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Abstract
We explore the ways that perceptions of media effectiveness are affected by the societal culture,
organizational culture, occupational (professional) culture, individual characteristics, and technology
acceptance. This is an important subject to explore, as communication is essential to organizational
functioning. The continuous drive for communication to individuals in different national and
organizational situations around the world, due in part to globalization, leads us to ask: which
medium is perceived as the most effective for each of the tasks a manager may be called upon to
perform, particularly in different cultures? In otherwords, is the receiver getting themessage thatwe
intend, when the receiver is not in the same situation (societal, organizational, professional, etc.) as
the sender? There are contexts of shared values, rules, and experiences that affect communication;
words do not have the same meaning and value across languages and cultures (Macnamara, 2004).
This means that the message sent from one context may not be the message received in another. If
we are not communicating the messages we intend, then our method of communicating may be
efficient, but it is certainly not effective. However, there is little research on the effectiveness ofmedia
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types. We develop a framework highlighting the intersection of variables salient to effectiveness:
societal, organizational, and occupational culture, individual characteristics, and technology the
sender? In the conclusion, we suggest future work that might be appropriate, given the increasing
interest in global communication.
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Introduction

In this article we explore the ways that perceptions of media effectiveness are affected by the societal

culture, organizational culture, occupational (professional) culture, individual characteristics, and

technology acceptance. This is an important subject to explore, as communication is essential to

organizational functioning. The continuous drive for communication to individuals in different

national and organizational situations around the world, due in part to globalization, leads us to ask:

which medium is perceived as the most effective for each of the tasks a manager may be called upon

to perform, particularly in different cultures? In other words, is the receiver getting the message that

we intend, when the receiver is not in the same situation (societal, organizational, professional, etc.)

as the sender? It is not uncommon for American or European managers to deal with subsidiaries or

suppliers in India or China or Mexico, contexts which are very different from each other.

We believe these questions are critical because there is an increasing drive for worldwide

interconnections, often through such computer-mediated communication choices as email and

instant messaging. Research indicates that both communication medium and cultural imperatives

influence perceptions of communication effectiveness and media choice (Donabedian et al., 1998).

There is evidence that task demands influence the selection of media, and that selection of media

appropriate to the task is perceived to be more effective (Daft et al., 1987). However, rarely is there

a test of whether the media matches the message (that is, media effectiveness) in those studies

investigating media richness theory.

There are contexts of shared values, rules, and experiences that affect communications; words

do not have the same meaning and value across languages and cultures (Macnamara, 2004).

This means that the message sent from one context may not be the message received in another.

If we are not communicating the messages we intend, then our method of communicating may be

efficient, but it is certainly not effective. However, there is little research on the effectiveness of

media types.

We recognize that the within-culture variation between individuals is sometimes more striking

than the variation between cultures (Phinney, 1990; Trompenaars, 1994), and it is difficult to deal

appropriately with cultural differences without being seen as engaging in stereotyping (Lovitt,

1999). Yuan (1997) stated that communication theories should more appropriately deal with how

people communicate, because cultures do not communicate. However, in order to understand our

world and to operate within it, some simplification is necessary.

We believe that perceptions of effectiveness are affected by a particular group of interacting

variables. Understanding their interrelationships will help increase a manager’s performance, and

thus, an organization’s performance. We begin with the idea of communication and media

effectiveness, followed by a brief discussion of culture and the cultural dimensions that we believe

are most salient. We then discuss organizational culture, occupational (professional) culture,
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individual characteristics, and technology acceptance, which we believe also contribute to the

perceptions of media effectiveness at different levels. This leads to a framework highlighting

the intersection of these variables. In the conclusion, we suggest future work that might be

appropriate, given the increasing interest in global communication.

Our contribution to the discussion of media effectiveness is not that we are necessarily

discussing new concepts, but that our way of envisioning the effects of different variables on media

effectiveness and their interrelationships is a move toward a multilevel model, as suggested by

many scholars (cf. Bhagat et al., 2003a; Chao and Moon, 2005).

Perceptions of media effectiveness

Communication is the essence of an organization (Hargie et al., 2002; Katz and Kahn, 1978;

Weick, 1987) and a crucial part of the manager’s job (Mintzberg, 1973). Organizations are

complex systems, dealing in detail with data, information, and knowledge (Galbraith, 1977;

Tushman and Nadler, 1978a, 1978b). The choice of media for effective communication is an

important issue, particularly where the efficient transfer of data, information, or knowledge is

critical. More effective communication, that is, relevant, accurate, timely, and reliable commu-

nication (Zmud, 1978), has been shown to result in higher organizational performance overall

(Snyder and Morris, 1984). But media effectiveness or quality is a perception, not a fact.

