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REDUCING THE DISTORTICH IN
UPWARD DISTCRTICN DA

ABSTRACT

This paper posi of the conclusiors concerning upward distortion
in organizationa
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l hierarchies are based upon operational procedures which
are equivocal and often lead to confoundirng interpretations. This thesis
was supported by revicwing four categories of operational definitions bur-
porting to measure "upard distortion."  The four categories were: disparity

scores, questionnaire/interview data, actual encoding of rmessages, and
slection/transnission of messages. Following this critical reviev pro-
cedures are suggested designed to reduce the distortion in upward distortion
data,




A theme common to mary organizational theorists and researchers
is that information flow is the “lifeblood” of an organization. In
order for decision makers to arrive at the best pcssible decision
selected from a set of zlternative decisions, accurate information
is a necessity. Given this theme and its underlying rationale, we
cap easily understand why upward distorticn of organizational messages

has become a central concern of many organizational communication

researchers.

The centrality of upward distortion as an issag in organizational
communication necessitates that we critically assess the procedures
uvsed to investigate this concept. This assertion is based upon the

ationale that "upward distortion” has gencrated many different
aperat;anal definitions all purporting to measure the same thing.
Furthermore, it appears that many of the findings related to upward
distortion are based upon operational definitions which are both
equivocal and misleading. Hence, the ?urp@se of this paper is
twofold: (1) To critically review the vgrisus approaches to éperéa
tionalizing "upward distortion" hic hiiéhting those which are most
misiecading; and (2) To suggest operational procedures which will
provide us with more valid indices of upward distortion.

Upward Distertion: A Critical Review
Of Operational Pefinitions
The operational definitions reviewed in this section will be

subsumed under four general headings: disparity scores, questionnaire/
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interview data, selection/transmission of messages and actual
encoding of messages. Representative studies will be presented

of the specific

+

under each heading along with a critical assessmen

operational definition used in the studies.

Digparity Scores

Representative studies using disparity scores as an index of
e L e I
upward distortion include thcse conducted by Read,” Mellinger,
s g [ . . 4 , o
Maier, Hoffman and Read,” &nd Athanassiades. The logic upon which
the disparity score is based is as follows. If the subordinate
Sent accurate messages to his superviscr, then the supervisor should
know certain things about the subordinate's organizational space.
Hence, the greater the disparity between a supervisor's and sub-
ordinate's evaluation (rating, ranking) of elements in the subor-
dinate's space, the less accurate the upward communication. Phrased
differently, accuracy of upward communication results in accurate
information at the supervisory level which in turn results in
congruence between a supervisor's and subordinate's evaluations.
This logic served as the basis for the specific operational pro-
cedures adopted by Read, Mellinger, and Maier, Hoffman, and Read.
Athanassiades' studies, although also utilizing a disparity score,

was based upon a different rationale and henced utilizsd a different
methodolegy .

Athanassiades argued that distortion of upward communication
is "the differcnce between the index of upward communication as it
occurs and the index of upwvard communication as it would occyr if

i , . , - . , .
1f the subordinate were not distorting.' In terms cf specific

B
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procedures, Athanassiades asked subordinates to cemplete Gordon's
. P S n g . . ,
Personal Profile and Inventory Scales as measures of self descrip-
tion and were ;nfé:ﬁed that the results would be kept confidential.
He then asked subordinetes to rate théﬁéélvg. again on the sarne
ales, which according to instructions, would be "counter-evaluated
= "9

by their respective superiors. Thus, Athanassiades reascned that
the former scores represented accurate comnunication, the latter
scores represented distorted communication, and the disparity between

the two scores represented the degree of upward distorticn.

On the face of it, there does appear to be an intuitive appeal
to the disparity agpr@aﬂbrtg operationalizing "upward distortion.”
After all, if a subordinate did send accurate messages to his super-
visor, then the sugérvisgr should know more about the elements in
the subordinate’s organizational space than if less accurate messages
were sent. Thus, the degree of agreement within a given suéérvigérg
subordinate dyad with respect to the evaluation of elements in that
space should serve as an index of upward cistortion. Unfortunately,
the appeal of this operational definition is greatly diminished as
one begins to critically examine both the potentially confounding
interpretations generated by the procedure and the apparent lack
of isomorphkism between the operational definition and its allied
theoretical construct. The following discussion presents this
critical examination with the spccific reference to tl. Read,
Mellinger, and Maier, Hoffman, and Read studies. Sincc chanassiades'
studies represent a deviation from the approach of the above threce

Studies, his will be analyzed separately.

