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A study was conducted to examine the ways individuals
in- organizations interpreted’'and responded to ambiguous messages.
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and the frehuencies of message categories generated in two’ simulated
oréanizations comprised df 51- college studénts. The students acted in
company positions at three organizational levels--upper management,
niddle management, and vork/qroups (foremen and workers)--aud
responded individually and collectively to high, mediua, and low
ambiguous organizational lessages. The results, showed that’ the
sfibjects used more rules &nd more people to process high ambiguous
messages ' than they did tOf process low ambiguous messages. Analysis of
group -interaction revealea’that -most, groups spent their talk time
reducing eqiivocality. wqikers and foremen reduced aambiguity by -
adding interpretations wh le. managers proposed specific action steps.

. Overall, the study indicated that misunderstandings, in organizatioms

night evolve from diverg nt approdches to the management of
equivocality. Since somefidegree of equivocality is present an all
organizational input, thé way individuals interpret and process this
ambiguity is a key to u ﬂerstanding how organizat:ons nake sense of
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Organizational T‘H‘erafure abounds with essays aimed at lmprc;ving *l:he'
precision,’ clarity® and accuracy of oral and writfen messages (McMurry, 1965;
Wells, 1§68; Sigband, 1976). Source-oriented and receiver-oriented assumptions
‘of comm;nlcaﬂon underlie mesf aof these essays. Source-oriented appro'ach.eS‘
sfress the sender's abiIH‘y to construct clear, concfse, and .coheren‘r messages
while recelver-orjenfed models shift the locus of comnumca*l‘lon to the
recelvver‘; nence mlsunde}'sfandings in communleaﬁon accrue from perce%*l‘-qal
differences &nd from the:semantics of ‘interpreting messgges (Burgeon, 1974).
* ) Concep*l:s fhaf derive from the rece’jver ,perspecﬂve include allness, semantic
informaition dlsfance, and selective perception (Haney, 1973; Thayer, 1968;
Tompklne,_1g62). _ The Sender-vnew, fhen, ‘places the onus of misunderstanding on

'message construction while the reqeiver-orienfaﬂon shifis this burden to the .

L interpretation of messages. 'Both perspectives emphasize message fidel ity anc

the prevention of cotmunication breakdowns (Hoslett, 1951; Steigl H‘z,'i958).
Whll’e nelther o'rien*raﬂon Is l.naccw'afe, ~Be+h provide an incomplefe pic:rure of

" the complexity Involved in consfrdcﬂng and lnferpreﬂng equlvocal messages. t
The sH‘uaﬂonal perspective, unlike the sender and, receiver modeis,

suggesfs that the meanlngs of messages emanate from a combination of the *

, 8tructure of the messege, the lnférprefaﬂons of recelvers, and the A

<
—

interactional context; hence, ongoing events’ and Inferlocked behaviors frame

. the lnfe‘rprmtl’ﬂ;" of_messages. . As Welck (1979} observes:
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. ’ Just as amblguous words become more clearly defined when “;>

' they're placed in sentences, the eqguivocality of cues ls .

~

. reduced when they aré embedded ln'fhe fofal slfuéfibn.

heanlng Is suggested only wheﬁ one, takes account of -

surrounding stimuli (p. 182).

This orientation qées not -Imply that messages are deyoid of Inherent

characteri%tics; instead, it argues that they evalvy from the communicakive
* [

beh@yfbrs o#/barflclpan*s within am organization. lessage processinglan
. - > a

ofganlzafiqns, then, Is a soclal agtivity whereby individuals interpret the
%eanlngs of events within a parfncula;rconfexf (Johnson, 1977).

This study examines the ways fhaf individuals nrpose meannng on their

€ Lo ;’ -

envlronmqpf through, the lnferprefaf1on of and response to ambiguous messages.

< While this research fesfs\;he selecfion stage of Welck'§ (1979) mode}, it also

'iexamlnes the impaéf 9f organi%ajfonaf level on me;sage S%oéessing.r Our goal;
then, is to employ mul{lple methods to describe the processing of equivocal
messages. : I+ is not our Intent to éxfeqd these fiﬁdlpg§ to other
organizations. The small sample size, parf{pularlx }Or upper managemeqj, and
the use of glmulafed organizations preclude such geﬁerafh;ai}pns. .

° . *

AY . N

g/genlzaflonal behavior and organlzafional fheory are lndeed comp lex; far

v

.more complicated and entangled than much)ofoour researgh reveals. .Theorists
- B ¢ \. .
. who bemoan our.simplistic and often self—evldedf explanations urge us to pose *

P

A)

2 better research quesinns and to get closer to,our data (Heiskanen, 1967). . One

scholar ‘who g}gpuses a compfex and parflcularly appealJng model for the study

»

of message ambigulty is KarI.Welck (1979), aufhon of Ihﬁ'ﬁﬂﬁkal Esxshnlngxﬁni ‘
~ ~' & ':“\. . . . » 4
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Equivocal ity refers to condltions that evoke multiple meanings} meanings’ that '

o

canno be 2asily merged’or compromised. In this sense, equivocality is |ike a
pun,(i.e., @ 51%y on words. An example Is the statement, "The groups were
broken down by sex" (Weick, i§?9, p{ 172).. Vere the groups divided into

ma‘g-female subgroups; were They in a state of sexual exhaustion; or was sexual

decadence leading to a breakdown in social ~yalues? The selection of one

lnferpfefafuon reduces the posslblllfy of adopting o#her meanlngs. Even though )

equivocality is present in all information, some organizational inputs are more
equivocal than are others. The degree of equuvocaI|+y in" an Inpuf hlnges upon
"mulfiple indicators" or the "“possible congections Thaf can be tmposed on a

y -

rich assortment of variables" (Weick, 1979, pp. 173-174). Organaza:;Fns manage

equivocality by Imposing meanings on events; meagings that reduce, maintain, or

Ilncreése equivocal ity. 4 »

The process of choosing meanings occurs in the selection stage of Weick's

model. DOuring this sfage members also determine the individuals and groups
that should- handle these interpretations (Weick, 1979, p. 175); hence three

critical -processes dd%dr in the selection stage: 1)/lndlvfduals choose

e ]

interpretations, 2) they select the type and number of rules to process these
e
rnferprefaflons, and 3) they Initiate comhun]caflon cycles to act upon These
4 '§

4 f

interpretations. ) “ K
Equlvocal inputs enter- the selection STage as created or enacfed events.

Organlzaflonal members. lsolafe \Q‘ds and ac;lons from +he sfream of ongoing

experience (enacfmenf) and then they reflect on their behavlors and past

”,

Interpretations (retention) as crlferla for lnferprefing These Bvenfs )

\
(selectionl. 1hesa criteria or assembly rules act as causal maps for selecting

among probable Interpretations and for-moblllzlng appproprlafe acf1on. For

S ¢

. T —

] °

Organizing. Veickfs (1979) model centers’upon the prodessing of equivocalify’ -

.

s
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' "
example, an organizZation may chaose an'1nferprefaf[on and then process it by

B . / -
following standard operating procedures--"send it to the same pedple for' +he
o same fypes of reports we always produce.! In this case, the assembly rule
-‘ A .
employed is ~frequency of use. -Heick (1979) postulates that the amount of

) Y
. perceived equivocal ity embedQed in,an input influences the number of rules used
\ ! . \ ®
to process-that information. He contends that individuals will use fewer
. : . . 7
assembly rules to process hiﬁh equivocal messages and more rules to manage |ow

equlvdkal inputs. Assembly rules guide the selection of communication cycles.

A communicatipn cycle is a cpmblnaffon of messages (acts), the response to
+ nessages (interacts), and adjustments to the responses (double interacts). An

Inverse relationship exists between rules and cycles. When individuals choose.

more ¥ulgs as guidel ines for managing equivocal ity, they aufomafically select
fewer double interacts because only a small number of cycles will fit all the

rules. In contrast, fewer rules pef t the use of more cycles; a practice that

reduces more equivocality.

As an example of this process, let's assume that the administration of ,a

@ <

large university hears that the head basketball coach is lnvésfigafing other

-

cééchlng positions. When this enacted evenfzgpfers the system, it is isolatdd

from the sfréam'gf ongoing experiences. Individuals who view this rumor as

’ - .
highly equidocal impose mulfip[s meanings on this information, employ only a
few - rules to‘select cycies, and rely upon a large number of double ‘interacts.
That is, they seleet multiple explanations for: the coach's behavior, for
- ’ . R 4

I

example, the coach’is leaving because: 1) the athletic director :is unhappy ~
with,the.reccuitment, program, 2) he Is being lured by .another school, or 3).
4! member;'of his family are unhappy with this locale. Since this information is

__\ “ Judged as .high® lncequivecal ity, the recipients would use only é few rules to

—t

éeiecfrfnferprefafloné and c&gles; for example; 1) cause the least disruption

[4
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1]

to the current state of the basketbal.l team, 2) verify the Ilnput (VWeick, 1979,
. 8 . - ,

p. 113). A large .number of cycles wodﬁd fit these aruleej namely, -

admlnlsfrafors_bould_infervleW‘fhe coach and the athletic director,. check out
L4 . ¢ i t 4
the salary ranges and fringe benefits for competing jobs, talk with high school

) .
coaches, and obtain records é6n the coach's recruiting performance. \

\ | f, howevei? the admlniﬁfrafjon treats Thhs {nformation asalow‘in

e

'gquivocal ity, they might impose one interpretation-on the situetion and act in

accordance with that interpretation.\ Let's say the admimistration selects the

interpretation that the coach is being 'lured by other schools. Then Th y
/ ! . .
employ a number of pre-set assembly rules like the following: make al |

‘competitive counter-offer, offer the coach additional fringe°benefifs, involve

| . ~
+ -

experienced peod]e in persuadlng the coach to remain, and profecf the good

image of the Team. These rules, }h turn, prohlblf some gctions and direct the

4

recipient to oWIy a few cycles' namely, conpefe wT#h\The dffers the coach

recelves from ofgkr schools. The less The perceived equnvocalnfy, the greafer

’

the number of rules, the fewer the humber of cycle;, and ' the Iess equlvocallfy
reduced. |n contrast, the greafer the equlvocalnfy, the fewer the rules, the

greasir the number of cycles acfivafed, and the more equlvocalify removed.