Research has shown that much of the failure or success of joint ventures is linked to commu-

nication effectiveness (Czinkota et al., 1998; Kanter and Yatsuko, 1994; Moore and Spekman,

1994). Companies who can mesh relationship maintenance with task accomplishments have a

significant competitive advantage, as both are important outcomes of communication (Griffith and

Harvey, 2001; Mohr and Nevin, 1990). As the global knowledge economy develops (cf. Drucker,

1993), more and more organizations are becoming aware of the competitive advantage of

appropriate and effective communication. Increasing globalization requires both managers and

researchers to understand the complex consequences of different communication methods on the

receiver’s understanding and response, quite apart from the actual message being sent.

Choices of media – methods to communicate a message – may convey many different cues,

including importance, urgency, and complexity. Media for transmission of messages can include

such forms as face-to-face interactions, written letters or memos, telephone calls, voicemail, email,

instance messages, and videoconferences. For example, in certain societies, organizations, or pro-

fessions, messages in written form may take priority over phone or face-to-face messages, as the

organization has institutionalized the importance or criticality of the written form over other forms.

In other circumstances, email may be the medium of choice.

There are many different theories that have been proposed to describe the operation of media

choices, divided into two main types: media characteristic and social influence theories (Carlson

and Davis, 1998). Because of the many excellent reviews on the various theories themselves

(cf. Carlson and Zmud, 1999; Fulk and Boyd, 1991; Kock, 2004; Te’eni, 2001; Trevino et al.,

2000), we will only discuss the types in general terms.

Media characteristic theories explain media choice as a match of media to the task. However,

research has produced inconsistent empirical results (Carlson and Davis, 1998; Carlson and Zmud,

1999; Lee, 1994), which resulted in the channel expansion theory (Carlson and Zmud, 1999),

proposing that several factors were involved in media choice. These factors include receiver

characteristics, topic of the message, and individual experiences with available media. In the media

characteristic theories, an important consideration in media choice is the context in which the
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message is being sent: urgency of the message (Steinfeld and Fulk, 1986; Trevino et al., 1987);

level of job pressure, familiarity with technology, and amount of routine in the task (Carlson, and

Zmud, 1999; Fulk, 1993); importance and urgency of the decision (Jones et al., 1989); number,

importance, and value of decisions, and time constraints (Saunders and Jones, 1990); accessibility

of the media (Culnan, 1984, 1985); group size (Miranda and Saunders, 2003); and physical

proximity of communicating members (Steinfeld and Fulk, 1986). The theories suggest that

understanding of the context of the message is socially constructed (cf. Fulk, 1993; Fulk et al.,

1987; Miranda and Saunders, 2003; Webster and Trevino, 1995).

The social influence theories deal primarily with the social interaction of the sender and receiver

(Eisenberg and Contractor, 1990; Fulk et al., 1987; Steinfeld and Fulk, 1986). In these theories,

media use is seen to give cues that are then processed by the sender and receiver, so media choice is

dependent upon how the two interact (Walther, 1992, 1995). Often, how well a medium conveys

actual physical presence is considered to be an important consideration in media choice (Short

et al. 1976). Physical presence depends on cues beyond simple words (Argyle, 1969; Birdwhistle,

1970). Media effectiveness in this case would be found where social presence cues are present

when needed. Research has found that computer-mediated communication, other than those with

video, cannot provide such cues (Hiltz and Turoff, 178; Rice, 1984; Rice and Case, 1983). It is

intriguing that some researchers found that email has reduced social presence cues (cf. Sproull and

Kiesler, 1986) and others found increased cues (Rice and Love, 1987).

Each theory explains some facet of attitudes and behaviors in media choice, and they are likely

complementary rather than competing (Trevino et al., 2000), or useful in different communication

situations. For example, Zhu et al. (2006) found that social capital theory was more useful for

building relationships than in marketing across four target cultures – New Zealand, India, China,

and South Africa. Morrow (1981) suggested that a better specified model would take into account

media use, media richness, social presence, task requirement, and performance. We agree that a

more comprehensive approach would be useful (Trevino et al., 2000). Task goals include man-

aging information, influence, and collaboration (Shelby, 1988), while social goals involve man-

aging credibility, acceptance, and inclusion (Applbaum and Anatol, 1974). A combination of

options, strategy, and skill allow managers to communicate successfully (Shelby, 1988).