6
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have us believe that because disparity exists in the respective
evalvations of & supervisor and subordinate, then the latter has

received distortsd informztion from the former. A more direct and

parsimonious Iinterpretation, however, iz that disparity exists in

the dyadic evaluations simply because hierarchical differences

lead to disparity in perceptions. In other words, these three
studies collected data based primarily upen perceptual processes.
Supervisors were asked to evaluate various elements on the basis of
what these elements would "mean" to the subordinate., Fence, rather
than conclude that disparity in evaiuatiéns 15 a result of distorted
upward communication, we can just as easily, and possibly more
justifiably conclude that the disparity in evaluations is a result
of Jifferential ge::egﬁiﬁﬁs associated with different levels of the
hierarchy. This latter interpretation gains further credence by
simply considering the extensive body of literature supporting the
proposition that one's position in an organization shapes one's

perceptions of the é:ganigatién,l

Secondly, the disparity score may be interpreted in terms of
encoded distortion, or it may be inéerp:eted in terms of decoded
distortion. That is, the disparity score may also lead to the
conflicting Interpretation that the supervisor has distorted the
information after receiving it from the subordinate. Unfortunately.
the approach presented by Read, Mellinger, and Maier, Hoffman, and
Read féil to control for this plausible confounding interpretation
and hence, leads to conclusions based on a questionable operational

definition.
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Another criticism, and one which possibly casts the greatest
degree of doubt on the validity of the disparity score, is that this
operational definition c¢f "upward distort on” fails to measure
message sending behaviors. That is, conclusions about upward dis-
tortion are put forth, yet these conclusions are in no way based
directly upcn mcssage sending behaviors of subordinates. At a
minimum, ¢ would hope that an épé?étiéﬂél definiticn of "upward
distortion" would capture the essence of this construct--i.e., actual
encoding behaviors of subordinates. Unfortunately the disparity
score fails to capture this essence. It is an operational definition
which leads to conclusions about a concept while distorting the
crucial distincticns of that concept. Apparently, Read, Mellinger,
and Maier, Hoffman, and Read feel that upward distortion may be
operationalized in post-hoc fashion without ever measuring mcssage
sending behaviors per se. If we accept the notion that a "good"
operational definition should accurately m%p its referential ée:a
ritory, then an operational definition of "upward distortion” which

fails to measure message sending behaviors is a misleading map.

To Athanassiades' credit an operational definition was coneceived
which at least dealt solely with;subardiﬁates‘ behavior and which'
was not reliant upon supervisors' perceptions. However, his oper-
ational definition may be critiqued on three grounds. First, the
substantive material of the supposed distortion dealt with a per-
sonality description and not the "nuts and ﬁalts" of most organi-
zational messages--i.e., task related data. Hence, to accept

Athanassiades' findings we must also accept the assumption thet

because subordinates will distert personal psgehalagiéﬁl profiles
. ¥ .
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- some additional assurance that the scores reveal réla:ivalyiundists:téﬁ_,'

seen by superiors, they will also distort task related information.

At best, this is a tenuous assumption.

Second, Athanassiades, like Read, HMellinger, and Maier, Hoffman,
and Read, is not analyzing subordinates' message sending behaviors.

i

Rather, he is looking at the disparity of two sets of personality

subordinate send a message to the supervisor. Thus, while Athanassiades
does eliminate the problems of supervisors' perception so inherent
in the previously discussed studies, he does not eliminate the

failure to measure message sending hehavior.

Third, Athanassiaéés‘ procedures are based on the assumption
that when subordinates filled out the personality inventory
anonymously their responses were accurate and undistorted; when
the inventory was filled out for the supervisor's inspection the
responses were distorted. Thus, in order for this disparity score
to have any validity we must accept the assumption ;hat the anonymous
scores are themselves accurate and vali& indices of the subordinate's
value system. Athanassiades glosses over this issue by staéing:
*Gordon's questionnaires were used béeauSE they are re;ativéiy

3
short, self-administered, and are reported to have acceptable degrees

of validity and reliability; and because they are of the forced

choice type which reduces fakeability of responses, and so provides

eammunigatian-"li However, in their diséussion erﬁétaén's jnstrus

] .



ment, Robinson and Shaver observe that "The items are transparent
P U 1 S o o by b s enn
and may invite faking. Furthermore, they stress that the "Caveat
of the author concerning validation must be kept in minéi"ls In

short, Athanassiades' studies raise serious guestions about the

wrelatively undistorted communication” in the anonymous conditien.

