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Abstract

Communication channels selected by members of an organization can have an

impact on the outcome of the messages sent. Themedia richness theory proposes

that task performance can be optimized when task information ismatched with

the medium's ability to convey information richness. The current study surveyed

25 support staffwithin the College of ImagingArts and Sciences at Rochester

Institute of Technology to evaluate the bestmedia fit between task and medium

for sending equivocal (ambiguous) and unequivocal (clear and concise)

messages. The findings supported themedia richness theory, and employees

report positive attitudes associated withmedia use.
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The Fit Between Task &Medium in Sending Equivocal and Unequivocal

Messages: How Self-Reported Skill Creates Self-ReportedAttitude in Using

the Medium

Communication channels selected bymembers of an organization can

have an impact on the outcome of messages shared. Which medium do workers

perceive to be appropriate for communicating an equivocal (ambiguous) or

unequivocal message (a clear and concise message)? What effect does the chosen

medium have on themessage? Was the communication channel appropriate for

sending the message? Was the message easily understood? Organizations today

mustmake sense of complex communication issues in which they have unclear

information; to create an efficient and effective work environment.

Traditional channels of organizational communication consist of face-to-

face conversation, the telephone, written memorandums, and numeric

documentation or bulletin. For consistency in this research, face-to-face

communication is considered a traditional medium. With the proliferation of

newmedia technologies in the workplace, the Internet now provides

organizations with the opportunity to utilize new approaches for internal

communication. Video-conferencing, a new form of global communication,

allows two or more participants to transmit voice and visual data across
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computer networks. Electronic instantmessaging allows users to send
short

text-

based messages delivered almost immediately to a recipienfs computer screen.

According to themedia richness theory this change would reduce media richness

to create messageswith a higher amount of uncertainty.

Along with traditionalmedia, new digital communication technologies

are providing organizations with various communication channels that

employees can use whenmaking decisions about which medium to use when

sharing information with members of their work group, employees in other

departments, and customers. As Daft and Lengel (1984) stated, "organizational

success is based on the organization's ability to process information of

appropriate richness to reduce uncertainty and clarify
ambiguity"

(p. 194).

Currently, traditional channels of communication are being displaced by

electronic media which replace richness and increase ambiguity. Changes in

media richness could have a profound effect on productivity and a change in the

organizational communication process.

Among the communication theories that try to explain how different

communication media affect task performance in the workplace is themedia

richness theory (MRT).Media richnesswas proposed by Daft and Lengel (1984,

1986) and is based on the theory of organizational information processing
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according to uncertainty and equivocality reduction. In today's organizations,

most workers realize the appropriate choice of communication channel

contributes significantly, alongwith content, to the success of a message. Four

factors determine media richness: 1) the capability to incorporatemultiple cues;

2) ability of themedium to provide feedback; 3) use of natural language; and 4)

convergence of feelings and emotions (Trevino et al, 1990).

Immediacy of feedback, multiplicity of cues, and senses are important

factors that affect communication and understanding ofmessages. Multiplicity of

cues refers to the number ofways information can be communicated, such as

text, tone of voice, or non-verbal cues. These cues also have an effect on the

receiver's understanding of the message. When the receiver's body language,

facial expressions, or verbal cues indicate confusion, the sender can change

his/her behavior, repeat or clarify the message, or ask for feedback. Face-to-face

communication is the richest channel because it provides immediate feedback,

thusminimizingmisinterpretation of the
message. Leanmedia, such as e-mail,

presents fewer cues, restricts feedback, and is less appropriate for resolving

equivocal messages. However, an important point is that leanmedia, such as

memorandums or bulletins, are effective for processing well-understood

messages and standard data (Daft & Lengel 1986).
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Feedback is important to the speed and effectiveness of communication,

enabling the sender to recognize the extent to which the receiver is hearing and

understanding the message. In face-to-face meetings feedback allows

simultaneous observation ofmultiple cues. This contributes to strong effective

communication; the collaboration of efforts in face-to-face communication is well

worth time and money. Video-conferencing is also considered an extremely rich

medium. This interactive technology allows people in different locations to see

and talkwith one another, an inexpensive convenience when compared to travel

expenses required of distant locations. The telephone is considered a somewhat

rich channel of communication that provides for immediate feedback. It

transmits sound that can enrich the message's words with personal emphasis

and emotion. However, some senders perceive thismedium as invasive, relying

on voice mail to receive messages. E-mail, used primarily for routine business

contexts, is considered a leanermedium; there is no immediate feedback because

there is no eye contact and few nonverbal physical cues. Letters or business

documents, lean media, are appropriate channels for attempts at persuasion and

to convey important non-routine
business information, such as promotions,

awards, or other kinds of announcements. These media involve only the visual

senses, and feedback is either slow or nonexistent.
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Relative to the media richness theory, messages should be communicated

via channels with sufficient and appropriatemedia richness (Daft & Lengel,

1986). A communication medium that overcomes equivocality in a message,

leading to understanding in a timely manner is considered rich. A

communicationmedium that takes an extended time for understanding, thus

creating a clear and concise message is lower in richness. The richness of the

medium should bematched to the uncertainty of the task. In organizations, one

issue facingmanagers is identifyingwhich newmedium can be used

productively when communicating and which tasks are more effectively

communicated using traditional face-to-face communication (Dennis & Kinney,

1998).

The communication channel is themedium that transfers the message

created from the sender to the receiver. For example, talking on the telephone.

You are the sender or source and the telephone is the encoder, also referred to as

the transmitter, which does the job of turning your voice into electrical impulses.

In face-to-face communication, the encoding process is performed by our spoken

language and body language. The message is direct and focused, information for

the receiver to react to. Daft and Lengel (1984) theorize that individuals choose

themedium that best fulfills their task requirements.
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Experience in using a communication channel has previously been

measured in terms of the length of time amedium has been used (Fulk, 1993), or

the number ofmessages sent (Rice & Love, 1987) in relation to the skill and

attitude in using the medium. If there is increasedmedia sensitivity and training,

individuals can apply their level of competence and choose the appropriate

medium for a specific task, which hopefullywill lead to a higher richness

perception of thatmedium (Carlson & Zmud, 1999; Fulk, 1993; Rice & Love,

1987). Regardless of the time spent using a channel, individuals who do not

develop these skills will not develop capabilities for using a rich communication

medium, causing an ineffective communicative environment.

Additional factors need to be considered when employees make a

distinction between appropriatemedia choices within the work organization.

Factors include media symbolism, message uncertainty, perceived media

richness, the physical distance between the receiver and sender, the number of

message recipients, perceived message
recipients'

attitudes, time efficiency and

financial expenditure (Trevino et al., 1990).

Understanding how individuals develop perceptions about a particular

communication channel is an important component of themedium selection

process. An individual's perception about a particular communication channel is
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often influenced by a number of issues: perceivedmedia and task characteristics,

attitudes toward communicationmedia use, individual preferences, situational

factors, and work environment. Studies by Tushman (1978), Van de Ven and

Ferry (1980), Daft andMacintosh (1981), Randolph (1978) and Fulk and

associates (1990) support a positive relationship between task variety and the

amount of information processed within work organizations. Perceivedmedia

and task characteristics consist of a medium, message, and as a
result the user's

perception of the message. An individual perception of a communication

medium consists of the user's evaluation of the medium based on feedback from

others, such as co-workers. A simple example would be when a manager learns

from his or her peers that e-mail is hard to learn. A possible consequence is that

the manager will develop a similar attitude and a negative perception of this

medium. The individual user's preference consists of important factors shared by

others, such as one's experience with a medium.

It is assumed thatmessages higher in equivocality are better

communicated with a richermedium, such as the telephone, while unequivocal

messages are better resolved with less rich or lean media, such as e-mail. Rich

media, such as face-to-face conversation, has been shown in previous studies to

have an affirmative consequence on the effectiveness of the message
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(Hollingshead, McGarth & O'Connor, 1993). Messages easily understood should

be communicated with lean media, such aswritten correspondence. Equivocality

in processing information is identified as the absence of a clear definition

(ambiguous) or meaning of a message.Weick (1979) argues that reduction of

equivocality is a basic reason for effective communication within the

organization. Rogert (1995) defines equivocality as an expression or term with

more than one interpretation. Equivocality exists whenmanagers need to define

questions and goals, and generate alternatives. Daft and Lengel (1984) agree that

uncertainty in a message, or lack of information, creates the need for more

information. Equivocality is reduced bymedia that provide rich channels of

communication; uncertainty is reduced by media that provide large quantities of

information. This is in contrast to unequivocal messages where the meaning of

the message is clear and concise; they should be communicated via a lean

medium.

Messages communicated through channels that are inappropriate to the

equivocality of a
situation and the richness of information that is transmitted

could bemisinterpreted by the recipients and may be ineffective in achieving

their intended purpose. Face-to-face communication, a richer medium, facilitates

equivocality reduction
because rich media allow shared meaning to be created
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between communicators. According to El-Shinnaway andMarkus (1998)
face-to-

face or telephone conversation should be preferred whenever the possibility of

miscommunication is high. Because of immediate feedback, Daft and Lengel

(1986) have found that richer media have a higher capacity "to change

understanding within a time
interval"

(p. 560). When there is lack of feedback, or

feedback is delayed, lean media such as written communication are thought to be

more suitable for unequivocalmessages and are appropriate for processing large

amounts of standard, accurate, objective and quantitative data.

Given the importance of communication systems within organizations,

employees need assurance that they are makingwise media use decisions. In the

following section, this study takes up this important aspect of media use and

decision-making. It proposes hypotheses and a rationale for testing.

Hypotheses

Media can vary in information richness. Building on the work of

Bodensteiner (1970), Lengel (1983) argued communication media used in

organizations determine the richness of the information processed. In best case

scenarios, organizations process and share information to reduce equivocality,

ambiguity, and uncertainty. An understanding ofmedia richness is useful when

considering the impact
that different communicationmedia have on
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organizations. Media richness theory (Dennis & Valacich, 1999) predicts that

performance will be improved when task needs are matched to amedium's

ability to convey information.

Communication channels, such as face-to-face, telephone, e-mail,

memorandums, and bulletins possess features that lead to a distinct, objective

richness capacity. The adaptation of e-mail in the workplace is considered a

positive form of communication both internal and external to the organization.

Results from Pew Internet & American Life Project (Fallows, 2002) reported that

two-thirds of those who use e-mail atwork consider it a chore to use, while one

quarter find e-mail productive to tasks at hand and look forward to using it. In

addition, itwas found that three-quarters of workers felt that e-mail use was

advantageous, while less than 25 % did not like to use e-mail and believed it to

be procedurally burdensome.

In studies of Fulk (1995), Rice and associates (1990) individuals described

their attitudes and behaviors regarding new communication technology. Results

of these studies seek to predict an individual's attitude and behavior. Fulk (1995)

believes that patterns ofmedia attitudes and use tend to converge within social

networks of an organization. Rice and associates (1990) reported thatworkers

who aggregated together had similar attitudes toward the adoption of an
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electronicmessaging system. Employees chose a particular medium based on

how comfortable they were using the newmedium, their level of skill, the social

context of the message (how important it is), and their attitude towards the

particular medium. In addition, it is desirable for workers to become aware of

message recipients as they communicate, and able to recognize and understand

the people with whom they are communicating.