In general, disruptions in the efficiency of communication occur when there is a lack of cues, such

as head nods, eye contact, tone, and inflection (Argyle et al., 1968; Kendon, 1967; Rutter and

Stephenson, 1975). Restricting cues results in lessened social presence (Kendon, 1967; LaPlante,

1971) and increased anonymity (Kiesler et al., 1985). Lessened social presence can be a normal part

of some interactions. Anonymity may create situations such as flaming, when a sender says things

that they might not ordinarily say face to face. However, little work has been done to determine

whether similar disruption of efficiency is found in cultures other than those in the West. One

common theme is whether a particular medium is able to convey particular types of cues and symbols

– those that carry many cues and symbols are generally termed ‘rich’, while those that carry few cues

or symbols are considered less rich (sometimes ‘lean’). We will use these terms throughout the paper.

In the next section, we begin to discuss media effectiveness in relation to the first variable:

societal culture.

Societal culture

The dynamic nature of culture and its effect on communication is a crucial point in our discussion.

Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952: 181) described culture as a ‘pattern, explicit and implicit of and for
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behavior … [that can] be considered as products of action … [and] as conditioning elements of

future action’. The values, beliefs, norms, and attitudes of a culture heavily influence individuals

living in the culture in the ways they manage and communicate (Hofstede, 1993, 2001).

Individuals’ interpretations of a particular situation and the choice of behavior are not the same in

all cultures, and this can prevent cooperation and understanding (Vallaster, 2005). Berger and

Luckmann (1967) and van Maanen and Laurent (1993), among others, argued that the overall

society’s values and norms are reflected in the attitudes and beliefs of managers (Lodge and Vogel,

1987) and in the ways that they perform their roles (Jackofsky and Slocum, 1988).

One of the primary functions of culture is to define norms for interpersonal communication, as

discussed by Samovar et al. (1981: 24):

Culture and communication are inseparable because culture not only dictates who talks with whom,

about what, and how the communication proceeds, it also helps to determine how people encode

messages, the meanings they have for messages, and the conditions and circumstances under which

various messages may or may not be sent, notices, or interpreted. In fact, our entire repertory of

communicative behaviors is dependent largely on the culture in which we have been raised. Culture,

consequently, is the foundation of communication. And, when cultures vary, communication practices

also vary.

In other words, without communication of some kind, there can be no cultural norms or

prescriptions. This suggests that culture has a great deal more influence on messages about social

units, people, behavior, relationships, and similar topics (symbolic communication) than on less

culturally relevant messages (such as messages with data). One of the major parts of a managerial

job is communication.

The implicit nature of cultural effects on overall communication across borders and cultures is

often overlooked (Weisinger and Trauth, 2003), despite some notable exceptions in the area of email

and internet use (e.g. Huang et al., 2003; Ross, 2001). It is clear that culture affects information

technology implementation (cf. Kedia and Bhagat, 1988; Veiga et al., 2001), so it is likely that

cultural differences affect preferences for communication and the acceptability of various com-

munication approaches. For example, face-to-face communication is preferred inmany cultures, but

not always for the same reason or in the same circumstances. As illustration, Vallaster (2005) found

that Westerners often dominated meeting discussions where Chinese colleagues were present but

silent; the true discussionswith Chinese colleagues occurred on a one-to-one basis after themeeting,

which irritated western supervisors. Also, as we have discussed, restricting cues results in lessened

social presence (Kendon, 1967; LaPlante, 1971) and increased anonymity (Kiesler et al., 1985).

Lessened social presence and anonymity can be a normal part of some interactions in the West, but

social presence in media may be necessary in other societies for media to be perceived as efficient.

Various investigations over different time spans have created many dimensions of culture to

consider, including particularism versus universalism (Trompenaars, 1994), mastery versus har-

mony (Schwartz, 1994), time orientation (Hall, 1959; Hofstede, 2001; Trompenaars, 1994), power

distance and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 2001), and individualism versus collectivism

(cf. Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 2002; Trompenaars, 1994). The most commonly used dimension in

management sciences research is individualism versus collectivism, because of its centrality to

other dimensions (Singelis et al., 1995), although each dimension has its adherents.

