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1.

THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS
THE ROLE PLAYED BY THE AUDIENCE

Communication speciaslists tend to assnciate communicstion with change.
There is a resson. The word communicztion is used here in a very
broad sense to include all procedures hy which one mind may affect
another. This, of course, involves not only the written word asnd the
oral message, hut also music and folklore art. Communication means
the transmission of an idea from a sender to a receiver. This
activity is the fundamental socisl process. Through this process, we
can study the relotionship that exists between two peraons, or between
one persaon and many, or between pne object (such as a picture) and

Ofe or more persons. HBearing in mind that the basic function of
communication is to relste people to each other, the nbjective of
soclal communicetion can be discussed from two points of view: the
sender's and the receiver's. From the sender's point of viegw the
objective of communication may be to: inform; teach; pleasse; propose
or persuade. From the receiver's point of view the nbjective of
communication may be to: understand; learn; enjoy; dispose or

decide. 1/

Let us look at the motorist who is driving a car along = highway. He
sees @ sign whlch reads: "Dangerous curve - 40 kilometers an hour".
The driver slows down. He has acted on the message which was
delivered to him by the traffic department through a sign on the
highuay. His reaction to the warning is based on his previous
experience with a similar situstion. (He learnt to reepect traffic
regulations, or he was involved in an accident b..fore, or he wes fined
by the police for high speed). The same could be said about a
nutrition field worker who is talking to a group of rural families
about a nutrition problem. The reaction of the famllies is hased on
their experience with the prohlem she is talking about as well as on
their experience with the field worker herself.

Essentially, caommunication is a process of interaction between g

sender and a receiver, where the sender intends to elter the receiver's
knowledge of an idea aor to change his attitude towards it. The way

in which the receiver reacts tn the idea may subsequently be used by
the sender to modify his further meseages. This process is

continuous over time, never ending and never beginning. Rogers
describes the communicstion process as an activity that should aluwaye
begin end end with the word "gnd" implying thet no process ever

begins as there is always something preceeding it. No experience ever
ends; something always follows it. 2/

The description of communication as a8 process is applied whether
communication tekes place between individuals through traditional
personal channels or through more modaern channels that have been
brought about by new industry. Technology has brought us the printing
press, the camera and the motion picture, radio and television, to
extend man's senses end expand hig abllity to acquire information.
There are also sociaml institutions that function as centres of
information like the school, government agencies, extension departments,
commercial firms and so on. However, though we may cheose a diagram
ar a model to describe the human communication process, we wmust
remember that the process itself is more complicated than any picture
or description we are likely to put down.



2e

The Element of the Communication Frocess:

When we look at a situstion where communication tekes plece, we can
identify the following elements: a source of 8 message, e message,
@ receiver, a channel, a receiver's reection to the message (effect
and feedback). Feedback should not be confused hy effect. Feedback
is that kind of infommation that comes back to the sender from the
receiver.

Situation in which communication
takes place

recelver
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A Bimplified model of the communication process
(Adapted from Rogers' "Communication Strategies)

The receiver may say, "I do not understand”, or "this bores me®, or,
"this is great". uwhile effect could be sesn as the changes in the
recelver's knowledge or action as a result of the message he has Just
received.

If 1% 18 so simple to describe the process of communication, what is
it thet is so important about such a process 7 Are there problems in
our communication efforts to get a messaage ascross to an intended
audience with the desired effect 7 Yes, there are many failures in
our communicetion efforts. Thers are numerous educational campaigns
in agriculture, nutrition, health and family planning that failed
because of some malfunctioning in the communication process.

Communication specialists have pProvided us with useful suggestions to
better understand the causes of such failures. These suggestions can
be grouped in three major areas: the relationship between the sender
and the receiver; the socisl and cultural hzckground of the sender and
the receiver; and, the processes of perception and exposure to the
message.