In building the hypotheses to test the optimal fit between task and

medium in sending amessage in the work organization, the first hypothesis

predicts thatwhen a multimedia medium (e.g. e-mail) is used it will create a

message that is clearly understood, an unequivocal message. The next hypothesis

will predict that equivocal messages or messages of uncertainty are

communicated with a lean medium, in comparison to theMRT which theorizes

that equivocal messages are communicated with rich media. The final hypothesis

predicts thatwhen employees learn a new communication medium, they
self-

report that their behavior is positively associated with using thatmedium. The

variables in this study will be the type ofmedia chosen, ranging from rich media

to leanmedia, context of themessages, new communicationmedia and self-

reported attitude when using a newmedia.
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Hypothesis la Support staff in the College of ImagingArts and Sciences,

Rochester Institute of Technology, are more likely to report choosing a

multimedia medium (e.g. e-mail) rather than a leaner medium (e.g. letters, fax)

when communicating an unequivocal (clear and concise) message to their

superior and/or decision-maker (faculty).

Hypothesis lb Support staff in the College of Imaging Arts and Sciences,

Rochester Institute of Technology, are more likely to report choosing a lean

medium (e.g. letters, fax) rather than a richer medium (e.g. face-to-face,

telephone) when communicating an equivocal message (ambiguous) to their

superior and/or
decision-

maker (faculty).

The support staff in the College of ImagingArts and Sciences, Rochester

Institute of Technology serve students by assisting them in the achievement of

academic success. Information is communicated from staff to peer, superior

and/or decision-maker and then back to support staff. The support staff

processes the information and passes it on to the appropriate individual or

individuals (including peers, superiors, or
studentsno matter the message

content). Therefore, the deliveredmessage needs to be unequivocal (clear and

concise) with no
room for misinterpretation. This process has been implemented

and is constantly being refined in an effort to ensure that the message is tunneled
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through the correct channel and the information reaches the students in an easily

understood, accurate form.

Hypothesis 2 Self-reported skill with a new communicationmedium is

positively associated with self-reported attitude toward thatmedium.

Until recently, communication channels were limited to face-to-face,

telephone and/or written communication. Today however, organizations are

faced with newmultimedia choices, such as electronic mail (e-mail), instant

messaging (IM) or video-conferencing (VC). A portion of telephone calls, faxes,

and traditionalmail is being replaced by the use of e-mail, but not entirely.

Employees who use e-mail find that the medium ismost effective formaking

arrangements and appointments and tend to display a composed attitude toward

the use of thismedium atwork.

Rationale

Daft and Lengel (1984, 1986) provide a theory for understandingmedia

preferences. They define the uses of rich and lean media. Understanding how a

worker chooses a medium appropriate for communicating equivocal and

unequivocal messages is important in creating an easily understood, efficient,

and effective message. In addition, knowing the individual's perception of a

particularmedium can be useful to the work environment. Fulk and associates
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(1987) suggest that a
senders'

perception of their environment and their place

within the organization will determine how they choose to communicate. For

instance, people communicate differently at work than in a social environment.

Regarding the hierarchy of the organization, the selection of amedium will

depend on whether workers are communicatingwith someone on a higher,

same, or lower level than themselves.

Media vary in richness, from
"rich"

to "lean" from face-to-face to

bulletins. MRT has been investigated in a number ofways (Daft et al, 1987; Jones

et al., 1998; Kraut et al., 1992). MRT has generally been supported when tested on

traditional media, such as face-to-face communication, telephone,

memorandums, and bulletins. McGarth and Hollingshead (1993) found support

for the importance of the fit between task andmedium for communication

performance. However, inconsistent empirical findings from new media

communication research, such as e-mail and voice mail, have encouraged a

reassessment of the validity of the media richness theory (Fulk & Ryu, 1990;

Markus, 1994; Rice & Shook, 1989; Trevino et al., 1990;Webster & Trevino, 1995).

Kraut and associates (1998) found thatmanagers who had "people managemenf
'

jobs did not use rich media anymore than lean media.
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With the use of new multimedia communication technologies in work

organizations today, it is important to examine how they impact the quality of

communication among employees. Communication channels have different

effects on the message conveyed and received; consequently, one communication

medium may be more effective than another depending on the task to be

completed. Additionally, different communication media produce different

outcomes in the way individuals identify with each other as they communicate.

The choice of which medium to use to communicate a message in work

organizations should bemade based on who the recipient is, the context of the

message, the importance of themessage, and the individual's skill in the use of

the communication medium. Proficiency in communication includesmotivation

to use the communication medium, knowledge of the communication medium,

level of interaction between the individuals communicating, and the level of skill

needed to achieve the desired results. Employees, who are aware of the different

types of communication channels available and how thesemedia impact the

message and decoding, can create a more efficient and effective work

environment. Effectiveness in communication is related to the appropriate choice

of a medium to deliver a specificmessage in a specific context.
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This study examined the task characteristics thatmotivate the use of a

specificmedium, keeping inmind the social influence of the medium. Media

usage patterns are the outcome of "the attitudes, statements, and behaviors of co

workers"

(Fulk et al., 1990, p. 121.). It is assumed that perceptions of electronic

communications vary across individuals in systematic ways and that this

variance is as important formedia selection as any other component identified in

media richness theory (Schmitz, 1987; Fulk et al., 1987; Fulk et al., 1990). Fulk and

associates (1990) proposed that social information influences how employees

recognize media characteristics, perceived communication task requirements,

attitudes toward communicationmedia, and media use behavior. Trevino and

associates (1990) foundmedia choice was associated with equivocality of the

message being sent, medium symbolism of the particular message, attitudes

toward the medium, the recipient's physical distance, and the number of

message recipients targeted by a specific communication.

Effective communication entails knowing which communication channel

is the optimal fit for the information (message) that is being communicated. The

social interaction aspect of the support staffwithin the College of Imaging Arts

and Sciences is also important in this study. Support staffneeds to be cognizant

of others as they exchange messages
through their choice ofmedia, the contents
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of their messages, and their understanding of the people with whom they are

communicating to create efficient and effective messages.When we engage in

communication with another individual, we often gain information about the

other person so we can interact effectively, resulting in a productive work

organization.

The results of this study will assist the support staff within the College of

ImagingArts and Sciences in determining which channels of communication are

more efficient and effective concerningmessages that are unequivocal (clear and

concise messages) or equivocal (messages of uncertainty). One of eight colleges

at RIT, the College of ImagingArts and Sciences includes 10 unique departments

that communicate as a team to achieve the critical goal as directed by the

Institute: to provide exceptional service to students so that they can achieve

academic success. To accomplish this goal, effective communication and social

influence are significant factors.

Review of Literature

The approach of this study is to investigate selected dimensions

concerningwhy
employees are more likely to choose a multimedia medium

when communicating an
unequivocal message to a superior. One purpose of the

study is to
encourage positive attitudes toward thesemedia. The most basic
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assumption is that organizations are human interaction systems (Daft et al.,

1987). In this transactional approach individuals are simultaneously senders and

receivers, and participants are equally important. Information is visually

conveyed by way of language and symbols that are used to understand

situations and change behavior. Information is shared to accomplish tasks,

coordinate diverse activities, and interpret the environment (Daft et al., 1987).

The message acquires meaning and value as it is processed and transferred

through the organization.

Traditional communication channels, such as face-to-face, telephone, and

written communication have the potential to be supplemented with or replaced

by electronic messaging, video displays, teleconferencing, and instantmessaging.

As individual skills and familiarity with technology increase it is predicted that

face-to-face communication will diminish as newmedia influences attitude

change and use, thus contributing to managerial effectiveness and efficiency. In

organizations, employees are expected to be linked to the office by electronic

mail (Deal & Kennedy, 1982). Teleconferencing is predicted to reduce travel and

decentralize decision making (Kriebel & Strong, 1984). These predications have

not come true as it has been found thatmanagers prefer face-to-face tomediated

communication within the organization.
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Nonetheless, electronicmail (e-mail) has flourished within organizations

owing to its asynchronous nature and time-saving advantages over the

telephone. According to Pew Studies (Fallows, 2002) the number of e-mail users

in the work organization has grown from under 30 million inMarch 2000 to over

57 million in October 2002. Using computer text processing tools and computer

networks to provide a high-speedmessage processing and exchange service,
e-

mail allows people send messages to groups of people as easily as to individuals.

As e-mail use grows, small electronic communities are forming within

organizations.

Media Richness Theory

Based on the work of Bodensteiner (1970), Daft and Lengel (1984, 1986)

and Trevino and associates (1987) the concept of information richness or media

richness was developed. Daft and Lengel (1986) originally formulated media

richness theory (MRT) to help address the question, "why do organizations

process
information?"

(p. 554), and in what channel is this information

processed?Media richness theory proposes that individuals choose amedium

higher in richness for those organizational tasks that are higher in equivocality or

uncertainty.
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Daft and Lengel (1984) theorize that rich media are needed to process

information about difficult organizational topics. Previous research has focused

on the importance of effective communication for managers. Application of this

theory requires multiple information cues, immediate feedback, and an array of

language. The theory recommends that organizational goals, managerial

intentions, or employeemotivations be resolved through an equivocal message,

where there ismore opportunity for feedback. Face-to-face and telephone media

helpmanagers deal with complex issues they confront (Daft & Lengel, 1984) such

as planning a new business, analyzingmarket and business strategies,

negotiating issues, resolving business issues. For routine problems, which are

clearly understood (unequivocalmessage), a lean medium provides sufficient

information. Daft and associates (1987) suggest thatmanagerswho aremore

sensitive to the relationship between message equivocality and media

characteristics are more likely to be rated as high performers. Likewise, Rice and

associates (1990) found that the degree to which a person perceives amedium to

be appropriate to the task influences the decision to use thatmedium.

Research presented by Trevino and associates (1990) further refined media

richness theory in acknowledging that
media characteristics are not entirely

objective. Media also have a symbolic value, and this symbolic value can lead to
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media choices that are not optimal in terms of fit between tasks and media. For

instance, face-to-face communication promotes commitment and personal

interest. The symbolic value is believed to be an important reason for face-to-face

interaction in circumstances where anothermedium might have been amore

optimal fit. Nonetheless the central premise of the theory is that there is an

optimal fit between task and medium, and users aim to achieve this fit.

Recent research does not support previous empirical studies on themedia

richness theory (Valacich et al, 1994). The criticisms fall in two categories: one is

the theory itself and one directed toward prior research that attempted to test the

theory (Suh, 1999). Laboratory experiments (Kinney &Watson, 1992;Kinney &

Dennis, 1998; Valacich et al., 1994) failed to support assumptions concerning

influence of task equivocality andmedia richness on the completion of various

communication and decision-making tasks. A similar experiment by Suh (1999)

did not find any task-medium interaction effects on decision time or decision

quality. Meanwhile Kinney and Dennis (1998) point out thatmost tests of the

theory (Daft et al, 1987; El-Shinnawy, 1992; Rice, 1992) examined the perceptions

toward themedia fitting task by surveying themedia choice ofmessage senders,

not by examining the actual performance effects of the media.
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Markus (1994) observes that "information richness theory remains an

individual-level rational choice explanation of
behavior"

(p. 523). In a study on

the behaviors ofmanagerswhom she observed on her field site,Markus (1994)

found that "managers used e-mail more intensively than the theory predicts and

in amanner that the theory regards as ineffective and hence
unlikely"

(p. 518).

