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 The purpose of this study was to examine if there is an association between 

effective supervision and communication competence in divisions of student affairs at 

Christian higher education institutions. The investigation examined chief student affairs 

officers (CSAOs) and their direct reports at 45 institutions across the United States using 

the Synergistic Supervision Scale and the Communication Competence Questionnaire. 

 A positive significant association was found between the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s level of communication competence. The findings of this study 

will advance the supervision and communication competence literature while informing 

practice for student affairs professionals. This study provides a foundation of research in 

the context specific field of student affairs where there has been a dearth of literature 

regarding effective supervision. This study can be used as a platform for future research 

to further the understanding of characteristics that define effective supervision.  
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 Supervision is one of the most rewarding yet difficult relationships in higher education. 

The division of student affairs is typically led by a chief student affairs officer (CSAO) who has 

responsibility to insure that quality services and personal support are provided to the student. 

While these services are carried out by a variety of staff, the CSAO has direct reports who 

oversee major components of the student affairs division. The quality of this supervisory 

relationship with the direct reports will often determine the effectiveness of how well the mission 

of the university, the goals of the student affairs division, and ultimately the serving of students 

will be accomplished. 

 Supervision is critical as colleges and universities face increasing scrutiny and 

accountability from external and internal constituents. Public opinion grows in its expression of 

perceived waste and inefficiency of higher education. There is an atmosphere of institutional 

downsizing and restructuring that seeks to maximize the resources committed to higher 

education. The government’s support of higher education is challenged by competing interests of 

the country’s infrastructure, health care, national defense, prison system, and primary and 

secondary education. The ability of colleges and universities to demonstrate both efficiency and 

effectiveness in management of human resources will be a key determinant of whether external 

sources, including governmental assistance, of funding continue.  

 The responsibility for maximizing these efficient and effective outcomes often falls to the 

supervisors who oversee significant components of the university. Often, the greatest 

accountability and responsibility for accomplishing efficient and effective outcomes falls on vice 

presidents at colleges and universities, as they supervise their direct reports. 
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 The CSAO is a key member of the president’s leadership team at most colleges and 

universities. Sandeen (1991) identifies the three most important roles of the CSAO as manager, 

mediator, and educator. A major part of the management component is the supervision of 

personnel. While few student affairs professionals initially enter the field to become managers, it 

is evident that, as one receives positions of greater responsibilities, the necessity to understand 

how to effectively supervise others is imperative.  

 Often times, however, student affairs professionals are asked to supervise with limited 

training and direction on how to do this effectively, although the opportunities to make positive 

contributions are vast. As Harned and Murphy (1998) pointed out, “No other relationship holds 

greater natural potential to influence self-image, career satisfaction, and professional 

development than the relationship with a supervisor” (p. 43). Not only do CSAOs have 

responsibility to the university for providing quality services and personal support to students, 

but they also have responsibility to their direct reports for partnering in their professional 

development and personal goals. Stock-Ward and Javorek (2003) indicated that setting the tone 

and direction for the superior-subordinate relationship was primarily the responsibility of the 

supervisor, suggesting that the supervisor influences the extent to which the superior-subordinate 

relationship focuses only on the details of the day-to-day operation of the institution, or will 

expand into other areas such as the subordinate’s professional goals. “Supervision is one of the 

most difficult tasks of Student Affairs leadership,” Dalton (2003, p. 412) sums up.  

 Historically, the development of the student affairs profession seems to have contributed 

to the variety of roles for which a CSAO may be responsible. As the faculty focused primarily on 

teaching, research, and service, most of the student services outside of these arenas were 
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provided increasingly by the student affairs professionals. Today’s result is a wide variety of 

positions over which CSAOs provide supervision. 

 Not only are the positions varied, but also the professional’s level of training is 

expansive. Some professionals, seasoned with significant experience, training, and expertise, will 

desire autonomy and decision-making authority with little supervision. Others will be entry level, 

new professionals with very little knowledge or training in the position and will require extensive 

supervision to effectively complete foundational assigned tasks. This breadth of different 

positions and levels of professionalism requires an expansive knowledge about many facets of 

institutional management and human resource management. The CSAO must be able to 

effectively supervise according to the unique needs of the position and the individual needs of 

the professional. 

 Communication in the superior-subordinate relationship is critical to the effective 

accomplishment of the institutions mission and goals. One does not have to look very far within 

a work place to see the negative consequences of poor communication. Schnake, Dumler, 

Cochran, and Barnett (1990) cite numerous studies reporting the positive correlation between the 

quality of communication in the work place, on the one hand, and job satisfaction and 

performance on the other.  

 Communication in the superior-subordinate relationship can serve either to enhance or to 

impede the purposes to which student affairs professionals are called. Research has also shown 

that a significant amount of a supervisor’s time (50% to 90%) is spent in communication with 

subordinates (Schnake et al., 1990). The student affairs profession is relational in nature, 

requiring high-order decision making relating to individual student needs. The CSAO needs to be 

able to communicate effectively with direct reports (i.e., staff members who report directly to the 
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CSAO) the purposes and desired outcomes of the division as well as providing clear expectations 

of performance for the department for which the direct report has oversight. 

 With the substantial time invested in superior-subordinate communication, it is important 

for the CSAO to be competent in this communication. The CSAO is best served to be skilled in 

communicating well with direct reports because of the variety of positions and levels of 

professionalism within the student affairs division. It is understood that no single form of 

communication will meet the needs for each department or direct report. Realizing the desired 

outcomes of the institution, balanced with understanding individual strengths and motivations, 

will contribute to accomplishing the division’s goals more effectively.   

 Competent communication is a skill that needs to be understood by the CSAO to be most 

effective in supervision. Clearly, supervision is critical to the effective functioning of institutions 

of higher education and more specifically divisions of student affairs. It is understood that the 

CSAO must be able to supervise each direct report effectively to accomplish the goals of the 

division. How does a CSAO learn the art of supervision? What are key characteristics of 

effective supervision? What relationships are present between competent communication and 

effective supervision? Dalton (2003) suggests that “Experience is a great teacher and one 

develops the knowledge and competency to supervise an increasingly wider range of employees 

through practice and reflection.” However, this does not mean that each supervisor should be left 

to learn about supervision through trial and error. Where does one go to be informed about 

effective supervision? The literature on supervision in student affairs has received little attention 

to help guide practitioners. A meta-analysis done by Cooper et al. (2001) looked at research 

published between 1969 and 1999 on supervision and personnel management in the major 

student affairs professional journals. The results indicate that fewer than 10 of the 145 articles 
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related totally to supervision were controlled studies, using published assessment instruments, 

and being empirically based or theoretically supported. Overwhelmingly, 103 of the articles were 

simply reporting current programs or recommending implementation of supervisory techniques 

with no assessment being conducted. This paucity of supervision related articles and the lack of 

rigorous research methodologies are perplexing when one considers the critical nature of 

supervision in the field of student affairs and the significant percentage of overall student affairs 

division budgets that many colleges and universities commit toward personnel. 

Statement of the Problem 

 There is a dearth of literature that informs the student affairs profession about 

supervision. The amount of time spent by professionals in student affairs, and specifically the 

CSAO, on supervision of personnel reveals a certain exigency to understand more fully the 

characteristics of effective supervision. The range of education and experience of student affairs 

professionals requires supervisors to understand characteristics of effective supervision. The 

types of people who enter the student affairs profession look for supervisors who understand 

their unique needs and desires. Through the process of supervision, future leaders of the student 

affairs profession will be developed. The supervision received will serve to inform future 

professionals on how effective supervision occurs. The financial investment made by colleges 

and universities in the personnel of student affairs divisions requires accountability to maximize 

the effectiveness and efficient use of this human resource. CSAOs are expected to be effective in 

their supervision of staff in the student affairs division. There is little outside of the personal 

experience, individual giftedness, and knowledge from other professions that informs the CSAO 

on characteristics of effective supervision. Informing CSAOs about characteristics that 
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contribute to effective supervision in the context of Christian higher education is the problem 

addressed by this study. 

Purpose of the Study 

 Therefore, the purpose of this study is to examine whether or not there is an association 

between effective supervision and communication competence in divisions of student affairs at 

Christian higher education institutions. 

Research Questions 

 To accomplish the purpose of this study the following research questions will be 

addressed: 

1. Is there a difference between the CSAO’s perceived, self-reported level of synergistic 

supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision? 

2. Is there a correlation between the CSAO’s perceived, self-reported level of synergistic 

supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s communication competence? 

3. Is there a correlation between the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic 

supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of communication 

competence? 

Theory Base 

 The following theory base will be used to support the interdisciplinary nature of this 

study, which utilizes disciplines of organizational communication, communication competence, 

higher education, and synergistic supervision. Organizational communication theory is important 

to this study because it is a significant place where research has been done in the field of 

supervision. One aspect of the organizational communication field that has been a rich source of 

research topics is in the dyadic relationship of the superior-subordinate relationship. 
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 Communication competence is the dependent variable in this study. As a discipline, 

communication competence has produced volumes of research but emphasizes the dynamics of 

assessment, which change based upon the unique context in which competence is being 

measured. Higher education is the context in which this study occurs; thus, it is important to 

understand the different institutional environments which are present in higher education today. 

Synergistic supervision, the independent variable in this study, is a framework developed in 1997 

by Winston and Creamer. Continued research is necessary to validate the synergistic supervision 

framework so that breadth and depth are added to this theory base. 

  Uncertainty reduction theory (URT) will be one of two theories used to support the study 

of communication within an organization. It was first introduced as a theory by Berger and 

Calabrese in 1975 for use in the interpersonal context, but was then expanded for use in the 

organizational context by Lester in 1987. The basis of the theory is that people want to make 

sense of their work environments and, by reducing the uncertainty present in expectations placed 

on them by the environment, and specifically their supervisor, they can adjust more successfully 

to the organization for which they work.  

  Organizational assimilation theory is the second organizational communication theory 

base used to inform this study. Miller and Jablin (1990) developed this theory to provide 

understanding on how people become a part of an organization. This theory covers stages of life 

from childhood to retirement. Organizational assimilation theory sheds light on the reality that 

supervisors are key influencers on how employees integrate into their work place and that 

intentional efforts can contribute to a more fulfilling and successful career. 

  Communication competence, as a discipline, has been slow in its theoretical gains, in part 

because of the expansive nature of past research. Action assembly theory was developed by 
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Greene in 1984 and provides explanation of cognitive processes used to produce effective 

communication performance. Past knowledge is used by people to determine what procedural 

tactics will be most effective in accomplishing their desired ends. This theory is important to the 

current study so that CSAOs as supervisors understand how they draw upon past experiences to 

determine the communication processes that are most effective when considering complex and 

dynamic situational variables.  

  In 1984, Spitzberg and Cupach developed the model of relational competence, because of 

the lack of theory development in the discipline of communication competence. The relational 

competence framework emphasizes the context in which the individual is communicating. This 

model also identifies four interactive personal components, namely, motivation, knowledge, 

skill, and outcomes. Assessment of an individual’s competence is determined by the interaction 

of the four components. This model informs the current study because of the personal 

components used to identify communication competence and the specific context of superior-

subordinate relationships in higher education which need to be studied. 

 Robert Birnbaum’s book How Colleges Work (1988) provided a framework for 

understanding the unique contexts of higher education institutions. He identified five institutional 

culture types that distinguish important characteristics for people to understand as they seek to 

assimilate to a particular organization. His work reinforced the importance of recognizing the 

vast differences in higher education contexts as one studies communication competence and 

supervision. Understanding the unique cultures of the different types of colleges and universities 

helps one not to mistakenly generalize findings. The institutional culture that Birnbaum 

identified as “collegial” best represents the population for this study. 
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 In 1997 Winston and Creamer developed a comprehensive model for staffing for 

student affairs practitioners because a substantial part of a student affairs administrator’s day is 

invested in personnel issues. Many universities invest the largest part of their budget in 

personnel, and there was a lack of research to inform effective personnel/ staffing strategies. The 

five interlinked activities in this model were recruitment and selection, orientation to new 

position, supervision, staff development, and performance appraisal. Winston and Creamer 

identified supervision as the activity that is most important and fully connected to the other 

activities.  

 Out of this model a new approach to supervision developed: synergistic supervision. 

Synergistic supervision suggests a dual function that promotes the achievement of institutional 

goals while enhancing the professional and personal goals of the subordinate. It focuses on 

performance, two-way communication, growth, and goals, and is systematic and holistic. 

 The synergistic model for supervision has inspired continued research which has 

resulted in the development of the Synergistic Supervision Scale (SSS). Saunders, Cooper, 

Winston, and Chernow (2000) developed the SSS as a means by which to measure effective 

supervision in higher education contexts. It is imperative that student affairs administrators and 

specifically CSAOs increasingly understand the components that contribute to effective 

supervision in the higher education context. This need for student affairs administrators to 

understand supervision and the model of synergistic supervision creates a need for continued 

research to help inform practice and research. The SSS will be the instrument used to assess 

effective supervision in the current study. 

  The theoretical basis of this study stemmed from the work of those who have 

researched supervision, communication competence, higher education, student affairs, and 
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synergistic supervision. Each of these contributed significantly to informing the direction of this 

study. It was upon these foundations that the current study sought to add value for the purpose of 

research and practice. 

Significance of the Study 

 Utilizing the theoretical concepts of uncertainty reduction theory, organizational 

assimilation theory, action assembly theory, relational competence, American higher education 

institutions, and synergistic supervision, this study began to uncover evidence revealing the 

importance of communication competence and supervision in the organizational context of 

higher education. It is imperative that student affairs professionals, and specifically CSAOs, 

understand key characteristics of effective supervision. To fail to master this topic is to waste the 

greatest resource higher education has, its people. If supervision is not more fully understood, 

higher education shirks the financial stewardship given by those who invest in these institutions. 

It is also important to extend the research done in organizational communication on 

communication competence.  

 The context in which one studies communication competence is foundational to how 

much the data can be generalized. There is a significant gap in the communication competence 

literature when looking at the unique context of higher education and specifically at the student 

affairs division. There is a compelling need to understand the associations between 

communication competence and synergistic supervision. 

 This study added to the available data that informs student affairs professionals about 

effective supervision. It looked at one key concept of supervision, communication, to determine 

the associations that are present with synergistic supervision. This study extended the work of 

the Winston and Creamer (1997) model of synergistic supervision. Specifically, it added to the 
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validation of the Synergistic Supervision Scale developed by Saunders et al. (2000), which seeks 

to measure key constructs from the synergistic approach.  

 While the data from this study provides correlation results, it also informs student affairs 

professionals about the nature of effective supervision. Those from the communication discipline 

will also find the results useful in contributing to the communication competence literature by 

focusing on the unique context of higher education and by looking at the association of 

competence with effective supervision. Most important to the author is that this study might be 

useful to student affairs practitioners as they seek, as effective supervisors, to invest in their staff. 

Definitions of Terms 

Axioms -- Universal truths that do not require proof. 

Covering laws perspective -- Developed from logical positivism, a theoretical paradigm that 
asserts that the true nature of reality is contained in regular, observable natural patterns. 

Chief student affairs officer (CSAO) -- The position that is part of the institutional management 
and leadership team that manages and directs the various services, programs, and policies for 
students, and supports the educational and social objectives of colleges and universities. 

Direct reports -- Student affairs professionals whose immediate supervisor is the CSAO. 

Student affairs administration -- Also called student personnel work or services and student 
services, constitutes all activities undertaken or sponsored by the educational institution, aside 
from curricular instruction, in which the student’s personal development is the primary concern. 

Student affairs division -- The institution-level organizational structure of student affairs for 
which the CSAO has responsibility. 

Synergistic supervision -- “A management function intended to promote the achievement of 
institutional goals and to enhance the personal and professional capabilities and performance of 
staff. . . . Furthermore, it is based on joint effort, requires two-way communication, focuses on 
competences, and is growth oriented, goal based, systematic and ongoing, and holistic” (Winston 
& Creamer, 1997, p. 42). 

Systems perspective -- Theoretical paradigm whose followers believe that the true nature of 
reality is contained in systems, interdependent units that work together to adapt to a changing 
environment.  
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Limitations and Delimitations 

 This study will be limited to a survey of effective supervision and communication 

competence of student affairs divisions at colleges and universities belonging to the Council for 

Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU). The data gathered from these institutions may not 

be generalizable to all institutions. 

Organization of the Study 

 This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1, Introduction, provides a theoretical 

basis for the issues involved with this topic along with the purpose of the study, statement of the 

problem, research questions, significance of the study, definition of terms, and limitations and 

delimitations of the study. Chapter 2, Review of Related Literature, provides current literature on 

topics specifically related to supervision, communication competence, higher education, student 

affairs, and synergistic supervision. Chapter 3, Methodology, outlines the data collection 

procedures, research design and sample, research instruments, procedures for data analysis, and 

expected outcomes. Chapter 4, Results, reports the data collection and response rate, the 

preliminary analyses, and the primary analyses. Chapter 5, Summary, Conclusions, Discussion, 

and Recommendations, gives insight by summarizing the findings, providing conclusions on the 

practical significance of the study, discussing why the findings occurred, and recommending 

further research and practice. 



CHAPTER 2   

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of relevant communication research 

that has occurred in an organizational context, regarding superior-subordinate relationships and 

communication competence. The organizational communications field has produced volumes of 

books and articles that look at superior-subordinate relationships and communication 

competence. This research is in no way limited to the field of communications but includes 

disciplines of business, management, psychology, and sociology. However, in this time of ever-

increasing accountability in the organization of higher education, there is a noticeable gap in 

research that studies superior-subordinate relationships or communication competence. 

 This chapter is organized into five sections. Section 1 will look at the area of 

supervision. It will provide a historical perspective of organizational communication, consider 

two theories of communication, speak to the importance of supervision, and introduce concepts 

of effective supervision. Section 2 will review the area of communication competence. It will 

look at why communication competence should be studied, provide an historical perspective, 

identify definitions of communication competence, consider two theories of communication 

competence, and review key issues surrounding this discipline. Section 3 will look at the 

different organizational cultures within higher education. Section 4 will consider the unique 

characteristics of student affairs administration within higher education. Section 5 will focus on 

the unique concept of synergistic supervision. This framework was developed by Winston and 

Creamer (1997) and is the only comprehensive model and assessment of supervision developed 

specifically with the student affairs profession in mind. 
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Supervision 

Organizational Communication 

 Organizational communication is one of the social sciences that has taken an active role 

in studying supervision since the early part of the 20th century (Heath & Bryant, 1992). An 

overview of the history of organizational communication provides a helpful background for 

understanding the theories that support superior-subordinate relationships, the importance of 

supervision, and the considerations of effective supervision. 