The Relationship between the Sender and the Recelver:

For a sender to get his message across to the intended receiver, he
needs to clear four hurdles: to attract ettention; to have it
accepted; to have it understood and correctly interprated; snd - so
the communicator hopes - stored away for later use.

It should be noted that the need for informetion may determine the
position of the communiceztor on the communicotion process. The power
of the communicator and his ability to influence the receiver's
decision may well be g result of how important the massage is to

the receiver.

The tremendous powsr the masg media have in shaping political and
soclal institutions in developing countries stems partly from the
sbility of the medis to inform and to satisfy the audience's need
for information. Alsoc the politicel and socisl stotus of the sender

when a national leader or an influential figure presents them to
the public. Frofessional communicators try to utilize the prominent

The tendency among people to attend to messages that are presented
to them by important figures makes it o0ifficult sometimes for the
extension agent to attract the attention to his measage without some
help from influential people in the community,

The Receiver is an Active Component in the Communication Process:

Communication campeigns traditionally have thought of the audience as

a sitting target; once it is hit by tha message, the audience will act

in the direction intended by the communicator. The assumption that

the audience is passive hag been held by practicationers in edvertising

and propeganda to fit their model of one-wey influence: the communicator
can do whet he plemses to manipulate or to persusde the audience.

The results of advertising cemprigns have indicated that this model
does not correspond to the sltuation in the real world. Ue have been
told by the results of cigarette promotion campaigns for example,

that these campaigns do not influence more than 2-3% of the mirket,

On the other hand, relatively unpublicised cempaigns for vaccination
#gainst polio showed that 60% of the public in a given community had
hed one or morc polio shots. Here we see thet the audience acts on
Information that has some usefulness to it. The fact is that the
audience is typically active and Tesponsive when it sees the uszfulness
of the mesaage. Peaple tend tn seek informetion thet might have some
utility or which they expect to bemefit from in dealing with their
daily problems. They arec not sltting waiting for them. It is always
fortunate that the communicetor's objectives cen satiefy the audience's
needs. It is ohly then that the Budience attends to the communicator's
message. In other words, the audience is a full partner in the
communication process, and in the final analysis, it is the sudience
which decides whether or not this process is effective.



The Socinl and Cultural Background af the Recaiver:

When we talk abnut the receiver we tend to creaste the impression that
he receives and acts on the message in isoletion from the rest of the
community to which he belongs. Studies on the effects of various
campaigns show that the audience of any cempaign is not as individuated
B8 we once assumed, rather it ig made up cf groups of individuals.
These groups may be family members, colleagues, friends and

neighbours, sales people, school teachers, or others. The connection
emong the members of these groups playe a significant role in the
communication process. When an individual receives a message from

a cammunicator, he tends to refer to his saocia)l group for interprete-
tion and suggestions on how to act on the messsge which he receives. 3/

The communication PTOcess may be mare effective if the sender and
recelver helong to the same social group. If the 8ource-receliver
pair are similar in certain attributes like beliefs, education end
social atatus, they will tend to talk the same languags and use the
Same social references for their behaviour. Thus, individuals enjoy
the comfort of interacting with others who are similar to them.

who is moast like his average receiver on social status, belisfs, and
education except for technical competence mbout the idea promoted. 4/

At @ farmersg! treining centre in Kenya for exemple, new agricultural
methods are presented tn visiting farmers by & well trained farmer who
is employed by the centre to cultivate the lend under the supervision
of the technicel staff. This method of teaching Farmers through
another fermer was found to be effective because the visiting farmers
can identify with their teascher whom they perceive as one of them
except in his tcchnical compztence. Also, in Family planning programmes,
it wes found thet the most effective communicators ahout family
planning in a traditional rural community were these who were poor and
uneducated, like the regt of the community, except that they have been
practicing family planning.

Ore reason for this effectiveness is that the source who is similar
to the receiver will have a high degree of credibility (as related to
trustworthiness and competence, as perceived by the receiver).