Lee (1994) also presented evidence thatmanagerswho use e-mail are still capable

of communicating with a rich medium, despite the characteristics of media

richness theory. However Hollingshead and associates (1993) did not support

these findings. Their research concluded that face-to-face groups outperformed

computer-mediated groups for sending unequivocal (clear and concise)

messages.

According to Rice (1992), there are only a few published empirical tests of

media, task, and performance propositionswith themedia richness theory.

Oshsman and Chapanis (1974) conducted tests ofmedia arrayed along "a

continuum of ten communication modes from face-to-face mode to an

improvised typewriting
mode"

(p. 618). Results of the study showed that greater

use of richer media correlated with
shorter problem solution time, with more

messages sent and moremessages received; thiswas explained by differences in

the richness of the medium. However, Holland and associates (1976) found weak
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correlations between uncertainty in important technical information and the use

of communication channels implicitly proposed as having greatermedia

richness. However, they did not evaluate performance. In a study of 355

hypothetical communication incidents categorized into 18 common workplace

situations, Trevino and associates (1987) found face-to-face communication more

likely to be chosen bymanagers for communication tasks involving an equivocal

message (message of uncertainty), rather than telephone, e-mail, written and

electronicmail. E-mailwas found to be used for tasks involving situational

constraints with other media. Hollingshead and associates (1993) also found that

face-to-face groups outperformed computer-mediated workers for negotiation

and intellectual tasks. These results were previously supported byMarkus (1987)

who used a larger sample to rank each medium in each situation. Her findings

were similar to those of Trevino and associates (1987), compared to previous

studies by El-Shinnawy andMarkus (1998), where 35 individuals were randomly

selected from about 200 employees of a large organization. The study found

when communication situationswere high in equivocality (uncertainty),

individuals preferred e-mail over voice mail. E-mail was perceived as the

medium to use for messages with informational value, messageswhich could be

read at their leisure and done with as they wished. The study also concluded that
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individuals did not prefer voicemail for dealingwith equivocal issues; voice-

mailwas perceived as only suitable for receiving shortmessages of less

importance.

Media Channels

Effective communication occurswhen the intended meaning of the source

and perceived meaning of the receiver are the same. Organizations today use a

wide variety of channels for communication, and effective communication

depends on a good understanding of all these channels. In reaching the goal of

effective communication, organizations process information to effectively

manage uncertainty and equivocality. Uncertainty is related to the absence of

information; as information increases, uncertainty decreases. An equivocal

message is defined as ambiguous, or the absence ofmeaning in a message.When

equivocality is high in a message, confusion and lack of understanding can

result.

Daft and Lengel (1986) suggest that communication channels differ to the

extent in which we use these two forces, that communication channels possess a

set of characteristics that determine each channel's capacity to carry rich

information. Media are likely to be more or less effective in conveying content,

depending on the task that requires communication. Messages that are
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communicated on channels that are inappropriate to the equivocality of the

messagemay bemisinterpreted by the receiver, therefore ineffective regarding

the intended purpose (Trevino et al., 1987, 1990). Steinfield and Fulk's (1985)

research showed how the application of new media can be tailored tomatch

communication needs. In contrast,Markus (1994) found that e-mail was not a

particularly richmedium when compared to face-to-face interaction in conveying

equivocal content.

Communication media are projected to fit along a five-step continuum

describing their comparative richness. The explanation of the characteristics of

media richness is contained in table 1 below. Eachmedium offers: 1) feedback

capability, 2) communication channels utilized, 3) a source, and 4) a type of

language (Bodensteiner, 1970; Holland, Stead & Leibrock, 1976).
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Table 1

Characteristics ofmedia that determine richness ofinformation processed

Information

Richness Medium Feedback Channel Source Language

High Face-to-face Immediate Visual, Audio Personal Body, Natural

Telephone Fast Audio Personal Natural

Written, Personal Slow Limited visual Personal Natural

Written, Formal Very Slow Limited visual Impersonal Natural

Low Numeric, Formal Very Slow Limited visual Impersonal Numeric

Richer media, such as face-to-face communication, provides a multiplicity

of cues, immediacy of feedback among workers, and use of natural and body

language. A message can be adjusted, clarified, reinforced and acted upon

instantly. Othermedia do not allow for timely adjustments and clarification of

the message. Studies have shown that differences in group decision-making

come together when communicating face-to-face in comparison to
computer-

mediated communication (Kiesler et al., 1984).

Webster and associates (1996) place video-conferencing below face-to-face

in the hierarchy of richness. Video-mediated conferencing
or video-conferencing

is a synchronous (real-time) communication system that transmits both video

and audio, generally transmitted
through computer networks. Oschmann and
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Chapanis (1974) found that video had no significant advantages over audio

regarding communication times or behavior. Themajority of video-conferencing

studies concentrate on face-to-face and video-mediated communication, and

almost all of them agree that face-to-face communicate is a richer medium than

video-conferencing.

The telephone, considered less rich than face-to-face, is used for social and

personal reasons and uses natural language which makes it relatively rich.

Feedback capability is fast, but visual cues, including nonverbal elements, are

filtered out. The telephone supports aural paralinguistic cues and lacks

nonverbal elements. Paralinguistic cues include pitch, tone, intensity, rate, voice

quality and other vocal signs that people use to communicate a
message.

Most studies are limited to examining face-to-face, telephone

communication, formal and personal writtenmessages, and formal numeric

messages. Sitkin, Sutcliffe and Barrios-Choplin (1992) expandedmedia rankings

to include e-mail and video-conferencing. Like written media, e-mail uses

natural language but lacks linguistic cues such as voice inflection and tone. In

one study (Steinfield & Fulk, 1985), e-mail had many similar characteristics to the

telephone such as the capacity for rapid feedback and speed in reaching an

audience. Schmitz and Fulk (1991) found that perceived e-mail richness varies
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with individuals in relation to social influences and with media experience

factors. Even though e-mailmay not be considered a richmedium, themedium

is a carrier ofmeaning; it is the meaning given to e-mail messages that

contributes tomedia richness (Trevino et al, 1987). Lee (1994) stresses that

information richness is not just a function of the communication medium, but a

function of the interaction between the communicationmedium and the

organizational context or environment.

Daft and associates (1987) and Rice (1993) theorize that due to lack of

nonverbal cues, writtenmedia or electronic substitutes can not replace
face-to-

face communications inmanymanagerial communications since they are

considered lower in richness. Written mediamay use natural language but have

limited cues and are particularly slow to generate feedback. Visual cues are

limited to what is written on paper; however, formality of language and

additional cues maybe communicated through the message. Feedback is slow

and only themessage that is
written on the paper is conveyed by selection of

typeface and formatting. Due to lack of nonverbal cues, electronic

communication is said to be low in richness in comparison to face-to-face

communication (Rice, 1993).
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The lowest form of media richness is numeric documents. These written

communications generally involve numbers that are useful in communicating

quantifiable information but do not have the information carrying capacity of

natural language. Formal numeric documents provide no opportunity for visual

observations, feedback or personalization (Daft & Lengel, 1984).

For effective communication to occur, the richness of themedium should

match the level of ambiguity. Uncertainty and equivocality represent two forces

identified in the literature that influence the information processing required for

organizations to achieve adequate performance.When the message contains well

defined issues and information, equivocality is low. Precise written and

quantified data can be communicated through media on the low end of the

hierarchy. Lean information media are said to reduce uncertainty. On the other

hand, equivocalmessages demand rich media to facilitate understanding of the

message being conveyed. Rich media reduce what Daft and Lengel (1984) term

equivocality. The content in a message is not the only factor influencingmedia

choice; attitude, and perception toward a medium is another factor.

MediaAttitudes

Studies conducted on organizational behavior and social influences (Rice,

1991; Trevino et al, 1987; Fulk, 1993; Fulk et al., 1990, 1987; Fulk & Boyd, 1991)
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have shown thatmedia influences attitudes in the work organization. However,

little research was found on self-reported attitude in using a new communication

medium. In media richness theory, communicationmedia characteristics and

task features are largely subjective and determined by the social context of the

user (Fulk et al, 1987). Media characteristics such as asynchronicity, channel

capacity, and opportunities for providing feedback are grouped in an attempt to

determine social presence or richness of themedium (Fulk & Steinfield, 1990). As

found by research,media-related behaviors are acquired through processes of

behaviormodeling, symbolism of themedia, knowledge,media skill, ease of use,

and length in time of using the medium.

Human technology interaction factors should be considered when

studying attitudes toward newmedia. King and Xia (1997) found thatmedia

choice was correlated with experience in using themedium. In another study

Trevino and associates (2000) found that perceived richness and perceptions of

the human/technology interaction weremost important for understanding

attitudes toward new media. Trevino and associates (2000) proposed that flow

was themost important influence on e-mail attitudes consistent with Trevino

andWebster's findings (1992), but flowwas not associated with ease. Rice and

associates (1990) found that individuals were more likely to adopt e-mail if



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 36

others in their social networkwere using itwith a positive attitude toward the

medium. Schmitz and Fulk (1991) found that the perceived usefulness of e-mail

by an individual's five most frequent communication partners predicted an

individual's perceived e-mail richness. In addition to individual technology skill,

objective factors, social factors, and person/technology interactionmay also have

an impact on attitude when using a new medium.

New media can present new challenges for coping with increasingly

complex work environments in today's organizations. Individualsmay differ in

the amount of experience or skill they have with a particular medium (King &

Xia, 1997). Individuals who have little or no experience or skill with e-mailmay

develop negative attitudes toward thatmedium and may avoid using it as a

result. In addition, individual's perceptions of the capabilities of the medium and

their perceptions of their interaction with themedium may influence outcomes.

The literature has suggested that the different styles, preferences, skills, and

experiences can influence attitudes, and can facilitate or constrain choice and

general use of newmedia (King & Xia, 1997; Rice & Case, 1983; Sitkin et al, 1992;

Trevino et al., 1990).

Researchers also proposed thatmedia choices have symbolic meaning in

social settings (Sitkin et al., 1992; Trevino et al. 1987). To support these findings,
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research presented by Trevino and associates (1990) added additional definition

to themedia richness theory. Media also have a symbolic value, and this

symbolic value can lead tomedia choices that are not optimal in terms of the fit

between tasks and medium. For instance, face-to-face communication symbolizes

commitment and personal interest. The symbolic value is believed to be an

important reason for face-to-face interaction in circumstances where another

medium would have been a more optimal fit. Trevino and associates (2000)

found thatmedia symbolism was associated with attitudes toward meetings and

use of written communication, but it did not influence attitudes toward or use of

new media. "The recognition that letters represented formality, legitimacy, and

status decreases their use in organizations, suggesting that individualsmay

avoid certain media that they think will send the
'wrong'

symbolic
message"

(p.

179). Nonetheless, the central premise of the theory is that there is an optimal fit

between task andmedium, and users aim to achieve this fit.