 It is fascinating to consider the change that has occurred in organizations in the last 

century. Before the industrial revolution, most businesses were small, family-owned enterprises 

consisting of specialized trades. As more mechanized forms of production were created, the 

number of people in organizations grew to accommodate the mass production of material. A new 

class of managers was created to help the organization be more effective. During the early part of 

the 20th century, organizational theory was developed to provide a systematic understanding of 

how managers could help the organization be more efficient and effective. The earliest 

paradigms of managerial thought, known as classical management theories, posited that 

managers tell workers what to do, when, and how; and that employees are hired to work, not to 

think (Morgan, 1986).  

 Tompkins (1984), who noted early managerial theories and functions of human 

communications in organizations, identifies two key theorists who helped develop the classical 

organizational approach: Taylor and Fayol. Fredrick W. Taylor (1911) stressed the importance of 

analyzing the efficiency of work by studying time and motion to increase productivity. In a time 

when companies struggled with being unorganized and when decisions were made by hunch or 

intuition, Taylor’s studies were meant to correct this area of weakness by providing objective 
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standards by which to measure performance. He advocated piecework, that is, paying employees 

according to the number of units produced rather than for time spent working.  

 The importance of “upward” communication within the organization was a significant 

contribution, shifting the perspective of managers so that they might consider workers’ ideas 

about productivity and the work environment. Henry Fayol (1949) emphasized the importance of 

face-to-face communication with subordinates. He identified key structural components of 

management, such as the hierarchical chain of command and unity of direction, to help the 

organization be more efficient. Although many would say classical management is an outdated 

theory, it still persists in determining how organizations operate today.  

 Scholars began considering a fresh paradigm of management as a result of the well-

known Hawthorne studies conducted from 1925 to 1932 at the Western Electric Hawthorne Plant 

in Cicero, Illinois (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). Researchers experimentally changed work 

environments, such as dimming the lights to observe maximum productivity, only to find that 

productivity increased whether illumination was increased or decreased. Follow-up interviews 

indicated that workers recognized the change in lighting and compensated by working harder. It 

was not the level of lighting that affected productivity but the attention of the researchers. 

Workers were motivated to do better because they knew someone cared about their opinions and 

feelings. This is now known as the Hawthorne effect. It is because of the Hawthorne studies that 

the importance of human relations and communications was considered by theorists and 

practitioners as critical to the productivity of the organization. The context of the organization 

was called upon to reflect the social and informal communications needs of the employee to be 

most effective. Because of these discoveries, the 1940s and 1950s saw an emerging interest in 

the study of communications. 
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 Human relations theories of supervision began developing in the late 1950s through the 

work of Chris Argyris (1957). He emphasized that employees became distanced from their work 

if there was incongruence between the demands of the organization and the needs of the 

employee. Douglas McGregor (1960) extended the human relations theory with his Theory X 

and Theory Y, which summarized how supervisors viewed their employees. Theory X 

supervisors saw employees consistent with the classical management approach, while Theory Y 

supervisors believed that work was a fulfilling part of human lives. Rensis Likert (1971) believed 

that to increase productivity and job satisfaction, the supervisor must provide participation in 

decisions and open communication to employees. Workers were self-motivated, desiring to be 

creative and do excellent work that benefited the organization. Human relations theory of 

supervision led to activities such as company picnics, where workers could get to know one 

another, thus improving productivity. 

 Much of the research conducted in organizational communication has been 

motivated by the desire for supervisors to be more productive in managing people. Not 

surprisingly, then, human resources management theories have followed the focus on 

productivity. This approach posits the assumption that employees are intelligent and 

knowledgeable, so supervisors should want to glean the perspectives of employees to improve 

work design and job performance. Communication, under this theory base, is critical in every 

relationship within the organization. Employees are expected to offer opinions about the way 

tasks are performed; managers are expected to be open and responsive to the needs of 

subordinates. If employees are mentally and emotionally involved in their work, the theory 

suggests, improved productivity will result (Heath & Bryant, 1992). 
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 More recently, organizational communication has developed contingency theories 

of supervision. Fiedler (1967) and Reddin (1970) identify that there is no single best way to 

supervise all workers. The emphasis is to be flexible in recognizing the needs of the employees 

and the unique organizational context to best achieve the goals of the organization. The last 30 

years of research in organizational communication have evidenced a continued depth and breadth 

of study of the supervisor-subordinate relationship, looking at topics of trust, upward influence, 

openness of communication, style of supervision, verbal aggressiveness, motivation, receptivity 

to input, job satisfaction and communication competence, to name a few. 

 As Infante, Rancer and Womack observe, organizational communication being one of the 

most popular contexts for theory building by scholars of communication (1997, p. 322), the 

study of the subject has distinctive components that deserve review. The fact that most humans 

will participate in an organization of some kind, and the significant amounts of money at stake in 

organizations create the desire to explain how and why organizations function. Heath and Bryant 

connect this overarching explication with the more specific examination of organizational 

communication by explaining that it  

. . . centers on means by which people who operate in organizations gain 
information, shape opinions, make decisions, coordinate efforts, and create 
rapport to achieve goals that guide the organization and influence individual 
decisions (1992, p. 228).  
 

This definition of organizational communication identifies the “achievement of goals that guide 

the organization” as the key to why communication exists, thus creating the unique context in 

which organizational communication is studied. Earlier organizational communication research 

focused on looking at the organization as the unit to be studied without considering the dyadic or 

small group as a key to the organization’s communication. 
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 There are at least four units of measure that can be studied when looking at the 

organization: One-on-one communication, small group communication, public communication, 

and mass communication (Infante et al., 1997). A focal point of current communication research 

is on the interaction between two people. Often it is not the organization that needs to be studied 

but rather the dyadic interactions in everyday life within an organization. The unit of analysis is a 

unique component of organizational communication. One can look at the organizational dyad 

from an interpersonal communication perspective, but in the context of an organization they take 

on different meanings. 

 Organizational communication is different from interpersonal communication because of 

the presence of the organization, along with its norms, goals, and constraints. Outside of 

organizations, interpersonal episodes often just happen and are negotiated according to skills and 

purposes of each relational partner. When similar episodes occur in organizations (and on their 

behalf), they are part of the purpose for which each organization was created and reflect the 

reasons persons have for being part of it. Communication in an organization, its groups and 

dyads, happens because of the dynamics of the system itself and its interaction with other 

systems. (Heath & Bryant, 1992, p. 230) 

 The superior-subordinate relationship is critical to the success of an organization but 

cannot be separated from the unique culture and context of the organization. It is this unique 

dyadic relationship in the context of higher education that begs deeper analysis.  

Theory Considerations 

 Student affairs divisions have significant responsibility in most organizations of 

higher education. Despite the fact that the chief student affairs officer (CSAO) is typically part of 

the president’s management team, there is a paucity of literature on supervision in student affairs 
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(Carpenter, Torres, & Winston, 2001). Winston and Creamer’s (1997) framework of synergistic 

supervision was the first model of supervision developed with the primary purpose of studying 

effective supervision of student affairs administrators (Saunders, Cooper, Winston, & Chernow, 

2000). This model will be reviewed in more detail at the end of this chapter as the primary 

concept for the current study. However, there are two theories originating out of the 

communications field that have principles that relate to the model of synergistic supervision and 

are important to mention in this study: uncertainty reduction theory and organizational 

assimilation theory. These two theories will be briefly reviewed while highlighting the related 

principles.  

 Uncertainty reduction theory (URT) is a covering-laws theory in communications 

that was originally developed to explain and predict interpersonal communication during the 

beginning of an interaction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Several axioms and theorems were 

developed to help guide the research of this theory. These axioms describe the relationship 

between uncertainty and several communication factors, such as, “The more we learn about 

someone, the less uncertain we are, and the amount of verbal communication increases,” and 

“When the amount of communication between strangers in an initial interaction increases, 

nonverbal expressions of interest (direct eye contact) also increase” (Berger & Calabrese, 1975).  

 There are three stages represented in URT. The entry phase consists of information 

exchanges about demographics and low-risk expressions of attitudes on issues. Interaction during 

this phase is guided by communication rules and norms. More intimate attitudes, beliefs, and 

values are shared during the second stage, the personal phase. During the exit phase, members 

assess whether the relationship will grow or be terminated.  
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 URT was expanded to the organizational communication field by Lester (1987). He 

applied URT to the process of socializing members in an organization, showing how new 

members of an organization try to predict how successful they are likely to be. In order to 

achieve success, new members must make appropriate choices from a range of available 

behaviors. Lester believed that new workers would have more confidence in predicting how they 

were likely to be evaluated by superiors as the workers became more certain about what 

behaviors the organization viewed as appropriate and effective (Infante et al., 1997, p. 331). 

 Lester (1987) developed 13 hypotheses that relate communication within an organization 

to uncertainty reduction, such as “clear organizational identity and goals provide a basis for 

determining appropriate behavior” and “receiving feedback (whether positive or negative) 

reinforces appropriate behavior and provides confidence about evaluations.” Such URT 

principles suggest that people want to make sense of and have control of their environments, and 

thus provide insight and guidance to the superior-subordinate relationships within student affairs 

divisions, specifically those between CSAOs and their direct reports. Every superior-subordinate 

relationship has an entry, personal, and exit phase, where the members seek to understand one 

another by reducing uncertainty between the individuals involved, as well as by understanding 

the responsibilities of the positions. Understanding the hypotheses, axioms, and theorems of 

URT provide information that might help explain behaviors that enable supervisors to be more 

effective. 

 Organizational assimilation theory is a systems theory developed to provide 

understanding about how communication affects a worker from childhood until retirement. 

Jablin (1982) defined organizational assimilation as “the process by which organizational 

members become a part of, or are absorbed into, the culture of an organization” (p. 256). 
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Assimilation to an organization is a dynamic process that begins with the employee’s family, 

education, peers, media, and other key influences that shape the employee’s perception of work. 

It also involves the culture of a particular organization into which the employee is seeking to be 

assimilated.  

 A four-stage model of assimilation developed by Miller and Jablin (1990) extended 

original work by Jablin (1982). In the first phase, vocational socialization, future workers receive 

information about occupations. This process begins at childhood and continues as the worker 

matures into an adult (Infante et al., 1997).  

 Anticipatory socialization is the second phase, and occurs right before a future employee 

enters into an organization, or when there is a change of position within an organization (Heath 

& Bryant, 1992). This phase involves two distinct components, vocational and organizational. 

The former refers to the determinants of performing work in a particular career, while the latter 

considers how one will fit into and influence a specific company. As Infante et al. described 

more specifically, “The process of job seeking involves interviewing, choosing an organization, 

and preparing to enter the organization” (1997, p. 342). Data for making this decision comes 

from organizational literature and interpersonal communication collected throughout the job 

search process.  

 The third phase, the encounter stage, occurs during the first few months on the job, as the 

employee begins to take the perceptions he or she has of the organization and compares them to 

the information received from coworkers, superiors, orientations, and other sources of 

information from the work place. Jablin (1985) acknowledged the dissonance that sometimes 

occurs for the employee during this time because of receiving mixed messages. An employee 

encountering incongruence between expectations and the work environment, might experience 
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role shock; if expectations and work environment match, the employee might experience role 

surprise (Infante et al., 1997).  

 Jablin (1985) believed the encounter phase significantly influences what happens during 

the fourth stage, metamorphosis. Metamorphosis is an ongoing process, as the employee and 

organization seek to influence each other to meet their unique values, attitudes, and needs. It is 

during this negotiation process that employees confirm or disconfirm their willingness to 

assimilate as members of the organization. The possible results of this phase consist of an 

employee who is content and growing, dissatisfied and complaining, or disengaging from the 

organization. 

 Organizational assimilation theory identifies key influences of communication for 

both the employee and the organization, which makes this theory applicable to the specific 

organizational culture of higher education as new members move through the four phases of 

assimilation. Because supervisors have the ability to influence much of what occurs in the last 

three phases of the new member assimilation process, CSAOs need to understand how new 

employees are assimilated into the culture of higher education, where the critical decision points 

for new employees occur, and what strategies are best to help the employee achieve a productive 

and rewarding career at the college or university. The CSAO who recognizes the professional 

and personal goals of the employee and responds in an intentional manner will begin moving 

toward what Winston and Creamer (1997) called synergistic supervision. While the theory of 

organizational assimilation does not provide rules for how best to accomplish the assimilation 

process, it does provide systemic insight that can contribute to enhancing the superior-

subordinate relationship in higher education. 
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 Uncertainty reduction theory and organizational assimilation theory provide a 

foundation for the study of supervision from the communication literature. While these two 

theories are not the primary framework on which the current study will be based, key principles 

from each provide connection points to the synergistic supervision model, which includes the 

important role supervision plays in institutions of higher education.  

The Importance of Supervision 

 Human capital is the most important resource for most organizations. Some have 

suggested that getting things done well depends on the effectiveness of the people in an 

organization and not on the organization itself. According to Winston and Creamer (1997), the 

successful administration of a student affairs division is primarily determined by the competence 

of the staff members who fill the positions, making human capital student affairs’ greatest 

resource. Supervisors often spend as much as 50% to 90% of their time communicating, and 

much of that may be face-to-face with subordinates (Schnake, Dumler, Cochran, & Barnett, 

1990). These are compelling reasons to study supervision and how to maximize the superior-

subordinate relationship. Before looking more closely at the importance of studying supervision, 

however, a review of the past definitions of supervision is needed. 

 When defining supervision, one recognizes that all employees have experienced 

supervision and have embedded concepts of what it should and should not be. However, 

supervision has not been written about extensively in student affairs literature (Carpenter et al., 

2001; Cooper, Saunders, Howell, & Bates, 2001; Saunders et al., 2000; Winston & Creamer, 

1998). This leaves the supervisor to figure out by trial and error how to supervise, rather than 

having clear guidelines from which to operate. 
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 Jablin (1979) suggested the following definition of superior-subordinate communication: 

exchanges of information and influence between organizational members, at least one of whom 

has formal authority to direct and evaluate the activities of other organizational members. This is 

a systems focus on the organizational structure and information flow from the supervisor. 

 Dalton (1996) used the term “talent development” to define supervision as an individual 

focus on the assessment of employee skills and knowledge, the design of performance goals, 

measuring outcomes, and staff training. Mills (2000) emphasized that supervision is the 

accomplishment of goals by working through others. The focus is on the organization fulfilling 

its priorities through the supervisory process by motivating and inspiring employees and 

communicating effectively the tasks to be accomplished. 

 Winston and Creamer (1997) defined supervision as the shared process that “focuses both 

on the accomplishment of organizational goals and the support of staff’s pursuit of personal and 

professional development” (p. 218). This synergistic approach to supervision is a holistic 

approach that stresses two-way communication, is systematic and ongoing, is growth oriented, 

and includes assessing goals and competencies. This definition and its framework, which will be 

explicated later, provide the foundation for studying supervision in student affairs, a critical 

component of this study for several reasons.  

 The student affairs division’s provision of service is by nature very labor intensive. Most 

student affairs practitioners spend a substantial part of each day supervising their staff members 

(Dalton, 1996). Winston and Miller (1991) suggested that 75% to 85% of the total budget in 

higher education is devoted to personnel-related costs. This reality is staggering at any level of 

cost-benefit analysis, but it accentuates the importance of supervising and of maximizing human 

resources to be fiscally responsible. External forces call for higher education to use resources 
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more wisely, as Pajak (1990) noted: “The consuming national interest in improving education 

makes the need to identify elements of outstanding supervisory practice more pressing than ever” 

(p. 78). As the scrutiny and fiscal accountability of higher education intensify, the competition 

for state and federal funds escalates. 

 The litigious culture of the United States has encouraged the importance of studying 

supervision. Dalton (1988) very pointedly warned supervisors in student affairs to never 

underestimate a personnel problem. The complex communication between supervisor and 

employee is most often what generates employee grievances. An unprepared supervisor can 

unintentionally place both self and the institution at risk, if there is inadequate communication 

about matters of job responsibility and performance to the employee. Supervision is important 

because “workers of the future, particularly those in human development fields, will have high 

expectations for a caring, nurturing supervisor. Workers are concerned about their quality of life, 

their personal and professional wellbeing, and their holistic development, including career and 

work” (Woodard & Komives, 1990, p. 232).  

 People want to have work that is significant and fulfilling, partly because the human 

spirit tends to long to do great things or, as Terkel (1974) communicated clearly, “Most people 

have work that is too small for their spirits” (p. 175). Unfortunately, research would indicate that 

supervision in student affairs contributes to reducing work to only “getting the job done.” 

Saunders et al. (2000) surveyed 321 student affairs staff members at 15 institutions about topics 

discussed during supervisory sessions, and found that most sessions emphasized the day-to-day 

operations. This led them to conclude that “Supervision seems to be perceived simply as an 

instrument to get the job done, not as an important way to foster the betterment of staff” (p. 188). 

It could be that if the superior-subordinate relationship is reduced to merely the bottom line, 
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rather than expanded to include creating a place where people see how their work and their lives 

connect to a greater purpose, then employees will either acquiesce to the organizational culture 

in which they work or seek an environment that nurtures and provides resources for them to be 

all they have been created to be. It is this potential that necessitates understanding more fully the 

artistry of what supervision means. 

 Supervision is also important because of what it provides the organization, as Eisenberg 

and Goodall (1993) pointed out with their observation that goal accomplishment within the 

organization is critically linked to the superior-subordinate relationship. This relationship is 

extremely important and most distinctive for the goal of tasks being completed, among other 

desirable outcomes for an organization. Supervision is often seen as something that is necessary 

only for problem situations within an organization (Winston & Creamer, 1997). This view 

promotes the belief that an employee who is well qualified and understands the responsibilities 

of the position will be insulted if time is wasted with supervision. However, previous research 

indicates that the quality of interaction between superiors and subordinates affects turnover, 

productivity, satisfaction, leader support, and related variables (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 

1975; Graen, Liden, & Hoel, 1982; Graen, Novak, & Sommerkamp, 1982; Graen & Schiemann, 

1978; Liden & Graen, 1980). All of these have significant ramifications that reach throughout the 

organization. 

