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M anagers and professional

staff voice two complaints with high
frequency when 1 visit with them.
The first — “I'm snowed ... over-
loaded with information. Look at
this desk, look at my calendar. Too
many meetings, too many inter-
views, too many reports and print-
outs. I'm inundated with informa-
tion.” The second — “I don't feel
I'm a part of this outfit any more.
They don’t communicate with me,
The organization is cold and im-
personal. I don't know what's going
on, don't feel | have a stake in the
organization, don't believe it cares
about me. I'm alienated ... or get-
ting that way.”

The complaints are sincere; their
frequency is disturbing as a warning
signal of a lessening of organiza-
tional health and productivity.
What is fascinating is that the rwo
complaints often come from the sume
person. How can one complain

about too much intormation and
too little communication at the
same time”?

Slavery and freedom:
twin tyrannies

The term “freedom™ abbreviates
the notion of freedom of choice, of
the option to select among choices
as to what we want, what we think
we can do. If | can't select among
those options, for whatever reasons,
I feel I have no control over myself.
I experience a tyranny ot control.

Traditionally, we've thought of
tyranny only in one form: slavery. If
I'm your slave, vou are the arbiter
of my decisions — you decide what
I should want and what [ will do.
You control the information system
— with whom 1 talk, what I learn,
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even what I say. I report only to you
because a slave can serve only one
master. I'm told only what 1 need to
learn to get the work out and you
decide what [ need to learn. | have
no rights, not even a right to know.
You manage me, you organize my
lite, you are the traditional
authority. I’'m not free to choose;
however, I can cope. I may not be
happy, but I can cope as long as you
have the responsibility for what’s
going to happen. I probably don't
feel as if I'm losing anything
because I never had anything to
lose. Control is external to me.

As we analyze the typical organ-
ization “chart”, we might infer that
many managers and organizations
still believe that master/slave is the
best control relationship. However,
there is a growing realization by
both supervisor and subordinate
that “slavery control™ isn't working
well,

Managers realize that this kind of
control is not helping them get their
Job done or increasing productivity.
Their subordinates realize that this
kind of control system inhibits their
development as individuals.
Master/slave control precludes self-
control, imposes inferiority on the
subordinate while conferring
superiority on the supervisor. To-
day’s subordinate believes that
you're his supervisor, not his
superior. He’s your subordinate,
not your inferior. He believes you
have no right to control what he
learns. He has a right to know what
he wants to know so that he can an-
ticipate what's going to happen and
make plans as to what he wants and
can and will do. He believes he has
a right to selt-control.

Given those beliefs, traditional
authority is obsolete as a control
system. Neither supervisor nor
subordinate can achieve his or her
goals under it. “Supervisor instructs

. subordinate reports”™ is a com-
munication strategy that leads to
malfunctioning of the system.
Failure to realize that has led to a
shortage of qualified subordinates
because it’s hard to convince a com-
petent person to accept an ‘“in-
ferior” position. The organizations
I work with are not short of compe-

November 1976

tent managers; they are short of
competent subordinates. And that
shortage will continue until we real-
ize that systems controlled by tradi-
tional authority simply won't work
in the long run.

There are at least three reasons
for that. First, complex tasks re-
quire informed workers — even the
slave has to be sent to school if the
master is to make a profit. Second,
complex organizations require in-
formation management at many
levels. Master/slave gives way to
hierarchical organizations in which
middle managers manage informa-
tion, not traditional physical work.
Most first-line supervisors spend
most of their time moving informa-
tion. At higher levels, management
is communication. That’s all the
manager does and the quality of in-
formation controls the quality of
managerial decisions.

Third, informed people become
complex people. Travel, media ex-
posure, educational exposure all
lead to increased knowledge. A
subordinate must remain naive and
innocent if he or she is to accept the
principle that the supervisor is a
superior and the price of knowledge
is the loss of innocence. Master
“rights” won’t sell any more and the
masters no longer have the torce or
clout to impose them.