Social influences are clearly important to our understanding ofmedia

attitudes and behaviors. Trevino and associates (2000) found that perceptions of

relevant attitudes of others toward amediumwere associated with media choice

and influenced the use of e-mail and written communication. Rice (1993) argued

that these perceptions of
others'

attitudesmay represent social projection rather
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than social influence, that they do not represent social information processing

(which relies upon
others'

actual attitudes and behaviors). On the other hand,

Bandura (1986), found that knowing
others'

actual attitudes and behaviors does

not guarantee that the respondent has noticed them and processed the

information. Future research could helpmanagers understand how real and

perceived attitudes influence attitudes and behaviors.

In summary communication is the primary process through which

employees'

share information in the workplace.Managersmust communicate to

motivate and lead employees, to learn about and manage the environment, and

tomake decisions. Communication is also integral to the role of staff employees

to disseminate information, especially equivocal and unequivocalmessages.

Mintzberg (1973) noted that amajority of managerial time was spent in verbal

communication in meetings and on the telephone. His research suggested that

managers seem to prefer a rich media, face-to-face communication rather than

leanmedia to effectively and efficiently communicate the message.

Today employees havemore communication options that ever before.

Communication media can be characterized as
"rich"

or
"lean"

based upon their

capacity to facilitate shared
meaning. Face-to-face, a richmedium is capable of

handling equivocal messages. An equivocal richness match should mean more
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effective communication (Fulk & Steinfield, 1990) in comparison to leanmedia

which is used more with unequivocal messages. In addition new communication

technologies are available. Electronic messaging allows employees to instantly

send messages to recipientswith the option of immediate feedback and without

the frustration of telephone tag or voice mail. This technology is also used to

disseminate formal information such as reports and memos. By providing

asynchronous communication in a timely fashion, electronicmessaging systems

are replacing face-to-face and telephone channels. Video-conferencing offers the

possibility of group meetings without the need for long-distance
travel tomeet

face-to-face in one geographic location.Media choice is not simple, although it

may seem obvious at first glance. Staffmust make the right choice in sending a

message of high importance while keeping inmind the equivocality of the

message. Appropriate media choice can make the difference between effective

and ineffective communication.

The purpose of this study is to learn more
about the extent towhich a

person perceives amedium to be appropriate for communicating an equivocal

and unequivocalmessage and the effect that the choice of particularmedium has

on the individual in creating an easily understood, efficient,
and effective

message in the organization.
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Method

Process

Background. The subjects for this study included a census of 25 surveys

sent to support staff in the College of ImagingArts and Sciences, Rochester

Institute of Technology. Respondents were asked to answer questions on a

survey questionnaire about media channels they used daily, their perception of

themedium used, whether the message communicated was ambiguous or clear,

message content, self-reported skill, and self-reported attitude. The study

focused on five communication choices, face-to-face, telephone, e-mail, written

memos and bulletins. A copy of the survey instrument is attached. To insure the

protection of the human subjects in this research, as well as to comply with IRB

policies, proper paperworkwas submitted to the Institutional Research Board,

Rochester Institute of Technology.

In the survey instrument participants
were asked to define an ambiguous

message (equivocal), and a clear and concise message (unequivocal).

Respondents were asked a series of questions in relation to their choice of

medium in sending equivocal and
unequivocalmessages. This provided a

realistic context and point of reference for the survey questions and allowed us to

investigate the variables that differentiate choices ofmultiple media. In addition
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respondents answered questions about media use, attitude, perceptions, and the

uses of themedium in question. The survey concluded with questions about

media skill and demographic questions.

Sample. Following Dillman's (2000) process, self-report questionnaires

were mailed to 25 support staff in the College of ImagingArts and Sciences. A

letter explaining the nature of the study, urging their participation, and assuring

respondents of confidentiality was included. The sample included individuals

from a variety of support positions within the college, with an overall response

rate of 66.67% for the study. Follow-up steps (e.g. letters and e-mails) were taken

to assure a response rate. The survey instrumentwas returned to a third party to

ensure confidentiality on the part of the participant.

Materials. The questionnaire was designed in five sections: questions

related tomedia channels, message content, communication environment, new

media and demographics. Questions onmedia channels andmessage content,

with regard to communication channels and themedium used in using specific

content, aremeasured on an ordinal level. Questions connected to the

communication environment are rated on a five-point scale with two questions

on an ordinal level. In learning how the participants felt about newmedia,
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participants were asked to choose an answer that best fit their thoughts. The last

section included questions on social demographics related to work employment.

The respondents were told the studywas aimed at understandingmedia

choice in the organization; sendingmessages they thoughtwere considered

equivocal (ambiguous), and unequivocal (clear and concise), and how self-

reported skill of using newmedia is associated with a positive attitude toward

thatmedium. The measured variables included media choices,media skill, and

media attitude. Unequivocalmessages and equivocal messages were calculated

on the message content by asking specific questions to the respondents regarding

whichmedium they would use in sendingmessage information.Media skill was

determined by years of use, the respondent's skill base, and proficiency.

Measures

Media Channels. Media channels weremanipulated by ranking on a scale

from 1 to 5, with 1 as first choice and 5 as least choice. Six questions asked what

source of communication media the respondents rely on most to communicate in

the work organization, how useful themedia is to them and what source they

rely on most for sending
equivocal and unequivocalmessages to a superior,

facultymember, or co-worker.Media choices included face-to-face, telephone, e-
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mail,memorandums, and bulletins. From thiswe learned whichmedium the

participants used in relation to communicating on the job.

Message Content. The second part of the survey included nine questions

measuring the respondent's perception of the symbolicmeaning he/she was

attempting to express by their choice of a particular medium in a particular

situation. This allowed us to learn what type ofmedium was used in relation to

the content of a message and the decision to use a particular medium for sending

a specific type of message. In this study it is important to understand how the

respondents define an unequivocal message, in comparison to an equivocal

message. Next the respondents were asked to identify which medium they felt

would best describe a specific type ofmessage, for example "Which onemedium

would you choose that best conveys confidential, private and delicate

information?"

Communication Environment atWork. For identifying preferences, social

and environmental influences weremeasuredmore broadly to tap
co-workers'

attitudes. This captures the social context and the self-reported attitude for using

a particular medium to send amessage. Three questions were asked in relation

to how the respondents perceive themedium. Responses ranked their answers

on a five-point scales ranging from 'strongly
agree'

to 'strongly disagree'. Two
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questions asked how the respondents perceptions of co-worker and superior

perceived usefulness of themedium. The responses for these questions were on a

five-point scale ranging from, 'very
useful'

to 'not at all useful'.

New Media. Questions related to newmedia technology in the workplace.

Three categories ofmedia were included; e-mail, video-conferencing, and instant

messaging. The same questionswere asked in each category, "do you use

[medium] atwork to communicate?", "who do you communicated with?", "how

did you learn this technology?", "how long have you been using this

[medium]?", "how do you rate your skill with this [medium]?", "howmany

messages do you send with this [medium]"? , "do you use this [medium] to send

ambiguousmessages?", and "do you feel it is an effective way to communicate?

The response scale wasmultiple choice. These questions measured the self-

reported skill of the participants with a particular medium.

Demographics. General questions were asked in relation to the

respondent's employment at RIT, job position, and length of service. This

information was used to describe the sample.

Procedure

Questionnaires were placed in self-addressed stamped envelopes and sent

through the RIT interoffice mail to the support staff in the College of Imaging



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 45

Arts and Sciences. Each mailing included the following sections: a) cover letter,

explaining the purpose of the experiment, directions for completing the survey;

b) the survey instrument; c) self-addressed stamped envelope. Participantswere

given the choice of returning through the US Postal Service or RIT interoffice

mail service. Participants that chose to return their survey through the RIT

interofficemail service were instructed to cross off the previous name on the

interoffice envelope (to assure confidentiality) and hand deliver to a third party,

the CIAS Dean's office staff assistant.

A secondmailing package, letter, survey, self-addressed envelope, was

sent out two weeks after the first, encouraging the participants to respond. At the

same time the second mailingwas sent out, an e-mail was sent to the support

staff reminding them to complete the survey. A third follow-up mailingwas sent

four weeks after the first survey distribution to the participants. Copies of the

letters sent to the participants are attached.

Results

Twenty-five surveyswere distributed to the administrative staff in the

College of ImagingArts and Sciences, Rochester Institute of Technology; 16 were

completed, returned, and analyzed as part of this research. Levels of education

for this sample included five (31%) completing a graduate degree, four (25%) an
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undergraduate degree, five (31%) a high school diploma and two (12%) a trade

school diploma. The individual group's average years of employment at RIT

ranged from six to 10 years in comparison to the average years of employment

within CIAS of one to 10 years. In addition, three of the 16 respondents have

been employed in CIAS between 11 and 15 years; one person has been employed

16 to 20 years, and an additional person has been employedmore than 20 years.

Two-thirds have been employed less than 11 years.

The survey instrument asked the staff to select from threemultimedia

used in the work organization; e-mail, video-conferencing and instant

messaging. All chose e-mail as themedium they use to communicate with

superiors and co-workers in their job, with six (38%) participants choosing

instantmessaging as an alternativemedium. Although video-conferencingwas

one of the choices, results showed that itwas not selected as a communication

medium; thismay be due to a lack of access to themedium. The respondents in

the survey rated their experience using the
computer as good to very good, and

the same for their keyboard skills with 56% rating themselves as very good, and

44% rating their keyboard skills
as good. In evaluating their communication

skills in relation to the clarity in themessages they send, 50% rated themselves as

good to very good.
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The participants were asked two questions in regards to five

communicationmedia that employees use in the workplace: face-to-face,

telephone, e-mail, writtenmemorandums and bulletins. Respondents ranked

their preference ofmedia using
"1"

as first choice, and
"5"

as their least choice.

Ten (63%) of the staff ranked e-mail as their first choice ofmedium most often

used atwork, four (25%) ranked face-to-face as their first choice, and three (12%)

chose the telephone.Written memorandums and bulletins were not selected.

Table 2 identifies types ofmessages communicated in the work

organization and themedium preferred in communicating those messages.

Media richness theory holds that
"richer"

media are used for equivocal

messages, and
"leaner"

media are used for equivocal messages. Face-to-face

(81%) was used most often when conveying confidential information in

comparison to writtenmemos (13%). By contrast, the telephone was used 50% of

the time as the medium consideredmost effective in helping to understand

others in comparison to a slightly lower percentage choosing face-to-face

communication (48%). The results of this study are inconsistent to the findings in

communicating numeric information; 45%
of the staff selected e-mail, where 40%

of the staff chose written memorandums with no one selecting bulletin

documents.
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Table 2

Medium preferred when sending specific types ofmessages

Types ofMessages
written

_M__

telephone email memorandums bulletins

Medium that best conveys confidential,

private, or delicate information

Medium that is most effective in

expressing feeling and/or emotion

Medium that best influences, persuades

or sells an idea to another person

Medium that best describes a

complicated situation

Medium of choice to send a message

that includes numerical values

Medium of choice to follow up on an

earlier communication

Medium that ismost effective in the

helping of understanding others

81 .25% 0%

93.75% 6.25%

87.50%

53%

25%

40%

48%

0%

0%

0%

34%

50%

6.25%

0%

0%

27%

45%

50%

25%

13%

0%

13%

20%

40%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

25%

0%

Participants were asked what factors influence the selection ofmedia used

in the workplace. Figure 1 shows the results. Eight staff believed that the

medium they preferred was influenced by the interaction with others, while

seven staff strongly agreed thatmedia selection was
influenced by the person for

whom the message was intended. Ten of the 16 participants agreed that the

medium they used was influenced by co-workers. Interestingly, only five staff

strongly agreed that
selection of media was influenced by the immediate

supervisor and eight just
"agreed."