. kY

In summary, Weick's (1979) model }f’dlrecfly“appllcable to the study of;
i

communicatian in organfzaflons. Flfsf t centers upda the processing of
message equlvocallfy. Secondly,\\f Treafs The selection of‘declslons as a

meanlng-cenfered activity; hence equlvocal!%y Is. COl1echvely Inferprefed and
LT

'socjally'managed. *Third, It.employs double Inferacfs (message, feedback,

response t6 feedback) as the cycles used to process edulyocallfy.

4
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Research on Meick's todel of Organizing -
Two studies have examined Weick's model of: orgapizing, kBanfz &lSmlfn; :

1977;. Kreps, 1980). \Both studies test the rélationship between equlvbcalify
. A ‘

and c&cles, but the conclusiohs of the first sfudy contradict the f{ndings of

s . , . . . »
the second one. Bantz and Smith (19%7) operafionallze cycles as the number of
\

adJecflves deemed necessary for triads to clarlfy the meanlng of select
| i terary passages. “They reporf that fhe equlvocalify of passages has no
signlficanf effecf.on-fhe number of adJecfives selected. .Several deslgn
problems may contribute to ‘these resulfs} (N ?he number of adjecfines used to

clarlfy a passage is not an effective measure of double interacts (Kreps,

.

.1980), Zﬁ\gasflc:panfs in fhe experimen# |ack a hlsfory of group interaction, *

and 3) the. experiment fails fo capfure fhe nafural selection and developmental

‘ .
nature of Welck's model . M f' N * g

« ©  Kreps - (1980) eﬁploys three semantic differential scales to assess

perceived equivocal ity of 24 Faculty Senate motfons; then he counted the number

‘-

. . . . oA
of double interacts generated during the Senate deliberations on each of the

e

ten motions. - Confrary to Bantz and Smith (1977), Krep% (1980) reports that

Qigh equlvocalify generates more doubleé unferacfs than does Iow~equnvoca|?fy.
The Kreps (1980) .study is a commendable field invesfigaflon of Weick's (1979)

model. But It Is admittedly a post hoc design in that.the evaluation of Senate

motions occurs after the actions taken-on these mefons; hence the way they

. ° . ) ¢

"difficult to discern which aspects?of the Senate motlions contribute to

~

. )ethvocal?fy, Is it the syntax, fhe‘eonfenf, or the pe}cepflons of both that

‘contribute 4o evaluatides .of these motions?. Finally, Krep's (1980)

v

’/’anesflgaflon does not examine jhe Eofa of ?Fsembly rules In the.selection of

L N
communication cycles. . s .

(

-1

-

. ¥
\were/acfed upon nfay Influence the way Senators evaluated them. Se;ondly, it is *°
L AN - P ' ’

4
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This study expands uﬁon previous - research in the fol-lowing ways:

manipulation of messages to Incorporate four aspects of ambiguity, analysis of
message p; edsing by hierarchical level, Inclusion-of assembly rules in The"\\3
L4 [y Q" /-\
processing of messages, and the use of multiple measures t+o* examine assembly

4 f

, rules and behavioral cycles. - ' ,
. N ' !
.Lndep’.en_d&ni Yariables - : , a
S . The two independent varlables if Thls study are amblguous/messages and

organizational level. Ambiguous meSSages refer to cues that Trlgger mulfiple
: -

[N

‘meanings and can’ be "coorcinated with two or more original, qvenfs" (Welck,

1979, ¢. 180). That is, ambiguous cues and equivocality exist n a parailel

relafionshlp (p. 182).1 The nature of the Input Influencesgfhe amount of . J
equlvocaL_*xy_ngendered In the recelver. Thé receiver, then, must activate A
e _ processes to manage the equlvocatlfy and to select the interpretations that'are

most approprlafe In‘q'glven context.

e . %

.

In an operational.sense, the structure of an ambiguous message influences

the probablllfy of mulfiple meanlngs. In this study ambigulfy-conslsfs of four

components: use of absfracf Ianguage, Iack of specific detalls, absence of a
course of action, an; perceived mgfsage equivocal ity. Even though the‘most |
citical component is perceived message equgvocafify,'speciflc structural -
.fzg;bres of the messag; lfself contributé -to amblguify. Abstract ianguage C
| triggers more amblgulfy than - dogs conirefe Ianguage (Hayakawa, 1972). v
Abstractions are ha:E‘fo categorize; They connote mulf!ple lmages;‘and they

sfand.for mulflple referents. For example, the comment that "George acts like

a child," could mean ttat George throws féhﬁEF tantrums or pouts when he Is

angry or Is unnecessar}ly Jealous of,his over-ambltlous peers, ﬁ]l of these &




-, -~

. ? )
behavlors could fall into the category of childish acts, but not all of them

— ~*

are’ neces arlly what The sender infended. The absfracfion, Macts Iike a

»

chlld " denotes mulfnp]e referenfs and connotes multiple Inferprafaflons

(Johnson, 1977). Sngnnfncanfly, welck (1979) notes fhaf ambiguous words,

—_

synonyms, and adjecfrves consflfufe more original inputs in organlzafions than

do unequivocal noyns-

B

_Two" other characfernsflcs of meSsage ambigulty are lack of specnfnc

¢
defalls _and the absence of an expllclf or implied |nsfrucflon (Thayer, 1968) .

-

. A defall/g/message frames fhe context of a sfafemenf wlfh preclse and specific
referents fo the sender's--intentions (Davus, 1968). Specl}ac defanls qnd
requesfs for actVon redqce the number .of plausible |nferprefafnons. For
example, the comment, "Georgg acts like a child In that he withcraws from
Interaction and sulks when he i's angry at others (specific detalls). | think
we shoﬁ+d f§lk with George abouf the harmful side-effects of his behavior"

‘ -

(course of 7action); reduces the equlégcalffy of the previous statement that

L3

"George acts |ike a child." While some equivocal ity accompanies any message,

'i +ﬁé addition of specific deteails, concrete language, and a course of action™

— R A N
__guides the receiver fo particular interpretations. For this study Hi E

messages'gpbody at least one high abstraction term, few speclgic details, and

no explicit or Implici+ course of action whereas the Lo E messages contain
concrete terms, specific details ‘and an expliclf request for action. .

"

But meanlngs are not restricted fo fhe‘sender s° Infen?lons. Equivocal ity
also emanafes from a péssonal respon;e to symbols and word usage. Thus, "the

"_same words have different lnferprefafjons$fo°each person in fhe same context!

.

(Johnson, 1977, p..64). Since interpretations are personal in nature,

" equivocal ity also resides In the percepfions of receivers. For fhls study a

* ’

six-item scale designed fo tap percelved equlvocal(IZNifrves as a manipulafion

\




check ,of message ambiguity. The scale contains the following Items: * 1) how
many ways do you think this statement ‘could be inferpqeféd, 2) how complicated
or complex is this message, 3) how easy is-it for you to, detérmine the

, specific meaning of Thls\hessage, 4) how clear is this message, 5)~how easy

is It to de+ermlne an appropriate course of aE?ion or response to this nessage,_

-

and 6) to. whaf exfgnf does fhls nessage Indlcafe what action sh0uld be Taken
.

on this matter. - .

] -

The seécond "ndependent variable is organizational level. Research on

r . .
semantic interpretation of. messages suggests, that agreement on_the meaning of

-

. r * 1 .
1962; Redding, 1972). Schwartz;, Stark, and Schiffman (1970) report differences

b '

. *
between two levels of management atd two levels of union officers in their

Inferprefafleggy of such cq&cebfé as solldarity, strike, management, and

[y

sensl#lvlfy. Using a method of "congruence'adalygis," Minter (1969) observes °

[
that semantic meanlng of specnfnc topics daffers across. levels apprOximaTely

607 of The tire. Trlandis\(1959a, 1959b, 1959c) notes that supervisors.and

subordinates differ in their criteria for making judgmenfs about peoﬁie anq

¢ . . ) . ’ : )
events and Maler, Hoffman and Read (19637\reporf differences between levels in -

P ]

J,descrlpflons of squ;dlnaTe job duties--even if the subervlsor previously held

the sgsgsgiaé#e's position.” Jablin (1979) concludes that the research on,
;em;nfjc Interpretation of lnformafioﬁ cons;;}enfly d?mqns¥ra1es different -
meaﬁlngs for events aC(oss~6#ganlzaflonat leQels. -'f_ ; -
These éemanflca'dlscrepancigs reflect different value systems and
experiences (Redding, 1972). Discrepant experiences might alss confrlbufé to
. the number of rules and cygles use; to. process these interpretations. Research

O feedback amd om ml\ssinn -of information supports this assumption.