Today’s subordinate believes that
he or she has the right to decide
what’s good for Self. While super-
visors debate the relative merits of
Theories X and Y, subordinates are
voting and their vote counts. Tradi-
tionally, authorities decided what
subordinates needed to learn, told
them only that and prevented
subordinates from learning any-
thing else. “I'll tell you what you
need to learn” has been displaced
by “You'll tell me what I want to
learn” as a communication rule.
Right to know has displaced need to
learn. Both “buyer beware” and
“hearer beware” rules are changing,
displaced by “tellers and sellers
beware”. A primarily agrarian
society may control 800 million
people by telling them only what
authorities think they need to learn,
but a post-industrialized society
changes the game.

Down with slavery, up with
freedom. Slavery is tyrannical. The
question, though, is might freedom
be tyrannical, too?

Tyranny of freedom

I n escaping from slavery, we have
deified tfreedom. We have come to
believe in total openness, in systems
governed only by “right to know”,
systems in which all information is
disseminated to all members. We
learned that ignorance is bad for us
and that a little learning is a dan-
gerous thing. What we haven’t
learned is that too much informa-
tion may be more than dangerous, it
may be catastrophic.

Right 1o know or duty to know?
The awareness that information is
potentially useful has given way to a
newer assumption, that information
is inherently good for you. Get all
you can. Now that communication
is the major process for getting and
giving information, it, too, has been
accepted as inherently good — the
more we do it, the better we'll be.
It’s simply not so.

The *“right” of one generation to
ga to college has been displaced by
the “duty” of the next to go, with or
without purpose or desire. School is
inherently good, not as a means to
an end. We've come to accept the
thesis that consumption of the
media is good — inherently. It’s
“good” to read, to listen, to view.
Our right to belong to an informed
electorate has been displaced by the
duty to remain informed and failure
to fulfill that duty leads to feelings
of guilt and attacks of irrespon-
sibility.

Some even suggest that freedom
of choice should be imposed and re-
quired; e.g., voting in elections
should be compulsory or atten-
dance at corporate-sponsored
“freedom” seminars should be man-
datory. I find it paradoxical that
some managers are willing to order,
coerce, or persuade their colleagues
to participate in the various “rise of
self-consciousness” workshops that
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are the current vogue. A much
larger group believe it is their duty
to at least try to consume all of the
information that is sent to them on
the job and to disseminate every-
thing they know to those with whom
they work. Neither, of course, can
be accomplished. Feelings of both
inundation and alienation follow.

Learn, learn. Consume, consume.
That is the liturgy. Learn what?
Everything that's known. Learn
how much of it? All you can. Con-
sume what? Everything that’s pro-
duced. The liturgy concludes: that
keeps you involved, informed, par-
ticipating ... and that's good.

Information consumption has a
cost ... sometimes dear. Clearly,
there are benefits to information
and communication; however, there
are costs as well. To assume no
costs or to assume that the costs are
always exceeded by the benefits is
to fail to understand the nature of
information and communication in
a highly informative environment.

In recent years, technology has
helped us reduce the costs of pro-
ducing information and drastically
reduced the costs of disseminating
information; however, it costs as
much to consume information as it
ever did.

It takes as long to listen to a
speech, to read a page, to consume a
training film as it ever did. The
belief that information is “free” ...
or even inexpensive ... is a pro-
ducer's belief, not a consumer’s
belief. From the consumer’s point
of view, there’s no free speech or
free press. To believe otherwise is to
join in the fallacy of those who still
believe there is a free lunch. As the
costs of information production and
dissemination go down, the amount
of information in the system has
gone up — at a high cost to those
who believe they should eat every-
thing on their plates. Companies
who measure the costs of their copy-
ing and reproducing machinery in
terms of paper and machine rentals
overlook the dominant cost — the
cost of consuming those copies,
often by people who have no reason
to consume but can’t know that un-
til afterward.
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A comparison of corporate
marketing and management
strategies reveals another paradox.
Through technology, marketing
professionals have moved away
from mass communication toward
highly personalized information;
e.g., direct mail marketers realize
they can’t afford to send messages
to “boxholders” and rent lists which
help pinpoint their market. Mean-
while, their managerial counter-
parts have moved toward ‘““to whom
it may concern” pieces, generated in
sufficient copies to meet the “mass”
market.