Hofstede’s work has been considered useful because it is clear and easy to understand (Erez and

Earley, 1993). Hofstede’s instrument to determine cultural variation is also clear and practical.
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Therefore, we focus on the effects of three of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. First, we examine

individualism versus collectivism, because we believe it is central to the other dimensions of

Hofstede and those suggested by various cross-cultural scholars. However, we examine power dis-

tance and uncertainty avoidance as well because, as we discussed, examining multiple dimensions

in a multilevel model will allow us to look at the perceptions of media effectiveness and resulting

media choice in a more inclusive fashion. It is not possible to discuss all of the cultural dimensions

identified by all of the research; we have chosen these three, which we believe are the most salient

to the larger issue of organizational communication processes. Extremes of behavior, as defined in

the concept of individualism or collectivism, are infrequent; ‘people are always gray – never black

or white’ (Singelis et al., 1995: 243). Individualism, at the extreme of the continuum, can be

considered to be egocentric, and extreme collectivism can be dictatorship. Each of the variations

we examine has an effect on communication; in this paper, we have focused on individualism,

power distance, and uncertainty avoidance, and they are discussed in relation to perceptions of

media efficiency.

Our concern in examining culture and communication is to determine whether three of the many

variations of culture help explain the differences in the perceived effectiveness of communication.

If we can find cultural variations that best explain the reasons for differences, we can anticipate

how best to communicate across societal cultural divides.

Individualism/Collectivism

Gudykunst (1997) and Gudykunst and Matsumoto (1996) argued that the cultural dimension of

individualism explains major differences and similarities in the way individuals communicate.

It has frequently been used in research on computer-mediated communication (Rice et al., 1998;

Tan et al., 1998).

Research shows that individualists are more direct in their communication and place less

emphasis on the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others (Singelis and Brown, 1995). Te’eni

(2001) explained some of the difference in communication as resulting from the focus individu-

alists place on finding their differences from each other, making them more likely to seek infor-

mation about themselves than others (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Rice et al. (1998) found that

people from collectivist cultures prefer synchronous media because they help them understand the

other communication partners’ reactions to the message and make adjustments necessary for

continued group harmony. Erez and Earley (1993) suggested that collectivists emphasize more

two-way communication, more personal communication, and more frequent communication, espe-

cially to coordinate activities and help clarify decision processes. Collectivists are more likely to

use communication that deals with relational issues than are individualists (Ting-Toomey et al.,

1991) and are more likely to speak indirectly (Ambady et al., 1996; Holtgraves, 1997), which

requires more communication cues to allow the receiver read between the lines (Lee, 1993).

Another distinct difference in communication between individualistic and collectivistic cultures

is that individualists emphasize tasks, while collectivists emphasize relationships (Te’eni, 2001).

Sanchez-Burks et al. (2000, 2002) argued that many individualistic cultures with a Protestant rela-

tional ideology consider relational concerns to be inappropriate in the workplace and should be left

to extra-curricular activities. This would separate them from their more relational, collectivist

counterparts, creating the potential for a great deal of friction at work.

Hall (1959, 1976) identified US individualism as low in context, that is, most information is

codified and formalized to increase understanding in the multicultural context. In US society in
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particular, creativity and efficiency by individuals is valued and rewarded, leading individuals to

restrict their communication with other members of the organization, and increasing the reliance

on formal channels. Individualists seek information that is generalized (acontextual) and

emphasize the importance of codified information (Triandis, 1990, 1995, 1998). Therefore, lean

(less rich) media, that is, media without the need for extra cues or symbols, would be considered

more effective.

Communicators from collectivist cultures place more emphasis on high-context communication

and attribute meaning to the both context and the receiver’s orientation (Hall, 1959, 1976), which

can be confusing to those in lower context individualistic cultures. In collectivistic cultures,

message content is often embedded in the context of the communication. Thus, the receiver needs

contextual cues to interpret the message properly and continually looks for cues in communication

(Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1988; Hall, 1976; Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1995,

1998). Therefore, it is likely that collectivists will disregard information and knowledge sent using

media that do not have a great many informational and/or social cues (Bhagat et al., 2002), because

the communication is ambiguous to them – there are not enough cues for individuals living within

the particular society to completely analyze the communication. For example, research on technol-

ogy acceptance in Japan indicated that usefulness may conflict with the need for social presence

cues in determining whether particular communication technologies are supported (Ishida, 1998;

Straub, 1994), with definite effects on media choices and availability. Therefore, rich media, that

is, media that can convey more cues and symbols, would be perceived as more effective.

Proposition 1: In communicating the same information or knowledge, individuals in societies

that are more collectivistic will view richer media as more effective for most functions than

will individuals in societies that are more individualistic.

In the next section, we will discuss power distance and its relationship to perceptions of media

effectiveness.