Specifically, superiors and subeiglpafes differ In the amount of feedback they

words, concepts, and events varies across levels of the ofganizétion (Tompkins, -

e




Q‘k/‘x

p:ovlde (Cook 1968' Greller & Hereld,'1975) and In the way #he}_process

feedback (Brenner & SngbandJ 1973). fn particular, Herzey,& Boettger (1571)‘
reporf* that written meSsages In organizatlons equenfly con;aln deuble
nean'gs. ‘when these messages ceme from upper managers, subo|rdlna1*es 'n nferpref
and act upon then wufhouf clarifying fhe anbngunfy, fheyreo nof’wanf to | ook

. .

stupid or fo‘wasfe their supervisor's time. Supervisors, in turn, spend

consjderable time and resources trying to determine why.their messages were
. N * °

mislnferprefedf In sumnary, research on sem®Qic agreement Ii‘organizafions
~

shows that hlerarchncal posnf:on influences Interpretations of organlzat)onal
[}

messages. rbreover; feegoack or responses to anblguous messages are processed

~ R

differently across organizational level. This literature leads.to the

P . . -
.

following non-directional hypotheses: . -

-

-

- ~

Hy:  Organizational level will ‘Influénce the ﬁumben of .

»

" rules employed to prosess QI:end Lo E messages.

] . « ) . . .
HZ: Organlzationa[.level will influence the numper of
cycles used to process Hi “and LeﬁE messages..
Qenendeni Ma:iahlﬁs : B

-~

A comblnafldh of mefhodologies were employed to examine assemb ly ruIes s

e R
"~ ,‘/ -

and communication cycles. Specifically, Fesearchers.developed questionnaires,

conducted ‘Interaction analysis-of group talk, and employed content analysis of

N

written feedback. This triangulation of'mefhgds.fo study the same phenomena

"served-as a between-method test of valldity- (Jick, 1979Y. In this study

+

mujflple mefhods were used to explaln or to expand upon The self-report dafa.

$g|f Raport Da_taL Assembly rules are recipes or,guldellnes that members

use to .Isolate interpretations and’ fo mobllize communication activity. For

Ry

EY

thks study we combine Welck's (1979) notion of retrospective analysis with

! * .. ' ¢

—

¥




Coe . E “messages. : . / - Lo -
) - ’

’ e

)\

" ldentification of assembly rules. Weick (1979) argues that "action precedes .

]

thbught" (p. 194). That Is, people must act before fhéy ¢an uncerstand the {
meaning of thelr actions. In this invesfigafion &ssembly rules were -
operafionailzed as criteria or rationale far ‘action; these rules were

-

ldentified after the subjects processed ﬁéssages. Ve agked barflclpanfs to
reflect upon their de;}s}pn for processing éach héssgge and then to Idenfity*
from a |ist of 16 possible rules mhlch ohes influenced fhel}wdecision.z The 16 °
rules were drawn from Weick's (1979, p. 113) Ilst of fypleai asseméiy rules.
Weick's model suggesfeq: - -,

N ’ E 4
Ha Organjzational members will use feyer rules when

processing HI E messages than,when processing Lo

«

- -
' £l

- hed
o ,

*The second dependent variable, comnunication cycles; consisted of double

]
g

° '
Interacts or message-response-adjustment cyecies. Cycle$S were.operationalized
. -~ ) . .

-as the numbef:of people wh6 showld eventually receive a feedback message.

While we did no} ask the reciplen?sifo send an adjustment to the féedback, we
told subjects that reclplents’were expected to fotlow-up.on these messqgeé..

Although' this measure was not a direct assessment of double Interacts, It

N

embodied the Iidea* of. a message;response-adjusfmenf cycle. Welck's model
)‘\

-

_wsuggested: . R
N H4: In HI*E conditions individuals will send message
> responses to more members then they will In low E Ve

»~  sltuations. (The inverse states that respohses to - '
14

4o £ -mes6agaes will be sent to fewer people than will

>, . Fesponses to HI E message). ‘

N
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.Category Systoenm for*Analysis of Yritten Feedback and Group Interaction. .
In" addi+ion to questionnaires, assembly rules and communication qycies were . ‘

) . \ " .
assessed through the analysis of written messages and group interaction. These

h

analyses focused on the type .of responses used to evaluate messages, to, select

1

assembly rules, and to choose communication cycles. The category system

.

' consisted of three *dimensions; . evaluation, equivocal ity magagement, and

]

assembly rules. Two of the three, equivocal ity managerient and assembly rules,

were similar to dimensions three and four of the Social Information Process

Analysis (SIPA) developed by Fisher, Drecksel,.and Verbel (1979); the specific

o

categories within each dimension, however, differed to some ex‘ren'r.3 *These

categories originated from Weick's (1979) explanation of assembling a process;-

4

that is, individuals assessed the degree of equivogcal ity embed&ed in a message

and then they employed assembly rules to accept, reject, or modify the act. |In

<

! )’ 1] I3 - ‘ 2
all cases the equivocality was managed but some cycles reduced more
. . . .

A} ~

pqulvacallfy than did others. Fishet, et. al. (1979) presented five scalar

categories- that determined whether a response reduced,. increased, or maintained

'fhg equivocal ity embedded in an initial messége. Management of equivocality,

[’

then, was qued on the way individuals mod} f ied the initial message during

group interaction or in their written feedback. p *

' - s, K . Co *
The following categories were used 1o analyze equivocality manpgement and

assembly rules. Each statement contributed either to the reduction,
. . '\‘ -

maintenance, or increase of ¥he curreft 'state of equivocal I'ty. . ~

] ¢

The follow}ng categories exemplify this process:

o

Dimensfon’l; Evaluations .
’ ed 13 E
1. Accepts the initial message--responds favorably.
- 2. Rejects the Initial message--responds disfavorably.
- 3. Withholds judgments--no clear evalua{iph implied.
. -
X - - . .
\ . . |
- . 1('? ( -~
. . 4 . .
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Reduce Equlvocall?y - ' v

r

Malnfaln equivocal Ity = - = | _ %

AchOn proposal--alfers original message 'by
modifylng or proposung a course of acfion,/e.g., "We
agree to work overtime, but we feel th%“pollcy
should nof apply to weekends." This cgiegory
resembles Uelck's (1979) notion of modlfylng the
assemblage (p. 115). k
Inferprefafion--modlfiés fhé Inferprefa}lon of a
message or constructs a new inferprefa#lon, €4Qe,
"Morale Is bad here because management ignores fhé
feel}ngs qfkworkers." An Interpretation modifies
the pfepbsed explanation or coﬁstrucfs a new
exblanaflonvénr the original ;;ssage. .

Combined Interpretation and Acfiond-mod[fies or
alfersfbofh aspects of the original message, €.g.,

"This company has information over|oad problems.

because people” are bored and have nothing better to

do. We think managemenf should speed up the

producflbn process and hold more company%meeflngs.,

-

~a , '

No modlflcaflonf-aécepfs message wlthout modifying .
fhé content of the statement, e.g., "We concur with
this message and think It Is a good Idea."

Seeks c1arlflca+lon--lnl+la+es communicatlion cycles
dhned at clarifyling fhe sender's lnfenf e. g., "What
fype of informaflon overload? Cbuld‘you glve us
more'speclflcs{ Both.alternatlves are similar fo

Welck's (1979) cycles of ma!nfalnlng

lnferprefaflons, assemb[aJeg) and consfrucflons.

L) -




Increase equivocal jty .
Redirects the message by ‘adding ‘an equivocal clause.

The feedback -to- the orlglnaf message increases o
L1 . '. } - d

. multiple meanings and is redirect to another person,

e.g., "Morale is a problem for the .personnel

oo

‘deparfment." The personnei 5anéger c¢an interpret

this message In several ways; namely, Is fhe sender

saying that the ‘oerspnnel department has ‘a morale.

o

problem or that company-wide morale prablems should

be-handled by the personnel depar*l‘menf7

© 4

" The second dlmenslon, assembly rules, orlglnafed ‘from Yhe rules

questionnaire, Bufrrafher than employ all 16 rules, we correlated responses on

the checkiist and Idenfified pivotal - lfens ahd clusFérs of slmllar rules

through elemenfary Innkage analysis (thuuffy, 4957). The selection criteria

3

for Inclusion of H:ems mfo fhe anage analysls was r = '30, the median

correlation cdefflclen+.4 _This process Ied to the Yollowing categories:

JDimension [11; "Assembly Rules

1. - Producﬂvlfy--seleef cycles that eg\hance company image,
efficlency, or produc*‘l‘I:I.fyv, e.g.',' "A safer firework willl
help the, l%age of this company and bring in more
busleess."" L . !

