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PARADIGMS
Abstract

From a communication standpoint, a paradigm is a frame of reference people use to make sense 

of what they see, hear, and feel.  Each of us relies not only on our won paradigm but also on the paradigms of the other people with whom we are communicating.  If everyone in the group has the same or a similar paradigm, then communication can flow without much effort.  We run into trouble when we fail to realize that there is a difference in paradigms.  If you can shift your own paradigms and allow yourself to do something different, that is quite often the first step in opening up lines of communication. A paradigm shift is the best way to describe a phenomenon that all too often confronts many professions. A paradigm shift is a change in the generally accepted approach to doing something.  

There have been several recent paradigm shifts in business including mass-merchandising to customerization, avoid failure to fail fast, individuals to teams, and competition to collaboration with competitors. Most people aren’t positive about change.  The contention here is that individuals must become the change they seek in the world; they must change themselves first.

Paradigms

What is a paradigm anyway?  From a communication standpoint, a paradigm is a frame of reference people use to make sense of what they see, hear, and feel.  A paradigm is like a filter that is used to determine if a bit of information is important or just background noise.  If a group holds a discussion and someone raises the volume of his or her voice, that usually means that he or she is expressing a more intense emotion.  People tend to remember the nature of the emotion rather than the actual words that are spoken.  However, an outside noise, like a truck driving past or an airplane flying over, would also cause the person to turn up the volume.  All would understand that the background noise was the reason and would not assign any emotional content to the raised voice.  In fact, people would not even remember the background noise, since it did not fit the paradigm of important and necessary and was not heard.

Without paradigms, communication would be drowned out by background noise.  Each of us relies not only on our own paradigm but also on the paradigms of the other people with whom we are communicating.  If everyone in the group has the same or similar paradigm, then communication can flow without much effort.

What happens when a person tries to communicate with someone who has a different paradigm?  Once people recognize that there is a problem, they simply explain themselves.  When two sandlot baseball teams meet to play a game, the first thing that the home team does is explain what the ground rules are for that particular baseball field.  People do the same thing in their personal and professional lives so often that we have stopped noticing.  That has become their paradigm for communicating.  

People run into trouble when they fail to realize that there is a difference in paradigms.  One person has mis-communicated and another does not realize they he or she has mis-communicated as well.  The results are often humorous.  Television sitcoms are filled with examples of this type of humor.  In real life, the results can vary from humorous to embarrassing to disastrous, but they will always be a surprise.

All people are rational, aren’t they?  A rational person, when confronted with a problem, will analyze the problem, list the logical alternatives, and choose the best solution.  Right?  Actually, what people do, when confronted with a problem, is default to the solution dictated by their paradigm, and then come up with all sorts of reasons why their choice is correct.

It is difficult to defend each of our paradigms as the only right way, because our paradigms are constantly changing.  While some paradigms seem to be difficult to change, others seem to be shifting around all the time.  Very few men attending a particular conference will wear a hat with their suit, but, in previous decades, a gentleman was not considered properly dressed without his hat.

A paradigm shift is the best way to describe a phenomenon that all too often confronts many professions.  Just what is a paradigm shift?  A paradigm shift is a change in the scheme for understanding and explaining certain aspects of reality.

A paradigm shift is a change in the generally accepted approach to doing something.  There have been several recent paradigm shifts in business.  One such shift is from mass merchandising to “customerization”. Where once companies sent out the same ad or product to a large market, today they send specific ads or products to specific people. Another shift is from avoiding failure to failing faster.  Today’s thinking in business calls for preparing to abandon everything you do to shift to new ways of doing things and still stay competitive.  

The shift from individuals to teams shows that the time it takes to double all the information in the world is rapidly decreasing from weeks to days to hours. If information is going to double so quickly, how can anyone be expected to perform their jobs alone?  The same applies to the shift from competition to collaboration  with competitors.  Imagine sales people going out together to make a call.  They investigate the client’s needs and the salesperson with the product that best meets those needs provides the service.  They all split the commission.  If one really believes that satisfying the customer-member is the ultimate goal, it is easy to buy into this concept.

If people can shift their own paradigms and allow themselves to do something different, that is quite often the first step in opening up lines of communication.  Most people aren’t positive about change.  The contention here is that individuals must become the change they seek in the world; they must change themselves first.  There is not a human being in the world that will change for you until you change for him.  There is no secret to communication; it is simply something that people learn to do by doing it. 
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