Staffmembers were more likely to respond to

a message using the same
medium in which itwas sent.
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Figure 1

Media is influenced by others within the organization.
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Hypotheses

Hypothesis la predicted that the staff within CIAS would more likely

choose amultimedia medium (e.g. e-mail, instant messaging or video

conferencing) rather than a leaner medium
(e.g. memorandum, fax or bulletin)

when communicating an
unequivocal message to their superiors and/or

decision-makers (faculty). Hypothesis lb predicated that the staff in CIAS would

bemore likely prefer a leanmedium (e.g. written memorandums) to a richer

medium (e.g. face-to-face) when communicating equivocal messages to their

superiors and/or decision-makers (faculty).
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Staffmembers were asked to define unequivocal and equivocal messages.

Table 3 lists their responses.

Table 3

Identifies the definition ofunequivocal message and equivocal message as described by

the staff

Respondent

#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

#6

#7

#8

#9

#10

#11

#12

#13

#14

#15

#16

Unequivocal Message Equivocal Message

statement of facts - precise and to the point; no

doubt about the message broad or general meaning
- fact finding

message that gives you complete sense of

who, what, why, when, where & how

vague, undecided lack of all details, who, what,

why, when, where, how

a message containing specific information that

can not be misunderstood

a message containing information that could be

construed a couple of different ways

absolute fact, no doubt doubtful content

no two ways about it, fact doubtful

"the meeting will be from 1 2-2 in room
2570"

"the faculty will meet either Monday or

Wednesday June 20 or 22nd. Please let me

know your
availability"

no reply no reply

"can you come to a
meeting?"

"do you have this
file?'

"I have a report/file,
etc."

problem with student's file/registering;

if this involves more than one person/dept;

not sure who to send message to

expressing my thoughts in few words doubtful

A communication with a specific focus or

or question that demands a specific response

random communication that may or may not

warrant a response

no reply no reply

gets across what the dictatorwas trying to relay

with no confusion

tends to render the listener confused and

unable to answer the question

"I know what I need to tell the person or I have

a quick easy response question; set up an

appointment

One that may need discussions to hammer out

the issues or many questions

no
"wiggle"

room, clear quantitative info and/or

clear direction

things that do not obtain a clear directive or

information shared

no reply no reply

definite, to the point vague, unclear

The results of the survey showed that 50% of respondents preferred the

medium of e-mailmost often when sending unequivocalmessages, 31%
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preferred face-to-face, and 12% preferred the telephone. These results were

consistent with the responses to the question of which medium they rely on most

often when sending equivocal messages as shown in Figure 2. When sending an

equivocal message, 44% of the staff preferred e-mail, 31% face-to-face, and 19%

the telephone. Six percent preferred written memorandums and bulletins when

sending equivocal and unequivocal messages (see Figure 3).

Figure 2

Comparison ofa preferred medium when sending equivocal vs unequivocal messages
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Figure 3

Comparison ofpreferred medium used when sending equivocal messages

% of Medium that Staff Relies on Most Often When Sending
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Using a ranking scale of
"1"

(most preferred choice) to
"5"

(least preferred

choice), 63% of the staff relied on face-to-face communication when sending an

unequivocalmessage to their superior, followed by e-mail (31%), written

memorandums (6%), telephone (0%), and bulletins (0%). Figure 4 shows that
e-

mail (50%) was the first choice communication channel staff relied on most when

sending an unequivocal message
to faculty, followed by face-to-face (13%),

written memorandums (13%), telephone (6%), and bulletins (0%). These results

do not support the hypotheses that staff chose amultimediamedium when

communicating an
unequivocalmessage to a superior (face-to-face); however,
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the results do support the prediction that staff was more likely to report using a

multimedia, a leanermedium (e-mail) in communicating an unequivocal

message to a decision-maker (faculty).

Figure 4

Medium staffprefers when sending unequivocal messages

Comparison in Sending Unequivocal Messages to Superior and

Decision-Maker (faculty)
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Using the ranking scale of
"1"

to "5", 69% of the staff preferred face-to-

face communication in sending equivocal messages to a superior, followed by
e-

mail, (25%), telephone (6%), writtenmemorandums (0%), and bulletins (0%).

When sending equivocal
messages to faculty, figure 5 shows that staff ranked

their use ofmedia in the order of e-mail, 62%, face-to-face (19%) written

memorandums (6%), the telephone (0%), and bulletins (13%). These results do
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not support the hypothesis lb, that staff chose a leaner medium when

communicating an equivocal message to a superior. However, the results do

support the prediction that staff aremore likely to report using a lean

communication media (e-mail) when sending an equivocal message to a

decision-maker (faculty).

Figure 5

Medium staffprefers when sending equivocal messages

Comparison in Sending Equivocal Messages to Superior and

Decision-Maker (faculty)
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The second hypothesis predicted that the self-reported skill with a new

communicationmedium is positively associated with self-reported attitude

toward thatmedium. To understand the
participants'

attitude of communication

media, survey questions were
asked regarding three specificmultimedia used in

the work organization today: e-mail, video-conferencing, and instant messaging.
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Figure 6 shows that ten of the 15 respondents self-reported that their skill

was excellent in using e-mail, two above average and threewith an average skill.

Four of the six respondents felt their skill level for instantmessaging was

average. There were no responses regarding video-conferencing.

Figure 6

Self-reported skill in using multimedia
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Of the three communication channels, the length of time e-mail was used

by the staffwas eight or more years, compared to instantmessagewhichwas

four years (N = 16). Fifteen respondents felt e-mail was a more accessible

communicationmedium. Furthermore e-mail was consideredmore useful on the

job, 56% followed by face-to-face with 44%. Of the six staff that felt instant

messaging was a
more accessible communicationmedium, table 4 shows that

80% felt this communication channel improved teamwork, while compared to
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e-mail with 78%. E-mail was considered a distraction by 11% of the staff

compared to instantmessagingwith 20%.

Table 4

How staffperceive multimedia

Video Instant

Feeling Emah Conferencing Messaging

misunderstanding 5.5% 0 0

distracting 11.0% 0 20%

stressful 5.5% 0 0

encourages gossip 0 0 0

improves teamwork 78.0% 0 80%

Discussion

Face-to-face communication is the richest communication medium in the

communication media hierarchy followed by video-conferencing, the telephone,

e-mail, instantmessaging, written memorandum, and bulletin/numeric

documents. According to the media richness theory, face-to-face communication

is preferred for sending equivocal
messages and leaner media for sending

unequivocal messages. The reasons for the difference in richness include the

medium's capacity for feedback, the
number of cues, and the channel utilized.

Miscommunication can occur if the communicators do not posses the same

communication awareness, skill, and knowledge as
their peer's and colleagues.
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In addition where there is a cultural gap, miscommunication can be greatly

compounded. Therefore with richer media, uncertainty is reduced and effective

communication ismore likely (Daft & Lengel, 1984).

This study shows that individual differences can affect one's preferences

inmatchingmedium tomessage. Unequivocal messages and equivocal messages

have a powerful influence on media choice process. Staff in CIAS selected the

richest communication medium (face-to-face) for posing clear and concise

inquiries to their superior. This does not support the media richness theory

where it is predicted that unequivocalmessages will be communicated with a

leaner medium. However staff in CIAS did select a leanermedium when sharing

clear and concise inquires to their faculty. E-mail was preferred for messages that

are simple and unequivocal. This supports themedia richness theory because

when there is reduction of equivocality there is lessmisinterpretation; therefore,

there is less need to use a rich medium.

Media richness theory predicted support staff's choice of face-to-face

communication in sending equivocal messages with their superior. The results

do support the hypothesis predicted that staffwould choose a leaner medium

when communicating equivocal messages to
faculty. The findings are consistent

with those ofMarkus (1987) where individuals preferred e-mail when a situation
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was high in equivocality. E-mail was perceived as themedium to use for

messageswith informational value which could be read at leisure.

Themedium most often used at work was e-mail, followed in order by

telephone, and face-to-face. Ten of the 16 staff felt they had
"excellent"

(67%)

skill in using e-mail, in comparison to four staff who felt they had average skill in

using instantmessaging. One possible explanation is the amount of experience

and degree of skill in using the medium. With e-mail being the main

communication medium used in the college, feedback is asynchronous and

timing can be critical.

Eightworkers
"strongly"

felt that their interaction with others influenced

their decision in the medium they used at work. The staff had a 78% confidence

that e-mail improves teamwork. Consistent with these findings, e-mail, 56%, was

considered themediummost useful in the job. Two-thirds of the staff had an

above average confidence in using new communication media; therefore, it can

be assumed that their self-reported skill toward a new communication medium

is positively associated with
self-reported attitude toward thatmedium.

Conclusion

There is no simple relationship
between message and medium. Certainly,

the choice ofmedium is driven bymedia characteristics, message content, a
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person's skill, and attitude in using the medium; however other factors also play

important roles.Modern organization'smust constantly adapt their practices to

survive in today's rapidly changing environment, and the communication

processes that shape the organization play a critical role in these issues (Chang &

Johnson, 2001).

The results of this study did support the media richness theory; providing

empirical support for newmedia communication in regards to themedia

richness theory. Daft and associates (1987) suggest that new communication and

information technologiesmay be most appropriately used in low-equivocality

communication and decision-making situations. Media are assumed to possess

an objective characteristic called "richness", whereas messages possessing a

similarly objective characteristic called equivocality. The effective communicator

matches media richness and equivocality. The theory predicts that individuals

will dramatically prefer face-to-face interactions for high equivocalmessages and

prefer e-mail or the telephone for low-equivocal situations, again supporting the

media richness theory.

The results of this study may have implications for organizational and

decision-making. Media preferences can influence the information
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communicated, therefore affecting decision-making outcomes. Staffmay exercise

personal preferences when sending high and low-equivocality messages.

Limitations

The sample in this study represented only the support staffwithin the

Dean's office in the College of ImagingArts and Sciences. Perhaps a larger

sample size may bemore appropriate in representing the characteristics of the

entire support staff at Rochester Institute of Technology and in comparing the

differentmedia used in the eight colleges at RIT.

The second limitation is that self-administered surveys rely on the

respondent'smemories to complete the questionnaire and return. There are

several benefits of a self-administered questionnaire: it can be filled out at the

convenience of the respondent and the surveys can reach a large group of people

quickly and there is no control
over who actually fills out the questionnaire. The

respondentmay not read the entire
questionnaire before filling it out, thus

potentially biasing his/her responses. Self-administered surveysmay also

generate low response rates.

A third limitation is that I did not consider the job responsibility or role of

the respondent and social influence upon job satisfaction. It is possible that some

of the respondents were dissatisfied in their work position within the
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organization and thismay have had an effect on their responses to the

questionnaire. Future research should continue to examine these possibilities.

Future Research

Future research should consider other factors that could impactmedia

choice, including such factors as how well the sender and respondent know each

other when communicating messages as well as job characteristics and tasks.