2. Relevance-~select cyéleskfhaf are EOng;uenf with ¥the

the body unit Is of prlmary interest to .subassembly fhree.

v

presumed confen? of fhe message, e.g., "Construction'of

Sendﬂgemessageio&ed." . ' p -

-3




Y

3 ?; Accepfablljfy--selecf/c§cles that lead to satisfaction;

‘ones that absorb the greatest number of peoble, €.G., "I

N .

T fhfnk workers will be willing to work oyertime if we give

”

bonuses in addnfion to overtime pay. Let's ask them for a

-~

v response to, this “idea."

.

4, Feaslbllnfy Satisficing--select cycles based upom issues
- ‘

oﬁsworkablllfy (experi éed people, available people,

previous success) or that cause the least disrupfioﬁ
y < R
(shortest time, least effort, least harmful side effects),

- e.g., "l think the easiest way to make our model safer is

\

- to remove the horizontal fins. ~ Yea, we can do that

ad >»

. qulckly without upseffsng the work flgw. Let's ask Jan if

-—

she agrees."

» - .

5. No rafionale or criteria included in fhe confrlbuflon,
e.g., "whaf does fhls mean? Yhat do you guys.manf to do

= about f+on

The subjects for this study were.flnyJOne'Junlbrs, sgniors, and graduate

students In two organizational communication classes at a Igrge Midwestern

unlngslfy. Students earned merff,polgﬁs by participating In one of two '
1 . i , '.gx .
3 that ' functioned: for 16 hours or for

3
]

& :
elght class sesslons; each sesslon was fwo houks n lengfh. Thg-lnsfrucfors 2
’i‘ -

slmulafed, ‘bureaucratic brgaﬁlzaflons

Interviewed and placed students into company poslflons'based upﬁn.%ﬁélr

qudllflcaflons,njrglglp / RgpvoOus work experlences, and job pre}erences.

.
-

\
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Forty-seven of the SI@members had'preViéus Jjob experlence, etghf‘ﬁ? them had

held supervisory posifions. : ) : -

The producf-based corporations consléfed of fhree deparfmenfs With fhree

organlzaflonal levels: upper management (presldenis and vlce-presldenfs),
)
middle manzgement (managers and sugervisors), and Wwork groups (foremen and.

(3

workers). The(prlméry goals of the organization were to make a profit in the,

o

sale of ffrework models and to sel| more modeds than their competitor did. The

free=simulation experimental design exposed participants to a‘large number of

N T

’ - ] Y .
actual organlzafionalqzvenfs in a semi-controlled setting (Fromkin & Streufert,

s

1976). I+ provided a means of creating field research within the l|aboratory

(Jandt, 1974; Cohen & Cyert, 1965). Although the incompleteness of this mogel

created somg abvious |imitations (namely, reallzation ‘of an,

impending
termination poipt, intensity of problem—-solving in concentrated time periods,

and the zero-history nature oﬁ,an.organizaflon), it offered a feasible means of

-

"studying the creation and processing ©f equivocal messages:

Mﬁ&&ags Selection » '

—

Thirty messages ‘that - reflecfed organizational activities were generated

from wrlffen memos and verbal lnferacflon during the first two days of the

The -30° messages fit+ three categories -.of ambiguity: high,

-

Each message was evaluated by 29

independent rater's on the 6-[+em"message ambiguity scale. Three bogus items

The Purdue Instrument Analysis
System (PYA§) was used to determine the WnTQQQal consistency among T?e six

items. Cropbach alpha for the six \{STS was .88 with an average I{em-fotal
) ' c
: *
The, lnvesflgafors selecfed the four-messages with the

v { 3

hlghesf and the fndr messages with qu | owest overall ratings to use Tn the N

) T4

Due to time limitations, the moderafe equlvocallfy cafegory was

0 simulation.
(kmoderafe, ang low, 1b in e;ch.ca'*regory.6
were Ind%ddeq to_control for deménd effects.
| correlaflon of .70a
. | lnvesflgaflon.
(4] d o

!
N .
.
’ 18
:, 'l
S
’
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. s el iminated from further enalysis. Table 1 presents the eight messages with

mean ratings. ‘ ' N
- . “~ .
4 .
A key element In Welck's model Is the role of consensual vallidation In

-

Tge processing of Information. °In both simulations, organlzafloﬁal members

-

. frequently met in three-person groUps:.zupper managers met {n one group, middle

t

manageré met elther In a supply or in an assembly group, and workers met in
their respecflve Qork teams. >On the fourth and fifth days of the simulation

lnvesflgafors began the experiment by assembling mermbers of both organuzaflons

*

into their respecflve grOUps, a total of 17 triads for fhe two organlzaflons.

Subjects were fold that the e;perlmenf focused on group comnunication.
- Each Individual réceived from his or .her immedate superv}sor a
memorandum which confained a HI or‘Le E message. Individuals judged/;he’
" message “on the éytfem ambiguity form used in the prefesf. Sub jects then .
.sfarfed fhe~fape recorder and dlscussed fhelr regcflons to the message. ' After
\\\~_~ . fubjecfs.lpferacfed for a maximum of 15 minutes, they préﬁered a written
- - response to fﬁe message. Then, wlfh0uf'conférrlng vwith ofher@members, sub jects

coqp+e{ed questionnaires on the' Fafionale for fhé1r group's response. (assembly

) rules) and a |ist of organizational members who should ﬁecelve this response,

) ,(communicafioq cycle). This’® procedure ‘was repeated for each of fbg_elghf "
messages. For each organizatiop the orQer of fhe'ﬁessage was ranngly assigned

and sysfemaflcally rofefed between the two organlzations. . “

Sizuﬂsilsal Apalysis ~ ‘ ’ .

L4
»

Data analysis for  the seV#-reporf measures employed a3 x2x38 .
.

. statistical design Jorganlzaflonal level x type of equivocal ity x message) with

.
\

4 ' repeated measurss on the sguivocal ity and message dimensions (Winer, 1971).
. I ' ° R -

.. Meéehges were nested within Hl and Lo E, four messages for each type.- Prior to
/ ,,‘ , X “4 13 B A .

»
-

. ]
¢ - ‘(" - -~
. - R d
PO i
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'Hunning‘sfaflsfical tests, frequency data was normalized with 2 logerittmic
transformation in accordance with Kizk's (1968) procedure. Data was analyzed

with a‘BHD—PZV computer program for unequal cef! size and repeatec measures

: A
ANOVA. In the larger organization, one work team was eliminated 'due to

problems in completing the self-report data. Since the three factors were
fixed, the message x £quivocal ity interaction broduced an artifactual result
whfch-ﬁas corrected for by combining the error variance for toth factors to

v

s 1’
produce an approximate F ratio for this interaction (Kirk, 19€8). If
- t ' . ) .
significagf results were obtained for any of the effects, data were subjected
to @ post'hoc Mewman-Keuls procedure to deterrine which ;:bahizaftpnal level (s}

or messgbe(s) contributed to the effect. o

'

In addltion, repeated measure ANOVAs were employed to analyze caTtegory
frequenéies“¥or the wrltten ;essages and the gréup interaction. }n this
\apélysig the investigator combined the :frequencies for the Hi E and for the Lo
E‘messages. Cafeggky data, then, was anélyié@ with'a 3 x 2 ANOVA (level x
ethvocalify) for the three category dlmensions.7 The assembly rules cimension
Qas excluded from analysis of the written messages and tha evaluation

categorles were omitted from the group analysis. In both cases, each act

‘received two code numbers. The g¢xperimenters used logarithmic transformation

1

'to normalize ‘data for the written message§L and used percenfa'ges to Tran’sform T

data for group lnferacﬂon.8

resulfs,‘a post hoc Mewman-Keuls was used to ldenfiﬁ&ﬂf;; variables that

-

contributed to this effect. Also, category means per message'were computed, and -

»

“used to interpret significant effects. ’ :

When ‘statistical tests yielded significant =

’
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¢ T Results *

Re_u.ab_UJiuan.dManipuJ_aﬁanhec}si R )
Generally high reliabilitjes were obfalned ‘In coding the three r

i
dimensions. * The cafegorles wifhln hese dimemsions were exfaustive and
3 ‘ r .
mutually exclusive. For.the written feedback, the unit of analysis was one ¢
complete messaée and for the group Inferacfion, aQiyﬁinferrupfed utterance by

¢ - > .
one member -served as the unit of analysis. Two trained coders received a .80

a

Scott's Pl'coefficienf for message evaldafiom end a J717 coe?fieienf for
equivocal Ity mamagement for analysis of the 134 WriTTen'meseage§ (Holsti,
" 1969), Two dlfferewf'coders also anal?zed 135 pre-selected acts of the %roup
’Inferac+lon and received a .83 coefficient for equ}vocalify manégemenf.and a

.79 for assembly rules. Hence, reliability tests for both analyzes yfelded
s . .

generally hlgh coefficients. ‘ . ( -

A manlpulafion cﬁeck on Hi and4Eo equivocallfy revealed ‘that, subJecfg

percelved the four Hi E messages as more amblgu0us than they viewed the Lo E ‘

i
messages (F = 101.8, df = 1,45, p < .0001, % = .48; see Table 2).° The/vegn'

1}

raflng for Hi E messages (m = 18.23) almost doubled Thaf of the' four Lo E

messages (m = 11,03). Analysls of the ratings by level of fhe organlzafion

-

) revealed Jno significant resuITs'(F = .92; df = 2,45, p <. .18, poweri= €:0).

