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REFERENCE PROBLEMS IN BUSINESS
COMMUNICATION. 

Some aspects related to a business process model.

BERTIL LIND

1. INTRODUCTION

Business processes contain elements of communication. From some points of
view such processes may be seen as intertwined with communication processes.
To fully understand the business processes it is therefore necessary to develop
an understanding also for communication processes and for the theoretical
framework behind them. Such an understanding is also necessary for an
adequate development of efficient IT support for business processes, since the
aim of such support is often to contribute to meaningful communication between
people. Meaningful communication occurs when a receiver has understood a
statement fully, that is when he knows under which conditions the statement is
acceptable (Habermas 1984).

There are different theories presented within the communication area by for
example Jürgen Habermas (1984), John R. Searle (1969) and Philip V. Lewis
(1987). These theories emphasize the relationship between the different actors in
the communication process. Through that it will be possible to determine what
information is needed for the different participants and to understand the actions
they will undertake. The discussion in this text focuses on the problem of
reference when communicating during a business process.
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2. COMMUNICATION THEORY

2.1 Perceptual problems
Perception is the process of observing, selecting and organizing the stimuli that
are constantly received, and then making interpretations to build a mental model
of the observations (Lind, 1994). Perception therefore determines what
information is allowed to enter into the brain as a part of the mental model. The
perception of a specific person depends on personal qualities such as age, sex,
education, nationality, culture, religion, personality, experience and
organizational interests. This is why different people will perceive the same
concept differently. Also in specific professional areas specialists are developing
their own jargong or language which is not understandable outside their own
corps (Haney, 1979).

The way perception works, we will more easily accept stimuli that
correspond with the person’s earlier opinion and experience. New ideas are
more difficult to accept. Sometimes information could be distorted to a degree
where it is unrecognizable to the sender (Lind, 1991). This may lead to serious
differences in the mental models of different people concerning a specific
concept and since the reaction or opinion of any situation is the function of
perception misunderstandings can easily occur.  

Lewis (1987, about Goss1982) has described this dilemma using schema
theory. Every concept that a person knows anything about is represented in the
brain as a schema. The schema contains a description of everything that a person
knows about the concept. The schema for a car is illustrated in picture 1.

Picture 1: The Schema for a Car

A schema is a personal understanding about a concept. Learning more about a
concept means adding information to the schema. During a communication
process the clues and symbols that are received are compared with the set of
schemata, the blanks are filled in with information from the appropriate schema
and the mental model is built from the appropriate schemata. Therefore, with

          CAR

 4 WHEELS
 MOTOR
 STEERING
WHEEL
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differences in the schemata, different persons will have differences in their
mental models of the same situation and will perceive it differently.
(Lewis,1987)

A schema is thus used to identify a specific concept and by referring to the
schema the actors in a communication process should in the ideal situation be
able to form the same opinion of the concept. That however presumes that the
schemata in vital details are identical for the actors. A reference to such a
concept or object will identify the characteristics well enough to give the actors
a mutual understanding as far as vital details are concerned. That is most
important in business processes in order to avoid misunderstandings. 

There are however conditions for successful reference in an expression
(Searle, 1969 page 82):

1.  There must exist one and only one object to which the speaker’s
utterance of the expression applies (a reformulation of the axiom of
existence) and

2.  The hearer must be given sufficient means to identify the object from
the speaker’s utterance of  the expression (a reformulation of the
axiom of identification).

In schema theory terms this means that the speaker must refer to a specific
schema and that the hearer must be able to identify that specific schema. 

Referring can be made to two different kinds of reality, physical reality and
interpretive reality (Lind, 1991). When people are talking about physical
realities there are few communication problems since communication can be
facilitated by looking at the real thing or by visualizing it with pictures. When
the communication concerns interpretive reality there is a great risk of
misunderstanding during the communication process because of differences in
the mental models of the actors. The schemata involved in that kind of reality
are often based on personal values formed by prejudices and stereotypes1. 

