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Blivet: A Communication Experience

Goals
1. To demonstrate and experience one-way and two-way verbal communication.

2. To demonstrate and experience barriers and aids to verbal communication.

3. To explore the effects of different status positions on interpersonal communication.

Group Size
Nine to thirty participants, in numbers divisible by three.

Time Required
Approximately one and one-half hours.

Materials
1. A copy of the Blivet Manager Briefing Sheet for each manager.

2. A copy of the Blivet Assistant Manager Briefing Sheet and a copy of the Blivet Assembly Sheet for each Assistant Manager.

3. A copy of the Blivet Manager Briefing Sheet, a copy of the Blivet Assistant Manager Briefing Sheet, a copy of the Blivet Observer Guide, and a pencil for each observer.

4. One unassembled Blivet for each Manager.

5. One assembled Blivet for each Assistant Manager.

6. One table blind for each triad.

7. Newsprint and felt-tipped marker.

Physical Setting
A room large enough to accommodate one table and two chairs for each triad, with space between the groupings.  Additional rooms for initial briefings are desirable.  The physical arrangement may be laid out in a variety of ways as room availability, size, and general convenience dictate.  Four criteria are important

1. Some minimal separation of participating triads is necessary.

2. Spatial relationships of triads must be such that participants with unassembled Blivets cannot see the finished solutions on the adjacent tables.

3. There must be room for observers to stand adjoining the participant pairs they are to observe.

4. There must be room for the facilitator to move among the triads to observe the process.

Process
1. The facilitator prepares the tables prior to the experience: each table contains two Blivets, separated by the blind.  One Blivet is assembled and is hidden under a Blivet Assembly Sheet, which is placed upside down; the Blivet across the table is unassembled.

2. The facilitators briefly introduce the activity by explaining its goals.

3. The participants are divided into three equal groups, group one being “managers,” group two being ‘assistant managers,” and group three being “observers.”

4. The facilitator gives each manger a copy of the Blivet Manager Briefing Sheet and each assistant manager a copy of the Blivet Assistant Manager Briefing Sheet.  The manager and assistant manager groups are then sent to separate locations.  The facilitator briefs the observers in the activity area and gives them each a pencil, a copy of the Blivet Manager Briefing Sheet, a copy of the Blivet Assistant Manager Briefing Sheet, and a copy of the Blivet Observer Guide.  He or she stresses that they are not to participate in the assembly process, that they may speak to participants only to caution them about rule observation, that they are to observe and record events, and that they will report later on their observations.

5. The facilitator reviews the task with the manager and assistant manager groups separately.  He or she reminds the managers that they will have the unassembled Blivets and reminds the assistant managers that they will have the assembled Blivets, all Blivets being of the same size and shape.  (He or she makes no mention of color.)  He or she tells both groups that they are not to touch anything on the tables until he has instructed them to begin the activity.
6. All participants are assembled in the large room and are directed to their appropriate locations.  The facilitator announces that he or she will play the role of the company president during the time they have to complete the task.  He or she then tells them that the operator has just announced trouble on the line and that they are to begin the activity from that point.

7. During the course of the activity, the facilitator rotates between the groups, playing the role of the president by “breathing down the managers’ necks,” obviously impatient, and consistently reminding them of the time remaining.  This adds “real world” noise, distraction, frustration, and even anger to the task.

8. After five minutes or so, when frustration has obviously set in, the facilitator announces that the operator has opened up two-way communication.  After a few more minutes, if the manager and assistant manager are still assuming that their Blivet pieces are the same color, he or she mentions that nothing was said about the colors being the same.  He or she continues periodically to remind participants of the time deadline.

9. If a substantial number of Blivets remain unassembled within two minutes of the activity completion deadline, the facilitator removes the blinds from the tables, announcing that the phone company has installed “videophones.”

10. The facilitator calls a halt to the activity.  He or she assembles the participants and briefly goes over the goals of the experience.  Each observer then reports on the communication processes of the pair he or she observed and on the elements that affected or hindered one-way and two-way communication between the manager and assistant manager.

11. The participants comment on their feelings during and reactions to the experience.  The focus is particularly on frustration in communicating, the differences between effective and ineffective communication processes, and how effectiveness is influenced by one-way or two-way communication.  The facilitator may also direct the discussion to the effects of the different status positions on the communication within the pairs.  The facilitator lists the major discussion points on newsprint.  He or she keeps the discussion focused on personal reactions and on communication issues, rather than on the task or whether some pairs completed it “successfully.”