3.55,

Although there was a main-effect dlffecence gpr the message variable (F
4

' . T o9
df = 6,270, p/<.00), r 30). a posf hoc Tesf showed that this was 2

. attributed primariy Yo the clusters of The four H{ E and *he four Low E

¢
messages (F = 12.53, df = §:270, p< .001, r2 ='.42). Hence, the four Hl E >
and the four Lo E messagee recelved generally coﬁélsfenf”eyaluaflons across V‘
4oréanlzé}{onal levels add message Tydes. T%e meesage madlghjaflons,‘{zf?" . SN
7/*3t9 successfal I fth Judgments of ambigulty were dghslsfen+ ‘for dhe SRR
4 i . : . ). .
equlvocaf-messages.' ‘ : S " .. L *
. : N ) , .
< 21 T . .
- . \ ~ -
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Aas&mb_l_x Bu_Les_L Assembly rules served as rationale for a group's

o

' reacf_Ion to a message. Analysis of the mean frequencnes of rules revealed hatn

effect differences for Hi and. Lo ‘equivecal ity and Interaction effects for
’ L ] - : N . . '
organizational ‘level and for *imdividual* messages.- Consistent with Hf}m

\er . .-
assembly rules were seIeCT_ed to process qu.as opposed to Hi E messages.
. . [ I\ . -
Subjects employed significantly fewer r_u_Les‘ Jn ¥esponse to Hi E as opposed to
% ; ’
Lo E messages (F = 15.05; df = 435 p < 0003 “c? = g5, see-Tablesp). As

Weick predicfed, the number of rules waanversely related to fhe amount of

* v
equivocal Ity percelved In é‘f’. Subjecfs used more criteria to process Lo
> # N
E messages and fever guldel ines to .p\'ocess the amblguous~ sﬂnul ie

While Thls paﬁ‘ern was_ conslsfeni' tor all levels of the organizaﬂon,
L}

. upper managemenf selected .f.&uﬂ.t r_u.Le.s fhan "did middje or Iower levels,

7 . -
parﬂcularly for the Lo E mgssages (F\= 3, 67;- df =2 }5' p <. 04; r2 = ,30).

\\7 This flndlng confirmed H,, thus prodlvlpg supporf for ’1’he assump*hon ‘l‘haT

~organlzatlorfal level influenced fhe processlng of Hl and Lo E messages. But'in

the Lo E category, messages #2 and *#4 confclbufed to these &Kifferences (F =
\‘ 4

7.25; df, = 6,270; < .001; r2 = 18)?,. For message #2, middle and lower levels

S

'selécfed more rules than did upper managemenf (F'= 4’.43 df = 2,47; p< ,02; r2

= ,16) and forQ‘Qme,ssage #4 members of fhe lower and upper levels chose fewer
: /
" rules fhan dld mlddle managers (F. = 5 59, df = 2, 47 p <<.01; - r2 = ,20).

:Foremen and workers dld, no*l‘ conslsfenﬂy fol)ow either upper or mlddle managers

* LS

o In fhe number @f rules/ﬂiey selecfed.” Insfead, fhey allgned with middle

i ”;.:,mar(agers on message #2, perhaps because “the subject matter of the message fit

\7 )‘ - ! . . . - - . /‘ .
,'l'helr(~ organizational speciality, but -theygparalleled upper management's *
. . v - N .

~ response on megsage #4. As a whole, m(ddol'e and lower'ieyéfl_s emplo}/mo,»e‘
&I

* assembly rules than did upper management, particularly for Lo E meSsages.

< . R —

22d
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Communication Cycles=-Number ‘gf Beople. In-this study, the number of

people was an indice of ‘comaunicatioh cycles. Contrary to the predictions in
N * : L]

-

H,» Fesponses fo'{o'k.gessagss wer'e sent to more people and responses 1o Hi E
' sfafsqenfs were sent to fewer gmployees (F = 36.7; df 1 ,45; p < .0001; r2 =
.45). Ip effect, subjects indicated from 7_Ilsf sf organlzaflpnal rembers ‘that

; few people sgodld receive responses to f?e Hi amblguous messages.

. . ) . .
, .« Consistent wifh H2 level of the organizafion interacted wnfh

— s

’ //// ’ equivocalufy in the number of people selecfed \deglflcally, upper management

5

senf responses to slgnificanfly ;SFE‘people than did ﬂlddle managers and

. 2
workers (F = 14.03; df = 2,45; p < .001; r2

k]

=" ,25), especially for three

2

me;sages--#z (F = 18.38; df._»"2,47; p < .0005, r- = .43, #3 (F = 47.60; df =

2,475 p <.0005° r2 3 .68) and #7 (F = 4,42; df iHEa4Z_E;€~:°?3 r27fA.!4):7\§9f

for messa e #4, both middle and upper managers sent more Fesponses than did
: g : .

workers (F = 46, Qg;‘df 2,47; p,; .001; r2 = ,67).- Upper'managemenf sent

responses to more peopie fhan did the other two IéVeLs’ but only for two Lo E

~

. and one Hi E’message. A slgnlflcantAmessage effect’ (F

16.98; df = 6,270; p <
' v

' .QOQ}; r2 = J27) and me!sage-fype lnferactjon effect (F

7 ;90{; r2 = ,06); however suggested that message characteri‘stics pfher than

”

3.77; d#%,12,270; & 5

'equlvocallty influenced the number of people fo contact about a dgiven message. .,

i ‘The, fwo factors that accounfed for 72% of fhe variance were the lndlvldual

"!
e

mqf;ages.and the equivocality dimension. Slnée the lssjes discussed in
4

messages #3, #4, and #7L¢pep+alned to organlzaflon-wlde concerns, It seemed

reasonable to:send responses to many organizational members. Upper managers,:
: . s

‘

- 1n parfléular, might feel- compelled to disseminate’ information about these

foplcs; , .

Do
GO

i

-~

v

-
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Analxsls of ﬂLJIIﬁn Lsisnaﬁi; Andlysns of wrnffen mefsages denonsfrafed .

how lndlvnduals Teduced, mannfanned or increased equlvoca\lfy. The 17 groups

produced 134 written feedback responses whlch were coded into one of fhe three

’ ~

evaluation and one of fhe six equivocal ity managemenf cafegorles. Slnce the

.

withhold Jjudgment category had a freduency less than 10, It was eliminated ‘fronm

~

'furfﬁer amalysis. = . . . ‘ g

¥ [

Neither category within the ewaluaflcn dimension showed significant

- ~

dlfferences amorig levels of the organlzafloa/or between HI and Lo E messages

(Accepts; level, F = .30; df = 2,13; p .99, equnvocallfy, F 3 39; df

,13; p <.08. Rejects; level, F = 2. 66 df = 2,13; p< .10; equivocality, F

.31; df = 1,13; p .58. See Table 5 fOr power estimates).

favocably to the stimulus messages, only 22 of 134 were coded In the negaf ve

cafegory and only 8'of ‘tik respcnses were neufraTi . 'f

-

. Significant effects, however,' were observed for three .of the six

equivocal ity management categories. Organization leYel also influenced the way

~ - ]

_Inafvlduajs responded to Hi and Lo E messages. Mi E messages were processed by

w
adding a-eourse of actf®n to “the orjginal message (F = 8. 27 df =

rz = ,57) whlle Lo E messages wer

= 1,13; p < .01; r2 = .60).

,13; p <.01,

accepted wlfhouf modlficafion (F = 8.53; .df

An Inspecflon of the mean frequencies, for each

il

message revealed that these patterns were consistent across the four HI and the
four Lo_E messages. k
~ L ) .

The findings for the no modification category, hoyever, were mediated by

v

signficlnt “interaction effects for organization level. Upper -and middle

. managers accepfed Lo E messages without changing message content more

frequenfly}fhan did workers and foreman (F = 4.47; df = 2,13; p < .03 r2.=

.GOY. Foremen and workers, in contrast, modified both the HI and Lo E messages

A AN
_ A ﬁ"

Subjecfs reacted ‘~f

L S




by adding an inferprefafion to the original sfafemenf (% = 6.,49; df =

.01; rz =

.76) ~ All three levels, then speciallzed ‘in the way They processed

.

equlvocalify. Lower Ievels constructed written responses fhaf added an

interpretation fq the original message vwhile upper_and ‘middle managers ackepted
) ~ \ L, .

4 d

Lo E messages without modifying messaje content.

LS

Analxsis of Group 1nie£agiign* The two”* coders claszlfued 2260 acts frdn.

fhe audlofaped redbrdlngs into 1 cafegques--six for equivocali*y managemenf

flve for assembly rules, and two for soclo-emofional conmenfs. Resulfs of

interaction analysdg general ly parallefed find4ngs for fhe written mess¢ s,

wlﬁh one maJor excepfion.

dISCUsslons of Lo E as opposed to Hi E messages (F = 6 29; df = 1,14; p < .03;

r2 = This flndlng, while a general &Kend for: aJI 5ubJec+s, wag more

SubJecfs added more course of actjon sfafemc to -

.41).