2.2 The judgment process
In a communication process which contains persuasive messages people will
process information in two different ways in a judgement process: through a
central route or a peripheral route (Littlejohn, 1992 about Petty and Cacioppo,
1986). When information is processed through the central route, the receiver
actively thinks about the information, analyzes it and puts it into a context
together with what he already knows. This creates a more permanent opinion
with solid schemata. Processing through the peripheral route means that the
receiver has an inclination to be influenced by other factors than facts and
arguments, which may lead to situations, where somebody consciously

                                          
1 Stereotypes are images that will allow people to form mental models quickly.
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performing strategic actions can easily manipulate the receiver. Picture 2
illustrates the relation between different kinds of strategic actions (Habermas,
1984).

       Strategic Action

Concealed Strategic            Open Strategic
          Action                   Action

Unconscious Deception Conscious Deception
(Systematically distorted (Manipulation)
     communication)

Picture 2: The relation between different kinds of strategic actions

The sender wants to create a more permanent impression with the receiver and
the receiver wants to avoid being manipulated. Therefore both want the receiver
to use the central route. The likelihood to do so depends upon two general
factors: motivation and ability (Littlejohn, 1992 about Petty and Cacioppo,
1986). High motivation makes it more likely that central processing is used
whereas low motivation makes peripheral processing more likely. But you
cannot use central processing unless you have the ability to do so. Therefore,
low ability will make peripheral processing more common.

Motivation consists of at least three different factors (ibid):
 

� involvement
� diversity of argument
� enjoyment of thinking

The more important the subject is to the actor, the more he feels involved, the
more likely it is that he will think critically and use the central route. Multiple
arguments from several sources make people more inclined to use the central
route. People who enjoy analyzing arguments will probably use the central route
more often than those who do not.



RReeffeerreennccee  PPrroobblleemmss  iinn  BBuussiinneessss  CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn

RREEPPOORRTTSS  OONN  BBUUSSIINNEESSSS  AANNDD  IINNFFOORRMMAATTIICCSS  --  NNOO  11  FFAALLLL  11999988

When processing information in the central route arguments are carefully
considered and those, which match the receiver’s previous attitudes, would be
most positively evaluated. In peripheral processing the strength of arguments are
not evaluated but the trustworthiness is based on some simple cues, such as

� the credibility of the source
� how much you like the sender
� the number of arguments 

(ibid)
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3. A BUSINESS PROCESS MODEL

When developing business processes there is a need for a theoretical
understanding of meaning, function and structure of such processes. Göran
Goldkuhl (1997) has developed an archetype business process model in six
phases:

1. Business prerequisites phase
2. Exposure and contact search phase
3. Contact establishment and proposal phase
4. Contractual phase
5. Fulfillment phase
6. Completion phase

The first phase often means identification of business opportunities, where the
vendor investigates the ability (capacity and know-how) to perform business.
The customer has lacks and needs which vendors may satisfy.

In the second phase the vendor exposes his ability to the market. If it
corresponds with the customer’s lacks and needs the vendor and customer might
find each other and we move into the third phase in the model.

The communication in the third phase is negotiation where bids and
counter bids are made. In many cases the offers are fixed and cannot be further
negotiated.

The fourth phase is agreement. The negotiation from phase three has been
successful and the parties have reached an agreement which results in a contract,
that is a mutual communicative action expressing the mutual commitments made
(ibid). 

In the fifth phase the commitments made in phase four must be fulfilled.
The vendor must deliver and the customer must pay.

The sixth phase mirrors satisfaction or dissatisfaction by vendor and
customer. The customer can make a claim if he is not satisfied and the vendor
can make payment claims towards the customer. Picture 3 shows a graph of the
model (ibid).
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  VENDOR                CUSTOMER

  Business interest

            Claim    Claim

Picture 3. Business Action Theory: A phase model
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4. THE ACTORS

Who are the communication process actors in the different phases in the
business process model just described and what actions and reactions are they
likely to perform in connection with reference? Below follows a discussion on
that theme based upon the background communication theory presented earlier.
The vendor will be involved in different communication processes together with
his suppliers and his customers to create and complete business opportunities.
Reference is here of  great importance for the vendor to avoid
misunderstandings. The discussion is therefore performed from the vendor’s
point of view and focuses on business transactions with traditional vendor –
buyer roles. This means that there are situations which are disregarded, such as
manufacturing processes with a large buyer interaction. The extensive network
communication between consumers or clients is also omitted.