One way to capture this data would be to conduct an experiment with actual

office workers in which all of themedia choices are available to subjects for

sequential as well as situational choices (Saunders & Jones, 1990). Such an

experiment could also allow subjects to selectmultiplemedia such as theWorld

WideWeb. This could help managers understand the real and perceived attitude

towardmedia influence attitudes and behavior in the workplace.

Social interaction and social influence are significant factors in the

workplace when deciding which medium to choose in sending a message of

importance. A wide range of symbolic and situational factors influence both

media use and media evaluation. These include social influence on which

medium to use when sending a low or high equivocal message: the user's role in

the organization; the status of the organization, public or private; status of the

medium in the workplace; and the culture of the organization.
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In addition, although there is some consistency in the hierarchy ofmedia

according tomedia richness theory, both social presence and media richness are

perceptions dependent upon intrinsic characteristics of themedium, as well as

the message context, the individual's experiences, attitudes and preferences. An

underlying question still exists: to what extent are media choice, use and skill,

intentional, conscious or expected? Research must also look at the ways in that

individualmedia use instances can be influenced by prior media experiences

with a medium. To develop predications about behavior rather than preferences

or dispositions to use a medium.

An interesting aspect of this research showed that the individualswithin

the population chose e-mail as themedium of choice in sendingmessages to

superiors and/or decision-makers. A future research question might be "why do

people choose e-mail over the telephone in today's
organization?"

"Is this

because the Internet ismore convenient, or are there other factors
involved?"

More and more people carry cell phonesmaking all more accessible. Where in

the hierarchy of media richness are cell phones placed?

Finally the particular sample used in the study suggests the need for

empirical data from other areas within the organization. Although the sample
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concentrates on one group of employees who work together closely, there
maybe

other areas of the Institute thatwould benefit from an extension of this research.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 64

References

Bandura, A. (1986). Social Foundations ofThought and Action. Prentice-Hall,

Englewood Cliffs, NJ.

Bodensteiner,W. D. (1970). Information Channel Utilization Under Varying Research

and Development Project Conditions: An Aspect ofInter-Organizational

Communication Channel Usages. PhD Dissertation, The University of Texas.

Carlson, J. R. & Zmud, R. W. (1999). Channel Expansion Theory and the

Experiential Nature ofMedia Richness Perceptions. Academy of

Management Journal 2, 153-170.

Chang,H., & Johnson, D. J. (2001). Communication Networks as Predictors of

Organizational
Members'

Media Choices. Western Journal of

Communication, 65, 349-369.

Daft, R. L., &Macintosh, N. B. (1981). A Tentative Exploration into the Amount

and Equivocality of Information Processing in OrganizationalWork Units.

Administrative Science Quarterly, 26, 207-224.

Daft, R. L., & Lengel, R. H. (1984). Information Richness: A New Approach to

Managerial Behavior and Organizational Design. Research in

Organizational Behavior, 6, 191-233.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 65

Daft, R. L., & Lengel, R. H. (1986). Organizational Information Requirements,

Media Richness and Structural Design- Management Science, 32, 554-569.

Daft, R. K., Lengel, R. H, Trevino, L. K. (1987). Message Equivocality, Media

Selection, andManager Performance: Implications for Information

Systems. MIS Quarterly, 11, 355-366.

Deal, T. E., & Kennedy, A. A. (1982). Corporate Cultures. Massachusetts: Addison-

Wesley.

Dennis, A.R., & Kinney, S. T. (1998). TestingMedia Richness Theory in the New

Media: The Effects of Cues, Feedback, and Task Equivocality. Information

Systems Research, 9, 256-274.

Dennis, A. R, & Valacich, J. S. (1999). RethinkingMedia Richness: Towards a Theory

ofMedia Synchronicity. Retrieved from theWeb December 14, 2004

http://csdl.computer.Org/comp/proceedings/hicss/1999/0001/01/00011017.P

DF

Diltman, D. A. (2000). Mail and Internet Surveys. New York: JohnWiley & Sons.

El-Shinnawy, M., &Markus, M. L. (1998). Acceptance of Communication Media

in Organizations: Richness or Features? IEEE Transactions on Professional

Communication, 41, 242-253.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 66

Fallows, D. (2002). E-mail atWork. Pew Internet and American Life Project,

retrieved fromWebMarch 27, 2005 from

http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP Work E-mail Report.pdf

Fulk, J., Steinfield, C W., Schmitz, J., & Power, J. G. (1987). A Social Information

Model ofMedia Use in Organizations. Communication Research, 14,
529-

552.

Fulk, J., & Steinfield, C W. (1990). Organizations and Communication Technology.

London: Sage.

Fulk, J., & Ryu, D. (1990). Perceiving ElectronicMail Systems: A Partial Test of the

Social Information ProcessingModel. Paper presented to a meeting of the

International Communication Associating, Dublin.

Fulk, J., & Schmitz, J.A., & Steinfield, C. W. (1990). A Social Influence Model of

Technology use. In J. Fulk & C. Steinfield (Eds.) Organizations and

Communication Technology, p 117-142. Newbury Park: Sage.

Fulk, J., & Boyd. B. (1991). Emerging Theories of Communication in

Organizations. Journal ofManagement, 17, 407-446.

Fulk, J. (1993). Social Construction
of Communication Technology. Academy of

Management Journal, 36, 921-950.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 67

Fulk, J. (1995). Cognitive Elements in the Social Construction of Communication

Technology. Management Communication Quarterly, 8, 259-289.

Holland,W. E., Stead, B. A., & Leibrock, R. C. (1976). Information

Channel/Source Selection as a Correlate of TechnicalUncertainty in a

Research and Development Organization. IEEE Transactions on Engineering

Management, 23, 163-167.

Hollingshead, A. B., McGarth, J. E., & O'Connor, K. M. (1993). Group Task

Performance and Communication Technology: A Longitudinal study of

Computer-mediated versus face-to-face work groups. Small Group

Research, 24(3), 307-333.

Jones, J., Saunders, C, &McLeod, R. (1998). InformationMedia and Source

Patterns Across Management Levels: A Pilot Study. Journal ofManagement

Information Systems, 5(3), 71-84.

Kiesler, S., Siegel, J., & McGuire, T. W. (1984). Social Aspects of Computer-

Mediated Communication. American Psychologist, 39, 1123-1134.

King, R. C, Xia,W. (1997). Media Appropriateness: Effects of Experience on

CommunicationMedia Choice. Decision Science, 28, 877-910.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 68

Kinney, S. T., &Watson, R. (1992). The Effect ofMedium and Task on Dyadic

Communication. Proc. International Conference on Information Systems,

Dallas, TX, (pp. 107-117).

Kraut, R, Galegher, J., Fish, R, & Chalfonte, B. (1992). TaskRequirements and

Media Choice in CollaborativeWriting. Human-Computer Interaction, 74,

375-407.

Kraut, R. E., & Rice, R. E., Cool, C, & Fish, R. S. (1998). Varieties of Social

Influence: The Role of Utility and Norms in the Success of a New

CommunicationMedium. Organization Science, 9 (4), 437-453.

Kriebel, C H. & Strong, D. M. (1984). A Survey of theMIS and

Telecommunications Activities ofMajor Business Firms. MIS Quarterly, 8,

171-177.

Lee, A. S. (1994). ElectronicMail as aMedium for Rich Communication: An

Empirical Investigation Using Hermeneutic Interpretation. MIS Quarterly,

18, 143-157.

Lengel, R. H. Managerial Information Processing and Communication-Media Source

Selection Behavior. PhD Dissertation, Texas A & M University, 1983.

Markus, M. L. (1994). Electronic Mail as theMedium ofManagerial Choice.

Organization Science, 5, 502-527.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 69

Markus, M. L. (1987). Toward a Critical Mass Theory of InteractiveMedia

Universal Access, Interdependence, and Diffusion. Communication

Research, 14, 491-511.

McGarth, J. E., & Hollingshead, A. B. (1993). Putting the Group Back in Group

Support Systems: Some Theoretical Issues about Dynamic Processes in

Groupswith Technological Enhancements. In L.M. Jessup & J.S. Valacich

(Eds). Group Support Systems: New Perspectives (pp. 78-96). New York:

Macmillan.

Mintzberg, H. (1973). The Nature ofManagerial Work. New York: Harper and Row.

Oshsman, R. & Chapanis, A. (1974). The Effects of 10 CommunicationModes on

the Behavior of Teams During Co-Operative Problem-Solving.

International Journal ofMan-Machine Studies, 6, 579-619.

Randolph, W. A. (1978) Organizational Technology and theMedia and Purpose

Dimensions ofOrganizational Communication. Journal ofBusiness

Resources, 6, 237-259.

Rice, R., & Love, G. (1987). Electronic Emotion. Communication Research, 14,
85-

108.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 70

Rice, R., & Shook., D. (1989). VoiceMessaging, Coordination, and

Communication. In J. Galegher, R. Kraut, &C Egido (Eds.), Intellectual

Technology: Social and Technological Foundations ofCooperative Work, 327-350.

Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Rice, R. E., Grant, A. E., Schmitz. J., & Torobin, J. (1990). Individual and Network

Influences on the Adoption and Perceived Outcomes of Electronic

Messaging. Social Networks, 12, 27-55.

Rice, R. E., & Aydin, C (1991). Attitudes Toward New Organizational

Technology: Network Proximity as aMechanism for Social Information

Processing. Administrative Science Quarterly, 36, 1991.

Rice, R. E. (1992). TaskAnalyzability, Use of NewMedia, and Effectiveness: A

Multi-Site Exploration ofMedia Richness. Organization Science, 3, 475-500.

Rice, R. E. (1993). Media Appropriateness: Using Social Presence Theory to

Compare Traditional and New Organizational Media. Human

Communication Research, 19, 451-484.

Rice, R. E. (1993). Using Network Concepts to Clarify Sources andMechanisms

of Social Influence. W. Richards, Jr., Barnett, G, (Eds). Progress in

Communication Sciences, 12. Ablex, Norwood, NJ.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 71

Rice, R. E. & Case, D. (1993). ElectronicMessage Systems in the University: A

Description of Use and Utility. Journal ofCommunication, 33, 131-152.

Rogefs II: The New Thesaurus, Third Edition. 1995. Published by the Houghton

Mifflin Company Retrieved from theWebMarch 27, 2005 from

http://www.bartleby.com/62/09/E0540900.html.

Saunders, C. & Jones, J. (1990). Temporal Sequences in Information Acquisition

for Decision-making: A Focus on Source andMedium. Academy of

Management Review, 15, 29-46.

Schmitz, J. (1987). ElectronicMessaging: System Use in Local Governments. Paper

presented at the meeting of the International
Communication Association,

Montreal.

Schmitz, J., & Fulk, J. (1991). Organizational Colleagues: Media Richness, and

Electronic Mail - A Test of the Social InfluenceModel of Technology Use.

Communication Research, 18, 463-523.

Sitkin, S., Sutcliffe, K. M., Barrios-Choplin, J. R. (1992). A Dual-CapacityModel of

CommunicationMedia Choice in Organizations. Human Communication

Research, 18, 563-598.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 72

Steinfield, C. W. & Fulk, J. (1985). Task Demands and
Managers'

Use of

Communication Media. UnpublishedManuscript, University of Southern

California, LosAngeles, California.

Suh, K. S. (1999). Impact of CommunicationMedium on Task Performance and

Satisfaction: An Examination ofMedia Richness Theory. Information

Management, 35, 295-312.