L)

characteristic of upper nanagers’?han of middle and. |ower leve1s $F

1

'8.25; df

= 2, 14 p < 004, r2 .45), Upper managers spent consliderable message time on

- ‘e ~ . -

solutions and actlion steps while foremen and workers used significantly more

2,13; p <

A

interpretation statements than did maﬁagers-(F =

2

te

e

4.485 df = 2,143 p <

.03; r=. ’
> , |

Only two qj the five assemb‘y rule cafegories y|e|ded slgnificanf

63, see Table 6) N .'

results--acceptabiHity and reJevance.

2.

.03; r .,48) .

- 1 4

arguments for the Lo as'opposed to the HT E messages (F = }.79§~df =

" messages #3 #4, and §7--+wo L6 E and om\Jﬂl E message.

morale; foplcscihaf were conducive to acceptability c

SubJecfs relled on accepfablllfy

These messages

.\

L3

of the messags, then, seemed to guide the use of acceptabiility statements.

el

1,14;

P <

Hoﬁever, an inspection of frequency by individual medsage

" 'showed that 93% of the accepfablllfy sfafemenfs occurred durlng discussions of

addréssed such Issues as overflne work schedule;, 4-day work weeks, "and company

onfroversles. The confenf

o4

4

2
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The relevance.category al'so yielded a signiffcanf'effecf; upper managens

used more relevance arguments for the Lo but not the Hkqﬁ,messages. Foremen

" - » e .
‘ &nd workers, .however, used more relevance statements during discussions of the.
B . . /] LR \

Hi E but noi the Lo Ermessages (F = 4.6f; df = 2,14;.p < .02; r2 = L¢5).

-

-

Although no par;}cdlarvmessage accounted for these differences, upper ranagers

g

generated the highest number of relevance statements for message ¥3 anc workers
raised more relefance’a/bumenfs for message$ -#5 and #8. Further investization

revealed that some groups. felt these messages were ifrelevant fo their role in

. <
- the organlzaflon° hence, “the use of relevance as a crlfernon for process:ng
e,

messages appeared confounded w1th“The relevance of message content fcr tnet
' \ . 7
particular group. Zi , ,
i’ . ) ‘ . )
L DI1SCUSS 10N : , : ’
.. 5 i -~ - .
This lInvestigation focused on the processing of ambiguous messages in

organizations. Amblguffy emanated from Tﬁe consfrucjlon anc intergretarion of

> ' " - - i M ¢
messages within a giver cont®xt. - In particular, group interaction zimec &t -

organizing collective behavior facllitated the selection of interpretarions and

v * the processlng of equivocal Inputs. In this sfudy Indlvlduals at all levels of

, e
the organlzafion viewed Hi E messages as more amblguogs than Lo E neSScces. -
- 4

These rgsponses were consistent for seven of the eight messages, but for
message #6, individuals familiar with the details of the model (workers)
percelved more equivocality than d1d managers (W = 2\.47; M = 13,50), Thns

flndlng suggested that lnformaflq.pl dlsfance befween managers and workers

yfelded disgrepancies In Jjudgments of equivocality. _In a larger organizaflon.

©
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Organizational members.also processed Hi E messages diffegently than they
7/

" did Lo E messages. Consistent with Weick's (1979) prediction, more assembly’

rules were used to procegs Lo E as opposed to Hi E messages. This patftern was
also evident in the analysis of group Interaction. Subjects generafed a hlgher

frequéncy of criteria (assembly rule categories 1-4) for Lo E than for HI E.

—

meseageé (Lo = 983; Hi = 668; + = 1.48; df = 30;‘p < .10). But confrar? to:

Weick's (1979) preciction, respoﬁses to Lo E messaces were sent to mgre'people

fhan were responses to Hj E nessages. Several factors might account for this

effect. Flrsf, written feedback rather fhan the orTglnaI %f and Lo E messagés

_ were eenf to organizational members. Since we did not determing, the degree of

¢

equivocal ity embedded  in written responses, groups might compose a Lo E
response to a Hi E message, but it was unlikely that they would formul ate Hi E

respénses to Lo E messages, particularly when group talk ‘centered upon

-

equivocal ity reduction. Hence, this explanation was not plausible.

4‘

A second explanafion focused on the measurenenf of double inferacfs.
% .

Nuﬁper?of people, as noted earlier, was nhot a behavloral esfirafe of double
interacts. Even though members expected a response 1o their w#T?fen feedback,
they acted upon the messages as if ‘no adjustment was necessary. Workers as
well as managere delegated messaées to others and acted ae 1f fhey had the

final say In Interpreting events; hence It was difficult to determine if the

. . - [ .
tidea' of a double interact was operative in this study:" A better 'estimate of

commynication cycles might be the number of double'lhferacfs produced during

'group discussjons (Kreps, 1980), the length of talk time and sllences, or the

number' of confr}buj;pns produced by a grbup. mmunication cycles might be )
llﬁked to fhe speed of, processing a message; Lo E inputs might be dispatched

more qu!ck!y than would H1"E messages (Welck 19 9, p. 145). However, a post

hoc analysls of the total Aumber of confrlbufﬂons per message revealed no

& X
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/ ' —— i .

. . - )

slgnlffcanf dlfferences for ‘Hi anc¢ Lo E messages (F = 2.74; df = 2, 14; p <
;:?) or for level (F = 2.63, df = 2,14; p < RPN Horeover, fhe mean -
frequencles of total contributions were in the opposite dlrecflon. Members

generated more contributions for the Lo than for the Hi E messages (Lo E = 190;

-

Hi E = 127)s This measure, beughg was a gross estimate of communication

cyctes; future research should examine filled pause ratios, silence quofienfs,
. —N

and confrlpuflons per minute as cycles influenced by the ambiguity of inputs

(Siegman & Pope, 1972). g -

3

Overal | management of equlvocafiiy yas.examlﬁeq by compar jfg percentages

' on fhé comb I ned cafegories of reduced, increased, or maln+alned gqulvocal?fy
. for Hi and Lo.E messages. - Mean “frequencies wlfh{n these three types’were

computed and then percentages of total talk time were calculated. The written

_messages appeared equal ly distributed across the three types (see Table 7), blt

. , o o
the majority of oral messages centered upon équivocal ity reduction (Lo = 59%,

L

Hi = 48%). Increase‘]n equivocal ity occurred primarily durinJ dj§;ussions of
Hi E messages, but as a whole individuals responded to both*Hi and ﬂg E
- messages with efforts fo'réquce equlvocall}y. ‘
In this investigation organizational level also _affected message
processing. Upper manégersrwere‘consisfenf with Weick's (1979). model In
., selecting fewer rules and more people to process Lo E messages than did

individuals at the middle and lower leyels. Middle gnd lower levels, in furnb

b

, 7

selecfed more rules than upper management, especially for the Lo £ -condition.

The observaflon that upper management sent feedback tor more people than did

- “ ;

workers confirmed research findings on the size of "communication loops (Katz &

®

- Kahn, 1978). Specifically, top management set policies, formul ated sfrafégles,

and communlc;;aa these choices to the organization (Anderson & Paine, 1975).

N

Since maintaining an Internal communication system is a primary function of
1 . . . o
: . Py

0y
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. . -~
<

» .management (Barnard, 1938), the finding that upper managers sent messages to

N

mbre people was consistent with managerial duties (Koehler, Anafbl, Applbaum,
1976, p. 188). Moreover, this finding demonstrated a disproportionate size in

\ \
the communication loops of managers as compared. to workers. Top management :
>~ . A . .

——————

sent messages # 2, 3, 4, and 7 to approximately everyone in the organization
L )

yet they received feedback prlmérlly from their immediate subordlpa}es. Upper

a

managers received only 35 of the 134 feedback messages and 12 -of these were

from middle managers. . Middle managérs recelved 72 or 545 of the feecback
. — v

messages; hence the size of the communication loop for upper managers was

greater for sending as opposed to receiving messages.

N ‘knaiysls of written and oral responses revealed that organizationzl level
influencgd the management of equiyocalify.' Upper and middle managers responded ‘
to equivocallty by searching for actions while workers reacted to Hi and Lo E
messages by adding Interprerations to the original content. Moreover, lower

levels were Ieasfilfﬁely to égek clarification of ambiguous messages. ‘Vhile

3 ° v

Thls'flndlng was not statistically significant, the mean frequencies were in ,
the expected direction (F = 2.99;.df = 2,13; p < .08; U = .,25; M = .23; L =

.06). These results corroborate Harvey & Boettger's (1971) finding that

»

®

5ubordlnafe;\1nferprefed rather than clarified "double meaning" hessages.