The movement toward mass dis-
tribution of information within the
organization has been based, in
part, on management’s belief that
everything is “good to know" and,
in part, on the subordinate's de-
mand that his right to know be rec-
ognized. Given the subsequent
belief that all hiave a duty to know,
information overload is inevitable.
Information overload is dangerous
to our heaith. Over-consumption of
information can and does lead to
depression, accompanied both by
fatigue and alienation.

You know more than is good for
you. As a youngster, | was curious
about everything. My grandmother
occasionally admonished me to
mind my own business and sug-
gested that 1 was learning too much
for my own good. I interpreted her
comments as an attempt by the es-
tablishment to maintain control
and, in part, they were; however, |
learned much later that there also
was an element of consumer protec-
tion in her suggestion.

The cost of consumption is one
aspect of information cost. There
are at least two costs dafter consump-
tion. Once information is on the ta-
ble, you may have to deal with it,
whether you want to or not, whether
you know how to or not. Any com-
pany which has sponsored a climate
study or employee attitude survey
comes to realize that. Such a survey
“makes” information. Once it is
made, it is real in its consequences.
If you know how to deal with what
you learn, fine; however, if you
can't deal with it or don’t know how
to deal with it or don’t want to deal

with it, you'd better not make it. In-
formation is make-believe, but
make-believe is real.

The second post-consumption
cost may be even higher. It may in-
capacitate you in the exercise of
your freedom of choice. Choice is
exercised as to what you want and
what you believe you can do. As in-
formation increases, the number of
options increases. Given high infor-
mation inputs, you approach the
point at which you believe you can
want anything and can do anything.
That makes choice exciting, but
difficult and expensive. The cost is
prohibitive if we do not have a basis
for exercising it. That basis is the
capacity to anticipate what is going
to happen, our expectations of what
will happen over the long run.

Other things being equal, the
more information we consume, the
less able we are to anticipate what
will happen; i.e., we learn that there
are more things that could happen
than we had previously betieved
and we learn that the probability of
what we were used to having hap-
pen is lower than we had expected.
As options increase, the world
becomes increasingly uncertain.
Predictability goes down, surprise
goes up. That is what is meant by in-
formation overload: more surprise
than we can tolerate. At the ex-
treme, we can make no predictions;
i.e., we come to believe that any-
thing can happen and we believe
we can't predict, but we still believe
we should be able to. If control is
based on predictability, the system
has gone out of control for some of
us. Given that, freedom of choice
becomes trivial. How can | select
what I want it | can’t predict what
will happen? How can I decide what
I will do if I can’t predict what's
going to happen? How can I plan?

Freedom of choice is meaningful
if, and only if, we believe the system
is under enough control to permit
prediction. For information to con-
tribute to the value of freedom, we
must be able to make sense out of
the information we receive, be able
to organize it and bring things
under control. The consumption of
controlled information facilitates
our emergence from slavery and is
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the basis tor our rejection of the
beliets that “ignorance is bliss™ and
“what you don’t know can't hurt
you".

On the other hand, if we don't
control what we consume, if we
belicve we have the duty to con-
sume and digest everything sent to
us, if we seek information without a
plan for its use, we tace a new prob-
lem: what we do know can also hurt
us. At the extreme, if predictability
is forfeited, we have simply ex-
changed one tyranny (slavery) for
another (freedom). At that point,
we can empathize with the phrase
trom one of this decade's most
popular lyrics: “Freedom” is just
another word for “nothing left to
lose”™.

Information
and control

Conventional wisdom suggests

that information and control are
positively related; i.e., the more in-
formation you acquire, the more
control you have. It you control
your consumption, I agree with that
suggestion. Under other conditions,
however, just the opposite is true, If
the consumption of information
isn’t controlled, the more informa-
tion you get, the less control you have.

