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COMMVINICTIONS

ETHICAL ASPECTS OF COMMUNICATION IN THE ACADEMIC

ENVIRONMENT

The changes in the academic environment are related to the changes in the organisational culture and subsequently also in communica-

tion at universities. Transformation of universities from temples of knowledge into organisations producing qualified workforce and research

findings applicable in practice is very important in this process. Changes in the relations and communication among academic staff as well as

between the management of universities and their employees are connected with this process too. The presented paper focuses on these relati-

ons and communication among academics and between academics and the management of universities in detail. The method of secondary

analysis of data collected by means of an organizational climate questionnaire at a teacher training faculty was applied in the article. The

analysis of the mentioned data illustrates perception of the management’s communication by the academic staff.
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1. Introduction

Ethical issues of professional communication and
communication in an organisation have recently been the subject
of many studies [1-4]. The revived interest is related to changes
of professions and organisations where communication is carried
on. What has been changing in recent times is organisations’
visions and missions, their organisational structure as well
as requirements for employees. This is why it is necessary to
pay more attention to communication that has been changing
due to information technologies too. Communication among
organisations’ managements, middle management and employees
is more and more frequently not carried out face-to-face but
using technical communication means.! The impact of these
changes can be observed also on the level of universities
as organisations affected by organisational and technological
changes. Universities stop being temples of knowledge but are
approached as producers of knowledge and qualified workforce.
The change of the substance of universities causes an increase of
interest in research of communication climate too [5-8].

It is typical of universities to describe their organisation as
collegial [9, p. 15; 10, pp. 4-5], based on participative decision

!'In this context, a warning by Norbert Wiener [11, pp. 79-80] has
already been mentioned in relation to phonetic and semantic changes of
speech and thus its comprehensibility.
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making. Actions are based on consensus and discussion. Power
is represented by experts and professionals. The structure of
the collegial organisational frame is circular. Metaphorically,
it can be described as a circle. The legal process, the faculty
senate and professional associations are typical examples of this
organisational framework. Leadership corresponds with the rule
“first among equals”. Communication is protracted and oral
based. The scope of influence is faculty. The reward structure
is based on expertise in discipline and peer review. Academic
disciplines are the source of structure. Co-workers perceive
workers as colleagues.

Communication with co-workers as colleagues emphasises
establishment and observance of communication rules that are
reflected directly in the ethics of communication. “Communication
ethics are central to the dialogic process of negotiating contending
social goods in a postmodern society, an era of narrative and
virtue contention” [1, pp. 143-144]. Janie M. H. Fritz [3, p. 57]
states that “Communication in the workplace is an ethical matter
because it has consequences for the task and relationship areas
of organizational life. Principles of communication ethics in the
workplace are applicable at the individual, dyadic and team level.
Applying communication ethics in the workplace setting requires
thoughtful discernment of the consequences of communication for the
organization and the people who work in it.”
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Charles W. Redding [ 12], classic of studies of communication
in organisation, specified five factors in relation to communication
climate as one of the variants of organisational climate; these are:
supportiveness; participative decision making, trust, confidence,
credibility; openness and candour; and high performance goals.
Marshall Poole [13, p. 107] added some reflections about ideal
communication climate containing five dimensions: “collective
beliefs, expectations, and values regarding communication, and
is generated in interaction around organizational practices via
a continuous process of structuration”. Communication climate
is created by continuous evaluation of interactions with
other members of the organisation. Still, statistical analyses
of communication climate researches have shown also other
dimensions. Pamela Shockley-Zalabak [ 14, pp. 356-358] describes
dimensions of structure, decision making, motivation, creativity
and teamwork.

A process of creating positive communication climate was
suggested in an already classical study by Jack Gibb [15]. He
defined characteristics of communication leading to supportive
communication climate on the one hand, and characteristics
triggering off defensive mechanisms in an individual on the other
hand. These make communication harder or even impossible,
creating defensive communication climate. He defines defensive
behaviour as behaviour that is carried out when an individual
perceives or presumes a threat of attack in the group. A person
acting defensively dedicates a great deal of energy to their self-
defence, is not able to perceive precisely motives, values and
emotions in their communication partners (message transmitters).
Their own anxieties, motives and worries are mixed in the content
of the received message. The person takes a defensive position,
and thus arouses these tendencies in other persons too, and the
subsequent circle response becomes destructive. Efficiency of
communication decreases. This is confirmed also by Richard
Bessoth [16] who accentuates trust between an organisation’s
management and employees; if trust is lacking between them
a great deal of energy and time is dedicated to measures for their
own defence. Information is not passed on, nobody takes risk.