Power distance

Briefly, power is perception; it is the potential to control or influence others, often through control

of resources (Dahl, 1957; Emerson, 1962; Pfeffer, 1994). Power distance, as a cultural dimension,

is the extent to which a society accepts unequal distributions of power in institutions and orga-

nizations (Hofstede, 2001). It is logical to suggest that high power distance cultures are more likely

to communicate using different media than in lower power distance cultures. Generally, in high

power distance cultures, subordinates expect a clear distinction between themselves and their

superiors (Hofstede, 2001; Vallaster, 2005), and the communication preferences likely reflect this.

Centralized decision making is the norm in these societies, reducing the acceptability of

participative types of information technology, such as email and other types of computer-mediated

communication (Abdul-Gadar, 1997; Baba et al., 1996). High interactivity is more effective for

control, contextualization, affectivity, and perspective, which are required in cultures with higher

power distance (Te’eni, 2001).

On the other hand, low power distance cultures provide an environment that better supports

multilevel distribution of data, information, and certain types of knowledge. Members of a low

power distance culture tend to be independent workers and, therefore, are likely to have more input

into decisions about which media to use (Te’eni, 2001). Therefore, we propose:
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Proposition 2a: In communicating the same information or knowledge, individuals in societies

that exhibit higher power distance will be more likely to choose the media considered by

their society to be effective for most functions than will individuals in societies that exhibit

lower power distance.

Proposition 2b: In communicating information or knowledge, individuals in societies that

exhibit lower power distance will be more likely to choose the media considered by their

organization or occupation as being more effective than will individuals in societies that

exhibit higher power distance.

In the next section, we will discuss the societal dimension of uncertainty avoidance and its relation

to media effectiveness.

Uncertainty avoidance

The amount of uncertainty and ambiguity that an individual can cope with varies among

individuals and situations. Uncertainty avoidance as a cultural dimension was espoused by

Hofstede (2001) to identify cultureswhere individuals prefer certainty over uncertainty or ambiguity

through such things as structure. For example, Vallaster (2005) found that Chinese subordinates

tended to accept situations and decisions rather than question the rationale, but western staff

expected that their democratic attitude would allow Chinese employees to choose how they wished

to interact within the organizational structure. Vallaster suggested that, when expectations were

unclear, particularly regarding such things as roles and responsibilities, all cultural groups were

frustrated: Westerners with the lack of input, and Chinese with the lack of direction.

Uncertainty avoidance, as a societal construct, drives members in societies who accept more

ambiguity to communicate in ways that are less rich than would be acceptable to organizational

members in higher uncertainty avoidance societies. In the same vein, we propose that individual

uncertainty avoidance plays a role in choice of media. Participative designs and changes brought

about by information technology implementation may be considered risky in high uncertainty

avoidance cultures (Abdul-Gadar, 1997; Baba et al., 1996; Hasan and Ditsa, 1999), such as Africa

(Entsua-Mensah, 1996) and the Middle East (Danowitz et al., 1995). Therefore, computer-

mediated communication may be less acceptable in societies exhibiting high uncertainty avoid-

ance, reducing their salience as effective media.

Therefore, we suggest that uncertainty versus certainty orientation, as a differentiating societal

characteristic, is an important determinant of media choice, specifically:

Proposition 3: In communicating the same information or knowledge, individuals in societies

with higher uncertainty avoidance will perceive richer media as being more effective than

will individuals in societies with lower uncertainty avoidance.

In the next section, we will discuss organizational and occupational culture influences, which have

some similarities to that of societal culture.

Organizational and occupational culture

Workplace culture consists of organizational and occupational (professional) culture components

(Trice, 1993). Some studies focus solely on organizational culture, but we suggest that both are
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influences on workplace perceptions of media effectiveness and, therefore, media choice.

Social context is likely to be of help in understanding communication (Fulk et al., 1990), but it is

complex and difficult to study (e.g. Kock, 2001).

Each organization has a unique cultural infrastructure, which affects behaviors, activities,

decision-making styles, policies, procedures, and communication in the organization (cf. Schein,

2004). Organizational culture has been defined as the

… pattern of basic assumptions that a given group has invented, discovered, or developed in learning to

cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration and … [are] taught to new

members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (Schein, 1984: 3)

Occupational culture (sometimes called professional culture) is the ‘shared values, beliefs, and

norms associated with a particular occupation or type of work’ (Heery and Noon, 2001: 242). Some

occupations have very definite norms, and these can be static or dynamic. For example, nurses

wore white uniforms and caps for over a century, until the move to making professionals more

accessible became the more salient norm.