 The need for student affairs professionals, especially CSAOs, to understand the dynamic 

of personnel management makes studying supervision important. Dalton (2003), in talking about 

human resource management, indicateed that experience in supervision is necessary for 

advancement as a professional. Therefore, studying supervision early in one’s career will provide 

a foundation that can be built upon for years to come.  
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 One aspect of the superior-subordinate relationship that cannot be overlooked is 

addressing issues of poor performance, even as research has indicated that supervisors rarely 

address poor employee performance (Saunders et al., 2000). If the purpose of supervision is to 

help the employee fulfill personal and professional goals within the organizational mission, then 

it is imperative that supervisors develop skills to enable them to speak candidly and regularly 

about performance issues and how the employee might improve. To withhold this knowledge 

impedes the employee’s ability to grow fully personally and professionally, and might be a 

contributing factor to even more costly future failures. Saunders et al. (2000) also found that 

more than half of employees studied did not receive any informal feedback in the previous year 

from their supervisors. Because of the complex responsibilities that student affairs staffs are 

being asked to perform, it is imperative that regular feedback be provided so that the employees 

can be confident that their performances are satisfactory to the supervisors. 

 Practitioners in the field of student affairs realize the importance of studying supervision, 

as Saunders & Cooper (1999) showed in their survey of 151 chief student development officers 

to determine which skills and competencies were essential for new graduates to possess. 

Personnel management, communication, and leadership were rated as three of the top four 

competencies essential to new graduates.  

 The supervision of human resources is one of the most rewarding and challenging aspects 

of student affairs administration, Dalton (2003) found. Successful employees considered it a 

privilege to be involved in partnering with others to help fulfill their personal and professional 

dreams and to accomplish the goals of the organization, sometimes describing the experiences as 

a high calling. One should not underestimate the power of walking with others to motivate, have 

faith, provide direction, correct, hope in, listen, persevere with, and care as they journey through 
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their careers. The power and importance of supervision impel the questions that direct 

researchers to discover how to maximize the effectiveness of the superior-subordinate 

relationship. 

 Because of the dynamic nature of supervision, there are an infinite number of directions 

that could be taken in studying the topic. The foundational aspect of supervision being the 

communication process with the employee, communication competence is an area that might be 

related to the effectiveness with which the supervisor is rated by employees. Therefore, this topic 

of communication competence will be reviewed in the next section to understand the history, 

definition, and previous research that informs the current research. 

Communication Competence 

Importance of Communication Competence 

 The topic of communication competence is as expansive as the topic of communication 

itself. Competence is an issue both perennial and fundamental to the study of communication. 

Communication is used in virtually every facet of human lives, but becomes a particularly salient 

feature in interviewing, conflict management and negotiation, initiation and maintenance 

relationships, of public speaking, political persuasion, social conversation, and a multitude of 

other interpersonal events (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984, p. 11). Communication competence is 

important to quality of life and has been associated with contributing to psychological health 

(Barrios, 1980), educational success (Trenholm & Rose, 1981), occupational success (Clinard, 

1979), and social effectiveness (Gottman, Gonso, & Rasmussen, 1975). Communication 

competence, even when focusing on superior-subordinate relationships, is a large and diversified 

field.  
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 The superior-subordinate literature has focused on related communication topics such as 

trust, upward influence of the supervisor, receptivity to input, open communication, 

communication style, adaptability, and conflict, to name a few. Spitzberg (2000) framed the 

issue of competent communication as:  

Communication competence is commonly defined in terms of a continuum of 
quality, ranging from bad to good. However, what constitutes “bad” and “good” is 
a considerably contested site in the field of communication (p. 103). 
 

 The complexities of the issues surrounding communication competence, as described in 

the literature in this field, form the foundation of the current study. This review casts light on the 

need to understand associations that might exist between communication competence and 

effective supervision. This review of communication competence will look at its history and 

definitions, theory considerations, and key issues that have come out of previous research. 

History and Definitions 

 Communication competence is a multidisciplinary topic that has been studied in fields 

such as clinical psychology, communication, developmental psychology, linguistics, psychiatry, 

rhetoric, and social psychology (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1989), emphasizing how Western society 

has stressed the importance of effective interpersonal behavior by many philosophical and 

scientific theorists concerned with the nature of human social relationships (Eisler, 1976). 

Communication competence’s historical roots stem from the works of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 

and other ancient rhetoricians. Aristotle codified the art of rhetoric into a set of principles so that 

it could be taught systematically. The topic of “context” is alluded to, along with how to analyze 

and adapt to one’s audience for the purpose of persuasion. According to Aristotle,  

Since the object of rhetoric is judgment [sic], . . . it is not only necessary to 
consider how to make the speech itself demonstrative and convincing, but also 
that the speaker should show himself to be of a certain character and should know 
how to put the judge into a certain frame of mind (Aristotle, trans. 1926, p. 169). 
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  While rhetoricians continue their study in communication competence, interpersonal 

competence has its early social scientific roots in the works pioneered by Thorndike (1920). 

Thorndike saw interpersonal competence as the abilities involved in understanding other people 

and acting wisely in relating to others. In the 1930s, some shifted to studying communication 

incompetence from a psychological perspective, with a focus on mental deficiency and the 

inability of people to exercise personal independence (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1989). The 

competence literature from the field of communication is more recent but has shown expansive 

work since the 1970s, with key contributions from Argyris (1957, 1965a, 1965b); Duran (1983, 

1992); Monge, Bachman, Dillard, & Eisenberg (1982); Spitzberg (1988, 1993, 1994, 1995, 

2000); Spitzberg & Cupach (1984, 1985, 1989); and Wiemann (1977).  

 One consequence of the multidisciplinary approach to communication competence is a 

huge body of fragmented literature that results in the lack of common terminology. A plethora of 

terms are used by researchers from different disciplines to explain the same concept. For 

example, communication competence has been called environmental competence, interpersonal 

competence, psychosocial competence, relational competence, social competence, and social 

skill. Communication competence is a current term that is consistently used in communication 

research, has been used in the development of key instrumentation, and will be the term used in 

the current study.  

 The rich body of communication competence literature in the last three decades has 

produced several definitions that identify the complexity and the sheer breadth of the conceptual 

frameworks surrounding the topic. Spitzberg’s (2000) questions demonstrate the lack of clarity 

and coherence present in the field of communication competence: 
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Is competence best defined by understanding, clarity, efficiency, effectiveness, 
appropriateness, or satisfaction? Is competence a set of behavioral abilities or a 
set of impressions attributed to those abilities? Is competence a state or trait? If 
competence is contextual, cultural and relational, how can we hope to develop, 
much less teach, general principles of competence? (p. 103). 
 

Many of these questions will be reviewed later in this section under key issues but are 

acknowledged at this point because they frame the intricacies of defining communication 

competence. 

 Spitzberg and Cupach defined communication competence as “the ability to adapt 

messages appropriately to the interaction context” (1984, p. 63), thus specifying a difference 

between linguistic competence, which defined competence as the knowledge of what to say, 

from a definition of competence as including the ability to perform (Chomsky, 1965). It 

introduces context as a legitimate variable, not acknowledged by linguists, that results in the field 

of communication generally implying that competence includes the ability to perform. Including 

performance ability in the definition of communication competence leads to explaining the term 

using descriptors such as social, interpersonal, and relational competence.  

 Spitzberg and Cupach defined relational competence as “the extent to which objectives 

functionally related to communication are fulfilled through cooperative interaction appropriate to 

the interpersonal context” (1984, p. 100). Burns and Farina (1984) defined social competence as 

“adequacy of behavior [sic] in interpersonal interactions” (p. 99), a focus often used in from a 

mental health perspective to look at maladaptive behaviors. Communication competence, for 

Littlejohn and Jabusch (1982), was “the ability and willingness of an individual to participate 

responsibly in a transaction in such a way as to maximize the outcome of shared meaning” (p. 

29), while Wiemann (1977) saw in communication competence “the ability of an interactant to 

choose among available communicative behaviors in order that he may successfully accomplish 
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his own interpersonal goals during an encounter while maintaining the face and line of his fellow 

interactants within the constraints of the situation” (p. 198).  

 Parks (1977) focused on the goal achievement of competence by stating, “A competent 

communicator is a person who maximizes his or her goal achievement through communication” 

(p. 1). Monge et al. (1982) identified the shortfall of many definitions in acknowledging the 

organizational context, explaining that communication competence should focus on observable 

communication behaviors and on skills relevant to facilitating interaction between persons in role 

positions such as superiors and subordinates. 

 The definition for communication competence to be used in the current study is that of 

Spitzberg and Cupach (1984, p. 63). “The ability to adapt messages appropriately to the 

interaction context” is heuristic, yet embedded in it are important criteria for competent 

communication. Four key terms in this definition will be extrapolated to clarify the definition.  

 “Ability” connotes effectiveness, a common synonym for communication competence 

(Parks, 1985). Effectiveness, in turn, is “the extent to which a communicator achieves 

objectives” (Spitzberg, 2000, p.105). In the superior-subordinate relationship, the supervisor first 

must determine the primary objectives to be achieved, so that influence can be exerted towards 

that end. The ability of the supervisor and the employee to accomplish the objectives is a key 

determinant of the effectiveness and communication competence of the supervisor. Who assesses 

competence, or locus of control, will be addressed later in this section, but is critical in 

determining the extent to which a supervisor is considered effective. 

 “Adaptability” is considered the most foundational representation of communication 

competence by Coulter and Morrow (1978) and by Smith and Greenberg (1979). It has been 

defined as “an individual’s ability to produce consistent and effective responses in others by 
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adjusting to varied situations” (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984, p. 36), while Duran (1983) defined 

communicative adaptability as the “cognitive and behavioral ability to perceive socio-

interpersonal relationships and adapt one’s interaction goals and behaviors accordingly” (p. 320). 

In the superior-subordinate relationship, a variety of physical and social environments occur that 

require the supervisor to listen carefully, select the most relevant information for the situation, 

and perform in an effective way to meet the demands of constantly varying situations (Athay & 

Darley, 1981). 

 “Appropriateness” has been defined as “the ability of an interactant to meet the 

basic contextual requirements of the situation” (Wiemann & Backlund, 1980, p. 191), and is one 

of the most accepted concepts of communication competence (Larson, Backlund, Redmond, & 

Barbour, 1978). One can demonstrate effectiveness in accomplishing a task, but if it is done in a 

way that is offensive or unacceptable to the situation – that is, not appropriately -- 

communication competence is sacrificed. A supervisor who successfully motivates an employee 

to complete a task, but does so in a verbally abusive way in front of several coworkers, acts 

inappropriately and compromises the perception of being a competent communicator. The 

verbal, relational, and environmental contexts in which one operates are crucial for attaining high 

levels of appropriateness.  

 “Context” is the final word of this definition to be reviewed. That communication is 

context bound is widely recognized, as Spitzberg (2000) explained:  

The history of the study of communication is rooted deeply in a ‘competency’ 
bias. . . . This bias creates a delusion that competent communication is little more 
than a package of discrete skills, and that these skills, once inculcated, comprise 
competence (p. 109).  
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 Many of the skills that determine competency are subjective, depending upon the context. 

While more simplistic work on competency has focused on behavior determining competency, it 

is the evaluation attributed to the behaviors that define competence (Spitzberg, 2000). 

 Spitzberg (2000) provides an architectonic of communication competence that identifies 

three key factors of context, locus, and abstraction (see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. Key domains across which communication competence varies. 
 
 The context factor includes the dimensions of culture, relationship, time, place, 

and function as important to competent communication. Supervisors must understand the 

context in which they are communicating to be viewed as competent by subordinates. 

Subordinates determine supervisor competence by observing how the CSAO communicates 

while meeting with staff, interacting with the president, speaking with faculty, disciplining a 

student, or welcoming parents at an orientation. Because it is generally agreed that 

communication competence is contextual and not a cross-situational trait, competence is best 
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assessed in terms of individuals interacting within a given setting. One may be more competent 

within a particular setting and less competent in another (Wiemann & Backlund, 1980), thus 

exemplifying the need for the current study: to focus on the association of communication 

competence to superior-subordinate relationships in higher education, that is, between CSAOs 

and their direct reports. This explication of the definition of communication competence frames 

some of the key issues addressed later in this chapter, after looking at the theories that surround 

research of communication competence. 

Theory Considerations 

 The sophistication of communication competence theory has been limited by several 

factors. As Spitzberg (1993) described it, “The concept of interpersonal [communication] 

competence has wandered the scholarly landscape for several decades. Finding permanent shelter 

in neither a home discipline nor a grounding comprehensive theory, it continues to lack coherent 

direction and focus” (p. 137). “The field [of communication competence] has sought an 

emergent grand narrative theory of competence but no candidate has yet to gain widespread 

adherence” (Spitzberg, 2000, p. 114). Theoretical gains in communication competence have been 

slow compared to the gains in measuring competence (Larson et al., 1978). While there is no 

lack of research on communication competence, there does not seem to be a clear set of 

standards for evaluation. The pragmatic approach and simplistic perception of communication 

competence research may be contributors to the slow development of a theoretical framework. 

This “how to” solution orientation provides easy, skill-based teaching, rather than wrestling with 

the complexities that surround the topic. The sheer breadth of competence may also have limited 

theory development, as Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) explained: 

Because competence is as broad as the domain of communication, a 
comprehensive theory of competence would be tantamount to a grand theory of 
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communication. . . . A theory of competence therefore, would seek to explain how 
people perform and perceive communicative behaviors. What cognitive, affective, 
and motor capacities are involved in the production of behavior and the 
coordination of complex sequences of interactive behaviors? What evaluative 
dimensions and cues do people use to assess appropriateness and effectiveness? 
These are broad and expansive questions. . . . The development of an adequate 
theory of competence will not be a rapid occurrence. Nevertheless, the task of 
seeking acceptable theoretical models is vital to the ultimate goals of 
understanding and predicting communicative behavior (p. 74). 
 

 Communication competence is ready for a viable framework that is parsimonious, 

predictive, and explanative. Two suggested frameworks of communication competence will be 

reviewed as models for the current study: action assembly theory (Greene, 1984; Greene & 

Lindsey, 1989), and the model of relational competence (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984). Social 

exchange theory and uncertainty reduction theory, two communication theories used in 

relationship development, briefly referenced in past competence literature, were found unsuitable 

as a framework for communication competence because of the lack of development of these 

theories in competence literature.  

 Action assembly theory (Greene, 1984) provides an explanation of cognitive processes 

involved in producing effective communication performances. Fundamentally, this theory posits 

that individuals use past experiences on which they draw to accomplish the desired end of 

communicating effectively. The theory begins with the assumption of two domains of  

knowledge: conceptual and procedural. Articulating the procedural knowledge is the purpose of 

the theory. Procedural knowledge refers to stored action specifications, at a range of levels of 

abstraction, upon which an individual may draw in order to accomplish his or her desired ends. 

In short, the procedural store represents those things we have learned to do, and not to do, in 

order to act efficaciously” (Greene, 1984, p. 291). The individual becomes competent not by 

storing information, but by the cognitive process of accurately organizing the information as the 
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current situation unfolds to determine the action-outcome contingencies that will be most 

competent. 

 Procedural records are differentiated by various communication functions,including 

concerns with content formulations, utterance formulation, regulatory functions, and homeostatic 

functions. These functions are hierarchically arranged, from a general conception to specific 

motor commands, into four major hierarchical levels: (1) interaction representation; (2) 

ideational representation; (3) utterance representation; and (4) sensorimotor representation. 

(Greene, 1984, p. 296) 

 Duran and Spitzberg (1995) used action assembly theory to develop a way to measure 

cognitive communication competence. They contend that  

Cognitively competent communicators think about how the other interpreted and 
responded to what was said, what communication tactics were successful and 
unsuccessful, and what could have been said. This cognitive process contributes 
to the storage and refinement of action-outcome contingencies (p. 261). 
 

 The cognitive dimension of competence involves four important mental processes that 

Duran and Spitzberg (1995) outlined and developed into the Cognitive Communication 

Competence Scale (CCCS): (1) anticipation of situational variables that have the potential to 

influence one’s communication behaviors; (2) perception of the consequences of one’s 

communication choices; (3) immediate reflection; and (4) continued reflection upon the choices 

one has made. (p. 262) 

 Action assembly theory relates to the current study in that supervisors use cognitive 

processes to draw upon procedural stores to determine which actions are most effective in 

accomplishing their desired end. This is a complex and dynamic set of mental processes whereby 

CSAOs, as supervisors, need to perceive situational variables (is this with the staff alone, with 

the president, with the board, with students; is this at the water fountain, in a meeting, at a 
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campus event; is the topic about sexual assault, the death of a student, or halftime activities at a 

basketball game); have the ability to be adaptive to those situational variables and anticipate the 

consequences of their choices; have the ability to interpret how others are responding to one’s 

communication choices and alter those choices to enhance one’s behavioral repertoire for future 

encounters; and reflect generally on performances of situations. 

 Spitzberg and Cupach introduced the model of relational competence in 1984 in 

response to the paucity of theoretical development in the field of communications competence. 

While offered as a concept, they felt it was an integrative, “gestalt” approach that was useful and 

parsimonious as a framework for thinking about communication competence (Spitzberg & 

Cupach, 1984).  

 This framework draws upon both behavioral and psychological realms of literature. The 

model of relational competence begins with seven assumptions derived from a variety of 

literature from several different disciplines. The assumptions are: 

(1) Competence is perceived appropriateness and effectiveness. 

(2) Competence is contextual. 

(3) Competence is a matter of degree. 

(4) Competence is both molar and molecular. 

(5) Competent communication is functional. 

(6) Competence is an interdependent process. 