To understand that statement, we
need to distinguish between the no-
tion of the “now” or “then”, and the
notion of the “long run”. Now and
then refer to a particular point in
time at which a particular event
happened at a particular place. The
long run refers to the patterning, the
probabilities, with which events will
occur over time. One might ask,
how “long” is the long run. That's
refative and not crucial to the dis-
tinction between long run and now
and then. What is crucial is that the
concept of “long run” groups par-
ticular events, tries to make sense
out of them and to use the past to
anticipate the future.

“Planning” is a term that refers to
“in the long run”. To make a plan,
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you need four things: 1) statements
of what is wanted (goals, values, ob-
jectives, etc.); 2) statements of what
can be done (skills that can be used,
activities engaged in, steps that can
be taken, etc.); 3) expectations as to
what will happen over time (state-
ments of the patterning of events)
that can be used to predict what will
happen at any given time; and, 4)
relationships among those three
kinds of statements. As we develop
those relationships, we attempt to
relate what we want to what we can
do and to what we expect to happen.
When we do that, we are planning.

“Control” is a term that refers to
“in the long run”. As I'm using the
term “control”, it refers to the pre-
dictability of the system over time.
To the extent that events can be pre-
dicted, the system is under control.
As uncertainty rises (i.e., predic-
tability is redudced), control is
lessened. At the extreme, if no pre-
dictions can be made, the system is
out of control. To take a simple ex-
ample, suppose you have a coin
with two heads. The coin will be
flipped ‘many times. Each flip is a
“now”. Your expectation is that all
flips will result in a head. Given
that expectation, you can plan, tak-
ing into account what you want and
what you can do. Given that expec-
tation, you also can predict what
will happen at any given “now”. In
our example, you always would
predict “heads” and you would al-
ways be right; i.e., you would never
be surprised. The system is totally
under control; no uncertainty exists
as to what will happen. If you are
clear on what you want and what
you can do and how to relate those
to what will happen, you can
develop a plan that will always
“work”. You are operating under a
totally planned system, which
assumes, of course, totally con-
trolled occurrences of events.

Go to the other extreme. Suppose
you have the traditional *“true”
coin. Under the definition of “true”,
your expectation as to what will
happen in the long run is that you
will observe a “*head” in half of the
nows or thens and you will observe
a “tails” in the other half. Your ex-
pectation about the long run is quite

clear and easily articulated. The
only problem is that such an expec-
tation does not permit any planning
because it leads to no prediction tor
any given “now". To state the prob-
lem ditferently, all you can predict
at any given time is that something
will happen (i.e., the game will g0
on) — a heads or tails will occur.
You can’t predict which one. After
the end of the “long run’’ (i.e., when
the game is over), your expectation
will be totally accurate; i.e., half of
the events will have been heads and
the other half tails. The only prob-
lem is that your expectation is of no
use until after the game is over. It
can’t affect or influence the play.
During the game, as a series of
“nows” and “thens” occur, every
day is a new day. Surprise, surprise,
surprise. That’s all you get
planning is impossible.

“Information’’ is a term that refers
to the ‘“now”. Information is ob-
tained from a report. We may
report to ourselves, based on first-
hand experience or we may reccive
a report from others that has been
coded, symbolically. Both are
reports, one (the latter) is com-
munication. Is there always infor-
mation in a report? No. It depends
on whether we're surprised by what
we receive. If you get a report of
something you already “knew” had
happened, there is no information.

you didn’t learn anything, no
surprise was involved. Similarly, if
what happens corresponds to what

- you predicted, there is little infor-

mation, little surprise. The amount
of information corresponds to the
amount of surprise; i.e., dog bites
man is not news, but man bites dog
is news. Why? You wouldn't have
predicted it.

The amount of information in a
report is measured, one way or
another, by the discrepancy be-
tween what we predicted would
happen and what did happen. If
we're told what we already pre-
dicted, we might say “so what else is
new? Tell me something 1 don't
know already.” As the surprise
rises, we say “that’s interesting; I
didn’t know that.” As it rises more,

(Continued on page 61)
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(Continued from page 23)

we say “that’s news” and we are
willing to pay the reporter to give us
the information.