12. The facilitator gives a lecturette on helping and hindering behaviors that affect interpersonal communication.  Participants are then encouraged to equate these learnings to real life situations.

Variations
1. The facilitator can devise briefing sheets appropriate to the group’s setting and circumstances.  For example: titles or positions need not necessarily be “supervisor-subordinate;” the Blivet could be a shredded report, a piece of machinery, a surgical instrument, etc; the separation of the participants could represent different cities or sites such as the bridge and the engine room.  The initial communication breakdown requiring one-way communication can be portrayed as being over any non-visual communication device that offers the opportunity to resume normal communication.

2. The goals and learnings can focus on helping behavior, interpersonal perceptions, leadership style, or problem solving.

3. The lecturette can precede the activity.

4. The videophone can be introduced as a structured portion of the activity.

BLIVET MANAGER BRIEFING SHEET
You are a sales manager.  You were in the office of the president of your company demonstrating a new automated wastebasket opener (called a Blivet) when it fell apart in your hands.  The only other assembled Blivet is with your assistant sales manager in Chicago at a trade show.  You are now on the phone with your assistant and have said that you think you can get your disassembled Blivet together again if the assistant will describe the assembled one.  You have just mentioned that the president is breathing down your neck to “get on with it!” when the operator cuts in and says that there is trouble on the line.  You can continue to hear your assistant, but you cannot talk back because the other person cannot hear you.

The problem: You must get the Blivet assembled to continue the demonstration to the president.  You must utilize such communication opportunities as are available to you, given the present situation

BLIVET ASSISTANT MANAGER BRIEFING SHEET
You are an assistant sales manager.  You are in Chicago at a trade show were you are displaying a new automated wastebasket opener (called a Blivet).  You have just received an urgent page to call your supervisor, the sales manager, back in Cleveland.  You return the call, and your supervisor explains the problem.  He was demonstrating the only other assembled Blivet to the company president when it fell apart completely.  The president is breathing down your supervisor’s neck to get the Blivet assembled and “get on with it!”  Your supervisor thinks it may be possible to reassemble the broken Blivet if you will explain how to do it, based on the assembled one.  At this point, the operator cuts in to say that there is trouble on the line.  You can continue to talk to the sales manager, who can hear you, but you cannot hear anything on your end of the line.

The problem: You must explain how to get the Blivet together so that your supervisor’s demonstration to the company president can be completed.  You must communicate with your supervisor, using such communication opportunities as are available to you in this situation.

BLIVET OBSERVER GUIDE
Your task is to observe and record the interaction between the participants as they try to construct a second Blivet identical to the first (in size and shape but not in color).  The Blivets are in the form of a large block “T.”  Try to remain inconspicuous.  Do not interfere as the participants go about their task or respond to any of their questions.  However, do not let the person with the unassembled Blivet talk during the one-way communication portion of the activity.  At the conclusion of the activity, be prepared to comment briefly on what you saw take place.

Here are some things to look for:

1. Communication aids or blocks that occurred between the two participants:

a. Assumption of varying color, perceptions of the Blivet, etc.

b. Use of technical or geometric terms.

c. Actions that are independent of instructions or preconceived notions about how the Blivet is to go together.

2. Awareness and sharing of the overall picture:

a. Did one communicate that the Blivet is in the shape of a capital “T?”

b. Did either participant question whether the two Blivets were made of the same colors?

3. Did the participants take time, when two-way communications was opened up, to appraise where they were and to plan or talk about where to go from there or what help might be needed?

4. To what extent did emotions (such as frustration or anger) become involved?  Was it a rational step-by-step process?  What was each member’s response to pressure?  How did the roles affect these responses?

5. Did either participant abdicate the situation and stop trying?

Use the other side of this sheet for additional comment.  Do not be limited by these suggestions.  Rather, try to think of other things that are aiding or blocking communication.  Make some notes as the activity proceeds, because it is difficult to recall key events and issues later.

[image: image1.jpg]DIRECTIONS FOR MANUFACTURING BLIVETS

Blivets should be made from heavy colored construction paper or similar material, The
manager and assistant manager each receive a Blivet with pieces of the same size and
shape, but not of the same color. The easiest way to handle this is to choose as many
different colors of construction paper as there are triads (or at least five), cut an entire Blivet
from each color, and then assemble a packet for each triad containing:

1. one complete Blivet, with each piece of a different color;

2. asecond Blivet with each piece of a different color, these colors to be different from
piece “1” above;

3. one Blivet Assembly Sheet.

Cut each Blivetalong solid and dotted lines. Each Blivet has five parts.
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