(7) Competence is an interpersonal impression. (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984, p. 100-117) 

 The model of relational competence consists of four personal components and a 

component that considers the intricacies of the context. The four personal components are 

dynamic and interactive, and include motivation, knowledge, skill, and outcomes (Spitzberg & 
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Cupach, 1984, p. 117). The model provides a detailed description and analysis of each 

component while explicating the contextual component. The importante of the interaction effects 

among each component is made clear through practical examples.  

 If a supervisor is motivated and knowledgeable about communicating effectively, yet 

lacks the skill for a particular context, competence will be negatively affected. Because of the 

emphasis placed on context in this model, operational procedures used to measure relational 

competence are episode-specific (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984, p. 151).  

 It is suggested, however, that there are similarities in certain contexts which allow for a 

certain degree of generalizability. The model also suggests the importance of relational 

components that must be considered when assessing communication competence. This model 

relates to the current study by recognizing the importance of the context that is critical in 

superior-subordinate relationships. It identifies key personal components that affect 

communication competence in work relationships and provides a useful framework for studying 

the association that may be present between effective supervision and communication 

competence. The relational competence model informs the methodology and instrumentation of 

the current study. 

 An examination of the key issues surrounding the study of communication competence 

will illustrate the complexities of this topic. 

Key Issues 

 As the study of communication competence grows, it uncovers important questions that 

frame how one approaches the topic. Most training in Communications would provide a 

simplistic answer for “successful” communication without examining the variables to be 

considered for success. Five key issues (context, trait vs. state, locus, criteria for competence, 
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and competence as a matter of degree) will be briefly reviewed. The questions these issues raise 

exceed the answers suggested, but provide guidance to the study and research in communication 

competence. 

Context 

 As Spitzberg (2000) has pointed out, “The contextual nature of competent 

communication is accepted as axiomatic by competence theorists and is well established 

empirically” (p. 111). In other words, without the inclusion of context, the assessment of 

communication has little meaning nor is there a valid framework for understanding. Competence 

is not a cross-situational trait (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984); an individual who is perceived as 

competent in one situation may not be perceived as competent in another situation. It is not that 

norms for competence are lacking, but that these norms need to be discovered anew for each 

contextual episode (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984). Context cues are learned first in childhood -- for 

example, no yelling in a restaurant, no burping in public – and continue into adulthood – for 

example no speaking critically of a past employer in an interview). As one grows in experience 

with the reinforcement of positive and negative consequences, a person has the opportunity to be 

aware of the appropriate and effective responses in specific contexts that allow for greater 

potential to become a competent communicator. Spitzberg (2000) offers a schematic of context 

that may be used to frame key dimensions for research. The five dimensions include culture, 

relationship, time, place, and function. Culture includes the background and upbringing that 

determine effectiveness and appropriateness. Relationship is the type of connection that exists 

among interactants. There can be several layers of relationship with a single interactant, such as 

friend, coworker, relative, which adds complexity to judgments of competence. 
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 Time is connected to culture and relationship in issues such as showing up for meetings 

early or late, and in the pace and rhythm of delivering messages. Place is physical environment, 

which may change what is considered competent. Finally, function is the purpose for which the 

interaction occurs (e.g., job interview, social event, or confrontation). Context demonstrates the 

importance of studying several different situations, rather than generalizing characteristics of 

competence across situations.  

 Although there has been a large amount of research on Communications competence, the 

unique nature of higher education and student affairs necessitates research tailored to this 

context. This reinforces the importance of the current study in communication competence in 

higher education and specifically in student affairs. 

Trait vs. State 

 The debate of trait vs. state, in communication competence, is often presented 

as if these characteristics are mutually exclusive. Spitzberg and Cupach (1989) suggest 

that this polarization is not necessary, and that the approach taken will often be determined by 

the purpose of the researcher. Traits, in communication competence, are viewed as dispositional 

or attributed to an individual. States consider Communications competence in specific situations 

or occurrences. States exist only for the duration of an episode and are relatively short lived, 

while traits are considered to be relatively enduring over time.  

 Most measurements of communication competence represent traits, as shown by early 

study in communication competence that assumed that competence resides in the individual and 

is something one carries around within (Wiemann & Bradac, 1983). Incompetent messages were 

seen as the result of an accident or lack of attention to the context. 
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 Trait constructs generally lack precise predictive ability, because individuals vary 

in their competence depending upon the situation, as Spitzberg and Cupach explained: 

Because so many diverse factors such as motivation, knowledge, and context 
seem to affect social performance, a multiplicity of traits is more likely to capture 
the complex nature of interpersonal competence than is a single variable. . . . This 
suggests the possibility that competence itself is not merely a singular trait, but 
that it may be comprised of several different types of traits. (Spitzberg & Cupach, 
1989, p. 31). 
 

 Therefore, when studying communication competence, it is important to consider 

whether or not assessment is measuring traits of individuals or the state of a specific encounter. 

Spitzberg and Cupach (1989) found that interactions between trait competence and the 

situational characteristics consistently accounted for more variance than either component by 

itself. Thus, researchers need to consider carefully the purpose of the study and the 

instrumentation that will help facilitate the stated objectives. 

Locus, Criteria, and Matter of Degree 

 Locus of measurement refers to where competence resides. Spitzberg and Cupach 

(1984) identified “two critical questions: (1) Who should rate competence (actor, co-actor, or 

observer)? (2) What should be rated (behaviors or cognitions)?” (p. 94). The literature indicates 

that there are biases between self and other’s ratings of competence (Burgoon & Newton, 1991; 

Gosling, John, Craik, & Robins, 1998; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984, 1989). Spitzberg has 

developed a simple schematic of the dyadic interaction that helps one to visualize the 

components of locus (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Schematic of dyadic interaction showing three potential raters of competence and 
whose competence may be rated.  
 
 The figure illustrates the three potential raters of competence (actor, co-actor, and 

observer). The arrows indicate that the actor may rate his or her own competence (e.g., “I 

was a competent communicator), the co-actor’s competence, or the competence of the 

interaction that occurs (e.g., “The interaction was competent). When studying communication 

competence, the researcher needs to consider the questions that locus of measurement raises. The 

current study will focus on the dyadic superior-subordinate relationship. The supervisor and the 

subordinate will be asked to rate the supervisor’s competence, thereby eliminating bias of one-

party reporting.  

 What are the criteria for which communication competence should be assessed? The 

assumption is that teaching communication is little more than instructing students to master a 

defined set of skills, which will then make them competent. The academic community and others 

find comfort in perpetuating this approach. To grapple with the nature of good communication 

necessitates the removal of this bias. Spitzberg (2000) continued,  

Good communication consists of people’s subjective evaluations that a 
communicator, or a communicator’s performance or message behavior, are 
relatively appropriate and effective. . . . [one should] view the subjective 
evaluations of appropriateness and effectiveness as a function of motivation, 
knowledge and skills (p. 110).  
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 The primary shift in considering criteria for competence would change from “one is 

competent if one is motivated, knowledgeable, and skilled” to “one increases the probability of 

being perceived as competent if one is motivated, knowledgeable, and skilled.” This approach 

has more integrity for instructors and is compatible with scientific paradigms of research that 

look at the relationship between behavior and outcomes. It accounts for the unique context and 

the need for the individual to be adaptive when communicating. This primary shift also realizes 

that competence is rarely measured in absolutes but rather in matters of degree, as Spitberg and 

Cupach (1989) pointed out. Varying levels of competence range from unacceptable to masterful. 

It is tempting when speaking of communication competence to begin labeling individuals, rather 

than understanding the continuum that is represented in the assessment process. Most measures 

of competence refer to an individual’s behavior, allowing the person assessing the opportunity to 

identify degrees of competence or incompetence. 

 This review of communication competence has demonstrated the comprehensive 

nature of the topic and the complexities inherent in the study of competence. The superior-

subordinate relationship between CSAOs and their direct reports in higher education is a worthy 

context in which to study communication competence. The literature reveals that there is little or 

no research about communication competence that has been conducted in this unique context. It 

has been demonstrated through this review of literature that generalizability of communication 

competence to different contexts is of limited value. The next two sections will focus on the 

unique context of higher education and the student affairs division. This review will look at four 

culture types within higher education. It will also look at the characteristics of the student affairs 

division. 
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Culture of Higher Education Institutions 

 Higher education institutions are influenced by internal and external forces that help to 

create unique cultures and contexts for communication. This is important when considering 

superior-subordinate relationships in the division of student affairs context.  

 The context of higher education institutions is as varied as the number of institutions. 

Robert Birnbaum (1988), in How Colleges Work, provided a framework for understanding five 

institutional culture types in higher education while identifying problems of organization for 

institutions. This brief review of higher education types will provide an important context in 

which the current study is being done. While all five cultures will be explained, collegial culture 

will be given more attention because the institutions for this study most often reflect 

characteristics of the collegial institution. 

 The organizational structure of most institutions in higher education is problematic for 

those who provide leadership. This affects all aspects of the institution including the student 

affairs division. The first problem is the dualism of control. The conventional administrative 

hierarchy exists in parallel with the structure through which faculty make decisions. Neither 

system has consistent patterns of structure or delegation but is unique to each university. There is 

also a mutual disagreement regarding systems of supervision and authority. The administrative 

system is based on control and coordination of activities by superiors, while the faculty system is 

based on autonomy and individual knowledge.  

 Secondly, the mission and management in institutions are often unclear. Institutions 

simultaneously embrace a large number of goals that dilute their limited resources. No single 

organizational design can optimize all legitimate institutional interests; thus there is a significant 

amount of competition for resources within the institution.  
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 Finally, there are problems with power, compliance, and control. Power is the ability to 

produce intended change in others. Power is essential to control and coordinate the activities of 

people in organizations. The exercise of power might cause alienation, and responses by faculty 

and other groups to the power exercised upon them. It might also pose problems for the 

organization and its administration. The autonomous focus of faculty and their unwillingness to 

accept administrative authority require that higher education, as an organization, take a different 

approach to the problems of management and governance (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 The bureaucratic institution is known by its very clear structure of hierarchy and 

rational decision making. Typically bureaucratic institutions are two-year institutions where the 

emphasis is on facts and numbers. There are plenty of rules, regulations, and standards to clarify 

how positions and departments function. Efficiency characterizes the management in this 

authoritative chain of command. This is a rigid type of institution where decisions flow down 

and information flows up. Often the boards of trustees are local businessmen and the faculty is 

seen as replaceable. Close attention is paid to the fiscal aspects and the system reflects a tightly 

coupled environment for decision making (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 The political institution is often one community but made up of several coalitions. 

Everyone has a voice at the university but people usually identify with a group, not the 

institution. There is coordination through conflict that occurs as coalitions form and 

continuous negotiation happens. Usually the outcome of issues debated is not as radical 

as reported, because the end is the result of a compromise. The coalitions within a 

political institution care about power and use this to obtain their preferred outcomes. The 

mission of political institutions is multi-faceted, including research, teaching, and service, 

and the institution is in the process of “becoming.” These institutions are usually 

 46



characterized by councils, faculty senates and student organizations, and the faculty is 

strongly connected to the school (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 Anarchical institutions number the fewest, with just more than 200 in the United States. 

They are typically national research universities in which almost the entire faculty has doctorates 

in their fields. These institutions value individual faculty creativity and usually have a star 

faculty in select departments who are nationally renowned in certain fields. Faculty often have 

research projects that involve international travel. The student is not the center of importance; 

instead, the faculty enjoys this focus as evidenced by administration delegating authority to the 

faculty and deans in order for them to find solutions for the institutional problems. These 

institutions are complex and often  characterized by chaos and appear disorganized. They lack 

order, follow no rules, have little centralization, and are very flexible. Decision making is 

characterized by loose coupling and is often described as organized anarchy. These institutions 

deal with diversity of people, lifestyles, work habits, dress, ideas, religious beliefs, morals, and 

values. They hold mission statements that want to engage in the creation of knowledge, 

the free expression of ideas, and the debate of these ideas’ value. These institutions 

flourish when resources are abundant (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 Cybernetic systems integrate the other four institutional types. The cybernetic institution 

is controlled by vertical feedback loops created and reinforced by the institution’s structure and 

horizontal feedback loops embedded in the institution’s social system. The cybernetic system 

responds to a limited number of inputs to monitor and self-regulate their operation and make 

corrections and adjustments as necessary. Two types of control systems operate as 

“organizational thermostats” to help regulate the institution. The first system consists of explicit, 

structural controls manifested in organizational rules, regulations, and structures. The second 
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system includes implicit social controls developed through the interaction of individuals in 

groups that lead them toward shared attitudes and concern for group cohesion. Decision making 

in cybernetic systems consists of carrying out routine tasks when things are going well and 

making minor adjustments and subtle changes of emphasis when problems are noticed. 

Leadership adopts three approaches: If it works, keep doing it. If it’s not working, stop doing it. 

If you don’t know what to do, don’t do anything (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 Collegial institutions are often small liberal arts colleges that value teaching. It is integral 

that faculty and students interact in the classroom as a key part of the learning process. Almost 

all faculty and administrators have advanced academic or professional degrees. Faculty members 

enjoy and participate in activities within the college and often interact with students at lunches, 

forums, and social gatherings. Interaction among the faculty is constant through committees, in 

the dining room, and in the neighborhood. They meet as a whole monthly to be informed of key 

happenings on campus and to share in the campus governance process. Faculty, administration, 

and students identify with the institution, and there is often a feeling of family. Sustaining this 

sense of community requires shared sentiments and values on such matters as the general 

purposes of the organization, loyalty and agreement about institutional character, emphasis on 

consensus, shared power, and leadership that emphasizes consultation and collective 

responsibilities.  

 Hierarchy is not considered to be very important. The president is seen as “primus inter 

pares” or “first among equals.” This supports the collective leadership style in which 

administration is understood to be subordinate to the collegium in order to carry out the 

collegium’s will. The institution is lead by consensus with an emphasis on thoroughness and 

deliberation, which often does not allow for precision and efficiency in decision making. 
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Consensus does not require unanimity. An environment of open discussion, where all opinions 

can be heard, is important in decision making. If this does not occur, members will be frustrated 

and may withdraw support for issues at a later date. Leaders in a collegial institution are 

expected to influence without coercion, because most relationships are characterized by and 

depend on trust.  

 Because of the trusting relationships and common values, there is a lack of rules and 

regulations. There is a shared power between the faculty and administration. Loose coupling 

would define the environment, because directive action would challenge the assumption of 

equality. The collegial institution has a strong and coherent culture with distinctive symbols, 

rites, and myths. It is important that members “fit” with the institution’s views. Tradition, 

individuality, and teamwork are valued. The ideals and beliefs of the college transcend 

individual faculty members and are transmitted from generation to generation (Birnbaum, 1988). 

 The collegial institution provides a unique context in which to study superior-subordinate 

relationships in the student affairs division. The current study will target colleges and universities 

from the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU). Many of these institutions 

would be characterized as collegial institutions. It is the author’s belief that institutional types 

will influence the way in which employees interact with their supervisor. Looking at the unique 

characteristics of student affairs administration will also help in understanding the context of the 

current study. 

Characteristics of the Student Affairs Division 

 Student Learning Imperative: Implications for Student Affairs (ACPA, 1996) and 

Powerful Partnerships: A Shared Responsibility for Learning (AAHE, ACPA, & NASPA, 1998) 

make clear that the role of the student affairs division is to promote student learning and personal 
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development. The opportunity to achieve this primary goal is most effectively done in 

collaboration with the academic and business affairs divisions in higher education. While a 

seamless approach to student learning among different divisions within the university is critical, 

student affairs has a unique set of services and programs that are central to effective institutions 

of higher education. These functions provide important support to students. The functions that 

student affairs professionals serve most often include, but are not limited to: admissions and 

recruitment, orientation, registration, financial aid, academic advising and support services, 

international student services, college unions and student activities, counseling services, career 

development, residence life, services for students with disabilities, intercollegiate athletics, 

student health services, food services, community service and leadership programs, student 

judicial affairs, religious life programs, special student populations, commuter services, 

and program research and evaluation (Sandeen, 1991). For the student affairs professional, most 

of the context where student learning and personal development occurs is outside the classroom. 

 The administration of student affairs programs has evolved from duties that were 

part of the faculty role to specialized functions provided by professionals trained in their 

disciplines. One portrayal of student affairs administration is that it has been “a hidden 

profession insofar as there is not a direct field of undergraduate study leading to graduate 

training in this area” (Richmond & Sherman, 1991, p. 8). The discipline of student affairs 

administration and the professionalism of the field have occurred primarily in the last century in 

American higher education. In the earliest days, the responsibilities of student affairs 

practitioners resulted from faculty members’ increased focus on research and an accompanying 

decreased emphasis on responsibilities that were centered on the students’ development.  
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 Student Personnel Point of View (SPPV) (American Council on Education [ACE], 1937) 

stands as a defining document, the first statement of the functions about the profession and its 

relationship to other aspects of higher education. In this document the development of the whole 

person was highlighted as a guiding principle for the profession. In the last 40 years, theory 

development and graduate programs have been focused on the specific needs of the work and 

profession in student affairs. The education and professionalism of the student affairs division 

seems to be continually increasing as entry level positions often require graduate degrees and 

professionals often serve in those entry roles for several years. The expectation by campuses is 

that administrators in student affairs at all levels be experts in higher education, knowledgeable 

in learning models and pedagogy, while being able to provide leadership to significant 

programmatic elements and services to the institution. 

 The CSAO has emerged as a critical member of the institutional leadership team 

(Sandeen, 1991). There are several roles that the CSAO serves; the most important are manager, 

mediator, and educator. Creamer, Winston, and Miller (2001) build upon this work by providing 

a model applicable to all student affairs administrators. They explicate three similar domains that 

constitute the principle roles of student affairs administration: educator, leader, and manager. 

 The educator domain is foundational in that the student affairs administrador collaborates 

with the faculty and other staff to provide an enriched learning environment for students. “The 

educative role must ensure that the college or university functions over which the administrator 

presides are actively and unswervingly engaged in promoting both individual and community 

development” (Creamer et al., 2001, p. 6). Student affairs administrators educate students both in 

and out of the classroom. They also provide the opportunity for students to express themselves in 

those areas where they have interest, a vital aspect of a student’s learning and personal 
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development. Table 1 provides a list of behavioral characteristics of the student affairs educator 

as developed by Creamer et al. (2001, p. 14). 