The actors in the communication processes can be of different kinds. A
customer does not normally have any expertise knowledge of the professional
area represented by the vendor and his supplier(s). The customer can therefore
be called an amateur (A). The vendor and his supplier(s) are professionals
within the area and can therefore be called experts (E). Differences in pre-
knowledge and background will be greater between an amateur and an expert
than between experts. In this discussion the kind of communication which takes
place is identified by for example AE, meaning that the information flow goes
from an amateur to an expert. Communication which means a mutual
information interchange between an amateur and an expert is denoted AEA. 

4.1 Business prerequisites phase
The customer could sometimes be regarded as rather passive in this phase but
his communicative activities are important for the vendor. The vendor has to
look for business opportunities and in that activity input from the customers is
most valuable. The communication activity here is customer demand expressed
by customers asking for different products or services based upon their lacks and
needs. The type of communication is AE. In this case it is the individual
customers who refer to different concepts and it is important for the vendor to
analyze the exact meaning of these concepts. To make efficient references, it is
necessary for the vendor to understand the underlying rationals and motives of
the customers’ demands. This kind of reference is here called problematic
reference (PR).

Not all customers will express their needs explicitely but many of them will
wait for the vendor to expose his ability to see how it coincides with their own
needs.

Another important communication actor in this phase is the supplier of the
vendor. When evaluating business opportunities the vendor must invent his
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capacity and know-how for the actual opportunities and to a great extent these
depend on the ability of his supplier. The vendor has to secure his own ability
through negotiations and agreements with his supplier. This communication is
EE which means that the actors should have a great deal of mutual
understanding of the concepts discussed with similar schemata of important
objects. Reference should therefore be unproblematic and here this kind of
reference is called qualified reference (QR).

Discussions between experts are likely to follow central information
processing since they have high motivation.

4.2  Exposure and contact search phase
In this phase the vendor and the customer are looking for each other. In most
cases the vendor is the sender of information in the communication process and
the customer is the receiver. The communication type is therefore EA. The
vendor must organize his information so that it appeals to the lacks and needs of
the customer which will lead the customer to the vendor. 

Since the mutual understanding of  important concepts can be low in an EA
communication, it is very important how the vendor refers to his products or
services. He must be aware of which schemata the prospective customers are
likely to possess and what stereotypes he may use to form mental models, which
can make customers, consider his offers favorably. This can create a powerful
impact if the vendor has been able to identify and understand the underlying
motives that have led to the customers’ demands.  For most customers,
sophisticated arguments have less impact than simple, powerful cues since
peripheral information processing is more likely to take place in this early stage
of the business process. If the vendor can focus on customer stereotypes and
schemata and thus make the customer automatically associate to his product
from one of the items in a vital set of schemata, he has been most successful in
the communication process.



RReeffeerreennccee  PPrroobblleemmss  iinn  BBuussiinneessss  CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn

RREEPPOORRTTSS  OONN  BBUUSSIINNEESSSS  AANNDD  IINNFFOORRMMAATTIICCSS  --  NNOO  11  FFAALLLL  11999988

Consider the schemata in picture 4. They represent in various details the desired
self-image of a young woman. The vendor of GlowBest shampoo has here
successfully managed to make the woman associate to his product with a
number of positive qualities when desiring a glistening hair.

Picture 4: The desired self-image of a young woman

To create that image, the vendor should try to use a source of information that is
credible for the customer. In this case for example a good source could be
somebody that the woman could identify herself with telling about the good
qualities of the shampoo. That would create an impression of an AA
communication type and reduce the feeling of ”expert talk”. The sender must
also create a pleasant impression to make the receiver like her. Many arguments
about the qualities of the shampoo will also help to create the desired
impression. Reference made to Good-looking automatically creates a link to the
actual shampoo.