Une must also take into account the characteristics of the audience.
Are they old or young 7 Educated or not cducated 7 It is essential

for the communicoator to know what type of peaple he is sending the
meesage to. He needs to tailor his massage to an audience's
characteristies. For example, a message aimed at cellege~educated
people must be structured differently from ma message sent to elementary
school graduates. It is apparent that different people have different
tastes and interests - young people from old, rich from poor, literates
from illiterates, males from females, and sao forth.
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By categorizing the =udience in groups, we cen better understand the
social and cultural freme of reference of the group. Thus, it becomes
relatively eassy to find answers to guestions such ss: "what sort of
audience do we went to reach ?", M"what is the audience's need?®, "what
does it belisve in ", "what does it know and how much?". UWhen a
source saends a message through & selected channel, he usually has a
recelver in mind. For some reasons, the recelver may not attend to
the message. Why? The message has been sent through & channel which
is not available to the receiver. A written messapge (8 leaflet) might
not find its wey to an illiterate person, or a radio programme about

a8 nutrition problem might not reach & poor rural family who cannot
afford to purchase a redio set.

The Selectivity Processes in Communication:

We have the tendence to seek familiarity and reinforcements for oup
beliefs and action. One argument presented by communication
specialiets suggests thet people choose to listen to or read messages
with which they agree to begin with. Thus, we expect for example,
that individuals who participated in a harambee (self help) project
are more likely to reod about it in the next day's newspapers than
are the individuals who did not perticipate. Also we do not expect
moslems, for instonce, to attend s meeting about the economic
advantages of reising pigs. Applying this argument to a nutrition
campaign, we can say that heople who resist new ideas about nutrition
are unlikely to attend educational Programmes on nutrition., But a
mother who is using a new foodstuff to feed her baby will he
interested in seeklng furthor information about this type of food. In
other words, people tend to expose themselves to information which
supports their beliafs, and to avoid informetion that is inconsistent
with their value system.

One reason given for this tendency of selective exposure is that the
individual commonly dogs not want to be in a stete of conflict with
himself. For exemple, a person who smokes cigerettes will not be
comfortable listening to a message about the reletionship between
cancer and smoking. In this situation he may understend the message
or he may avoid it. He may listen tc it even though he will not act
on the information he has received.

His perception of the message wlll be selective and bissed. The
factors that affect the perception process are mainly releted to
needs, moods, past experience and memory of the individual, Obviously,
these factors will asffect the individuel's physical perception, which
ie & product of the neural effects that a measage will evoke in the
hervous system of the individual. Thus, etrenge and new ideas are
not seen by us as meaningless, but are immadiately perceived with a
meaning. This accounts, in many instances, for our misinterpretation
or misunderstanding of messages because we tend to attach the new
message to what we already know. In other worde, we interpret
messages in terms of our beliefs and to fit aur past experience. For
example, Fuglesang found through his resesrch in Africa that in
environments where there are none or very few pictures, for example
in the remote villeges, people may misrend the details and thereby
interpret the whole picture wrongly. 5/
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We often realize, unfortunately later in our campeigna, that people
interprz=t our messages in ways that we did not intend. Theres are

many illuetrations of this problem in the ficlds of agriculture,
nutrition, health, and family planning, where posters and symbols were
misinterpreted by the public. This fact points to the warning thet

the way we present our message may datermine how people accept or
reject this message.

Another hurdle in the communication process is that there is a
tendency among People to remember only that part aof the message that
is consistent with what they already know or believe, Many extension
agents tell us how people remember conversations with them in @
quite different way from what the extension agent had said. The loss
nf message gcouracy due to selective recall lemds to the spread of
rumours. Rumours srise in an unclear situation where the receiver
cannot fully understand the message. The embiguity of the situation
where communication takes place may lead the receiver to reorganise
and distort related ideas sp a8 toc be consistent with hisg knowledge
and experience.
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