 The leader domain suggests that the student affairs administrator will provide resources 

(human, physical, and fiscal) to support the activities which enhance student learning and 

personal development. Being a positive catalyst for change rather than just responding to change 

is also an understood principle of leadership for the student affairs administrator. Leadership in 

this unique context must incorporate entrusting people to make decisions, providing a coherent 

structure for good decision making, building commitment, and crafting a shared vision (Senge, 

1990). “Relational leadership requires the leader be self-aware, be open to differences and values 

in all perspectives, and practice listening skills, building coalitions, and effective civil discourse” 

(Creamer et al., 2001, p. 17). One of the unique opportunities the student affairs administrator 

has is to serve as a conscience of the campus.  

 While ethical standards exist, such as those of the Council for the Advancement of 

Standards (Miller, 1999), the student affairs administrator has a responsibility to translate these 

to the institution so that students learn in a safe environment. Essential attributes for student 

affairs leaders were identified by Clement and Rickard (1992): integrity, commitment, and 

tenacity. Yukl (1998) listed key behavioral characteristics associated with leadership, which are 

shown in Table 2 (see page 63). 

 The manager domain entails the oversight and stewardship of resources so that the 

mission of the university and the goals of the student affairs division are accomplished. 

Birnbaum (2000) states, “Good management is essential for institutional success” (p. 239); 

“higher education does not need more good management techniques; it needs more good 

managers” (p. 240). “Student affairs administrators must be knowledgeable about and skillful in 
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the management of human resources, institutional planning, assessment of programs and 

environments, budgeting, and use of technology and information systems” (Winston, Torres, 

Carpenter, McIntire, & Petersen, 2001, p. 23).  

 Human resource management is a foundational component of student affairs 

management. The student affairs division will never be better than the people working in it. Not 

only do student affairs managers supervise professional staff, but they often supervise large 

paraprofessional staffs of students. It is important to consider how staff will be selected, trained, 

and empowered. Planning and assessment entails the ability to establish and articulate a vision in 

which staff members take ownership while evaluating the outcomes.  

 Often, the priorities of the student affairs division can be understood by looking at the 

budget. Student affairs managers must be able to understand, represent, and prioritize budgets 

such that they support the student learning environment. Technology and information systems 

are tools to be used in decision making. This information helps administrators accomplish four 

critical roles: architect (constructors of vision, goals, and objectives), facilitator of change, 

educators and learners, and policymaker (proactive recommendation of appropriate policy and 

guidelines) (Ausiello & Wells, 1997). Good managers will constantly analyze and interpret 

information in making decisions and liberally provide this information to peers for their 

participation in making decisions. Table 3 (see page 65) provides a list of behavioral 

characteristics of managers (Yukl, 1998). Creamer et al. (2001) explicated five characteristics 

necessary to student affairs professionals: (a) theory-based practice, (b) adherence to ethical 

standards, (c) professional involvement, (d) advocacy for students, and (e) contribution to the 

educational process.  
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 Along with all the roles and characteristics previously mentioned, this study will also be 

shaped by the collegial nature of the institutions and the faith-based mission that guides each 

campus. These roles and characteristics create a sense of calling for student affairs professionals. 

The responsibilities carried out by student affairs professionals at these particular institutions are 

grounded in the purposes of preparing men and women to be transformational agents of change 

in an ever-changing and desperately needy world. In this context, the job is more a lifestyle of 

investment in students and service than a series of tasks to be completed. The hope that this work 

can have long-lasting impact provides a unique context in which to study superior-subordinate 

relationships and their association with communication competence. 

 The final section of this chapter will look at the model of synergistic supervision 

developed by Winston and Creamer. It is this approach to supervision that will be a key 

determinant in the current study’s research. 

Synergistic Supervision 

 “Human capital is higher education’s principal resource, development of which is 

its raison d’etre. Through its staffing practices, an institution acts out its fundamental values 

about the importance and worth of people and the ultimate purposes of the institution” (Winston 

& Creamer, 1997, p. 1). A significant portion of most student affairs administrators’ day is 

invested in supervising their professional, support, and paraprofessional staff members (Dalton, 

1996). The largest part of any institution’s budget, generally at least 75% to 80%, is dedicated to 

personnel cost (Winston & Miller, 1991). In response to those two facts and the dearth of 

literature on supervision in student affairs, Winston and Creamer (1997) developed an integrated 

model of staffing, where synergistic supervision was born. This integrated approach to staffing 

includes five interlinked activities: recruitment and selection, orientation to new position, 
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supervision, staff development, and performance appraisal. More recently, Conley (2001) added 

a sixth, separation. Separation, as a concept, is congruent with the theory of organizational 

assimilation (Jablin, 1982), reviewed earlier in this chapter. This model of staffing practices is 

informed by these values in student affairs: whole person development, “human dignity 

(including freedom, altruism, and truth), equality (including individuals and groups), and 

community (including justice)” (Winston & Creamer, 1997, p. 15). 

 Supervision in this staffing model “is the linchpin that holds the other components of the 

model together” (Winston & Creamer, 1997, p. 42). Administrators in higher education are 

ultimately evaluated on how well they maximize the use of fiscal and human resources. What 

one accomplishes with these two resources is the strongest determinant of that person’s 

effectiveness as a leader. The erosion of confidence from the public and the increased 

competition for state and federal resources demand that higher education be increasingly 

productive. “The connection between the quality of staffing practices in student affairs and the 

quality of educational services delivered to students is direct and powerful” (Winston & 

Creamer, 1997, p. 12). The university must fully develop the human talent it has because 

additional resources are not likely to be added in any significant way. This is where the 

supervisor must be prepared to dynamically engage, lead, and empower members of the student 

affairs division to fulfill their calling and the mission and goals of the university. 

 Winston and Creamer (1997) suggest a radically new approach to supervision in 

student affairs called synergistic supervision. Synergistic supervision is defined as  

a management function intended to promote the achievement of institutional goals 
and to enhance the personal and professional capabilities and performance of 
staff. . . . Furthermore, it is based on joint effort, requires two-way 
communication, focuses on competences, and is growth oriented, goal based, 
systematic and ongoing, and holistic (Winston & Creamer, 1997, p. 42). 
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 Winston and Creamer explicate each term in the above definition to provide a detailed 

description. For instance, under “focus on competence,” four areas of competence are identified 

and discussed: knowledge and information, work-related skills, personal and professional 

development skills, and attitudes (1997, p. 199). They provide clear recommendations and 

research-based reasoning for the terminology used. The development of this model for staffing 

practices and specifically synergistic supervision is informed by theory, data, and practice. Each 

of the authors has held several administrative roles in student affairs and has taught for more than 

25 years in student personnel and higher education programs.  

 Winston and Creamer (1997) begin with a review of the literature that demonstrates that 

supervision in student affairs was virtually void of evidence to inform practice. This was later 

confirmed by a meta-analysis, conducted by Cooper, Saunders, Howell, and Bates (2001), which 

analyzed supervision-related literature over the past 30 years. During that time, there were only 

145 supervision-related articles. Most were limited by reporting only best practices; fewer than 

10 used a validated instrument in their research. 

 This synergistic model was also born out of a qualitative case study method that  

included eight institutions, two from each of four Carnegie classifications, and a comprehensive 

quantitative 100-item survey sent to nearly 500 randomly selected institutions in four Carnegie 

classifications and three geographic regions. The case studies yielded rich information about the 

milieu of the campuses as researchers visited each campus and conducted individual and division 

interviews. The quantitative Surrey gathered the first comprehensive national information on 

staffing practices in student affairs. 

 It is from this model that continued research has occurred, including that by Saunders, 

Cooper, Winston, and Chernow (2000), which resulted in the development of the Synergistic 
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Supervision Scale (SSS). The SSS was developed to provide key information on effective staff 

supervision in higher education settings, which will help both practitioners and researchers. 

 The SSS was designed to assess staff members’ perceptions of various aspects of 

their current supervisory relationship and activities. The scale measures staff member 

perceptions of the following supervisor behaviors: concern about staff members’ personal and 

career development, equitable staff treatment, management that encourages productivity, 

cooperative problem solving with staff, systematic goal setting, and two way communication and 

mutual feedback (Saunders et al., 2000, p.183). SSS development began with a review of student 

affairs, higher education, and business management literature to determine what components 

should be assessed; 30 items were chosen. The 30-item instrument was then administered to 114 

professional and support staff at four institutions to create the final version of the instrument.  

 The second data collection was administered at 11 institutions of four separate Carnegie 

classifications. Completed surveys were received from 312 staff members of the 11 institutions. 

During the second data collection, 22 items from the Student Affairs Staffing Survey, Form B 

(Winston & Creamer, 1997), were administered to investigate the relationship between the SSS 

and perceived supervisor behavior. Staff members are asked to assess the frequency of certain 

supervisor behaviors, including topics discussed during supervision, frequency of performance 

appraisal, and frequency of supervisory sessions. The result of this multistep process is a sound 

instrument that measures key constructs of synergistic supervision. The SSS will be used in this 

study to measure effective supervision. 

 Throughout the synergistic supervision model and the development of the SSS were 

constant references to the importance of communication in supervision. With both the synergistic 

model and the SSS being relatively new, there has been no known research conducted to see 
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what relationship exists between the communication competence of a supervisor and supervisory 

effectiveness. Saunders et al. (2000) see the need for “additional investigation of the 

psychometric properties of the SSS” and for additional research “to more adequately ascertain 

the link between perceptions of synergistic supervision and desired individual or organizational 

outcomes” (p. 191). 

Conclusion 

 Understanding more fully the intricacies and complexities of effective supervision 

in the unique context of higher education is the basis of this study. The above-referenced works 

begin to develop the merit of studying the relationship between Communications competence of 

CSAOs and effective supervision in the context of higher education. Moreover, the theoretical 

evidence of uncertainty reduction theory (Lester, 1987), organizational assimilation theory 

(Jablin, 1982), action assembly theory (Greene, 1984), relational competence model (Spitzberg 

& Cupach, 1984), higher education (Birnbaum, 1988), and synergistic supervision model 

(Winston & Creamer, 1997) are compelling reasons to research the relationship between 

communication competence and effective supervision within the division of student affairs. A 

desired outcome of this research is to aid student affairs professionals  in becoming more 

effective supervisors so that they can maximize the human resource of their staffs as they seek to 

prepare students to be transformational change agents in this world (see Tables 1, 2, and 3).  
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Table 1  
 
Behavioral Characteristics of Educators 
 
Category Brief Description 

Lecturing 
Making oral presentations of facts, theories, or information; relating personal 
experiences; telling how to do something; providing illustrative examples or 
approaches; reporting research findings 

Demonstrating 
Displaying behavior or manipulating equipment to explicate a principle, teach a 
process, or exhibit an approach 

Advising 

Listening to interests and concerns; aiding in identification of available resources; 
explaining institutional rules and procedures or laws; initiating cooperative 
problem solving; challenging unexamined assumptions, beliefs, and prejudices; 
providing emotional support      

Coaching 

Showing how to do something; offering suggestions; providing feedback about 
quality of performance; providing opportunities for practice in achieving mastery; 
helping perfect an activity; praising exemplary performance (usually done one-
on-one)                                                                                                 

Modeling 
Showing by example; allowing self to be observed         

                                                                                                                                     

Facilitating 

Assisting an individual or group to make meaning of experiences; encouraging 
expression of feeling and examination of effects on others; encouraging 
discussion of ideas and exploration of implications; enabling democratic decision 
making                                               

Learning 
Gaining knowledge and skill through study and/or self-analysis; being a lifelong 
learner                                                                                                                           

Researching Seeking understanding of facts, theories, or conditions through systematic inquiry 

Evaluating 
Providing critique of ideas, performance, or product reflecting a comparison with 
a standard of excellence; correcting mistakes or errors                 

Collaborating 
Engaging jointly with others to accomplish a goal; joining individual or group in 
solving a problem or learning new material; participating as an equal in collective 
process 

Structuring 

Providing assignments/tasks designed to explicate subject matter; creating 
exercises/opportunities for practice; identifying resources; offering a framework 
for examination of ideas, beliefs, values, research methods, finding; 
creating/reinforcing psychosocial environment conducive to learning 
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Table 2  
 
Behavioral Characteristics of Leaders 
 
Category Brief Description 
Planning and 
Organizing 

Determining long-term objectives and strategies, allocating resources 
according to priorities, assigning responsibilities to staff; determining how 
to improve coordination and effectiveness of organizational unit 

Problem Solving Identifying and analyzing work-related problems; acting decisively to 
implement solutions 

Clarifying Roles 
and Objectives 

Assigning tasks, providing direction on how to do work; clearly 
communicating responsibilities, task objectives, deadlines, and performance 
expectations                                        

Informing Disseminating relevant information about decisions, plans and activities; 
answering questions and requests for information 

Consulting 
 

Checking with people before making changes that affect them; encouraging 
suggestions for improvement; inviting participation in decision making; 
incorporating the ideas of others in decisions                        

Delegating Allowing subordinates to have substantial responsibility and discretion in 
carrying out activities, handling problems, and making important decisions 

Supporting Acting friendly and considerate; being patient and helpful; showing 
empathy and support when someone is upset or anxious; listening to 
complaints and problems; looking out for someone’s interests 

Developing and 
Mentoring 

Providing coaching and helpful career advice; doing things to facilitate 
staff’s skill acquisition, professional development, and career advancement     

Managing Conflict 
and Team Building 

Facilitating constructive resolution of conflict; encouraging cooperation, 
teamwork, and identification with the unit 

Networking Socializing informally; developing contacts with persons who are sources of 
information or support; maintaining contact over time 

Recognizing Providing praise and recognition for effective performance, significant 
achievements, and special contributions 

Rewarding Providing or recommending tangible rewards for effective performance, 
significant achievement, and demonstrated competence 

 

 60



 61

Table 3  
 
Behavioral Characteristics of Managers 
 
Category Brief Description 
Supervising Improving the performance of subordinates by working with them to analyze 

work behaviors and developing strategies to build on strengths and overcome 
weaknesses 

Planning and 
Organizing 

Formulating short-term plans; developing budgets; translating long-term plans 
into operational goals; recommending and developing policies and procedures 

Decision Making Making decisions in unstructured situations with incomplete information; 
authorizing deviations from policy to meet demands of new situation 

Monitoring 
Indicators 

Monitoring internal and external factors and forces that may affect unit, 
division, or institution and students 

Controlling Developing schedules; assessing benefits and costs of programs and services; 
analyzing operational effectiveness   

Representing Answering questions; responding to complaints; promoting a positive image of 
the unit, division, and institution 

Coordinating Communicating with internal and external publics; meeting schedules and 
deadline; solving problems; maintaining smooth working relationships with 
peers; mediating disagreements and conflicts between key individuals 

Consulting Keeping current with developments in the field; introducing new techniques 
and technologies into the organization; acting as an expert advisor or trouble-
shooter for others in the institution 

Administering Performing basic activities such as locating information on policies and 
procedures; analyzing routine information; maintaining detailed and accurate 
records and documents 



CHAPTER 3  

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 The research of communication competence and the need to study it in many unique 

contexts is accepted axiomatically by theorists and is well established empirically (Spitzberg, 

2000). Very little research on communication competence has been conducted with professionals 

in the context of higher education, and no known study in the context of student affairs. Equally, 

there is a paucity of research in student affairs that has focused on supervision (Saunders, 

Cooper, Winston, & Chernow, 2000; Winston & Creamer, 1997). As resources for higher 

education decrease and accountability for production increases, it will be necessary for student 

affairs supervisors to maximize use of fiscal and human resources. Staff members in student 

affairs will want supervisors to invest in them personally and professionally, and to partner with 

them in creating cogent career paths. 

 This study investigated the reslationship between communication competence of chief 

student affairs officers (CSAOs) and effective supervision, with the goal of contributing to the 

communication competence literature by looking at the unique context of student affairs in 

higher education. Of particular interest was adding to the research on supervision in student 

affairs, and contributing research to the model of synergistic supervision and the Synergistic 

Supervision Scale (SSS). The 102 institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and 

Universities (CCCU) were investigated. Because the number of universities was manageable, 

this survey studied a cross-section of the entire universe of CCCU institutions. 
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Research Design 

 A correlational design was used for this study. The research involved online data 

collection using two surveys for CSAOs and their direct reports at CCCU institutions. This 

qualitative study looked at the relationships between perceived levels of synergistic supervision 

and communication competence of the CSAO as rated by the direct reports. 

Population 

 The survey population for this research consisted of CSAOs and their direct reports at the 

102 CCCU institutions. Together, these populations represented the entire universe for CSAOs 

and their direct reports at CCCU institutions at the time of the study. A list of institutions and 

CSAOs was gathered from the CCCU website (www.cccu.org) directory (see Appendix 3). 

Member institutions in the CCCU must have strong commitments to Christ-centered higher 

education, have non-probationary regional accreditations, and offer comprehensive 

undergraduate curricula. The CCCU was founded in 1976 with 38 members, and has grown to 

102 members in North America and 71 affiliate institutions in 24 countries. 

 The CCCU was chosen as the population of institutions because it has representative 

institutions in every region of the United States. The number of institutions, 102, was 

manageable, allowed for this initial study to inform more broad-based study, and allowed the 

author to contribute to the professionalism of supervision in Christian higher education. 

 CSAOs of member CCCU institutions have oversight of several functional areas within 

student affairs: academic advising, admissions/enrollment management, adult learning services, 

assessment/research, athletics, career services, commuter services, counseling, disabled student 

services, financial aid, food service, health services, international students, intramurals, judicial 

affairs, leadership development, multicultural affairs, orientation, residence life, retention, 
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security, service learning, spiritual life, student activities, student ministries, student union, and 

teaching. The number of direct reports to the CSAO and the breadth of responsibility held by 

direct reports varied by institution. The direct reports often were responsible for major 

departments within the student affairs division, and had budgetary and personnel responsibility. 