For the coming phases it is however important that the vendor does not
create an image that he cannot satisfy. Therefore he must be cautious about
concealed strategic actions which may create systematically distorted
communication. That can later lead to bad-will if it is impossible for the vendor
to meet the created expectations of the customers. Such strategic actions will
occur for example if the customers are fed with exaggerated characteristics of a
product which the vendor has not sufficiently reviewed and is unaware of the
misinformation.

4.3 Contact establishment and proposal phase
In this phase the vendor and the customer have found each other. The customer
probably arrives at the communication process with some expectations aroused
by the previous stage. He will therefore express his needs and relate them to his
expectations. His schema of the product or service that he desires has some
characteristics which he thinks will meet his needs. The communication type is
AEA. The way perception works it is easy for the vendor to reinforce the
opinion that the customer has of the product. It is relatively easy to add some
characteristics to the schema and enhance the positive impression that the

Desired self-image

 Good-looking
 Bright
 Competent
 Popular

Good-looking

 Fine body
 Nice hair
 Fancy clothes
 Good make-up
 Nice jewelry
Perfect posture

Nice hair

 Perfect haircut
 Fine hair-do
 Glistening
 Well-brushed

 GlowBest

  Excellent shampoo
  Fits me
  Price-worthy
  Smells good
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customer has of the product or service. Since the mutual understanding of the
area is low it is important however that reference is made clearly and explicitly. 

To make the customer satisfied it is often necessary to give him arguments
to weigh against his previous experience and his needs. The customer will then
process information through the central route and thus feel more convinced. The
impression will also keep longer. To help him use central route information
processing, the vendor could try to increase the customer’s involvement by
pointing out the importance to him. That will increase the involvement and
increase central processing. Another way to do so is to provide the customer
with a diversity of argument emanating from his needs and characteristics in his
schema. But most important of all is that the customer has a delightful
experience in the communication process. He will get that if he feels that the
vendor listens to his arguments, answers questions seriously and focuses on the
customer’s situation and needs. The vendor must never treat the customer as
ignorant but give the impression that the questions are highly relevant.

If the offer from the vendor is not fixed, negotiating will take place. Three
situations may occur. The difference between the situations consists of the
degree of correspondence between the vendor’s and the buyer’s opinion of the
acceptable level of the negotiated conception. The acceptable intervals could
overlap each other, in which case it is easy to come to an agreement. If the
intervals however are totally apart and don’t have any values in common, the
negotiation is futile. Picture 5 illustrates the situations.

          1.   2.       3.

                                         v               v                  v

                                 c                       c                  c  
Impossible

v = the vendor’s acceptable interval
c = the customer’s acceptable interval

= negotiation starting point
= possible outcome

Picture 5. Negotiating situations

The negotiation starting points could be equally far apart in the different
situations and it is more often than not impossible to say from the beginning
which situation that applies. The negotiations aim towards an agreement and it is
important for the vendor to keep in mind only to induce characteristics into the

�

�

�

� �
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customer’s schema which can be fulfilled.
It can however be tempting for the vendor to manipulate the customer

making him think through conscious deception that he wants something that he
does not really need. Such actions could be very differently staged. One example
is to put different items together in a package and never offer them separately,
knowing that the combination is such that it would be very difficult to find a
customer who would need all the items in the package. Another example is to
create needs for the customer by appealing to his vanity or his prejudices. The
serious vendor who wants to create a long-time relationship with his customer
realizes however that manipulations in a short perspective are risky and may
lead to dissatisfaction of the customers causing them to look for another vendor. 

4.4 Contractual phase
The negotiations are finished and the vendor and the customer have reached a
mutual agreement concerning the business transaction. This phase means
formalizing that agreement. The communicative action that the agreement
represents expresses obligations for the actors. The vendor must deliver and the
customer must pay.

It is very important that the actors have a mutual understanding of what is
agreed upon. That means that references must be discussed carefully to detect
any differences in the sets of relevant schemata for vendor and customer. The
communication type is AEA and even if the parties seem to have no differences
in opinion, there are possibilities of misunderstanding especially when dealing
with interpretive reality. What for example is normal use? To avoid
dissatisfaction such characteristics must be thoroughly specified and the
schemata for the concept compared. 