When the amount of surprise ex-
ceeds our tolerance for surprise
(i.e., information overload), we say,
“l can’t believe that”. There are
three possible bases for our in-
credulity. First, if our plan (our ex-
pectation) told us that the event
could happen, but only rarely, we
might say “that’s hard to believe”.
Second, if our plan includes the
idea of a particular happening, but
also includes the belief that it will
never happen, we might say “that’s
impossible”. Finally, if our plan
doesn’t include even the idea of a
particular happening and it hap-
pens, we might say ‘“that’s un-
believable, inconceivable”. All
such reactions are statements of the
degree of surprise we experience, a
measure of the amount of informa-
tion we have received.

Expectations:
key to control

If the amount of information
equals the amount of surprise we
experience, how can we reduce
surprise? By developing expecta-
tions as to what will occur
before the fact.

We often think of information
consumption as a passive act,
receiving what is sent to us and at-
tempting to digest it. You can ap-
proach consumption that way;
however, if you do, overload has a
high probability. An alternative is
to construct a set of beliefs as to
what we can expect in the long run.
Scientists call such a set of beliefs
“theory” and use their theories to
process the information they get
from particular observations. We
all need to develop such theories
and use them to predict what we're
going to consume. As our theories
improve and are incorporated into
our plans, the amount of informa-
tion we receive from a report
decreases and events are brought
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under control. With an expectation
(a theory of what’s happening) of
high quality, there is very little in-
formation in a report, i.e., events
are going according to plan, every-
thing is under control.

Note that when we say ‘“‘under
control” we are not referring to
your control, or anybody’s control,
We simply are referring to the pre-
dictability of the system. As you
relate your expectations to your ob-
jectives (what you want) and your
options (what you can do), you are
planning — beginning to exercise
your control over the situation,

Management by exception: control
of consumption. Given a plan, you
can reduce the amount of messages
you consume. If you can teach those
who report to you, after sharing the
plan, to separate statements that are
consistent with the plan from state-
ments that are exceptions to the
plan, you need only consume the
exceptions; i.e., you learn where the
surprises are, nothing else. Produc-
tive consumption is increased as the
quality of expectations is improved,
We can refer to that as management
by exception ... a most effective in-
formation-communication system.
By *“quality of expectations”, of
course, I refer only to the extent to
which the system is predictable,
given the expectation. The higher
the predictability, the better the
“quality”.

Management by crisis: un-
controlled consumption. If our ex-
pectations do not lead to high pre-
dictability, we get a lot of informa-
tion from each report. Often, we get
more than we can process. As a
minimum, we can expect that the
system will behave randomly,
Given that, no predictability can be
introduced. We only can guess.
Sometimes we’ll be right, some-
times not. Without predictability,
uncertainty in the long run is max-
imal; correspondingly, the amount
of information at any given “now”
also is maximal. The less control,
the greater the amount of informa-
tion.

Without a plan or expectation
that improves on randomness, we
must respond to each report as we
receive it. We can refer to that as

management by crisis. Every day is
a new day and each “now” is
handled without long-run contexts.
As our environments become in-
creasingly variable, we can’t func-
tion that way without overload.
Given overload, we usually try to
combat it by consuming even more
information, which is the worst
possible thing we could do.

Given overload, what we should
do is tune out of the system until we
can develop a set of expectations. If
we don’t do that, we can’t manage at
all, we can only respond. Our
behavior then becomes capricious,
random, out of control. Anything
can happen, and will. The system is
“free”, without restriction. There is
no meaningful base for the exercise
of choice and freedom becomes
tyrannical. Alienation (disengage-
ment) is inevitable. Small wonder
that those who complain about in-
formation overload also complain
about communication alienation —
they’re highly related. Given those
complaints, the usual remedy re-
quested and supplied by the organ-
ization is more communication, the
worst possibie prescription.