Instrumentation and Procedures for Data Collection 

Synergistic Supervision Scale (SSS) 

 This study employed the Synergistic Supervision Scale (SSS) (Saunders et al., 2000) to 

examine the perception of synergistic supervision among participants (see Appendix A). The 

SSS was developed for student affairs administrators in higher education to better understand 

what contributes to effective staff supervision in higher education settings. The SSS includes 22 

items developed by studying literature related to supervision, student affairs, higher education, 

and business management. Respondents rate how frequently each described behavior or activity 

occurred using a 5-point scale (1 = never or almost never; 2 = seldom; 3 = sometimes; 4 = 

often; 5 = always or almost always). 

 Synergistic supervision (Winston & Creamer, 1997) was used as the framework to 

operationally define effective supervision. Synergistic supervision is defined as  

a management function intended to promote the achievement of institutional goals 
and to enhance the personal and professional capabilities and performance of 
staff. . . .  Furthermore, it is based on joint effort, requires two-way 
communication, focuses on competences, and is growth oriented, goal based, 
systematic and ongoing, and holistic (Winston & Creamer, 1997, p. 42).  
 

 The essential elements measured by the SSS included perceptions of the following 

supervisor behaviors: concern about staff members’ personal and career development, equitable 

staff treatment, management that encourages productivity, cooperative problem solving with 
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staff, systematic goal setting, and two-way communication and mutual feedback (Saunders et al., 

2000, p. 183). 

 Reliability and validity data for the SSS were calculated by the authors of the instrument 

(Saunders et al., 2000) and are presented below. The internal consistency reliability of the SSS 

was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The 22 SSS items had an alpha coefficient of 

.94. The range of item-total correlations was .44 to .75. 

 Concurrent validity of the scale was calculated by correlating the SSS scores with the 

scores of the Index of Organizational Reaction (IOR) (Smith, 1976) and the Organizational 

Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ) (Porter and Smith, 1970). The Person product-moment 

correlation between the IOR and SSS was .91 (n = 275, p < .001) and between the OCQ and SSS 

was .64 (n = 275, p < .001). 

Communicator Competence Questionnaire (CCQ) 

 The Communicator Competence Questionnaire (CCQ) (Monge, Backman, Dillard, & 

Eisenberg, 1982) was used by direct reports to rate communication competence of self and the 

CSAO (see Appendix D). Modifications were made in the development of the CCQ to represent 

organizational research within the communication competence construct. Permission to use the 

CCQ was obtained from the International Communication Association (ICA) (see Appendix E).  

 The CCQ was the first instrument developed to study competence from an organizational, 

rather than an interpersonal, perspective. The 12-item CCQ assesses either superior or 

subordinate communicative competence and evaluates two factors: encoding and decoding. 

Communication competence instruments often focus on encoding (how one expresses oneself), 

but the CCQ also evaluates decoding (how well the individual is listening). The CCQ allowed 

investigation from a relationship of self, other, or observer perspectives of competence. “The 7-
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point response scale (YES!, YES, yes, ?, no, NO, NO!) was adapted from the Predisposition 

toward Verbal Behavior (Mortensen, Arantson, & Lustig, 1977) instrument” (Rubin, Palmgreen, 

& Sypher, 1994, p. 130). 

 Internal consistency and reliability of the CCQ was reported by Monge et al. (1982) with 

encoding and decoding subscales ranging from .81 to .87, with an average of .85 for both 

supervisors and subordinates. Smith and DeWine (1989) used a repeated measures design with 

the CCQ where the coefficient alpha was computed for each occasion on all subjects: .93, .91, 

.93, and .89. The CCQ was used by Papa and Tracy (1988) to measure the relationship between 

communicative ability and employee performance. Reliability for the CCQ was measured with a 

coefficient alpha of .98.  

 Convergent validity was studied by comparing each competence factor for both 

supervisors and subordinates with two global, single-item measures of competence (Monge et 

al., 1982). One item read, “In general my supervisor (subordinate) is a very effective 

communicator;” the other read, “Overall my supervisor (subordinate) is a competent 

communicator.” All correlation coefficients were high; the mean correlation was .74. Smith and 

DeWine (1989) repeated the same study on convergent validity with scores for female 

communicators, the correlations ranged from .71 to .86. For the male communicators, the 

correlations ranged from .66 to .81. 

Demographic Information 

 Demographic information collected included: size of institution: (1) 999 and under, (2) 

1,000 – 1,999, (3) 2,000 – 2,999, and (4) 3,000 plus; number of total professional staff for which 

the CSAO has oversight; number of direct reports; age; sex; ethnicity; education; years in the 

field; years in current position; and topics covered during supervisory sessions (25 items of 
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supervision received for the direct reports and 27 items of supervision given for the CSAO). The 

items addressing topics covered during supervision came from the Student Affairs Staffing 

Survey, Form B (Winston & Creamer, 1997). 

Variables 

 The independent variable(s) included: effective supervision, measured by the SSS; 

supervisor/subordinate gender; supervisor/subordinate race; supervisor/subordinate number of 

years in student affairs administration and in their current positions; frequency of supervision 

received by the direct report. The dependent variable(s) included communication competence, 

measured by the CCQ.  

Data Collection Procedures 

 An e-mail (see Appendix F) sent to each CSAO at each of the 102 CCCU institutions 

explained the nature of the research, communicated the incentives, and requested each CSAO’s 

participation in this study. Each CSAO was asked for a preferred e-mail address along with the 

names, titles, and e-mail addresses of each CSAO’s direct reports. Upon receiving complete 

information from the CSAOs, cover letters (see Appendices G and H) and the survey were sent 

electronically to the individual e-mail addresses of the CSAOs and each direct report. The 

CSAOs filled out demographic information and self-assessments on the CCQ and SSS. The 

direct reports filled out demographic information, self-assessments of the CCQ, and assessments 

of their supervisors on the CCQ and SSS.  

 Online data collection was used for this study because of the benefits it provides over 

paper surveys. The online instruments increased response rate, protected confidentiality of the 

direct reports as they assessed their supervisors by having the submission of their surveys come 

directly to the author, reduced the number of errors, saved time and money in data entry, and 
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reduced the number of missing values. Subjects were prompted to return to unanswered 

questions before being allowed to submit the survey. Subjects were given three weeks to 

complete the survey. E-mails were sent at the beginning of the second and third weeks reminding 

the CSAOs and the direct reports of their desires to participate in the survey, the incentives, and 

a direct link to the survey if they had not yet completed the survey. Contact information for the 

author, major professor, and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was provided, allowing 

subjects the opportunity to ask questions or communicate concerns about the study. 

Data Analyses 

 The data were analyzed using SPSS® 14.0 statistical and data management package 

(SPSS Inc., Chicago, www.spss.com) for statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics (mean, 

median, mode, frequencies, etc.) were run for all subjects to determine patterns, trends, and 

similarities and differences. Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to determine if there 

was a correlation between synergistic supervision and communication competence. A t-test was 

run to look at the self-evaluations of the CSAOs on the SSS, and the direct reports’ evaluations 

of the CSAOs on the SSS. Pearson correlation was first run between the CSAO self-evaluations 

on the SSS and the direct reports’ evaluations of the CSAOs on the CCQ. Then Pearson 

correlation was run between the direct reports’ evaluations of the supervisors on the SSS, and the 

direct reports’ evaluations of the supervisors on the CCQ. 

Expected Outcomes 

 Research Question 1: Is there a difference between the CSAO’s perceived self-reported 

level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of 

synergistic supervision? The synergistic supervision scores associated with the direct reports 
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were expected to be lower than those of the CSAOs. Items with coefficients at the 0.10 level 

were deemed statistically significant. 

 Research Question 2: Is there a correlation between the CSAO’s perceived self-reported 

level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s communication 

competence? 

 Research Question 3: Is there a correlation between the direct report’s evaluation of the 

CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level 

of communication competence? A positive correlation was expected between the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of 

the CSAO’s level of communication competence. 



CHAPTER 4  

RESULTS 

 This chapter presents the statistical results obtained from the data analysis. The first 

section describes the preliminary analyses, which included reliability analyses and correlation 

coefficients among the scale scores. The second section describes the primary analyses, and 

examines each research question and the associated statistical analyses conducted. Results are 

explained in the text and in tables when relevant. This chapter concludes with a summary of the 

findings. All data analysis was conducted with SPSS® statistical and data management package 

(SPSS Inc., Chicago, www.spss.com) for Windows 14.0. 

Data Collection and Response Rate 

 Data for this study were collected through the use of an online survey consisting of the 

Synergistic Supervision Scale (Winston & Creamer, 1997) (SSS, 22 questions), the 

Communicator Competence Questionnaire (Monge, Bachman, Dillard, & Eisenberg, 1982) 

(CCQ, 12 questions), topics covered during supervisory sessions from the Student Affairs 

Staffing Survey Form B (Winston & Creamer, 1997) (25 questions for direct reports and 27 

questions for chief student affairs officers), and demographic data. An online format was chosen 

because the study was national in scope and response rate would be maximized. 

 E-mails sent to 102 chief student affairs officers (CSAOs) working at Council for 

Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) member institutions described the study and its 

implications, requested their participation, requested preferred contact e-mail addresses for them 

and their direct reports, and described incentive prizes offered by the researcher for participation 

in the study (see Appendix H). Fifty-two CSAOs agreed to participate. An initial e-mail was sent 

to each CSAO and direct report with a link to the survey. Three additional reminder e-mails were 

 70

http://www.spss.com/


sent to those who had not responded within a reasonable length of time. The return rate was 50 

surveys from CSAOs and 217 surveys from direct reports. Of the 50 usable surveys completed 

by CSAOs, 5 surveys were excluded from further analysis for the following reasons: 1 CSAO 

entered data twice, 2 CSAOs didn’t have matching direct report surveys, and 2 CSAOs didn’t 

provide institution codes and thus could not be matched with direct report surveys for analysis. 

Thus, 45 CSAO surveys were included in the primary analyses.  

 Surveys from direct reports were used only if they had matching surveys completed by 

the CSAO from the same institutions. Of the 226 surveys completed by direct reports, 8 were 

excluded for the following reasons: 2 didn’t have matching CSAOs, and 6 didn’t provide 

institutional codes and thus could not be matched with their CSAO surveys for analysis. Because 

the study required direct reports to evaluate the CSAOs on the SSS and the CCQ, it was 

necessary to have at least one direct report survey completed for each CSAO. This resulted in a 

response rate of 44%. 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Preliminary analyses were used in the study to evaluate the psychometric properties of 

the scales. Tables 4 and 5 below list the abbreviations and descriptions of measures used in this 

study. 
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Table 4  
 
Chief Student Affairs Officer Instrument Abbreviations 
 
Abbreviation Description 
vpinstsz Size of institution 
vptotsta Total number of professional staff supervised      
vpdirrep Number of direct reports 
vpage Age 
vpsex Gender 
vpeth Ethnicity 
vpeduc Education 
vpstuaff Number of years in the field of student affairs 
vpcurpos Number of years in current position 
vpssstot Mean total for self-reporting on the Synergistic Supervision Scale 
vpcqtot Mean total for self-reporting on the Communication Competence 

Questionnaire 
 
Table 5  
 
Direct Reports Instrument Abbreviations 
 
Abbreviation Description 
drdirrep Number of individuals who report to the direct report 
drage Age 
drsex Gender 
dreth Ethnicity 
dreduc Education 
drstuaff Number of years in the field of student affairs 
drcurpos Number of years in current position 
dryrsrep Number of years reporting to the current CSAO 
dreverap Have you ever applied to be the CSAO at the current institution? 
drssstot The aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSAO in the Synergistic 

Supervision Scale 
drcqsetot The aggregated mean total for self-reporting on the Communication 

Competence Questionnaire 
drcqsutot The aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSAO on the 

Communication Competence Questionnaire 
 

Reliability Analyses 

 Reliability analyses were calculated on the scale scores obtained from all the instruments. 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were used as the measure of reliability. Higher alpha coefficients 

are associated with greater score reliability. The reliability coefficients for all of the scale scores 
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are provided below. For the total of Vice Presidents’ Self-reported Scores on the Synergistic 

Supervision Scale (VPSSSTOT), the alpha coefficient was .748. For the total of Vice Presidents’ 

Self-reported Scores on the Communication Competence Questionnaire (VPCQTOT), the alpha 

coefficient was .654.  

 The alpha coefficient for the total of Direct Reports’ Scores Evaluating Vice Presidents 

on the Synergistic Supervision Scale (DRSSSTOT) was .910. The alpha coefficients for the total 

of Direct Reports’ Scores Evaluating Vice Presidents on the Communication Competence 

Questionnaire (DRCQSUTOT), was .840 and the total of Direct Report’s Self-reported Scores on 

the Communication Competence Questionnaire (DRCQSETOT), was .772. The reliability 

statistics indicated that the scales produced reliable scores and therefore were included in further 

analyses. 

Descriptive Characteristics of CSAOs 

 Tables 6 and 7 present the demographic characteristics of CSAO respondents. As 

indicated in this table, the typical respondent was a 46.8-year-old male (71.1%), 

Caucasian (91.1%), supervising 34.6 staff, with 7.51 direct reports. The CSAO averaged 

being in the field of student affairs 16.6 years, and serving in the current role as CSAO 

for 7.42 years. 
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Table 6  
 
Chief Student Affairs Officer Demographic Variables 
 
Demographic Variable N Frequency Valid % 

1 (<1,000) 45   5 11.1 
2 (1,000-1,999) 45 19 42.2 
3 (2,000-2,999) 45 10 22.2 vpinstsz 

4 (3,000+) 45 11 24.4 
1 (male) 45 32 71.1 vpsex 2 (female) 45 13 28.9 
1 (African-American) 45   2   4.4 
2 (Asian) 45   1   2.2 
3 (Caucasian) 45 41 91.1 
4 (Hispanic) 45   0   0.0 

vpeth 

5 (Other) 45   1   2.2 
1 (Bachelor’s) 44   0   0.0 
2 (Master’s) 44 22 50.0 
3 (Doctorate) 44 21 47.7 vpeduc 

4 (Other) 44   1   2.3 
     
Abbreviation Description for CSAO   
vpinstsz Size of Institution 
vpsex Gender 
vpeth Ethnicity 
vpeduc Education 
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Table 7  
 
Chief Student Affairs Officer Demographic Variables 
 
Demographic Variable N Minimum Maximum M 
vptotsta 45 6.00 89.00 34.60 
vpdirrep 45 1.00 19.00   7.51 
vpage 45 33.00 65.00 46.82 
vpstuaff 45 2.00 32.00 16.60 
vpcurpos 45 1.00 21.00   7.42 
vpssstot 45  3.57   4.86   4.21 
vpcqtot 45  3.55   4.92   4.24 
Abbreviation Description for CSAO 
vptotsta Total number of professional staff supervised 
vpdirrep Number of direct reports 
vpage Age 
vpstuaff Number of years in the field of student affairs 
Abbreviation Description for CSAO 
vpcurpos Number of years in current position 
vpssstot Mean total for self-reporting on the Synergistic Supervision 

Scale 
vpcqtot Mean total for self-reporting on the Communication 

Competence Questionnaire 
 

Descriptive Characteristics of Direct Reports 

 Tables 8 and 9 present the demographic characteristics of direct report respondents. As 

indicated in this table, the typical respondent was a 41.4 year old male (54%), Caucasian 

(92.1%), in the field of student affairs 9.4 years, serving in the current role 5.7 years, and 

reporting to the current CSAO for 4.1 years. 
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Table 8  
 
Direct Report Demographic Variables 
 

Demographic Variable N Frequency Valid % 
1 (male) 213 115 54.0 drsex 
2 (female) 213   98 46.0 
1 (African-American) 214     8   3.7 
2 (Asian) 214     1   0.5 
3 (Caucasian) 214 197 92.1 
4 (Hispanic) 214     0   0.0 

dreth 

5 (Other) 214    8   3.7 
1 (Bachelor’s) 214   52 24.3 
2 (Master’s) 214 120 56.1 
3 (Doctorate) 214   24 11.2 dreduc 

4 (Other) 214   18   8.4 
Abbreviation Description for Direct Report 
drsex Gender 
dreth Ethnicity 
dreduc Education 
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Table 9  
 
Direct Report Demographic Variables 
 
Demographic Variable N Minimum Maximum M 
drdirrep 199 1.00 20.00  4.57 
drage 210 22.00 75.00 31.38 
drstuaff 214   0.00 46.00   9.38 
drcurpos 213   0.00 40.00   5.68 
drsysrep 212   0.00 26.00   4.06 
dreverap 214   0.00    1.00   0.02 
drssstot 215   1.95    4.95   4.06 
drcqsetot 215    1.83    5.00    4.30 
drcqsutot 215    2.70     5.00     4.31 
Abbreviation Description for Direct Report 
drdirrep Number of individuals who report to the direct report 
drage Age 
Abbreviation Description for Direct Report 
drstuaff Number of years in the field of student affairs 
drcurpos Number of years in current position 
drsysrep Number of years reporting to the current CSAO 
dreverap Applied to be CSAO at the current institution 
drssstot Aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSO on the 

Synergistic Supervision Scale 
drcqsetot Aggregated mean total for self-reporting on the 

Communication Competence Questionnaire 
drcqsutot Aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSAO on the 

Communication Competence Questionnaire 
 

Primary Analyses 

 Primary analyses were conducted to answer the research questions addressed in 

the present study. 

 Research Question 1. The first research question was, “Is there a difference between the 

CSAO’s perceived self-reported level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision?” This question was addressed by 

conducting a paired-samples t-test with the variables total of Vice Presidents’ Self-reported 

Scores on the Synergistic Supervision Scale (VPSSSTOT) (M = 4.217) and total of Direct 
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Reports’ Scores Evaluating Vice Presidents on the Synergistic Supervision Scale (DRSSSTOT) 

(M  = 4.084). The paired-samples t-test yielded a t-calculated score of 1.814 (df = 44, p = .076), 

as shown in Table 10. This result was not statistically significant at the p = .05 level. This result 

indicates that there is not a statistically significant difference between the CSAO’s perceived 

self-reported level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s 

level of synergistic supervision. 