Many things are considered implicit in a given context but it is important for the
vendor to verify that the customer understands that. These implicit
characteristics are also specified in schemata that are relevant for the context.
When buying a car for example, the vendor may assume that the customer is
aware of that he has to pay extra for the registration fee. The customer may
believe the fact that the negotiated price also includes that fee. The differences
in the schemata are illustrated in picture 6.
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             Vendor              Customer

Picture 6: Schemata differences

It is implicitly clear to the vendor that the registration fee must be added to the
negotiated price since it is a governmental fee. The customer is not aware of that
implicit fact which may cause irritation.

4.5 Fulfillment phase
The fulfillment phase does not contain much of communication processes
concerning the traditional vendor – buyer roles. In situations with an extensive
buyer interaction, there may be a high level of communication in this phase, but
such situations are, as previously mentioned, disregarded in this discussion.

The agreement from the previous phase states when delivery should take place
and when and how much the customer must pay. Difficulties for the vendor to
deliver as well as difficulties for the customer to receive the product or service at
the time agreed upon may cause new negotiations with a modified agreement.
Seen from an archetype point of view, that should however be regarded as an
iteration with repeated actions within previous phases.

4.6 Completion phase
The communication type in this phase is AEA because it involves discussions of
claims due to dissatisfaction. If the customer is dissatisfied with the delivery he
can make a claim. His expectations have been built into his brain in the form of
a schema or a set of schemata. If his opinion of the delivery differs negatively
from his mental model formed by the schemata he will be dissatisfied which is
something that the vendor would like to avoid in orderto maintain the  business
relation. If the vendor has been careful in his referring to relevant concepts, the
risk for dissatisfaction is less than if he has not put enough effort into that
matter. 

The vendor can also have a cause to be dissatisfied if the customer does not
pay as agreed upon. In that case it is the vendor who makes the claim. 

Amount to pay

 Negotiated price
 Registration fee

Amount to pay

 Negotiated price
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The communication in the previous phases has probably been mostly
positive, but in this phase it is almost always negative. If the product does not
work as expected, the service was insufficient or the payment does not arrive in
time, communication is about negative things such as warranties, a broken
agreement, legal actions etc. To avoid too much irritation it may be a good idea
to compare the content of the different relevant schemata for the vendor and the
customer. Such schemata could concern many of the phases and cover how the
vendor has exposed his ability to the market, discussions during the negotiation,
the meaning of the agreement and the opinion of the delivery and the payment.
Differences should be identified and the different claims discussed according to
the list.
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5. CONCLUSION

By looking at some communication characteristics using the business process
model as a basis it has been possible to identify some  specifics of actions in
business interaction. Table 1 shows communicative activities and characteristics
during the different phases. The type of communication has a great influence on
which activities are apporpriate and on their characteristics. We can see where
reference hazards may occur and what important communicative action will take
place during the different phases. The type of information judgement processing
is also indicated and the table indicates that the exposure and contact search
phase may contain pheriperal information processing. During negotiation there
is a risk for manipulation. Since the vendor wants to build up a long time
relationship based on trust, it is important to favor customer central information
processing.

Picture 7 shows an archetype model of the communication flow through the
phases according to the discussion above. The model indicates a couple of
critical situations. In the business prerequisite phase the customer expresses his
needs for the vendor to evaluate. If the vendor fails to expose an adequate
response to the customer’s needs, the process is terminated. The model does not
show any means for the customer to continue the process without that response
from the vendor. In the exposure and contact search phase the customer
evaluates the offers from different vendors and makes a choice. That is a
judgement process with much peripheral information processing and use of
stereotypes. If a specific vendor fails to meet the expectations of the customer he
will not be chosen. For him the process is then terminated.

The model also indicates the existence of problematic reference (PR)
respectively qualified reference (QR). When designing IT support for business
processes it is very important to consider its effects on the problem of reference.
That is especially important when problematic reference is involved and the
model can be used to identify such situations. 
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  PHASE      SUPPLIER               VENDOR      CUSTOMER

Picture 7: Communication flow in a business process
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