Within organizations and occupations, therefore, there is ‘the way we do things around here’,

where changes may not be acceptable or even, in some cases, permitted. This extends to

judgments of acceptable ways to communicate within the organization. Organizational issues

include routines (preprogramming) about memos and other messages that are sent within an

organization, but sending messages about unusual (non-programmed) circumstances requires

that the sender think closely about the medium used, that is, an increase in cognitive effort

(Melcher and Beller, 1967). For example, if the manager needed to send a message about the

change in healthcare benefits to a subordinate, using the programmed decision for media that is

used for general messages may cause the subordinate to either (a) ignore the message as being

personally directed or (2) think that the message is not legitimate, as it does not fit the orga-

nizational standards. The major difficulties lie in sending non-programmed messages; in some

instances they may not be accepted in any medium used, because they are so definitely out of

the usual range of messages received.

On a continuum, organizational and occupational cultures can be termed at one extreme as

strong and, at the other, as weak. Strong cultures affect behaviors and actions – the greater the

agreement among members of the organization or occupation about the shared system of beliefs,

values, and symbols of the culture, the stronger that culture is (Schein, 2004). One example of a

strong organizational culture is IBM, studied by Hofstede (2001), and an example of a strong

occupational culture is the medical profession.

Proposition 4a: Strong organizational and/or occupational cultures will designate the type of

communication media that is deemed both appropriate and effective for programmed

situations and types of messages.

Proposition 4b: There is likely to be confusion in interpreting and understanding non-programmed

messages regardless of the type of media in any organizational or occupational culture.

Proposition 4c: In communicating the same information or knowledge, employees in strong

organizational and/or occupational cultures will see leaner (less rich) media as more

effective than will employees in weak cultures.

Proposition 4d: In communicating the same information or knowledge, employees in strong

organizational and/or occupational cultures will consider formal means of communicating as
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more effective than will employees in weak cultures; therefore, media that enhance formality

will be perceived as more effective in strong cultures.

Proposition 4e: In communicating the same information or knowledge, employees in strong

organizational and/or occupational cultures will consider structured communication (going

through ‘channels’) as more effective than will employees in weak cultures; therefore, media

that enhance structure will be perceived as more effective in strong cultures.

Email may have had the largest effect of any type of media on organizational or occupational

structure, in that it flattens hierarchy (Tassabehji and Vakola, 2005). It is usually inexpensive and

can be instituted within organizations easily. Email can send one message to an individual or to a

group, making it similar to face-to-face communication, but it also has the ability to communicate

information that is equivocal and complex (Markus, 1994). However, it has been found to be the

least trustworthy of all media, possibly because of the lack of social context (Sproull and Kiesler,

1986; Tassabehji and Vakola, 2005). Organizations that have heavily institutionalized the use of

email often find less face-to-face interactions, even when the sender and receiver are in close prox-

imity to each other – they can prefer to send emails than meet face to face (Utley, 1997). However,

there are few reports of studies in non-western organizations or occupations.

Proposition 5: Organizations and occupations with flatter structures (lower power distance) than

is the norm in the societal culture will perceive email as more effective media (evidenced by

their high use) than will those in tall structures.

In the next section, we discuss the effect of individual characteristics on perceptions of media

effectiveness.

Individual characteristics

Often the individual characteristics of the parties and the reason for the communication are

important in media choice and, therefore, in perceptions of media effectiveness (Melcher and

Beller, 1967; Shelby, 1988). One important characteristic is knowledge level (McCroskey, 1972),

which gives indications as to word choice, that is, whether jargon or complex words can be used in

the communication (Shelby, 1988).

Proposition 6: In communicating the same information or knowledge, receivers with less

knowledge of the topic will consider richer media to be more effective for most functions

than will those with more knowledge.

Studies indicate that the use of computer-mediated communication requires an increase in cog-

nitive effort in order to cope with less natural forms of media (Kock, 1998, 2004). In looking at the

need for visibility in communication, Boyle et al. (1994) found that face-to-face communication

was more efficient in conveying accurate information and in promoting and maintaining interre-

lationships because all of the cues and channels for communication were available. Studies of

cognitive effort increases between email and face-to-face tasks showed that email tasks took longer

to complete (Kock, 1998, 1999, 2001; Straus and McGrath, 1994; Suh, 1999). Less natural forms

of media were more ambiguous (Carlson and Zmud, 1999; Graetz et al., 1998; Walther, 1995),

increasing the risk of incorrect interpretation (Kock, 2002). Multiple studies have found less
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interest in such communication, although it must be noted that these studies were done before the

rise in telephone texting and instant messaging as valid forms of media (cf. Bates and Cleese, 2002;

Kock, 2002; Olaniran, 1996; Reinig et al., 1995; Sproull and Kiesler, 1986; Zimmer, 2002).