Table 10  
 
Difference Between the CSAOs’ Perceived Self-reported Level of Synergistic Supervision and the 
Direct Reports’ Evaluations of the CSAOs’ Levels of Synergistic Supervision 
 
Paired Sample N M Correlation t df Significance (2-tailed) 

vpssstot 45 4.2177Pair 1 
drssstot 45 4.0837

-0.012 1.814 44 0.076 

Abbreviation Description 
vpssstot Mean total for self-reporting on the Synergistic 

Supervision Scale 
drssstot Aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSO 

on the Synergistic Supervision Scale 
 
 Research Question 2. The second research question was, “Is there a correlation between 

the CSAO’s perceived self-reported level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s communication competence?” This question was addressed by 

conducting a Pearson’s r correlation analysis between total of Vice Presidents’ Self-reported 

Scores on the Synergistic Supervision Scale (VPSSSTOT) and total of Direct Reports’ Scores 

Evaluating Vice Presidents on the Communication Competence Questionnaire (DRCQSUTOT), 

as shown in Table 11. This analysis yielded a Pearson’s r statistic of -.021 (n = 45, p = .893), 

indicating that these two variables share 0.000% variance. This result suggests that there is not a 

statistically significant association between the CSAO’s perceived self-reported level of 
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synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s communication 

competence. 

 
Table 11  
 
Correlation Between the CSAOs’ Perceived Self-reported Levels of Synergistic Supervision and 
the Direct Reports’ Evaluations of the CSAOs’ Communication Competence 
 
Factor N vpssstot drcqsutot 

Pearson correlation  1 -0.021 
Sig. (2-tailed) -  0.893 vpssstot 
N 45 45.000 
Pearson correlation -0.021  1 
Sig. (2-tailed)  0.893 - drcqsutot 
N 45.000 45 

Abbreviation Description 
vpssstot Mean total for self-reporting on the Synergistic Supervision Scale 
drcqsutot Aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSAOs on the 

Communication Competence Questionnaire 
 
 Research Question 3. The third research question was, “Is there a correlation between the 

direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s level of communication competence.” This question was addressed by 

conducting a Pearson’s r correlation analysis between total of Direct Reports’ Scores Evaluating 

Vice Presidents on the Synergistic Supervision Scale (DRSSSTOT) and total of Direct Reports’ 

Scores Evaluating Vice Presidents on the Communication Competence Questionnaire 

(DRCQSUTOT), as shown in Table 12. This analysis yielded a Pearson’s r statistic of .659 (n = 

215, p = .000), indicating that these two variables share 43.43% variance. This result suggests 

that there is a statistically significant association between the direct report’s evaluation of the 

CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level 

of communication competence. 
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Table 12 
 
Correlation Between the Direct Reports’ Evaluations of the CSAOs’ Levels of Synergistic 
Supervision and the Direct Reports’ Evaluations of the CSAOs’ Levels of Communication 
Competence 
 
Factor N drssstot drcqsutot 

Pearson correlation    1     0.659* 
Sig. (2-tailed) -    0.000 drssstot 
N 215 215.000 
Pearson correlation     0.659*    1 
Sig. (2-tailed)    0.000 - drcqsutot 
N 215.000 215 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
Abbreviation Description 
drssstot Aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSAOs on the 

Synergistic Supervision Scale 
drcqsutot Aggregated mean total for evaluating the CSAOs on the 

Communication Competence Questionnaire 



CHAPTER 5  

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

 This chapter provides a summary of the study, as well as conclusions, discussion and 

recommendations based on the results of the dissertation research. The summary includes a 

review of the study’s purpose, research questions, theory base, methodology, and general 

findings. Conclusions of the research questions will then be presented. The discussion will 

include insights about why the findings are significant. Recommendations for future study of the 

variables and implications for professionals will be discussed in the last section of this chapter. 

 This study examined the relationship between communication competence of chief 

student affairs officers (CSAOs) and effective supervision. There is a dearth of research on 

communication competence conducted with professionals in the context of higher education and 

no known study exists in the context of student affairs. Moreover, the study focused on 

contributing to the research on supervision in student affairs and contributing research to the 

model of synergistic supervision and the Synergistic Supervision Scale (SSS) (Saunders, Cooper, 

Winston, & Chernow; 2000 Winston & Creamer, 1997). 

 This study utilized theory base from organizational communication, communication 

competence, higher education, and synergistic supervision. Uncertainty reduction theory (Berger 

& Calabrese, 1975; Lester, 1987) and organizational assimilation theory (Miller & Jablin, 1990) 

provided support for this study from an organizational communication perspective. Action 

assembly theory (Greene, 1984) and relational competence (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984) provided 

foundation for this study from the field of communication competence. Robert Birnbaum’s book 

How College Works (1988) provided a framework for understanding the unique contexts of 
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higher education institutions. The model of synergistic supervision developed by Winston and 

Creamer (1997) provided a comprehensive model of staffing for student affairs professionals. A 

thorough analysis of the literature and previous research enabled further preparation and deeper 

understanding of the issues and evidence surrounding the purpose of this study. 

 Three research questions were designed to investigate whether or not there were 

associations between effective supervision and communication competence in divisions of 

student affairs at Christian higher education institutions.  

1. Is there a difference between the CSAO’s perceived, self-reported level of synergistic 
supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic 
supervision? 
 
2. Is there a correlation between the CSAO’s perceived, self-reported level of synergistic 
supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s communication 
competence? 
 
3. Is there a correlation between the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of 
synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of 
communication competence? 

 
 The survey population for this study consisted of CSAOs and their direct reports at the 

102 Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) institutions. The CCCU schools 

represent every region of the United States, and constitute a manageable number that allowed for 

a universal study of CCCU institutions. This initial study may be used to inform a more broadly 

based study, and it allows the author to contribute to the professionalism of supervision in 

Christian higher education. The overall response rate for the on-line survey was 44% (n = 45). 

 The first research question examined whether or not there was a difference in how the 

CSAOs rated themselves as synergistic supervisors and how the direct report rated the CSAOs as 

a synergistic supervisors. The results of a paired sample t-test indicated there was not a 
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statistically significant difference between the CSAO and the direct report ratings of synergistic 

supervision at the p = .05 level.  

 The second research question examined whether or not there was a correlation between 

how the CSAOs rated themselves as synergistic supervisors and how the direct reports rated the 

CSAOs’ communication competence. The results of a Pearson’s correlation analysis indicated 

there was not a statistically significant association found.  

 The third research question examined the correlation between how the direct reports rated 

the CSAOs’ synergistic supervision and communication competence. The results of a Pearson’s 

correlation analysis indicate a statistically significant association was present. 

Conclusions 

 The findings of this study begin to lay a foundation for communication competence in the 

context of student affairs. It also adds to the limited research that has been conducted on 

supervision in higher education. This study is exploratory in nature, and so the findings are a 

basis on which further research will need to be added if practitioners and scholars are to 

understand more fully what contributes to effective supervision. This study also adds strength to 

the relatively new Synergistic Supervision Scale instrument as a useful tool for assessing 

effective supervision. Its psychometric properties demonstrate that it is reliable and valid for use 

in studies similar to the current one. 

 The researcher hypothesizes that, in the first research question, there is a difference 

between the CSAO’s perceived self-reported level of synergistic supervision and the direct 

report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision. The scores associated with 

the direct report are hypothesized to be lower than that of the CSAO. 
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 Schnake, Dumler, Cochran and Barnett (1990) conducted a study on perceptual 

incongruence, which studied the difference that might be present between subordinates’ 

perceptions of the superiors’ communication practices. Their study cited several articles 

that support the notion that superiors and subordinates might have differing perceptions, 

which could affect the quality of communication and thus the superior-subordinate relationship. 

This incongruence is significant as it may be associated with the subordinates’ perception of job 

satisfaction, job performance, intergroup and intragroup conflict, and perceptions of 

organizational climate.  

 It is important that the current study found that there was not a statistically significant 

difference between the CSAOs’ perceived, self-reported level, of synergistic supervision 

(VPSSSTOT) (M = 4.217) and the direct reports’ evaluations of the CSAOs’ levels of synergistic 

supervision (DRSSSTOT) (M = 4.084). What was also interesting was that there was a weak 

correlation (-.012) between the VPSSSTOT and DRSSSTOT. This indicated that CSAOs cannot 

draw the conclusion that because CSAOs self-report as synergistic supervisors that all direct 

reports will view them as synergistic supervisors. A simple example might be helpful.  

Table 13 

Example of Similar Means and Different Correlations       

CSAO  Direct Report CSAO  Direct Report 
2 2 2 5 
3 3 3 0 
4 4 4 4 
M = 3 M = 3 M = 3 M = 3 
Correlation = 1.0 Correlation = 0 
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 The example above demonstrates in a simple way how there can be similar means with 

little correlation. Although the ratings in the left column show agreement between the CSAO and 

direct report, the right column shows greatly different views. 

 The second research question was exploratory in nature to determine whether or not there 

was an association between CSAO perceived, self-reported level of synergistic supervision and 

the direct report evaluation of CSAO communication competence. The lack of statistically 

significant association between these two variables (Pearson’s r of -.021, n = 45, p = .893), 

which resulted in a 0.00% shared variance, provided one more piece of information about what 

might or might not contribute to the perception of effective supervision by subordinates. This 

might be important only in that it suggests that there is not a need for this potential association to 

be studied in depth. If this study had yielded a strong association, it could have added strength to 

the questions surrounding communication competence and synergistic supervision. Even if 

CSAOs perceived themselves as synergistic supervisors, it does not mean they can assume that 

the direct reports saw them as having communication competence. 

 However, on the third research question, a statistically significant correlation was found 

between the direct report evaluation of the CSAO level of synergistic supervision and the direct 

report evaluation of the CSAO level of communication competence (Pearson’s r .659, n = 215, p 

= .000). This question was at the heart of the study, and the data indicated that these two 

variables shared 43.43% variance. This finding was practically significant because it provided 

student affairs professionals with insight into one important characteristic of synergistic 

supervision: communication competence. This provided research that demonstrated the value for 

professionally developing one’s communication competence.  
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 Rather than drawing upon research from other contexts or disciplines to be informed 

about characteristics of effective supervision, this study begins to extrapolate a specific 

characteristic that is worthy of focus and attention. Several studies have reported the positive 

association between communication competence and job satisfaction and performance. Thus, 

Question 3’s findings should encourage CSAOs to consider carefully how well they 

communicate, because communication competence is positively associated with synergistic 

supervision, which significantly influences other aspect of the subordinates’ work (i.e., job 

satisfaction, performance, longevity). The finding for Question 3 is also important because of the 

exploratory nature of the question and the new ground that it breaks for the discipline of student 

affairs. It adds to the foundation of research that is available for understanding the important 

subject of effective supervision. 

Discussion 

 It is important to look beneath the findings and conclusions to determine why the results 

came out as they did. Why is there no statistically significant difference between the CSAO’s 

perceived self-reported level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the 

CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision in research question one? The Schnake, Dumler, 

Cochran, and Barnett (1990) study, and others in the context of business, indicate a consistent, 

perceptual incongruence that occurs between the reporting superior and the subordinate on the 

superior’s communication practices. The current study can only draw associations in the context 

of student affairs superior-subordinate relationships at (CCCU) institutions.  

 However, the current study’s findings certainly beg the question of whether or not there 

is greater perceptual congruence in higher education supervisory relationships than in business 

settings. It could be that the practice and theory of student affairs, and its focus on developing 
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students in a holistic fashion, contribute to producing supervisors who communicate more 

effectively with their direct reports than supervisors in other contexts. The fact that the 

profession of student affairs is committed to educating and serving students, and the fact that this 

is a highly relational profession that requires constant communication, might contribute to 

preparing supervisors who are able to transfer the skills used with students to effectively 

supervise their direct reports. 

 It is noteworthy that most if not all institutions in this study are classified as “collegial” 

institutions as described by Birnbaum (1998). The nature of collegial institutions is characterized 

by high levels of interaction and participation in common activities with others in the institution. 

There are strong shared sentiments and values, which foster loyalty and trust of employees. It is 

plausible that supervisors and subordinates might have less perceptual incongruence because of 

the collegial environment that is present. The CSAO and the direct report might have similar 

views of the extent to which the CSAO is a synergistic supervisor because of the participatory, 

trusting, shared experience provided by the institutional environment and ethos that is created. 

When colleagues interact beyond the tasks of the job in informal and personal settings, it is 

possible there will be greater understanding of those with whom one works most closely.  

 This understanding could then result in sharing more similar views on a variety of topics, 

one of which could be the nature of the supervisory relationship. If there is a more trusting 

relationship, it might allow for more thorough feedback about personal and professional 

development and goals, areas of needed growth, a stronger joint effort by supervisor and staff 

supervised, and more frequent two-way communication, as proposed by the Winston and 

Creamer (1997) model for synergistic supervision.  
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 One aspect of this collegial environment and perceptual congruence might be accounted 

for because of the faith-based mission of the universities in this study. The unity of purpose 

created by the mission of these institutions, which require employees to have a personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ, might contribute to the perceptual congruence being present. Is 

there something characteristic about these individuals or institutions that accounts for a higher 

perceptual congruence between the supervisor and direct report? These findings are compelling 

and call for further investigation. Subsequent studies should consider utilizing a broader 

comparison group classified by institutional type as defined by Birnbaum (1988). 

 Another possible consideration for the perceptual congruence could be the fact that the 

average length of time the direct reports have reported to the current CSAO is more than four 

years. Miller and Jablin’s (1990) organizational assimilation theory outlines four stages present 

for employees entering any organization. The first three occur prior to and in the first few weeks 

of the employees working for the organization. The fourth stage, metamorphosis, is an ongoing 

process in which the employee and the organization seek to influence each other to meet their 

unique values, attitudes, and needs. The metamorphosis stage is significantly influenced by what 

happens in the first three stages. Is something occurring in the stages of assimilation that is 

unique to the population in the current study? Do the selection, orientation, training, 

management, and development processes of the population studied uniquely contribute to the 

findings of this study? Why was a statistically significant association not found between the 

CSAO’s perceived self-reported level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s 

evaluation of the CSAO’s communication competence in Question 2? In the initial framing of 

this question, the author believed that this was not as central a question as the other two. 
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However, the author believed that, with the foundational nature of the study, this question should 

be asked to explore and possibly eliminate the potential for this association. 

 Structurally this question becomes more distant from more central issues than the 

superior and subordinate responding to the same variables or the subordinate responding to the 

two variables in question because it asks about association between the superior’s and 

subordinate’s evaluations on two separate variables. Future studies might wish to repeat this 

question to compare results with different populations to determine if other findings are similar. 

 Why is there a statistically significant association between the direct report’s evaluation 

of the CSAO’s level of synergistic supervision and the direct report’s evaluation of the CSAO’s 

level of communication competence in research question three? The communication competence 

literature informs the positive association that communication competence has with several 

variables, such as job satisfaction and performance. The strong positive association found in the 

current study contributes to the importance of communication competence in the superior-

subordinate relationship. It makes practical sense, and is experientially confirmed, that an 

employee who finds a supervisor high in communication competence will also find that 

supervisor to be effective in supervision. 

 However, when one seeks to extract the specific variables that contribute to effective 

supervision, it becomes clear that there are many desired outcomes and expectations that 

employees have of their supervisors. This finding is significant because people typically desire to 

be listened to well, to have a clear understanding of what is happening in their work 

environment, and this to be done in a competent way. It is easy for supervisors to get so focused 

on tasks and performance of outcomes that they fail to invest the time to listen well and to give 

clear and understandable information to their subordinates.  
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 The synergistic supervision model also informs about why the association of 

synergistic supervision and communication competence is found in this study. When one 

looks at the key aspects of synergistic supervision, one finds that several of these key parts are 

embedded with the need for good communication. Essential characteristics of the Synergistic 

Supervision Scale (SSS) include: two-way communication, concern about staff members 

personal and career development, cooperative problem solving with the staff, and mutual 

feedback. These characteristics of effective supervision are laden with the need to be an effective 

communicator. 

 Past studies add evidence of why the variables of supervision and communication are 

associated. Hirt, Kirk, McGuire, Mount, and Nelson-Hensley (2003) studied how student affairs 

administrators spent their time and found that communication was the highest category of eight. 

Fey and Carpenter (1996) asked midlevel student affairs administrators what skills were most 

important, and found that communication was third, with personnel management (supervision) 

and leadership as first and second. Student affairs practitioners not only spend more of their time 

in communication, but recognize supervision and communication as two of the top three most 

important skills necessary in their positions. 

 The collegial environment has to be considered again when trying to determine why the 

current study revealed a strong association between synergistic supervision and communication 

competence. There might be something about the collegial environment that places a higher 

value on communicating well as a supervisor. The collegial environment or the Christian college 

might encourage a focus that goes beyond the successful completion of a task or service and 

moves into effective communication and supervision. The shared variance of these two variables 

indicates that one cannot ignore the extent to which communication and supervision are 
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associated. Yet there is uncertainty as to what extent the environment and/or the individual 

people contribute to this association. 

 This finding is important for CSAOs as they have limited time and personnel resources to 

know how to strategically invest in improving as a supervisor. As an issue of stewardship, the 

large shared variance from the current study provides compelling data that reveals one key 

characteristic on which to focus and improve. This information is also specific to the discipline 

of student affairs and does not need to be generalized from studies done in the corporate world. 

The fact that this study is specific to student affairs is significant, but it also calls for the need for 

discipline-specific study on supervision. 

 Another significant key factor is what this generation of subordinates desires and requires 

from supervisors. If future generations have high expectations for caring and nurturing 

supervisors as Woodard and Komives (1990) indicated, but the Saunders et al. (2000) study 

demonstrated that supervision in student affairs emphasizes day-to-day operations, then one 

would predict that there will be many unsatisfied employees unless supervisors listen to the data 

and change. Most important to this finding is the hope that if CSAOs improve as supervisors, 

direct reports will be better served and students will be more effectively educated and served. 

Recommendations 

 Based on the review of literature and the current study, the following are recommended 

for further research and practice. 

Research 

 1. The paucity of research in student affairs on supervision necessitates a comprehensive 

and thorough investigation on the characteristics of effective supervision. 
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 2. Research should also study the outcomes of effective supervision. To what extent does 

effective supervision positively impact job satisfaction, longevity, performance, positive attitude, 

upward mobility, and other outcomes? 