In summary, the disparity technique reprecsented by Read,
Mellinger, Kaier, Hoffman, and Read, and Athanassiades invite
alternative interpretations of both the conclusions and the referen-

tial nature of the underluing construct.

Questionnaire/Interview Responses

This approach to operationalizing "upward distortion" is based

given construct should ask subjects a series of ~nestions related
to that construct. Thus, a number of researchers interested in
examining accuracy of upward communication have collected data on
the basis of responses to guestionnaires and/or interviews.
Représentative studies using the questionnaire/interview approach

Include Eima;lg Hinter;ls Burke and Wilcax;is and Hillitsél7

The major criticism éf!ang gquestionnaire/interview approach to
operationalizing "upward distortion” may be succinetly stated as
follows: Data are collected relative to what a subject says he
does or believes, and not necessarily what he §§§pa$lj7§aes or
believes. Furthermore, since studies using the questionnaire/

interview approach rarely collect behavioral data tx validate self-

report data we are forced to infer the former '6n the basis of the

10
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For example, cgﬂsiéer the following question taken from Likert's
Organizational Climate questionnaire. This guestién deals with
the variable "Accuracy of Upward Communication Via Line" and con-
sists of an interval scale with four descriptors. The descriptors

are as follows: 1) "Tends to be iﬂagcurate;" 2) "Information that
boss wants to hear flows; other ;nfarmat;cn iz restricted and
filtered," 3) "Information that boss wants to hear “lows ; other
information may be limited or cautiously given," and 4) "Accurate.”
Obviously, conclusions concerning responses to this item can only

be couched in terms of what subordinates say about accuracy of
upward communication. Any conclusion about upward distortion per se,

on the basis of faspénseé to this question is at best an inference.

In short, questionnaire/interview data do not measure message
sending behaviors but rather meta message ending behaviors. That

is, they measure messages about message sending behaviors.

Y

Selection and/sr Transmission of Messages

In reviewing the relevant litéraéqré only one study 5 f@uﬂd
which operationalized "upward distortion" in terms of requiring a
subject to select a message and transmit it to a superviSEr_ The
study, Eﬂndustedeg 0'Reilly and Roberts, waé designed to investi-

gate "selective filtration or om: ;sion as a mechanism of distﬂrtieni"lg _i?

_In order to investigate this "mechanism" D’Reillg and Roberts

designed a laboratory experiment manipulat;ng é;:eezien af infbrmati§n=
flow (upward, downward, lateral),., and qu&lltg af intarpersanal

re;atieﬂship (hi trust, low trust). The design rggu;red sub]ects

i
1]
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to role play a given organizational member, selact messages from a
set of prepared messages, and then send the riessage(s) to either a

peer, superior, or subordinate. The dependent measure cc. ‘sted of

pre-validated as important, unimportant, favorable to the subordinate,

or unfavorable to the subordinate.

A critical analysis of this approach to operational-zing "upward
distortion" results .n the conclusion that the ingenuity and creativity
manifested by C'Reilly and Roberts have provided measures of precisely
that which is measured--i.e. message selection and transmission.
Unfortunately, since most subordinates create messages rather than
select méssag§5>f:§m a set of well defined messages, one is left
with the unsettling feeling that this study operationalizes "mechanisms-

of selective filtration or omission" without measuring encoding . '

#

14
behaviors per se. Obviously one could argue that the selection of

a prepared message may be viewed as one element of encoding behavior
in that the procedure provides the subject with considerable lati-
tude in ﬁe:iding which message will be sent and which will not be
sent. éut again, the messages hav: not been created by the subject
himself. Rather, they have beer created to fulfill various experi-
mental conditions and designed to be representative of message

types.

It should be noted, however, that some organizational pﬁéitiens

do require the selection and transmission of messages and hence the -

O'Reilly and Roberts study is highly appropriate in>geﬂe£aii=ing_t§"*
these positions. For example, traffic controllérs and inventory’controllicrs

E MC‘"?. R
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function primarily as informs :ion regulators. They select the data
which will be sent, decide how it will be sent, when it will be
sent, and how much of it will be se;fzt, In short, the O'Reilly and
Roberts study is extremely valuable if we focus primarily upon

information processors who select rather than create messages.