A communication
policy

If we are to restore or maintain
healthy human beings working pro-
ductively in an organization that
maintains itself over time, we must
reduce the number of messages in
the system. At present levels, con-
sumption costs are excessive. We
also must reduce the amount of in-
formational uncertainty in the
system. It is too expensive to pro-
cess. Information overload is rising
and information overload inevitably
results in communication disengage-
ment and personal alienation.

Overload is counter-productive
and inhibits personal and organiza-
tional development. As we reduce
message cost and information over-
load, we must at the same time
maintain and increase feelings of
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commitment to the organization,
comfortability with Self and a feel-
ing of personal stake in the organ-
ization’s future. The accomplish-
ment of both objectives rests on the
adoption of a two-part communica-
tion policy.,

Need to learn: the base for in-
creased productivity. We erred in
displacing the principle of “need to
learn” by “right ... and duty ... to

know”. We need to return to the

need to learn principle. “Don’t
learn what you can't use” is one part
of an optimum communication
policy. Information has a cost. Non-
useful information is waste. It costs
us to consume it and it may have
high costs after consumption.

We need to screen our informa-
tion linkages so that a given in-
dividual knows as much as possible
that is needed to get the job done,
and nothing else. If the task is pro-
duction, those needs will be
different from the needs of develop-
ment; however, the criterion re-
mains the same. We need to change
our values so that knowing what
you need becomes more important
than knowing everything you can
learn. Not only is it “all right” to
avoid exposure to what you don’t
need, it often is essential if you are
going to function effectively.

There was nothing wrong with the
traditional “need to learn™ princi-
ple. Our objection was with the con-
trol system; i.e., who decides what 1
need to learn? Traditionally, the
authority decided and the reporting
structure was identical to the
authority structure. That’s obsolete
and our efforts to avoid thinking
about that by employing concepts
like line and staff don't go far
enough.

When responsibility for a deci-
sion or act is placed at any given
level of the organization, everyone
in the organization who has infor-
mation relevant to that decision or
act should enter a reporting rela-
tionship with the decision-maker,
independent of authority. The
quality of information should con-
trol the decision. Information con-
trols. Information should be routed
to the appropriate decision point.
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For example, if you're my super-
visor and you delegate a decision to
me, you report to me. Reporting
shouldn't be “up” or “down”. It
should flow toward the decision
point, wherever it is. If [ have the
most information, I should make
the decision; however, you, as my
supervisor, often have crucial infor-
mation. If you don't report it to me,
the quality of decision is impaired
and we both lose. The supervisor is
a scout for those to whom he has
delegated responsibility.

How-is the decision made as to
what you, or someone else, need to
learn? It should be negotiated. That
should comprise a very important
part of negotiating objectives or ex-
pected results and should again be
evaluated as part of any appraisal
process. Did the people who are re-
lated get each other the information
they needed and screen out informa-
tion they didn't need? Both are es-
sential.

Planning: be a processor, not a
consumer. If you don’t have a set of
expectations about what is going to
happen before you receive reports,
you’ll be required to consume and
store the information in the reports;
furthermore, without expectations,
the average report will contain
maximal informational uncertainty.

As you develop a plan, including
expectations, you can become less
of a memorizer and more of a pro-
cessor. You can compare the
reports you receive with the expec-
tations you brought with you and
discard all reports that contain no
surprise. Over time, you can train
someone to do that for you and save
a great deal of time, which then can
be used in interpreting the surprises.
If you are surprised excessively, the
plan needs revision (a developmen-
tal process). Once revised, the plan
lowers the surprise level of reports
(a productive process). You then
save both the time of consumption
and the energy drain of coping with
the uncertainty. Technology has
made memory obsolete as a human
talent; however, it has made the
processing of reports against a plan
much more valuable.