Tassabehji and Vakola (2005) and Simon (2006) suggest that we use more familiar media more effi-

ciently; as our confidence level and familiarity with themedia rises, so does our view of its efficiency.

But findings continue to show an increased satisfaction with natural media over other types.

Proposition 7: Receivers will exhibit more satisfaction with natural media over other types,

independent of cultural effects.

We suggest that perceptions of effectiveness or quality of the communication received from a

supervisor are related to uncertainty avoidance at the societal level. Individuals cope with

uncertainty in two ways: (1) by being comfortable with uncertainty and seeking information

directly, i.e. uncertainty oriented; and (2) by being uncomfortable with uncertainty and looking to

others for direction, i.e. certainty oriented (Shuper et al., 2004; Sorrentino and Roney, 2000;

Sorrentino et al., 2003). We believe that this is likely to have repercussions on the acceptance of

communication by the receiver, i.e. its effectiveness. That is, if the receiver is uncertainty oriented,

information is accepted although it which might be ambiguous and require some work to identify

such things as context or intent. However, if the receiver is certainty oriented, ambiguous messages

would be confusing and might be rejected entirely. Therefore, we suggest that certainty versus

uncertainty orientation, as a differentiating cultural personality characteristic, is an important

determinant of preferred media choice, specifically:

Proposition 8: In communicating the same information or knowledge, certainty oriented indi-

viduals will perceive richer media to be more effective for most communication functions

than will uncertainty oriented individuals.

In the next section, we discuss technology acceptance and the relation to culture and individual

characteristics.

Technology acceptance

There is a clear overlap between societal, organizational, and occupational culture topics, indi-

vidual characteristics, and technology acceptance. Many of the issues affecting technology

acceptance have been mentioned in the previous sections. It is clear that societal and organization

culture affects information technology acceptance and implementation (cf. Kedia and Bhagat,

1988; Veiga et al., 2001), and it is logical that occupational culture does as well. If we look at

cultural socialization as being comprised of rules about ‘the way we do things around here’, then

certain types of communication technology will be more acceptable than others in societies,

organizations, and professions. At first, the printing press was less acceptable, but it gained

popularity as societies, organizations, professions, and individuals realized the gains that could be

made from its use. The same process existed with the acceptance of the technologies of typewriter,

telephone, video, and computer-mediated communication.

It was initially suggested that the differences in diffusion of technology were the result of

economic factors; however, there are marked differences in diffusion rates between nations that are

economically similar, including in their cultures (van Ark et al., 2002). The technology acceptance
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model (TAM: Davis, 1989) that has gained such wide acceptance in the management information

sciences has been found to be generally limited in its inclusion of these non-economic factors

(including culture) and their effect on acceptance (McCoy et al., 2005; Te’eni, 2001).

Kwon and Zmud (1987) have found that, in the West, use of information technologies have

failed when there was little support from the top management and/or poor technical design, as well

as when the users were untrained or lacked motivation to use the technology. The developing world

has the same barriers (Danowitz et al., 1995; Mahmood et al., 1995; Nidumolu and Goodman,

1993). In addition, these less developed countries face lack of capital (Goodman and Press, 1995);

unfavorable government regulation (Goodman and Green, 1992); and a lack of infrastructure to

support the technology (Odedra et al., 1993). Therefore, technological acceptance is a function of

several factors, including societal, organizational, and occupational cultures.

Social and cultural norms help predict whether technology will be used (Karahanna, 1993;

Mathieson, 1991; Straub et al., 1997). For example, women in one Kenyan governmental orga-

nization were forbidden to use computers, as it allowed them to have more information power than

the male managers (Ren, 1998). This relates to the power distance issues discussed in the section

on societal culture. Therefore, we suggest that:

Proposition 9: In communicating the same information or knowledge, individuals who less

readily accept inequalities (low power distance) will more readily perceive computer-based

media as more effective for most functions than will individuals who more readily accept

inequalities (high power distance).

The next section will discuss the interactions of the various variables in relation to a framework of

media effectiveness.

Framework of media effectiveness

Individuals use various technologies (media) to draw on and reproduce their social contexts

(Orlikowski et al., 1995). Part of the context of work is the societal cultural and its effects on

individual perceptions, such as effectiveness, and on behaviors, such as technology acceptance. In

this paper, we have chosen to identify the effects of different levels of variables on the perceptions

of media effectiveness.