 3. The results of the current study indicate a need for replication to a broader group so 

that results may be generalizable. This could be done by Carnegie classification, but the context 

of institutional type should continue to be considered because of the significant environmental 

differences represented. 

 4. While preliminary analysis of the current study did not yield significant results when 

considering demographic variables, i.e. age, gender, years of service, and ethnicity, further study 

on differences in supervision based on demographic variables should be considered. 

 5. Further research should allow the subordinates to both receive communication from 

and submit responses to the researcher. The current study incorporated this recommendation 

from the Saunders et al. (2000) study. This reduces potential for biased feedback from 

subordinates by increasing confidentiality through an online format. 

 6. It would be interesting to replicate this study for chief academic officers to see the 

extent to which supervision characteristics are similar to or different from CSAOs. Comparative 

studies on supervision for both disciplines might inform ways of greater collaboration. 

Practice 

 1. This study confirms the significance for CSAOs to understand the important role that 

communication competence plays in being an effective supervisor. It would be time and money 

well invested for supervisors to seek personal and professional ways to enhance their 

communications skills. This investment would be valuable for the institution because of the 

positive supervisory outcomes which may occur. 
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 2. This study also provides direction and strategic focus for CSAOs as they consider 

providing professional development for their staff. Communication competence training could 

include team building exercises, workshops, or simple reviews of skill development 

characteristics. This could be a collaborative effort with the communications department, 

qualified alumni, or with a corporate entity that conducts similar training. 

 3. Supervisors will also want to provide mechanisms for regular feedback from their 

direct reports to allow for the confidential gathering of information about supervisory 

effectiveness. The instruments used in this study are excellent resources to consider. 

 4. Subordinates should be proactive when looking at career advancement or changes. 

They should consider not only the position and location of employment but should evaluate the 

supervisors for whom they will work. One means to evaluate the effectiveness of the supervisor 

could be to ask questions of others on staff about the communication practices of the supervisor. 

 5. Subordinates should look for opportunities to support and help supervisors 

communicate more effectively. One consideration is to provide questions, correspondence, and 

insights to prompt more effective communication between the supervisors and direct reports. 

Another suggestion is to be proactive rather than reactive to the communication style of  

supervisors. It is common to join the complaints of other staff, but providing supportive solutions 

to help the supervisor communicate more effectively will help strengthen the team. 

 6. Direct reports usually have staff which they supervise. Finding ways to strengthen their 

own personal communications skills will likely have positive effects on the way they are 

perceived as supervisors. 

 Student affairs associations and organizations should provide robust and thorough 

opportunities for conferences and workshops targeting supervision as a key strategic topic. This 
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will include providing incentives for a research agenda to look into the characteristics that 

contribute most to effective supervision. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX A  

SYNERGISTIC SUPERVISION SCALE 
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Synergistic Supervision Scale 

Item 

1. My supervisor includes me in a significant way when making decisions that affect my area of 

responsibilities. 

2. My supervisor works with me to gather the information needed to make decisions 

rather than simply providing me the information he/she feels is important. 

3. My supervisor criticizes staff members in public. 

4. My supervisor makes certain that I am fully knowledgeable about the goals of the 

division and institution. 

5. My supervisor willingly listens to whatever is on my mind whether it is personal or 

professional. 

6. My supervisor shows interest in promoting my professional or career 

advancement. 

7. My supervisor is personally offended if I question the wisdom of his/her decisions. 

8. My supervisor shows that he/she cares about me as a person. 

9. My supervisor speaks up for my unit within the institution. 

10. My supervisor expects me to fit in with the accepted ways of doing things, in other 

words, “don’t rock the boat.” 

11. My supervisor has favorites on the staff. 

12. My supervisor breaks confidences. 

13. My supervisor takes negative evaluations of programs or staff and uses them to make 

improvements. 
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14. When faced with a conflict between an external constituent (for example, parent or donor) 

and staff members, my supervisor supports external constituents, even if they are wrong. 

15. My supervisor is open and honest with me about my strengths and weaknesses. 

16. If I am not careful, my supervisor may allow things that are not my fault to be blamed on me. 

17. My supervisor rewards teamwork. 

18. When the system gets in the way of accomplishing our goals. 

19. My supervisor looks for me to make a mistake. 

20. My supervisor and I develop yearly professional development plans that address my 

weaknesses or blind spots. 

21. When problem solving, my supervisor expects staff to present and advocate differing points 

of view. 

22. In conflicts with staff members, my supervisor takes students’ sides (even when they are 

wrong). 

Note: Response options: 1 = never or almost never, 2 = seldom, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = 

always or almost always. 
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PERMISSION LETTER FOR USE OF  

SYNERGISTIC SUPERVISION SCALE 
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October 11, 2005 

Mr. Douglas Wilcoxson 
[address] 
[city, state, zip] 
 

Dear Mr. Wilcoxson, 

 This letter serves to grant you official approval to use the Synergistic Supervision Scale 

for your dissertation research. The scale appears in the following publication: Saunders, S. A., 

Cooper, D. L., Winston, R. B., Jr., & Chernow, E. (2000). Supervising staff in student affairs: 

Exploration of the synergistic approach. Journal of College Student Development. 41, 181-192. 

 Please provide me with results of your research. I wish you the best as you pursue your 

research. 

Sincerely, 

Sue A. Saunders, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor 
University of Connecticut 
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COUNCIL FOR CHRISTIAN COLLEGES & UNIVERSITIES  

MEMBER INSTITUTIONS 
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College or University    City/State   Country 
Abilene Christian University    Abilene, TX    USA 
Anderson University     Anderson, IN    USA 
Asbury College     Wilmore, KY    USA 
Azusa Pacific University    Azusa, CA    USA 
Belhaven College     Jackson, MS    USA 
Bethel College--IN     Mishawaka, IN   USA 
Bethel University     Saint Paul, MN   USA 
Biola University     La Mirada, CA   USA 
Bluffton University     Bluffton, OH    USA 
Bryan College     Dayton, TN    USA 
California Baptist University    Riverside, CA    USA 
Calvin College     Grand Rapids, MI   USA 
Campbellsville University    Campbellsville, KY   USA 
Carson-Newman College    Jefferson City, TN   USA 
Cedarville University     Cedarville, OH   USA 
College of the Ozarks     Point Lookout, MO   USA 
Colorado Christian University   Lakewood, CO   USA 
Corban College     Salem, OR    USA 
Cornerstone University    Grand Rapids, MI   USA 
Covenant College     Lookout Mountain, GA  USA 
Crichton College     Memphis, TN    USA 
Crown College     St. Bonifacius, MN   USA 
Dallas Baptist University    Dallas, TX    USA 
Dordt College      Sioux Center, IA   USA 
East Texas Baptist University   Marshall, TX    USA 
Eastern Mennonite University   Harrisonburg, VA   USA 
Eastern Nazarene College    Quincy, MA    USA 
Eastern University     St. Davids, PA   USA 
Erskine College     Due West, SC    USA 
Evangel University     Springfield, MO   USA 
Fresno Pacific University    Fresno, CA    USA 
Geneva College     Beaver Falls, PA   USA 
George Fox University    Newberg, OR    USA 
Gordon College     Wenham, MA    USA 
Goshen College     Goshen, IN    USA 
Grace College & Seminary    Winona Lake, IN   USA 
Greenville College     Greenville, IL    USA 
Hardin-Simmons University    Abilene, TX    USA 
Hope International University   Fullerton, CA    USA 
Houghton College     Houghton, NY   USA 
Houston Baptist University    Houston, TX    USA 
Howard Payne University    Brownwood, TX   USA 
Huntington University    Huntington, IN   USA 
Indiana Wesleyan University    Marion, IN    USA 
John Brown University    Siloam Springs, AR   USA 
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Judson College--AL     Marion, AL    USA 
Judson College--IL     Elgin, IL    USA 
Kentucky Christian University   Grayson, KY    USA 
King College      Bristol, TN    USA 
King's University College, The   Edmonton, AB   CANADA 
Lee University     Cleveland, TN   USA 
LeTourneau University    Longview, TX   USA 
Lipscomb University     Nashville, TN    USA 
Louisiana College     Pineville, LA    USA 
Malone College     Canton, OH    USA 
Master's College & Seminary, The   Santa Clarita, CA   USA 
Messiah College     Grantham, PA   USA 
MidAmerica Nazarene University   Olathe, KS    USA 
Milligan College     Milligan College, TN   USA 
Mississippi College     Clinton, MS    USA 
Missouri Baptist University    Saint Louis, MO   USA 
Montreat College     Montreat, NC    USA 
Mount Vernon Nazarene University   Mount Vernon, OH   USA 
North Greenville University    Tigerville, SC    USA 
North Park University    Chicago, IL    USA 
Northwest Christian College    Eugene, OR    USA 
Northwest Nazarene University   Nampa, ID    USA 
Northwest University     Kirkland, WA    USA 
Northwestern College--IA    Orange City, IA   USA 
Northwestern College--MN    Saint Paul, MN   USA 
Nyack College     New York, NY   USA 
Nyack College     Nyack, NY    USA 
Oklahoma Baptist University    Shawnee, OK    USA 
Oklahoma Christian University   Oklahoma City, OK   USA 
Oklahoma Wesleyan University   Bartlesville, OK   USA 
Olivet Nazarene University    Bourbonnais, IL   USA 
Oral Roberts University    Tulsa, OK    USA 
Palm Beach Atlantic University   West Palm Beach, FL  USA 
Point Loma Nazarene University   San Diego, CA   USA 
Redeemer University College   Ancaster, ON    CANADA 
Roberts Wesleyan College    Rochester, NY   USA 
Seattle Pacific University    Seattle, WA    USA 
Simpson University     Redding, CA    USA 
Southeastern University    Lakeland, FL    USA 
Southern Nazarene University   Bethany, OK    USA 
Southern Wesleyan University   Central, SC    USA 
Southwest Baptist University    Bolivar, MO    USA 
Spring Arbor University    Spring Arbor, MI   USA 
Sterling College     Sterling, KS    USA 
Tabor College     Hillsboro, KS    USA 
Taylor University     Upland, IN    USA 
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Trevecca Nazarene     University Nashville, TN  USA 
Trinity Christian College    Palos Heights, IL   USA 
Trinity International University   Deerfield, IL    USA 
Trinity Western University    Langley, BC    CANADA 
Union University     Jackson, TN    USA 
University of Sioux Falls    Sioux Falls, SD   USA 
Vanguard University of Southern California  Costa Mesa, CA   USA 
Warner Pacific College    Portland, OR    USA 
Warner Southern College    Lake Wales, FL   USA 
Wayland Baptist University    Plainview, TX   USA 
Waynesburg College     Waynesburg, PA   USA 
Westmont College     Santa Barbara, CA   USA 
Wheaton College     Wheaton, IL    USA 
Whitworth College     Spokane, WA    USA 
Williams Baptist College    Walnut Ridge, AR   USA 
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Communicator Competence Questionnaire 

Instructions: In this series of questions we would like you to describe how your superior 

communicates. Think about his/her behavior in general, rather than about specific 

situations. 

In responding to the statements below, please use the following scale: 

YES! = very strong agreement NO! = very strong disagreement 

YES = strong agreement NO = strong disagreement 

yes = mild agreement no = mild disagreement 

? = neutral feelings or don’t know 

[Editor’s note: Respondents use this scale, as demonstrated in Item 1, to respond to all 

items.] 

1. My superior has a good command of the language. 

YES! YES yes ? no NO NO! 

2. My superior is sensitive to others’ needs of the moment 

3. My superior typically gets right to the point. 

4. My superior pays attention to what other people say to him or her. 

5. My superior can deal with others effectively. 

6. My superior is a good listener. 

7. My superior’s writing is difficult to understand. 

8. My superior expresses his or her ideas clearly. 

9. My superior is difficult to understand when he or she speaks 

10. My superior generally says the right thing at the right time. 

11. My superior is easy to talk to 
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12. My superior usually responds to messages (memos, phone calls, reports, etc.) quickly 

Encoding items are Items 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 10, and Decoding Items are 2, 4, 6, 11 and 12 

Items 7 and 9 are reverse-coded before summing. 

Copyright 1977 by the International Communication Association. Used by permission. 
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FIRST E-MAIL TO CSAOs AT CCCU INSTITUTIONS 

 109



 My name is Doug Wilcoxson and I am a fellow Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO) at 

a Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) institution and a graduate student in 

the Higher Education Department at the University of North Texas. I am conducting an on-line 

study about the relationships between perceived synergistic supervision and communication 

competence of CSAOs at CCCU institutions. If you agree to take part in this study, you and your 

direct reports will be asked to complete a questionnaire about synergistic supervision and 

communication competence. It will take approximately 10 minutes to complete. Participation in 

this study may benefit you because of receiving a summary of the data from the survey. Your 

responses may help us learn more about key characteristics of effective supervision in the field 

of Student Affairs at CCCU institutions. 

 What I need from you now is your expressed willingness to participate in this study.  

Simply provide me your preferred e-mail address and the names, titles and preferred e-mail 

addresses of only your direct reports by replying to this email. This will allow me to send and 

receive the survey directly to and from each individual. 

 Participation in this study is completely voluntary. All of your responses will be kept 

anonymous. All research records will be kept confidential by the Principal Investigator. No 

individual responses will be disclosed to anyone because all data will be reported on a group 

basis. If you have any questions about the study, please contact Doug 

Wilcoxson at 903-233-4411 or Dr. Jack Baier, Department of Higher Education with 

University of North Texas (UNT). Participants of this survey will be 

automatically entered for an opportunity to win $100. 

 A one-question survey will be a part of the instrument which identifies the school at 

which the person works, and thus that the individual has participated in the study. This 
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question will appear to be a seamless part of the survey to the user but I will not have access to 

this one-question survey (the web host will set this up and I will not be granted access), and thus 

will not have access to the numbers (raw data) assigned to each institution. This will insure the 

anonymity of the participants. The participation summary list will be used to randomly draw the 

winning individual for the $100 drawing. 

 This research project has been reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review 

Board. Please contact the UNT IRB at XXX-XXX-XXXX with any questions regarding your 

rights as a research subject. 

 You and your direct reports will be receiving an e-mail from me to complete the survey 

once I receive your information. 

 Thanks for your willingness to contribute to the supervision literature in the field of 

student affairs by participating in this study. I appreciate your partnership in doing the 

meaningful work we call Student Affairs. 
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 My name is Doug Wilcoxson and I am the Vice President for Student Affairs at 

LeTourneau University and a graduate student in the Higher Education Department at the 

University of North Texas. I am conducting an on-line study about the relationships between 

perceived synergistic supervision and communication competence of Chief Student Affairs 

Officers (CSAOs) at Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU). 

 If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a questionnaire about 

synergistic supervision and communication competence of CSAOs. It will take approximately 10 

minutes to complete. Participation in this study may benefit you because of receiving a summary 

of the data from the survey. Your responses may help us learn more about key characteristics of 

effective supervision in the field of Student Affairs at CCCU institutions. 

 Participation in this study is completely voluntary. You have the right to skip any 

question you choose not to answer. There are no foreseeable risks involved in this study; 

however, if you decide to withdraw your participation you may do so at any time by simply 

leaving the web site. Completion of this survey will automatically enter your name for an 

opportunity to win $100. 

 All of your responses will be kept anonymous. All research records will be kept 

confidential by the Principal Investigator. No individual responses will be disclosed to anyone 

because all data will be reported on a group basis. If you have any questions about the study, 

please contact Doug Wilcoxson at XXX-XXX-XXXX or Dr. Jack Baier, Department of Higher 

Education, University of North Texas (UNT), XXX-XXX-XXXX. This research project has 

been reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board. Please contact the UNT 

IRB at XXX-XXX-XXXX with any questions regarding your rights as a research subject. 
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 My hope is to present the results of this study at a future ACSD national conference and 

in the Growth Journal. Your help and quick attention to this is needed for accurate data. Thank 

you for your participation in this research. I appreciate your partnership in doing the meaningful 

work we call Student Affairs. 

 If you agree to participate, you may print this document for your records. By entering the 

survey, you are confirming that you are at least 18 years old and you are giving your informed 

consent to participate in this study. 
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 My name is Doug Wilcoxson and I am the Vice President for Student Affairs at 

LeTourneau University and a graduate student in the Higher Education Department at the 

University of North Texas. I am conducting an on-line study about the relationships between 

perceived synergistic supervision and communication competence of Chief Student affairs 

Officers (CSAOs) at Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) institutions. 

 I have received agreement and permission from the chief student affairs officer at your 

university to participate in a national study in student affairs at (CCCU) institutions. I recognize 

how full your schedule is and appreciate your willingness to contribute to the improvement of 

the student affairs discipline. 

 If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to complete a questionnaire about 

synergistic supervision and communication competence of CSAOs. It will take approximately 10 

minutes to complete. Participation in this study may benefit you by receiving a summary of the 

data from the survey. Your responses may help us learn more about key characteristics of  

effective supervision in the field of Student Affairs at CCCU institutions. 

 Participation in this study is completely voluntary. You have the right to skip any 

question you choose not to answer. There are no foreseeable risks involved in this study; 

however, if you decide to withdraw your participation you may do so at any time by simply 

leaving the web site. Completion of this survey will automatically enter your name for an 

opportunity to win $100. 

 All of your responses will be kept anonymous. All research records will be kept 

confidential by the Principal Investigator. No individual responses will be disclosed to anyone 

because all data will be reported on a group basis. If you have any questions about the study, 

please contact Doug Wilcoxson at XXX-XXX-XXXX or Dr. Jack Baier, Department of Higher 
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Education, University of North Texas (UNT), XXX-XXX-XXXX. This research project has 

been reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board. Please contact the UNT 

IRB at XXX-XXX-XXXX with any questions regarding your rights as a research subject. 

 My hope is to present the results of this study at a future ACSD national conference and 

in the Growth Journal. Your help and quick attention to this is needed for accurate data. 

 Thank you for your participation in this research. I appreciate your partnership in doing 

the meaningful work we call Student Affairs. 

 If you agree to participate, you may print this document for your records. 

By clicking below, you are confirming that you are at least 18 years old and you are 

giving your informed consent to participate in this study.
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