Trevino, L. K., Lengel, R. H, & Daft, R. L. (1987),Media Symbolism,Media

Richness andMedia Choice in Organizations: A Symbolic Interactionist

Perspective. Communication Research, 14, 553-575.

Trevino, L. K. , Lengel, R. H, & Daft, R. L. (1990), UnderstandingManager's

Media Choices: A Symbolic Interactionist Perspective. In J. Fulk & C.W.

Fields (Eds.), Organizations and Communication Technology (pp. 71-94).

Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Trevino, L. K., Lengel, R. L, Bodensteiner,W., Gerloff, E., &Muir, N. (1990). The

Richness Imperative and Cognitive Style. Management Communication

Quarterly, 4, 176-197.

Trevino, L. K, &Webster, J. (1992). Flow in Computer-Mediated

Communication. Communication Research, 19, 539-573.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 73

Trevino, L. K, Webster, J., Stein, E. W. (2000). Making Connections:

Complementary Influences on CommunicationMedia Choices, Attitudes,

and Use. Organization Science, 11, 163-182.

Tushman, M. L. (1978). Technical Communication in R & D Laboratories: The

Impact of ProjectWork Characteristics. Academic Management Journal, 21,

624-645.

Valacich, J. S., Mennecke, B. E., Watcher, R. M., &Wheeler, B. C. (1994).

Extensions toMedia Richness Theory:A Test of the Task
- Media Fit Hypothesis.

Proceedings of the Twenty-Seventh Annual Hawaii International

Conference on System Sciences, 4, (pp. 11-20).

Van De Ven, A. H, & Ferry, D. L. (1980). Measuring and Assessing Organizations.

New York: Wiley Interscience.

Webster, J., & Trevino, L. K. (1995). Rational and Social Theories as

Complementary Explanations of
CommunicationMedia Choices: Two

Policy-Capturing Studies. Academy of
Management Journal, 38, 1544-1572.

Webster, J., Trevino, L. K, & Stein, E. (1996). Personal Nature andAmbiguity as

Sources ofMessage Equivocality: An Extension ofMedia Richness Theory.

Proceedings of the Twenty-Ninth Annual Hawaii International

Conference on System Sciences, 34-40.



EFFECTIVEMESSAGES 74

Weick, K. E. (1979). The Social Psychology of Organizing. Reading,MA:

Addison-
Wesley Publishing.



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 75

Appendix

Sources Searched/Literature Research

Where information was searched

Information was searched in theWallaceMemorial Library at RIT through the

Databases:

Academic Search Elite, American Humanities Index, Business Source Elite,

Communication andMass Media Complete, ERIC, PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO,

ProQuest ABI Inform Global Database, ABI/Inform Dateline, ABI/Inform Global,

ABI/Inform Trade & Industry

Additional information was retrieved from theWeb;WorldCat for PhD

Dissertations and published papers; Library
- Einstein; Connect NY for books

relating to the subject; microfilm for those articles not found in the databases and

bound periodicals

Sources searched

Academic Management Journal, 1978; Academy ofManagement Journal, 1980,

1993, 1995; American Psychologist, 1984; Communication Research 1987, 1990;

Human Communication Research, 1992, 1993;Human-Computer Interaction,

1992; IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, 1976, 1998; Information

Management, 1999; Information Systems Research, 1998; International Journal of

Man-Machine Studies, 1974; Journal Business Resources, 1978; Journal of

Management , 1991; Journal ofmanagement Information Systems, 1998;

Management Communication Quarterly, 1990;Management Science, 1986, 1989;

MIS Quarterly, 1974, 1987, 1994; Organization Science, 1992, 1994, 1998, 2000;

Research in Organizational Behavior, 1984; Small Group Research, 1993; Social

Networks, 1990

Time frame

The range of years on research for this paper with the first article found in 1970.

Few articleswere found in the early 1970's, and then a
fewmore in 1984, 1986

&1987. There was a gap in research
until the early 1990's, when a majority of the

articles were found. Since 2000 there has been little research on the topic.
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Keywords searched

Media richness theory, leanmedia, social presence theory, social interaction, new

media technology, organizational communication, organizational information,

media choice, electronicmail, computer-mediated-communication, message

equivocality, information processing, communication technologies, interpersonal

communication, communication & technology

Limitations

The first article found onMRT was in 1978, and then there is a gap of

information until the early 1980's. Most of the studies were conducted in the

early
1990'

swith the development of newmedia technologies, little research

found within the past few years. Little research was found in relation to H2,
self-

reported skill on new communication medium and the behavior associated with

thatmedium.
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Survey Instrument

Your Use ofMedia atWork

Survey
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In this survey we are
interested in which communication media you use when

sendingmessages. In addition we would also like to find out your skill and

attitude toward using these media.

Part I: Media Channels

Please help us by rankingwhichmedium you use in relation to communicating

on the job. Using the scales provided, please rank themedium you use with the

questions asked. Rank your first choice number with a 1, second choice number

2, and so forth until you have ranked all five sources. There is no right or wrong

answer. Many of the statements are similar to other statements; please do not be

concerned about this.

1. Which kind of communication do you use at workmost often?

Rank 1 to 5, 1 as most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

_

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

2. Generally speaking how do you feel the followingmedium channels are

useful in your job?

Rank 1 to 5, 1 asmost useful to 5 as least useful.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

3. Generally speaking which
source of communication do you rely onmost

when sending a clear
and concise (unequivocal) message? Rank 1 to 5, 1 as

most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)
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4. Generally speakingwhich source of communication do you rely on most

when sending an ambiguousmessage (message of uncertainty)? Rank 1 to 5,

1 as most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-majl

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

5. Generally speakingwhich source of communication do you rely on most

when sending a clear and concise message (unequivocal) to your superior?

Rank 1 to 5, 1 asmost often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

6. Generally speaking which source of communication do you rely on most

when sending an ambiguous message (message of uncertainty) to your

superior?

Rank 1 to 5, 1 as most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

7. Generally speaking which source of
communication do you rely onmost

when sending a clear and
concise (unequivocal) message to faculty? Rank 1 to

5, 1 asmost often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)
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8. Generally speaking which source of communication do you rely on most
when sending an ambiguousmessage (message of uncertainty) to faculty?

Rank 1 to 5, 1 asmost often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

9. Generally speaking which source of communication do you rely on most
when sending a clear and concise (unequivocal) message to co workers? Rank
1 to 5, 1 asmost often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Paper memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

10. Generally speaking which source of communication do you rely onmost

when sending an ambiguous message (message of uncertainty) to co

workers? Rank 1 to 5, 1 as most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Paper memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

11. Generally speakingwhich source of communication do you rely onmost

when sending a clear and concise (unequivocal) message to friends and

family? Rank 1 to 5, 1 as most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Papermemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)
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12. Generally speakingwhich source of communication do you rely on most

when sending an ambiguousmessage (message of uncertainty) to friends and

family? Rank 1 to 5, 1 as most often to 5 as least often.

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Paper memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

Part II: Message Content

Nextwe would like to find out how you define clear and concise (unequivocal)
messages and ambiguous message (message of uncertainty).

13. Please describe how you would define an ambiguous message (an

unequivocal message)?

14. Please describe how you would define a clear and concise message (message

of uncertainty)?

Nextwe would like to learn which onemedium you feel best fits the question

asked regardingmessage
content. Please check one of the following answers

from the choices given. There is no wrong or right answer. Many of the

statements are similar to other statements; do not be concerned about this.

15. Which onemedium would you choose that best conveys confidential, private

or delicate information?

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)
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16. With which one medium would you choose to describe a complicated

situation or proposal to another?

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

17. Which onemedium would you choose to best influence, persuade or sell an

idea to another person?

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

18. Which one medium ismost effective in expressing your feelings or emotions?

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Written memorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

19. Which one medium would you choose to send a message including
numerical figures?

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)

20. Which onemedium would you choose to follow-up on an earlier

communication?

Face-to-face

Telephone

E-mail

Writtenmemorandums, addressed (memos and letters)

Bulletins, unaddressed (flyers and computer reports)
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Part III: Work Environment

For your answers in this section please choose themedia that you feltwas the

most effective in communicating messages. The statements are ranked on a five-

point scale. There is no right or wrong answer. Many of the statements are
similar to other statements; please do not be concerned about this. Please use
your answer to question #4 above to answer the following questions.

21. When I communicate with amedia that I feel ismost effective it helpsme in

understanding others that I communicate with.

Neither

Strongly Agree or Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree

12 3 4 5

22. My interaction with others influencesmy decision to use a specificmedium.

Neither

Strongly Agree or Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree

12 3 4 5

23. Do you feel that the person who is receiving your message influences your

choice ofmedium in a particular communication situation?

Neither

Strongly Agree or Strongly
Agree Agree Disagree Disagree Disagree

12 3 4 5

24. How useful do you think your immediate supervisor considers your choice of

amedium relative to other forms of communication media used in the

workplace?

Very Not at all

Useful Useful

12 3 4 5
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25. How useful do you think your coworkers consider your choice of amedium

relative to other forms of communication media in the workplace?

Very Not at all

Useful Useful

12 3 4 5

Part IV: NewMedia

In this next part we would like to learn about your feelings about newmedia;
e-

mail, video-conferencing and instantmessaging. Please answer the questions by

choosing the answer or answers that best fit your thoughts. There is no right or

wrong answer. Many of the statements are similar to other statements; please do

not be concerned about this.

E-mail

For the following questions please choose one answer that best fits your

thoughts.

26. Do you feel that communicatingwith e-mail would make you more accessible

to other RIT employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

27. Do you use e-mail at work to communicate with other RIT employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

If you answered
'no'

please skip to question #42, if you answered
'yes'

please continue.

28. How long, if at all, have you been using e-mail atwork?

[ ] not at all

[ ] 0-1 years

[ ] 2-3 years

[ ] 4-5 years

[ ] 6-7 years

[ ] 8+ years
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29. If you are using e-mail at work do you feel that the volume of the e-mail you

have received has increased over the past year?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

30. Please estimate the number ofmessages you send by -e-mail during each
workday-

[ ] 1-2

[ ] 3^

[ ] 5-6

[ ] 7-8

[ ] 8 ormore

31. Please let us know howmany times you check your e-mail during each
workday.

[ ] 1-2

[ ] 3^

[ ] 5-6

[ ] 7-8

[ ] 8 ormore

32. Does e-mail provide relief from your other tasks at some point during the

day?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

33. Do you use e-mail atwork to discuss your personal life?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

34. Please tell us what type of messages you send to family and friends

communicating by e-mail?
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35. Do you respond by the end of the day to the messages that you received

during thatworkday?

[ ] No

[ 1 Yes

36. Please tell us how you feel about e-mail.

[ ] e-mail causesmisunderstandings

[ ] tome e-mail is distracting

[ ] tome e-mail causes stress on the job

[ ] e-mail encourages gossip

[ ] tome e-mail improves teamwork

37. How to do you rate your skill in using e-mail at work?

[ ] excellent

[ ] above average

[ ] average

[ ] below average

[ ] novice

38. Do you use e-mail to send, by your definition of clear and concise, messages

at work?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

?(If yes)

Do you feel that the clear and concise messages you send atwork to your

superiors convey themessage intended?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 87

39. Do you use e-mail to send, by your definition of ambiguous, messages at

work?

