BMcommuNICATION

Increasing
Contact Paths
Leads to a
Reduction in
Availability

By MARC LADIN

s the LUS. has moved down

the technolopy adoption curb,

Americans have continued 1o

adopt new and diverse means
of communications st an  accelerating
pace. Afier the advent and widespread
dispersion of ihe welephone at the twm of
the 20th cemury, the reachability of LLS.
citizens has moved down an accelerating
arowth curve as we have exponentially
increased the number and diversity of our
available communication paths. Bui are
we more available?

Observing  the progression of con-
faet paths for an individual shows as
the numhber increases, our  availability
decreases. However, if's only natural to
think the more devices [ have, the more
wiys someone can get a hold of me. The
reality, unforunately, is exactly the oppo-
site, Simply put. the more deviees and
avenes for which we have available to be
comacted. the more complexity we have
added intoe the communication process,
thus leading to a decreased probability of
pickiing the right contact path at any given
Lk,

For example, if [ tell you thar I am
thinking of a whole number between one
and rwo. and ask vou to guess what that
number is, how well would you do? With
rwo passibilities, vou have a 50 percent
chance of guessing comectly. Now take
s example a linde Tuther. 101 el you
[oguess o mwinber berween one and five,
| have reduced the probabilivy that you
will guess cormeety woonly 200 percent.
Therefone, v goes o argue that vou ane
ravn i a hall times more likely 10 guess
the correct number when there are only
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GROWTH IN NUMBER OF CONTACT PATHS PER INDIVIDUAL - 1.5.
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twir chisices, then when there ave fAve. That
i= a big difference.

Mow let's apply this example to contact
path theory. IF | asked vou to list vour 10
best friends’ names on a piece of paper,
vou could probably come up with a list
casily. Mow, withoot the aid of any device,
directory, or cell phone address ook, if |
wshed you 10 name 25 mMany Ways 85 you
can o get in contact with each person, you
wistlld likely come up with one. and pos-
sibly even two ways to get in touch with
them.

Itis very likely that you will have either
a favarite phone oumber or an e-roail
address. or maybe even an instant mes-
saging address that you know by heart that
vl willl be able to come up with for each
friend. And for some of the names, you
might just draw a blank stare because youw
have never actually had to remermber their
phone number becawse it is stored in youwr
cell phone, of their e-mail address which
is already in vour e-mail address book.

Om averape, vou would likely be able
1o comie up with cne contact path For cach
individual on vour list of 10, But what
about the other five ways that each of vour
[0 “hest friends”™ created for you o get 4
hiald of them — their pager, office number,
e mamber, car phone, instant message-
ing address, work e-mail address, peraonal
c-mail address, Blackberry, fax number,
oie?

While all of these devioes increases th
puithser of available congac |;|,;-||:I|:... tlial an

individual may have, they did nothing w
improve vour abdlity w gel a hold of them
because we are “capacily constrained” Lo
remember more than the one most conm-
monly used communication path that we
are accustomed o contacting them on, In
fact, the additban af moe contact paths e
individual Bad the exact 1||1|:l:1-i2|: |.:|'|'|.'|.'I.
miaking it considerably harder 1o geta hokl
of wour “hest friends.™ 1 will explain how
in a mine.

Your response to the previous test mighe
b somiething along the following lines

"1 don't need to remerber all of those
contact paths becauge they are osed n
iy
fol lawing: paper address book, I sdidress
ke, cell phone conact list, wsiant mees-
zage hisddy list, ete.™)

This idea was labeled
ey and developed by David Weaner,
a p.'i_'r'h."'l"ll.'ll.-l'fll:[inlﬁ[ 'I|"||:t.:n'|'|'uni!:.'1:-|"'l.'i rFini:'..
Tranaactive MEI1H§IT'_¢-‘ Aliles we slore 3 lod of
informatnion outside of our heads. We don't
remember the five differemt ways that we
can comtact our 10best feiends, bur instead
we remiember where te find that i Forma
g — B our |!|E:r.-.-:’&-||;.'|| address baoks, our
cell rll'u:lm'.":i,_ 2.
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[ rnimutes. fo contaet your 1T best freends,
and tell them that Ih{':r sl mesd fo call yiou
back in exactly 35 minwles

Do wow think vou would be able b
remember how fo get & hld af all 14
friends™ Amd it o could remember, do
vou thimk 1t would be |'u1:-;:-;i|'.-|q.- tor reach all
of them in 10 minuges, and relay the mes-
sage to call vou back’ Does this sound 2
lintle far-fetched?

In reality, this is expctly the stuntion
faced by individuals in a cnsis siteation
In such situations, individenls expencnce
a sense of time compression and o phys-
cal reduction in their moter skills, Duning
these cvents an individual's memory recall
amd brain functions are impaired by the
crisis nature of the situation, It you took
the test above, vou probably expenenced
some of these exact same Peelings.

In foct, according 1o wwithor David
Crrossman, evervone should prvctice dial-
ing %-1-1 for this very reason, because
many people expericnce situations where,
in an emergency, they pick up the phone
and cannot perfonm the most basic of
functions. With heart mies soaring and
metor coordination deteriorating, peopls
dial 4-1-1 and mot 9-1-1 because that™s the
only number they remember. Or people
may forger 1o press “send™ on their cell
phone, or they simply cannot pick out the
individual numbers at all,
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“Wou musl rehearze iL,” sl Girossman,
“because oaly if vou have rehearsed i1 will
it be there.”

Dring a crisis situation it becomes
more difficult 1o communicate, and the
increased  svailability of contact  paihs
does absolutely nothing o improve tha
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communication, In f&c, in o crisis situa-
tiom, the number of contael paths an indi-
vidual has actually creates o tremendous
commumicition readbleck,

The history of human communication
his s roots m pre-historic times, Afer the
first coveman spoke 1o the second cave-
mian, human commumnicabion was lnnched,
Since then we hove developed an ever-
pecelerating number of wayvs (o commumni-
cate that are more creative, immediate and
effective. As we have unlesshed this great
fudnl wave of mbteraction, it = important
o umiberstund the fundoments behmd our
communication achivities,

Understonding contact path complex-
ity and how it plays a role in our rowtine,
and more importantly, non-routing o
emergengy communications, will help us
te avold the pittalls we have created with
all of our interactivity, Using an automated
notification system eliminates these short-
comings through 1ts ablity 10 communi-
cate with all mdividual contact paths. The
resuliant improvement in communication
success rales 15 methematicallv enommous.
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