What can be used for research on communication on
the level of universities is, among other approaches, research
of organisational climate using a questionnaire. Our study is
based on a secondary analysis of research data the objective
of which was designing a research tool (questionnaire) for
measuring organisational climate of academic workplaces [17].
The opportunity to evaluate the field of communication at
particular faculties turned out to be an added value.

2. Objectives and hypotheses
The objective of the secondary data analysis is to analyse

selected aspects of communication of department managements
and faculty managements. Two hypotheses were formulated in

relation to studied communication of department and faculty

managements:

H1:Evaluation of sufficient feedback from department
managements is significantly related to evaluation of quality
of criticism reasoning from department managements.

H2: Evaluation of communication between faculty managements
and employees and workplaces is significantly related to
the studied partial indicators of good communication from
faculty managements.

3. Method

The designed organisational climate questionnaire was tested
in a pilot study, and it contained 70 items at the stage of
partial study on which we based our paper. The questionnaire
design followed the structure of items describing behaviour of
academic staff as well as behaviour of department managements
and, last but not least, behaviour of faculty managements.
Each of the mentioned areas contained questions explicitly
focused on communication of a result of communication. Ten
items evaluating communication of department managements
(3 items) and faculty managements (7 items) were chosen for
secondary analysis. Respondents were academic staff answering
the questions by means of a 5-point scale: I definitely agree (1),
I rather agree (2), I cannot say (3), I rather disagree (4), and
I definitely disagree (5). Questionnaire returnability was 60% (117
questionnaires). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.94 in this
version of the questionnaire as a whole [17, p. 77].

4. Results

The data analysis is based on medians and quartiles. The
mentioned statistical parameters are presented graphically. Lower
scale values mean more positive climate in the particular
dimension. The scale is inverted and marked with letter R in
negatively formulated items, as shown in tables and figures of
department and faculty managements’ behaviour. Correlations
in all the below mentioned questionnaire items focused on
communication are indicated by means of Spearman’s correlation
coefficient for ordinary data on significance level 0.01.

Communication analysis in the field of behaviour of
department managements showed statistical significance in all the
three correlated items (Table 1). Medium statistical dependence
was indicated between the item of sufficient feedback from
department managements to staff (item 38) and good reasoning
of criticism of academics’ work from the corresponding workplace
(item 39). In other words: the more comprehensible reasoning
of criticism from the particular workplace, the more positive
evaluation of sufficient feedback on the quality of their work from
the staff (and vice versa).
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Spearman’s correlations of communication in the field of the department managements’ behaviour.

The marked correlations are significant on the level p <.01000. Table 1

Items (item numbers and wordings) Department managements’
behaviour (item numbers)
34 38 39

34 Tasks as51gn.ed by the workplace management (department, institute management) are comprehensible . 0343586 | 0372391
for the academic staff.
38 The academic staff receive sufficient feedback on the quality of their work from the workplace X 0.568470
management (department, institute management). ’
39 If the workplace management (department, institute management) criticises the academic staff work, the .
opinions are well reasoned.

A negative result was found in the item focused on feedback
of the quality of staff’” work in interpretation of items studying
communication with department management (item 38), as
proved by Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1 Department managements behaviour (n=117)

Based on the above findings, it is possible to accept hypothesis
HI1.

Statistically significant correlations were found in nearly all the
observed characteristics of faculty managements’ communication
(Table 2). Besides others, a correlation was indicated in evaluation
of efficiency of communication between faculty managements
and particular workplaces and all the other studied items. This
also confirms validity of the formulated hypothesis H2. The
only item where correlation was not identified is possibility to
express one’s opinion about the faculty’s important decisions
(item 48) in relation to early announcement of faculty affairs
(item 54). Contrary to the other confirmed correlations, it shows
low dependence in relation to other items. Another exception
is the correlation of the item focused on prevailing faculty
managements’ decision-making “behind closed doors” (item 47)
with early announcement of faculty affairs (item 54) that was
proved significant on level p < .05.

When analysing ways of communication by faculty
managements, the respondents state that criteria of evaluation of
academic staff work are frequently not clearly formulated (item
43), that evaluators do frequently not have an opportunity to
comment on important decisions of faculty managements (item
48), and that faculty managements frequently make decisions

Spearman’s correlations of communication in the field of the faculty management’s behaviour.

The marked correlations are significant on the level p <.01000. The correlation in italics is significant on the level p < .05. Table 2
Items Faculty management’s behaviour (item numbers)
(item numbers and wordings) 43 46 47 48 54 61 66
43 Criteria of evaluation of the academic staff's work are x | 0478699 | 0.534886 | 0.358757 | 0.257812 | 0.525386 | 0.527163
clearly articulated.
46 The faculty management does not admit its failures. X 0.633791 [ -0.454158 | -0.305480 | -0.533605 | -0.626062
5‘17 Tpe faculty managf:ment makes decisions mostly N 0530142 | -0.193635 | -0.442610 | -0.559634

behind closed doors”.