[ ] No
I

[ ] Yes

?(If yes)

Do you feel the ambiguous messages you send at work to your superiors

convey the message intended?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

More than one answer can apply to the following two questions, please choose

all answers that are relevant to you:

40. Who do you send e-mailmessages towhile you are at work?

[ ] staff

[ ] faculty

[ ] superior

[ ] administrators

[ ] family

[ ] friends

[ ] other

41. How did you learn how to use e-mail?

[ ] self-taught

[ ] reading a manual

[ ] tutor

[ ] attending a workshop

[ ] other, please specify:

Video-conferencing

For the following questions please choose one answer that best fits
your

thoughts.
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42. Do you feel that communicating by videoconferencing would make you more

accessible to other RIT employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

43. Do you use video-conferencing atwork to communicate with other RIT

employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

If you answered
'no'

please skip to question #57, if you answered
'yes'

please continue.

44. How long, if at all, have you been using videoconferencing at work?

[ ] not at all

[ ] 0-1 years

[ ] 2-3 years

[ ] 4-5 years

[ ] 6-7 years

[ ] 8+ years

45. If you are using videoconferencing at work do you feel that the volume of

videoconferencing has increased over the past year?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

46. Please estimate the number ofmessages you send by videoconferencing

during each workday.

[ ] 1-2

[ ] 3-4

[ ] 5-6

[ ] 7-8

[ ] 8 or more

47. Does videoconferencing provide
relief from your other tasks at some point

during the day?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes
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48. Do you use videoconference atwork to discuss your personal life?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

49. Please tell us what type ofmessages you send to family and friends

communicating with videoconferencing?

50. Do you respond by the end of the day to the videoconferencingmessages that

you received during that workday?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

51. Please tell us how you feel about videoconferencing.

[ ] videoconferencing causes misunderstandings

[ ] to me videoconferencing is distracting

[ ] to me videoconferencing causes stress on the job

[ ] videoconferencing encourages gossip

[ ] tome videoconferencing improves teamwork

52. How to do you rate your skill in using videoconferencing atwork?

[ ] excellent

[ ] above average

[ ] average

[ ] below average

[ ] novice

[ ] N/A
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53. Do you use video-conferencing to communicate your definition of clear and

concise messages atwork?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

-?(If yes)

Do you feel the clear and concise messages you communicate to your

superiors atwork with video-conferencing convey the message intended?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

54. Do you use video-conferencing to communicate your definition of

ambiguous messages at work?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

?(If yes)

Do you feel the ambiguousmessages you communicate to your superiors at

workwith video-conferencing convey the message intended?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

More than one answer can apply to the following two questions, please choose

all answers that are relevant to you:

55. Who do you video-conference with while you are at work?

[ ] staff

[ ] faculty

[ ] superior

[ ] administrators

[ ] family

[ ] friends

[ ] other
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56. How did you learn how to communicate using video-conferencing?

[ ] self-taught

[ ] reading a manual

[ ] tutor

[ ] attending a workshop

[ ] other, please specify:

InstantMessenger (IM Chat)

For the following questions please choose one answer that best fits your

thoughts.

57. Do you feel that communicatingwith instantmessenger would make you

more accessible to other RIT employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

58. Do you use instantmessenger at work to communicate with other RIT

employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

If you answered
'no'

please skip to question #77, if you answered
'yes'

please continue.

59. How long, if at all, have you been using instantmessenger at work?

[ ] not at all

[ ] 0-1 years

[ ] 2-3 years

[ ] 4-5 years

[ ] 6-7 years

[ ] 8+ years
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60. Please tell us the instantmessenger service you use.

[ ] AOL

[ ] Yahoo

[ ] other

61. If you are using instantmessenger at work do you feel that the volume of

online chats has increased over the past year?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

62. Please estimate the number ofmessages you send by instantmessenger

during each workday.

[ ] 1-2

[ ] 3-4

[ ] 5-6

[ ] 7-8

[ ] 8 ormore

63. Please let us know how many times you check instantmessenger during each

workday to see who is on-line.

[ ] 1-2

[ ] 3^

[ ] 5-6

[ ] 7-8

[ ] 8 or more

64. Do you use instantmessenger atwork to communicate with other RIT

employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

65. Do you feel that instantmessenger makes you more accessible to other RIT

employees?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes
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66. Does instantmessenger provide relief from your other tasks at some point

during the day?

[ 1 No

[ ] Yes

67. Do you use instantmessenger at work to discuss your personal life?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

68. Please tell us what type ofmessages you send to family and friends when

communicating by instantmessenger.

69. Do you respond by the end of the day to the messages that you received

during that workday?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

70. Please tell us how you feel about instantmessenger.

[ ] instantmessenger causes misunderstandings

[ ] to me instantmessaging is distracting

[ ] tome instantmessaging causes stress on the job

[ ] instantmassaging encourages gossip

[ ] to me instantmessaging improves teamwork

71. How to do you rate your skill in using instantmessenger atwork?

[ ] excellent

[ ] above average

[ ] average

[ ] below average

[ ] novice
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72. Do you use instantmessenger (FM Chat) to communicate your definition of

clear and concise messages at work?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

?(If yes)

Do you feel the clear and concise messages you communicate to your

superiors atwork with instantmessenger (IM Chat) convey the message

intended?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

73. Do you use instantmessenger (FM Chat) to communicate your definition

ambiguous messages at work?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

?(If yes)

Do you feel the ambiguous messages you communicate to your superiors at

work with instantmessenger (FM Chat) convey themessage intended?

[ ] No

[ ] Yes

More than one answer can apply to the following two questions, please choose

all answers that are relevant to you:

74. Who do you instantmessage with while you are atwork?

[ ] staff

[ ] faculty

[ ] superior

[ ] administrators

[ ] family

[ ] friends

| ] other
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75. How did you learn how to use instantmessenger (FM Chat)?

[ ] self-taught

[ ] reading a manual

[ ] tutor

[ ] attending a workshop

[ ] other, please specify:__

76. Who do you instantmessage (FM Chat) with while you are atwork?

[ ] staff

[ ] faculty

[ ] superior

[ ] administrators

[ ] other

Next are three additional questions in relation to your experience in using the

computer to communicate. Answers are ranked on a five-point scale; 1 as very
poor to 5 as very good. Please choose one answer that is relevant to your

experience. There is no wrong or right answer.

77. In general please rank your computer experience.

Very Very
Poor Poor Neutral Good Good

1 2 3 4 5

78. In general please rank you expertise on keyboard skills.

Very Very
Poor Poor Neutral Good Good

1 2 3 4 5

79. In general please rank your communication shills in relation to the clarity in

the messages you send.

Very Very
Poor Poor Neutral Good Good

1 2 3 4 5
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Group V: Demographics

Nextwe would like to some information from you. Please choose the answer

that ismost appropriate for you.

80. What is your level of education reward?

] High School Diploma

] Trade School Diploma

] Undergraduate Degree

] Graduate Degree

] Other

81.

82.

83.

How long have you been employed at RIT?

[ ] 1-5 years

] 6-10 years

] 11-15 years

] 16-20 years

] 20+ years

What is your current position at RIT?

] administrative staff assistant

] academic coordinator

] records assistant

] scheduling

] facilities

] other

How long have you been in this position?

r

] 1-5 years

] 6-10 years

] 11-15 years

] 16-20 years

] 21+ years

84. Do you work 7 hours a day?

] yes

] no
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85. If you do notwork7 hours a day, please let us know howmany hours you

work each day?

hrs/day



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 98

Please use these last two pages for your comments:
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Please use these last two pages for your comments:
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Figures and Tables

Tables

Table 1

Characteristics ofmedia that determine richness of information processed

Information

Richness Medium Feedback Channel Source Language

High

Low

Face-to-face Immediate Visual, Audio Personal Body, Natural

Telephone Fast Audio Personal Natural

Written, Personal Slow Limited visual Personal Natural

Written, Formal Very Slow Limited visual Impersonal Natural

Numeric, Formal Very Slow Limited visual Impersonal Numeric

Table 2

Medium preferred when sending specific types ofmessages

Types ofMessages

written

f-f telephone email memorandums bulletins

Medium that best conveys confidential,

private, or delicate information

Medium that is most effective in

expressing feeling and/or emotion

Medium that best influences, persuades

or sells an idea to another person

Medium that best describes a

complicated situation

Medium of choice to send a message

that includes numerical values

Medium of choice to follow up on an

earlier communication

Medium that is most effective in the

helping of understanding others

81 .25% 0% 6.25%

93.75% 6.25%

87.50%

53%

25%

40%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

27%

45%

34% 50%

48% 50% 25%

13%

0%

13%

20%

40%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

0%

25%

0%
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Table 3

Identifies the definition ofunequivocal message and equivocal message as described by

the staff

Respondent

#1

#2

#3

#4

#5

#6

#7

#8

#9

#10

#11

#12

#13

#14

#15

#16

Unequivocal Message Equivocal Message

statement of facts - precise and to the point;

no doubt about the message broad or general meaning
- fact finding

message that gives you complete sense of

who, what, why, when, where & how

vague, undecided lack of all details, who,

what, why, when, where, how

a message containing specific information

that can not be misunderstood

a message containing information that could

be construed a couple of different ways

absolute fact, no doubt doubtful content

no two ways about it, fact doubtful

"the meeting will be from 1 2-2 in room
2570"

"the facutly will meet either Monday or

Wednesday June 20 or 22nd. Please let me

know your
availability"

no reply no reply

"can you come to a
meeting?"

"do you have

this
file?"

"I have a report/file,
etc."

problem with student's file/registering;

if this involves more than one person/dept;

not sure who to send message to

expressing my thoughts in few words doubtful

A communication with a specific focus or

or question that demands a specific response

random communication that may or may not

warrant a response

no reply no reply

gets across what the dictatorwas trying to

relay with no confusion

tends to render the listener confused and

unable to answer the question

"I knowwhat I need to tell the person or I

have a quick easy response question; set up

an appointment

One that may need discussions to hammer

out the issues or many questions

no
"wiggle"

room, clear quantitative info

and/or clear direction

things that do not obtain a clear directive or

information shared

no reply no reply

definite, to the point vague, unclear
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How staffperceive
multimedia
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Feeling Email

Video

Conferencing

Instant

Messaging

misunderstanding

distracting

stressful

encourages gossip

improves teamwork

5.5%

1 1 .0%

5.5%

0

78.0%

0

0

0

0

0

0

20%

0

0

80%
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Figure 2

Comparison ofa preferred medium when sending equivocal vs unequivocal messages

Comparison of Medium Used Most Often when Sending Equivocal

vs Unequivocal Messages
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Figure 3

Comparison ofpreferred medium used when sending equivocal messages

% of Medium that Staff Relies on Most OftenWhen Sending

Equivocal Messages
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Figure 4

Medium staffprefers when sending
unequivocal messages

Comparison in Sending Unequivocal Messages to Superior and

Decision-Maker (faculty)

D Superior

Decision-Maker (Faculty)



EFFECTIVE MESSAGES 105

Figure 5

Medium staffprefers when sending equivocal messages

Comparison in Sending Equivocal Messages to Superior and

Decision-Maker (faculty)
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Figure 6

Self-reported skill in using multimedia
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