Actual Encoding of Messages

Only three studies which operationalized this construct in
terms of actual encoding behaviors in organizational heirarchies
were found in reviewing the lii:eraitu:e.ga Two of the studies were
3 - 21 y 22 .. .,
canducted by Kelley =~ and Cohen with the former serving as a

model for the latter.

Both of these studies were conducted in laboratory setﬁiﬁgs
and both utilized sinﬁlaf procedures. In Kelley's study subjec:ts
were ass.xgnea to mobility conditions (upward, downward) and’ status
conditions (hi, low) on the basis of instructions pr«:vide& by the
experimenter. -In Cohen's stuég data were collected soley from
subjects in the low (subordinate) status condition which was also
dnduced by means of experimenter instrusti@ns. . In both stuéies

snbjects were told that all communication with other groups :m the

i
i

hierarchy was to be done via written messages which would be
relayed by the experimenter. A content analysis of these written

messages provided the data for both studies.

- The obvious strength of the épé;‘atiéﬂal grasgdurésl présented

above is that upward distortion is measured on - the basis of actual

task related messages created by sub,a:d;nates and SEﬂE f;a supew;sars.

13
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Thus, when Kelley and Cohen conclude that upwardly mobile subor-
dinates tend to send messages to their supervisors which reflect
favorably uvpon the subordinate, we are assured that this conclusion

is based upon an analysis of actual messages Sent by subordinates.

Unfortunately, the data provided by Kelley and Cohen have been
collected in the laboratory and not hierarchies of "real” 'arganis
zations. Hence questions concerning ego invglvement of supjects,
internalization of mobility manipulations, and artifiéialif;g of
experimental procedures may be raised leading to the superordinate
gquestion of external validity. Giv&rx these guestions, the conclusions
provided by Kelley and Cohen are still considered "classiczl" and

Included in most surveys of organizational communjication.

The third study utilizing actual encoding of messages was
Qﬁn&ugted by &iv@ns’:siﬂ The data for his study were collected from
participants (subordinates) at the corporate headquarters ;.f two
large manufacturing companies. The subordinates were asked L;,r:é
write messages to their supervisors based on simulated situations
prepared for the study. The simulated situations were of a task
or non-task nature and were either ifa?i?.li‘ablé or unfavorable to the
subordinate. Thus, 2ach subordinate wrote four megsages (t:ieunter-
balanced to control for order effer:ts) based on ear:h of the ftsuf

stimulus situations: (1) task relateﬂffatrﬁlrable; (2) task ;re;ateaf - g

unfavorable; (3) nsnf—task,:elatea/faifs:able; a;';d (4) : nés—ifask :

related/unfavorable. ’




As with the studies by Kelley and Cohen, the strength of the
procedures employed by Krivonos is th%t distortion is measured on
the basis of actual messages created by subordinates. The advantage
of the approach by Krivonos over that of E;l;eg and Cohen ig that
the study was conducted in tke hierarchical structure of "real"

organizations.

Even though Krivonos did take the innovative step of having
actual encoding of messages in "real-life" hierarchies, his approach
is still open to criticism. The major criticism of the Krivonos
approach is that the messages were not actually sent to supervisors,
but rather the subordinates were told tc write the messages as if
these messages would be seﬁt to their supervisors. Thus, ﬁét éﬁlg
were the situations from which the messages written simulated, but
also, in a sense, the messages themselves were simulated. Therefore,
while there was actual ens@déng behavior in tbis study, the message-
sending behavior may have only been simulated rather than actual.

Even with these criticisms in mind, Krivonos' is the first attempt

to look-at the encoding of messages in "real" organizational settings.

In summarizing the faur operational approaches discussed in
this paper we note that: (1) the disparity approach yields the
. most equivocal and misleading iﬂtérp:eﬁatiahS; (2) questianhaiféf
interview approaches yield meta messége—sgnding éataéATS) the
lab@:;targ approaches (actual enceding éf»ﬁessaéés_aﬁé sei§eEi9n[

transmission of messages) provide data closely sllignéd'ﬁith’the'”

referential nature of the construct, "upward distortion" but may
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be critigqued on grounds ‘of external validity; and (4) the egcading

of messages 1n actual organizational settings may help to overcome
this external validi%g problem, but this approach is composed of a
single study, which itself can be §ritiéue§ on the grounds of dealing
with simulated rather than actual message-sending behavior. Moreover,
of the thirteen studies reviewed, only Krivonos' dealt with actual
encoding behaviors iﬂ'":eal" organizations. Athanassiades did deal
with information "sent" in "real" organizations, but his studies
examined distortion of psychological test profiles, ﬁsf task related
détaa Thus, what we knaw abaut upward distortion is totally dependent
on how we know it. And as argued tbus faf, haw we kﬂsw it is open

' to considerable criticism.