In considering the interactions of communication theory and cultural variations, we have

developed a framework, shown in Figure 1. Although we realize that there are other influences, we

have focused on communication theory, societal culture, organizational and occupational culture,

individual characteristics, and technology acceptance as a starting point for the development of a

multilevel (meso-level) theory of communication media effectiveness. Using the framework, we

can see that it is likely that individuals make sense of the communications they receive by filtering

the communication through these variables.

Our framework is the beginning of the research, not the end. We believe that, in working

through the variables described here, we can begin to understand the effects in terms of path

analysis, mental schemata, and preferences for media that underlie the framework.

Discussion: Where do we go from here?

Increasing communication across cultures and national borders makes it essential that we

understand the effectiveness of different communicating media, that is, what the use of particular
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media imply to the receiver, aside from the actual message being sent. Understanding the

effectiveness of media choices is important in understanding effective organizational communi-

cation and can help in designing information and communication technologies (Fulk and Boyd,

1991), organizational success (Mintzberg, 1973), and transfer of knowledge across borders and

cultures (Bhagat et al., 2002).

This paper advances conceptual knowledge by presenting new perspectives on the effects of

several important variables on perceptions of media effectiveness and, as a result, on the reasons

that individuals choose media to use in organizations that span cultures. Our contribution to the

discussion of media effectiveness is not that we are necessarily discussing new concepts, but that

our way of envisioning their effects on media choice and their interrelationships is a move toward a

multilevel model, suggested by many scholars (cf. Bhagat et al., 2003a, 2003b; Chao and Moon,

2005; Earley and Mosakowski, 2002; Miller, 2002; Oysterman et al., 2002; Thomas and Au, 2002;

Triandis, 1998).

Despite a great deal of research on media richness, clarity on the issue of media effectiveness

remains a challenge. As discussed, there is evidence that task demands influence the selection of

Communication through a Medium 

Perceptions of Media Effectiveness 

Societal Culture 
Individualism/Collectivism 
Power Distance 
Uncertainty Avoidance

Organizational and Occupational 
Culture

Strong versus weak cultures 

Individual Characteristics 
Knowledge
Preference for natural media 
Certainty/uncertainty orientation 
Power distance

Technology Acceptance
Degree of acceptance of 
inequalities (power distance) 

Figure 1. A framework for examining media effectiveness across cultures and national borders
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media, and that selection of media appropriate to the task is perceived to be more effective

(Daft et al. 1987). However, we find that rarely is there a test of whether the media matches the

message (that is, media effectiveness) in those studies investigating media richness theory.

Additionally, we open a further avenue for investigation into theoretical development of

communication processes across cultures. Watson-Manheim and Belanger (2007) developed a

framework discussing the influence of organizational conditions, such as physical structure, trust,

and incentives; situations, such as task characteristic and urgency; and routine on the way that

individuals communicate within a firm. We look forward to work incorporating our framework

with theirs, perhaps in looking at a wider perspective than media effectiveness.

In this paper, the propositions highlight the complex effects of culture, individual characteristics,

and technology acceptance on communication. While our model identifies multiple variables

involved in communication processes, we realize it is limited.

Another limitation arises from the difficulty in working in the area of cross-cultural manage-

ment, which sometimes is considered either ethnocentrism or oversimplification (e.g. Goby,

1999; Weiss, 1998). The within-culture variation between individuals is sometimes more striking

than the variation between cultures (Phinney, 1990; Trompenaars, 1994), and it is difficult to deal

appropriately with cultural differences without being seen as engaging in stereotyping, as dis-

cussed by Lovitt (1999). We agree with Hunsinger (2006) that looking at the world through a lens

of universality can result in ethnocentricity, even if the intent is otherwise. Our research attempts to

overcome the ethnocentrism by including those from multiple cultures in the design and basic

research work of our studies.

Further research possibilities include examining the context of the communication as well as the

content, along with perceptions of media effectiveness and the resulting media choices, to high-

light some of these points. If given a scenario, media choice could indicate the perceived effec-

tiveness of a type of medium within a particular culture. It might also be possible to consider

whether individual preferences are allowed flexibility within societies, organizations, and professions

and, if so, in which types.

Intriguing research shows that individuals can be flexible in their reactions to cues about

relationships (Sanchez-Burks et al., 2003). In multiple studies, the authors found that

Chinese-speaking respondents given an instrument in English responded like Americans did in the

other studies; however, those given instruments in Chinese responded more like East Asians. We

wonder whether this is true of general communication cues. We hope to incorporate some of this

research in our future work.
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