We need to formulate and revise

plans whenever engaged in an ac-
tivity which is variable over time.
We need to share plans with
newcomers so that we and they are
operating on similar expectations.
We also need to share the ways in
which we use reports to revise
plans. As supervisors, we need to
counsel our subordinates so that
they can develop good plans, so that
they can relate the information they
have to goals and options. Unless
you have helped the subordinate in
the development of his plan, it is
foolhardy to delegate decision-
making,

Don’t Learn What You Don't
Need, Negotiate What You Do
Need, Process According to
Plan ... what you Receive Before
You Decide to Consume and Store.
If we implement that principle, pro-
ductivity rises and the tensions of
information overload are reduced,
improving the maintenance levels
of the system,

Right to know: the base for per-
sonal stake in the organization.
“Need to learn” is necessary but not
sufficient as a communication
policy. It needs to be coupled with a
continuation of “right to know".
Organizational survival rates rise
when members of the organization
feel they have a stake in the organ-
ization. Economic stake is impor-
tant; however, we also can provide
an informational stake.

If 1 believe and can tell
others that my organization
believes that I can know anything
about the organization that [ choose
to know, [ have a stake in the organ-
ization, feel a part of it, feel as if |
belong to it, just as stockholders,
customers and top management feel
they belong. Without that, people
come to believe that information is
being withheld from them and used
by others to manipulate them.
Maintenance of healthy work rela-
tionships becomes expensive, often
impossible.

Importantly, as the belief that
you have a right to know goes up,
your feelings about your need to
know go down — particularly if you
also believe you'll like what you
learn when you hear it. Many of the
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demands people make as to their
right to know are based on the fear
that no one will tell them without
those demands and their apprehen-
sion that the information being
withheld is “bad news”. Many of
the meetings we attend do not in-
volve information we can use.
Rather, we go to make sure we
“don’t miss anything”, particularly
something negative about us. If
reports are to bypass the chain of
command (and they must), the peo-
ple being bypassed must believe
they could know if they wanted to
and are only being bypassed to save
their time and energy. Need to learn
won’t work without right to know as
an accompanying policy.

Access systems: how to find out
what you could know. Under a “need
to learn, right to know” policy, a
supervisor or personnel profes-
sional explains to a subordinate or
client that “I'll report to you every-
thing you need, as we negotiated it
... and nothing else. If you want to
know something else, ask me and
I’ll be responsive; however, I won’t
initiate.” A legitimate response to
such an explanation is the statement
or question, “But how do I know
what to ask you about if I don't
know what you're not telling me?”
That’s a problem.

To eliminate that problem, the
communication system has to in-
clude indices of what is knowable
and must develop access systems for
people who want to know. The costs
of such retrieval systems are less
than the costs of existing massive
dissemination systems that ship un-
controlled information to “whom it
may concern”. The characteristics
of indexing and access systems will
change from one organization to
another; however, their existence is
crucial in all organizations.

Right not to tell. Any organization
or individual has legitimate reasons
for not wanting to disclose some
kinds of information. The areas of
non-disclosure and the reasons for
non-disclosure should be negoti-
ated. From the organization’s point
of view, there should be only a
small number of such areas, or the
basis for right to know vanishes;
fortunately, there seldom are very
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many things which need to be kept
secret and the reasons for them
being non-disclosed make sense to a
reasonable person. Just as does the
individual, the organization has a
right to privacy on matters which
are personal. That’s only fair play.
Rules for that fairness, however,
need to be made explicit, for ethical
as well as governmental reasons.

I have tried to review our tradi-
tional ways of thinking about infor-
mation and communication,
pointed out areas that do not serve
our present needs and suggested
alternative policies that will reduce
the problems and troubles we now
are experiencing.

As | discuss the situation with
clients and colleagues, I find few
who believe that we’re not in trou-
ble, not having problems. Our tra-
ditional control systems are expen-
sive, aren’t working and seem to get
worse as we tinker with them. The
American public distrusts our busi-
ness organizations and list as three
of the major reasons: they don’t
communicate with stockholders;
they don’t communicate with em-
ployees; and they don’t tell the
truth. The fact that government is
even less trusted gives little solace
to either kind of institution.

Some organizations have initi-
ated “need to learn, right to know”
policies; however, we have little
hard data as yet on the improve-
ments that occur. More are thinking
in that way and beginning to experi-
ment. As data accumulate, the pro-
posed plan will need modification
to cope with surprise. Meanwhile,
we have to begin, for survival as
well as bottom line reasons. OJ
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