A

Thush,hembers at different levels of the oFaanlzaTlon appeared to use different

rules to assemble communication cycles. Organizational levels also differed in

the' use of relevance as a criferloﬁ for respoqdlng to messages. Upper'managers.
employed more relevance lssqes-lnldlscusslﬁg Lg E messages while workers and
fOrémen were more concerned ébouf relevance matteris in the processlng of Hi E
messages.

eover,'fhe finglings of this Investigation have lmplicaflon§ ‘for future

regeqrsh: (1) _The definition of message ambiguity used in this study needs _ "

. : : Yy . . ” . .
o ... o N |
eRic L 29 T
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further scale déevelopment and manipulation of eifuatlonal uncertainty in

<

message content. A key concern in constructing ambiguous messages is the

sallence of equivocal’ity in deciding how to process meanings. Future ¢esearch'

should concentrate on the confent‘and the relevance of messages as factors that

interact with equlvgqallfy. (2): Future studies should examine face-to-face
. ‘ ) ’
messages, particularly ones that originate from workers to supervisors. (3)

Future investigations. should attempt %o separete rules ascriteria for .

N

. ‘ ) /
processing messages from characterjstics of messages.~. _For example, .
. I O, ENENVEES
' feasibility-satisficing is a rule for ceciding how to process a ne55cce, buf

relevance is both a criterion for processing and a characteristic of a ressage.
(4) Additional research sh0uld examlne the salience or strength of any one rule

. s
~in deferm[nlng fhe_c?cles for processing a message. The impdrtance of a

;

x parficular\crlferlon'or the prTordties among a number of rules may be rore

.;> critical than the total number of criteria. (5) Other srudies migbt focus on -

the role of ,retention systems in the selecfion and processing of Fi an¢ Lo E

messages. - ‘ . ,
~ 3 ’

In addition to -research considerations, this sTugy has Inpllcainne ‘for

- . . s

communleaflon'pracflf?oners In that it emphasizes procees rather than clar{fy

3

or perceptual-distortion of messages. |In particular, it demonstrates that
’, o~ . o .
organizational members process messages by selecting interpretations, by N
k - -

choosfng~ra+loqale for acting ugon messages, and by selecting comnunication
cyclesifp channel %hese'lnferprefaffens. Oraanlzaflons shoubd process highly
équ!;ogal fnformaflon:by !;creaslng the number of piausible lnferprefaflgns, by
decreeefng rules and regulations for handling the messegef and by increasing
-~ the amount of ;n+erac+lon. ‘But In many !nsfances, the need to maintain control

or to be knowf@dgeable ab0u+ organizational evenfs leads employees to reduce

equlvocallfy premafurely, by us!Jg a humber of rules fo resfrlcf communication.




\
- This paffern,'ln turn, is more effective for mapaging Lo and opposed to HI \

S .
equivocal Information., Weick (1979) contends that the premature reduction of

’ - i \
equivocal Ity Iimits an ‘organization's options and leads i1¥ into a.state of

atrophy. -

-

Consistent with this recommendation, subjects in this Efudy use more
, ~g - ) . .
rules to respond to Lo E than to Hi E messages. Analysis of assembly rule
categories'conflrm this finding, with the exception of the relevgnce statements

made by m lover=-level emplofees. In géneral, though), sub jectgemploy .

¢ Y

“few rule-governed statements In deciding how to process highly aribiguous

Information. But approximptely half of the group talk centers on equivocal ity

-
a

reduction, with workerg” and foremen adding interpretations to “he original

mgssage and with panagers Initiating écfion steps to’ reduce ambiguity.
. . o )

Divergent gches to the management of equlvocalffy may trigger more

controversy than does the presence of multiple meanlngs. In effect, responses

to ambiguity may represent ways to confrol the situation; managemenf ‘controls
* N .

through directives or action steps while workers control’ fhrough waknng and

exchanglng Jdnterpretations of events. Vhile these épproaches may converge,

- . ~

both vie for the symbolic definition of organizational |ife.
This investigation employs multiple methods to examine the processing’of

equivocal I ty. If confends that message ambiguity consists of sfrucfural and
~
percelved equlvocallfy within an interactional context. As a test of Weick's

(1979) model, this research supports his predlc*{ons ab0u+ agsembly rules and

demonstrates that organizational level impinges upon reactions to equivocal

messages. Weick (1979) argues, "Most 'objects! in organizations consist of

_comnun fcations, mqgnlngs, Images, - myths, and lnferprefafions, all of which

e

offer considerable latitude for definitjon and sel f=val idation" -(p. 15%). This

latitude in_definltion suggests ‘that the selection and processing of méaning is

+he key to understanding how organizations make sense of their actiyitles and

their environments.
-
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. - s - N ) NOTES .
‘ 1: ‘Melck (1979) rakes a distinction befwecn:uncerfainfy and equivocality. .
- . ASu%élficallx, uncertainty connotes confuslon. of meaning whjié’ |
4 équgvocailify?*%re.fkcrs.fo duplicity of meanin Ambiguity resembles 1
. .fqulvocélify in that an ambfguous cue’"csn be -coordinated with Two or ?
g N ore orlglﬁ%l_event;"'(ﬂelck, 1979, p. 182)5 In this sfugy,'amblgurfy and
S -equlvocali;y are used\{q+erchaﬁ%pabl9; | ’ ,
d S | - o
2. ‘ This approach to fesflng_as§embly rules relies upon the percep?iqps-of 1
participants rather than upon their Pule-governed behavior;. Hence, 1
people may rationallze their use of rules rather than describe the ones 1
they agijallx‘used~fﬁ selecting corriunication cycles. ’ & l
R 3. The SIPA was not avallab]e in published form-when this study was
-, . . )
. conducted, but the ca?egory system used In 6ur sfhdy resembfes two
) ‘dimenslions of this schema. . - 3
4. ) Copies of the correlagram and the table of.correlgfloﬁ coefficients are .
;valrablq'f:;m the flrst author.
! >
: ; o K .. | ’ . .
) 5. This sifrulation is-a modified vresion of Hi=F1] ﬁlneworks,_a'slmulaflon

described in the :nstructor's Guide fo Accompany {onmunicating’and
Qrganizing by Michael‘Pacanowsky with Richard V. Farace, Peter R.’ longe,
and Hamish M. Russell. Reading, Mass.: Addison Wesley, 1977,

¢ oo

6. The messages were deslgnggﬁfo evoke multiple meanings through the use of

A M

abstract language, absence of course of -action, and' lack of speclific
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details. The. use of terms jike 'make products safer,! 'morale,' and
t

'overload' referred to .muitiple events and meanings. _Also} message, #6
} .
»

exempl ified leick'!s (1979) notion of organlzéfional puns; there vere fﬁo
\ :
ways that R;2 parts could be place parallel to and directly under R-1

components,

v ' . ' (A?
7.  Division of subjects into levels of the organization reduced the cell
. - N ’

sizes~to 6, 12, and 30 for individual analyses anc 2,~4, 11 for group

data. " These sma)l cell sizes caution researchers not to’ generalize from

thiis exploratdry investigation.

8. Loéarlfhmici transformations anc subsequent statistical tests were

.

performéd to meet assumptions of homogeneity of variance and covariance
and additivity of treatment effects. In rebeafed measures ANOVA
heférogenelfy of Jarlanceﬁ ang nonllnearlfy‘of dafa produéé spurlon@
results. This transformation normalizes ;r;quency_dlsfrlbuflons through
a |inear gg}uéfmenf of the data (Wlner; 19712. Kirk (1968) A(ovide% a
procedure for‘éelectlng the apéroprla;e frans}ormafion. ,Thls procequre‘
was followed and the logarithmic fransfermaflgh formula for (data + 1)

log 10 ¥es selected. While some statisticians recommend the use of

LY

arc-sine transformations to normalize proportional dg}a, we decided to

use the raw proportions In this analysis. Recent studies which employ

proportional data report no significant differences betwéen raw and.

transformed proportions (éauchner,,Kaplan, & Miller, 1980; LéFriﬂgg, M.,

" & Carmen, B, 1980). .

?

9, ° r2‘calculaflons were based on Ferguson's (1976) discussion of ANOVAs as

©

. t .
correlation ratios (seéé Ferguson, 1976, pp. 236-237; 286-288).




\ K \ TABLE 1

PRETEST RATINGS OF THE EIGHT AMBIGUOUS  MESSAGES

P ]
l ’ » : ) . Sum of Mean
essage # < - Lo Ambiguous Messages . Ratings Ratings
1 © TCI, our customer, complains that our firework models are . 312 - - 1.8
wobbly, and unstable. Please push R-2°parts more firmly . ‘ '
into the S-6 parts at the base of the model. , . :
.2 > .g=TCI, our customer, will accept- a modification in the design . 378 . ‘gﬁéﬁr
of the firework medel.” Please substitute R-2 parts for R-4 :
scomponents -in the horizontal section of the nose unit. Ihis L .
modification shodld reduce the problems caused by a shortage -
of R-4 parts. ] e .
3 - Three assembly p]énts\?ﬁ Chicago %ébdrted.that productivity 344 . 1.9
increased when work schedules shifted to a 10-hour per day, -
four-day wprk week: Please survey members of your group ‘

regarding their feelings about switching to a four-day work

_week. ‘ ' \\’

4 Since fireyork sales doubled during the.month of June, the 330 1.9

Board of Directors requests that we increase production 20 !