Given the critical review thus far, the regiér might ask: How
then should we operationalize upward distortion? The fbllawing
ection pravides an answer to this question and in so doing Stresses
one major principle: the data collected shauld_measure the actual
encoding behaviors of subordinates. !

Suggestions on Qperatiéﬁalising ' -,::{é
Upward Distortion :

One method for ﬂpefatianalising upward dzst@:tzan" ;s te .
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If the case represents the actual event, then anything the subordinate
says about the event may be compared to the event with the :amparlsan
servzng as a measure of degree of distortion. This technique is
similar to analyzing rumor transmission as discussed by Allport and
Eastman§§ but is applied specifically to organizational hierarchies

as Krivonos did in his study. The difference between this approach
and the one utilized by Krivonos is that this suggested method deals

with actual rather than simulated message-sending behavior.

A related approach is to use a modification of Davis' ECCO
analysisiES Although primarily used to operationalize the concept
"organizational grapevine," ECCO analysis may be applied to
analyzing the substantive changes in a message as it moves vertically
in the hierarchy. Thus, subjects (supervisors and subordinates)
would be instructed to record as accurately as possible the message
45 sent (by subordinate) or as rec ix d (by sugervz or), and the
conditions under which it was sent or received (e.g. time of day,
oral vs. written, etc.). It should also be noted that this pro-
cedure would provide a method fer opaerationalizing March and Simon's
concept, "uncertainty absa:ptiang"gs a céneept theoretically akin

to upward distortion.

Finally, upward distortion may be measured in a post-hoc
féébiﬁn by analyzing the actual documents which organizational
members utilize in carrying out their respective task functions.
That is, researchers might consider analyzing memos, directives,

and the sundry other written messages which subordinates serd to

17
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their supervisors during the course of an average work day. In a
sense this procedure is a field setting application of the experi-

mental procedures designed by Kelley and Cohen.

For those skeptics who might argue !t}zat such an approach is-
impractical if not impossible, Wé would suggest that they read two
reports. The first is Adams' parti\;;-ipant observer analysis off
Vietnam related iﬂtélligéﬂﬁéag? The second is a report of an inter-

vention program conducted by Harvey and E@etﬁgez—.gs

Adams' analysis of the upward distﬂrtién in Vietnam related
intelligence is based primarily npon- written Eacuments sent from
lower levels in the intelligence gathering structure to upper levels
. In the structure. His analysis of t}:es.g documents dramatifzallg

illustrates the nature, scope, and function of upward distortion.

Harvey and Bﬂéttg&;; also analyzed upward directed messadges
but conducted their éna;ysis as autsi’de Antervention agents.
Essentially, their approach e:smisteé of collecting written memos
which were actually sent and used by a sub unit of an srganzsatmn-
After deleting all personal references in the memos, Earveg ané
Boettger used the edited menios as stlmuli for group disv:uss:mﬁs

concerning the general topic "communication ;mp:avement;"»

Thus, actual written messages have beérz sﬁlleefea in Jf.ie?id .

- settings and since such memos :ﬁnst.itute a s;gnlf;saﬂt pc:rtian af

most subordinates' messag.: aEﬂtiIﬂg apt.i:ms; t}:ey sﬁsulé cr;nt.mue '

_ to be :‘Qlleﬁt&ﬁ “and analysed.
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Coenclusion

The utility and necessity of operational definitions are
obvious to anyone conducting research. . Just as obvious, however,
is the realization that some operational definitions of a concept
are "better" than other operational definitions of the same caﬁéepéz
The "hetter” @pgratigﬂal.dgfiniéian is that which accurately maps
its referential territory, highlighting the salient features, de-

emphasizing the non salient features.

In reviewing four different approaches to operationalizing
"upward distortion" this paper has éémgafed the more accurate maps
with the less accurate maps. In additién; procedures were suggested
to improve the process wﬁ&:&bg we map ﬁbe-"uﬁwafé distortion"
territory. Since upward distortion is a éent:al issue of organiza-
tional communication it behooves us to utilize éhe best opérational
definitions as possible. To do otherwise is to distort the Eata!

of upward distortion.

le
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