48 1 can comment on important decisions of the faculty X 0171734 | 0285545 | 0.447819
management.
54 Faculty events are announced in time. X 0.357113 | 0.321258
61 Communication between the faculty management and X 0.571879
my workplace (department, institute) is efficient. ’
66 The faculty management reasons conceptual changes X
properly.
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“behind closed doors” (item 47R); values of median and quartiles
based on the reverted scale of negatively formulated items
correspond with this (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2 Faculty management’s behaviour (n=117)

5. Discussion

The analysed values and correlations of department
managements’ communication indicate relative satisfaction with
communication, except for evaluation of the item focused on
receiving feedback about the quality of academic staff work. The
confirmed correlation between providing feedback and reasoning
criticism can be an evidence of interconnection of these two
communication competencies on the one hand. It means that
if a workplace’s head does not provide sufficient feedback then
she/he does not reason their criticism. The identified link could
also be explained by the fact that the greater problems a superior
has with reasoning criticism, the less willing she/he is to provide
feedback about the quality of their subordinates’ work, and vice
versa. Still, this statement is rather hypothetical, it is necessary to
verify its validity. On the other hand, it is necessary to consider
the evaluator’s personality and the human tendency to maintain
consistency of one’s attitudes as the cause of this phenomenon. In
this context, the more negatively an evaluator evaluates the quality
of reasoning of criticism from their superiors, the more negatively
she/he can evaluate provision of feedback. In any case, both the
competencies rank among the fundamental assertive skills and
should be developed sufficiently in all managers. It can be said
that our finding corresponds with the knowledge published in
literature [see e.g. 18] on the importance of providing feedback
and constructive criticism while accepting all ethical principles.
Jiri Mares and Jaro Krivohlavy [19, p. 96] deal with feedback and,
as we can say, criticism as a cognitive correcting and regulating
information on a person interested in a process in which they
participate and care about. Further, the importance of feedback
for employees is on the developmental and social levels; thus,
its lack in an organisation is significant. According to Joseph
Basile [20, p. 45], an employee who is seriously informed of their
performance and whom his/her superior really consults is self-
conscious and tries to be effective. If she/he is allowed to think,
express herself/himself, accept responsibility, she/he grows.

Frequency of the confirmed correlations in the area of
communication between academic staff and faculty managements
indicates interconnection of particular communication skills. If
there are weaknesses or, on the contrary, strengths identified in
one dimension, they usually show in other dimensions too. The
results also indicate dependence of more global evaluation of
communication efficiency on partial indicators. It means that if
an individual evaluates the faculty management’s communication
with her/his own workplace as efficient or inefficient it is
supported by not one but several characteristics of behaviour or
several manifested competencies.

The secondary analysis of the items focused on evaluation
of faculty managements’ communication indicates necessity of
paying more attention to faculty managements’ communication
with academic staff. It can be stated at the cost of slight
simplification that friendliness in communication is disappearing
on the higher levels of the management hierarchy at the studied
faculty. What can also be considered is superiority complex
characterised by Alfred Adler [21, p. 63] as clearly showing in
attitudes, in exaggerated opinion about oneself, one’s talent and
abilities, in exaggerated requirements for oneself and others. The
overall view of the results of the performed data analysis is in
correspondence with the described theoretical starting points and
the mentioned factor models supporting positive communication
climate and healthy communication.

6. Conclusion

We succeeded in analysing significant characteristics of
academic communication based on the secondary analysis of
data from an organisational climate research. With regard
to the study objective, evaluation of department and faculty
managements’ communication with academic staff was chosen
where the communication processes between academic staff and
faculty managements are experienced in a more negative way in
comparison with evaluation of communication on the level of
department managements.

In relation to the found facts, it is necessary to approach
the academic environment as an organisation where rules of
communication and communications ethics apply. “Practicing
communications ethics contributes to climate of integrity in the
workplace, fostering and ensuring both personal and institutional
flourishing” [3, p. 44]. The starting point is showing mutual
respect and common decency. Interpersonal communication
can help society experiencing the crisis of values [22, p. 129],
and only a cultivated person can keep control over a situation.
According to Ladislav Lencz [23], ethical behaviour in a human
is shown in respect for oneself as well as the others, ability of
empathy, ability of considering needs and interests of both an
individual and society by exceeding the limits of one’s own “I”.
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