. units beyond our normal monthly quota. Please discyss the ’

possibility of extending work schedules to evenings and x
. weekends for the next three weeks.. Hourly werkers will be -
paid time-apd-a-half for this overtime service. Salaried . . st
emp}oyées will be given a bonus for the thgee-week time |, . : ¢
_period. - . ' '

RS

v ; v
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g : TABLE 1 cont'd. \ , /

r

. : ) . Sum of Mean
Message 4 Hi__ Ambiguous_ Messages - Ratings  Ratings
5 - The Safet} and Regu]atiéhs Division of the CbnsumersEroducts ., 601 3.5 i
Division of the Federal Government issued a directive that S . :
> _ firework companies ineed ‘to make their pr%gucts safer. . - . .
] TCI purchased our firework model for $60.°°$10 was deducted 666 / 3.9
. because the R-2-components in the body of the model were p r//,
_Placed parallel to and directly under the R-1 parts. !
Y, A s{gnificant number of employees Eomp]ained that morale , - 562 3.3
y ~is_.at an all-time low. The Board of Directors wants the .. P
. ecompany to byild a stronger sense of group togetherness.
"8 AgoIhe consu];anté‘hinedwby the management of Hi=F1i report _ 600 3.7
that informatfon overload is, causing problems in the C
company. ' . . ) L.

- N » - » -
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TABLE 2 - 7 e
o . . S v X ' , . y
, MEAN RATINGS FOR MESSAGE E LUATION
'
Message #  Meah for Each Message ygm.__ “ Middle” ¢  Lower
‘ 1 . 9.83 10.33 ~.  10.66. - 9WAO
‘ 2 0,10 - . 1217 . 20.00  9.73
Lo E 4 = L s
v a 3 - “11.00 10.16- .12.08 ©* 10.73
» C .
4 12.72 ~ 33 L 292 12.93°
. . e
‘ Mean Jom=1n0me T m=11.00 m=1T.000 ms 10.70
, . Lo~ L T
5 . 16.88  © C- 1850 . 18.08 16.07
6 19.67 © - 13.50 18.25 21.47
HiE - | ,
7 17.06 -+ 1633 . 1758 © 17,00
. 8 21.08 - 18.67 22,17, 2113 C
.« Mean n=18.23% °  m<16.75 = 15&02 ‘m = 18,92

]
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TABLE 3
| MEANZFREQUENCIES FORASSEMBLY RULES ' /
. : ‘ B
Message- #  Mean for Each Message Upper Middle . Lower
. 1 6.91 .3.837  7.91 7.13
2 7.56 L 3.50% 8.33%* 8.06%*
Lo E ' '
\ 3 5.93 , 6.66 .7.85 . :5.26
4 8.12 po 6.83%  10.08%x 7.60%%
. Mean T M= 7,13k © m=5.21* m=8739*% - 7.01*
. ) ‘ ) )
— 5 4.79 4.00 6.16 4.40
/i;~/. -6 5.77 . v 6.83 // 7.00 5,06
H E . ) o
1 *7.4 : 6.33 8.83 7.06
K 4.58 4.67 © 4,93
‘ Mean m = 5.64%k, m=6.67 m=5.36
— -
- : ._____/—:_,.,
W05 Ty - - S T
. *p <.001 to .01 ' )
wexp <..0005 R
. ” .
l >




\ TBLE 4 . '

MEAN FREQUENCIES FOR NUMBER OF PEOPLE

t N . b \#\
Message-#-  Mean for Each Message Upper . Middle -  Lower- B
. 1 4.89 - © 87 3.67 °  4.73 (%
T2 10.83 ©27.33x | T1,33kkx 7,330k
Lo E . - - . '
3 8.88 _27.00%k%  §.QTkkx T (3kkk
. 4 -10-33 27,334k 14.83%% 5 |3%%
Mean 0 m = 8.74%kk n=22.46 m=9.19 m=5.8
. _ - L \ 1 . ‘ ”
\v// 5 ) . 3M6. 4.33 2.1 , '3.70 .
‘ 6 5,17 5.33  °  5.67 4.93
Hi-E - - : »
7 8.58, 17.67* 5.00* 8.20*
\ g . - 8.38 a0 A 9.9 NS
— ! J
Mean m = 6,40%k* - m=7.96 m=4.87 m=6.69
- - i ]
*p < 105 'Qa: ’ |
**p < 001 to .01
T **%p < 0005 .
. — . 38
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TABLE 5
"MEAN FREQUENCIES ‘FOR WRITTEN MESSAGES? ~

. N
. v
LT ' £

. Category ; { N ]_Bb o Upper .. Middle —i‘ Lower )
Dimension I: Evaluation 126 Level Equiv. = Lo E Hi E LoE . HiE Lo E . Hi E
© 1. Accepts 104 A0 .54 - 4,25 375 . 400 3.75  4.15%  3.85
- 2.. Rejects - . , 58-- .10 36 -y .25 .53 .25 1.51 1.28
» Dimension II: Equivocality : p— ) ’ ‘
Management . N
Reduction | | \
1. Interpretation ° T 2 8 .83 . .25 .25 50, (.25 .75 Lo
2, Course of Action 31 .98 .10 .91 sk - 9] 1.5 , .95 '™ .95
3. Combined interpretation 1 .88 .70 .25, .25 .25 .75 .95 - .48 -
+ with course of action - « 1 - ) :
Maintenance ’ R ' ~ ) o
4. Accepts-yithout 33 A0 55 2.41% .25 191% 58 95%% 1,15
modification : . - _ ) ‘
° ) # . < )
5 Clarification - R [ .76 .21 141 125 1.08 1.33/? 25 75
Increases ‘ : ‘ , a et '
6., Redirects Message 21 31.10 .95 : -.25} . .25 .5§ 1.25 ‘195 . .95
: ' Ag; ‘ : : .
* < .01 | .. .25 was added to the mean frequércy of all cells. S &
*p < 05" :

bPower was calculated by using the mean differences and SD found in this study
in accordance with Kirk's (1968) formula for power functions of multi-factor
ANOVA. It was assumed that enough power for a non-repeated measure design
would yield additibnal power. for repeated measures. Power egtimates were set
at .80, alpha at .05, ) ‘ <

» o

o N °
B s . ,
‘ ' 2 ()
N R ’ * 1
R [
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, TABLE 6 f
) MEAN PROPORTION OF MESSAGE FREQUENCIES FOR GROUP INTERACTIONS )
o | ’
Category | . N 1-8B r Upper Middle Lower ;-
“Dimension® I1: Equivocality 2260 Level Equiv Lo E Hi E io E iE Lo E Hi E
Management ) . >
- : A
#™Reduction . . BN "
- \ ' >y . ow .
1. Interpretation 804 .45 .13 . 198* .093* ..158* «152*% .266* .223*%
2. Course of action " 257 .98 .54 178 L070% 056wk 043 084%% 03
3. Combined interpretation _ 175 23 .18 032 051 .049 .037 .050 .036
with course of-action : . ' ) '
' Maintenance’ . o - - ) Vf .
8. Accepts-rejects "6 .15 .60 .058 .038 .036 -~ 050 037 . .07
without modification: ' . ’
5. Clarificatfon ~_° - 186. .95 .10 .05 - .038" 045 041 .021 .024
_Increase . - ) - ) . o -
e —— [3 P ’ ' . N )
6. Redirects message o187 .44 .21 .039 013,038 .086 .029 .049
., ~ ‘N .
Socio-Emotfonal *. - - - - g
- . . ¢
7.7 Digression © N 303 .95 ‘.65 060 .024 069 =047 08 039
[ . " .
8. Deliberation on - v 202 .89 .94 .002 .036 .042 .043 .033 .047
mechanics of experiment ' o
) . . ) . S, . -~
‘ ’

a1 | ., 42




TABLE 6 cont'd.

» / *

. Category N Upper Middle Lwer
Dimension III: Assembly Rules Level’  Equiv Lo E Hi E Lo‘ E Hi E ?Lo E Hi'E
1. Productivity, Company 166 .68 .50 047 ’ .004 . /836 .023 086 _J .027
Image, Efficiency and _ i
Quality i o

2. Relevance 613 .64 .38 J132%%049%x L 113%% 148%% .096**\0 RTEEN
3. Acceptability, Anount 395 .98 .96 .168%  ,070% J075%  .041* 136% .080*
of satisfaction ‘ . .
4, Feasibthy—Satisficinq 474 .31 .24 170 .082 ' 172 .136 .101 .067
5. No Ratfonale . ‘ 609 .10 .50 106 166 116 143 04 2136
8 "
p <. .
\, .
-
b}
‘ / . Y
A , b
' \_/ 3
-~ < \) . h
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PERCENTAGE OF EQUIVOCALI

\
\\

. TABLE 7
4

TY MANAGEMENT FREQUENCIES FOR WRITTEN AND INTERACTION MESSAGES

o e
Written Group Interaction: Combined.Oral & Written

Category Lo E H E Lo E Hi E "LoE . HiE

4=32.3.  n=33.7 n=406  n=360 n=436. n=394+
Reduce - 34 °.32 59 Y .48 .56 .47

° h\. '] . Ig
Increase 28 = <.3 .18 .31 .19 .38
Maintain .38 .32 .23 .21 .24 .22
.\\ )

3 “

puee

% represents the me
“of the equivocality

an frequencies of the number of categories included in each

management types.
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