we detect has to do with the Summary Reports, -
which are an integral part ef the total audit procedure. Suggesting,
for example, that the rela ive percent of p0a1t1ve and negatlve

- "commuhication experiences" is an accurate indicator of Communication
Climate involves an unwarranted generalization based on insufficient
:~evidence. 1f anythlng, extreme cautlon ehould be- exerc;qed in drawving

inferences from any ot the data, 1nstead descrlptlons should be

.empha31zed rather than inference drawing (which ‘in fact ia the case
“in some of the summaries prov1ded)
The Communlcation Audltor S most challenglng problem may be to. sensitize the

target organlzatlon to an awareness of the pervasive 1mpact of communlcatlve

oehaviors (good/bad effectlvellneffectlve) at all 1evels of’ the organlzatlon, -

- -

.wh:le at the same t1me sellln" ‘the c11ent on the beneflts of a Commun1cat101
Audit. Every organivation w1shrng:to ‘remain sclvent will ask about the bottom
_11ne——h0w much will it cost and whac will be its benefitsf In short, the.client
“w111 want some indication of the cost—effectrvehesq of the audit.

The experience of the audit teams:.to date provides a sound beginning in
offering any organization a systematit and reliable means to satisfy its
organizatioual development needs in an area heretofore devoid of such means.

We.are entircly supportive of the audit concept. and are confident that it will

be continuously refined' to improve both its afficiency and effectiveness.




