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 The Michigan Student Assembly (MSA) is the legislative “voice” of the University of Michigan 

student body, and consists of elected student representatives from each of the University’s 

schools and colleges, as well as an elected student executive board.  MSA is further organized 

into 26 committees, select committees, and commissions, which are responsible for carrying out 

the majority of MSA’s day-to-day work.  Members of committees and commissions may be 

MSA representatives, or they may be non-elected students with an interest in the work of a 

particular committee or commission.  The large number of committees and commissions makes 

it difficult for representatives to understand the work being done in each committee/commission 

and identify opportunities for collaboration.  In response to this problem, the scope of the current 

project is to study MSA’s internal communication, particularly the way in which information 

about current projects, events, and issues are passed between committees, commissions, and the 

Assembly as a whole. 

 

The consolidated flow model is a visual representation of current communication patterns.  It 

portrays how various MSA roles communicate with each other, what gets communicated, what 

types of artifacts are produced and used, and where communication breakdowns occur.  The 

consolidated flow model was developed by analyzing common patterns found in individual flow 

models constructed following interviews with eight members of MSA.  For the most part, roles 

reflected standard MSA working titles (like “representative” or “executive”).  Although 

committees, select committees, and commissions are frequently grouped together and referred to 

as “committees” in individual models, in reality they serve two different roles and are grouped 

by these roles on the model – “committees” support internal MSA functioning, while “select 

committees” and “commissions” (shown on the model as “commissions”) address specific 

student issues.  Additionally, though technically a committee vice-chair, P04’s responsibilities 

overlap with that of a committee chair and are represented as such on the model. 

 

To accurately reflect the complex communication patterns within MSA, it was necessary to 

supplement standard flow model conventions.  Different colors are used to designate roles that 

are internal to MSA (blue) and those that are external (yellow).  Regularly scheduled meetings 

are important venues for communication within MSA and are represented in the model as 

triangles.  The General Assembly Meeting and Cabinet Meeting are the two most important of 

these meetings and therefore are represented as larger triangles with defined purposes.  As with 

roles, lines and arrows indicate communication that flows to and from the meetings.  Symbols 

are used to capture other modes of communication, like email (represented by an envelope) and 

informal face-to-face communication (represented by a call-out symbol).  Individual members of 

a given role may also be communicating with each other, and this is represented by an arrow 

which extends from and connects back to the same role.  To ease space constraints, breakdowns 

are numbered and explained in a separate key. 

 

The most important finding revealed by the flow model is the vast amount of communication and 

coordination that occurs between the various roles within MSA.  The multiple lines and arrows 

connecting each of the roles demonstrate relatively open and free flowing channels of 

communication.  This is one of the greatest strengths of the MSA communication system as it 

exists now, and free exchange of information should continue to be encouraged.  To best 

represent the diversity of student interests at the University of Michigan, ideas, issues and 

concerns are best dealt with by gaining multiple perspectives through collaboration and 
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communication amongst various roles, and therefore it is important to maintain the current 

culture of open communication.   

 

That being said, the open and unstructured characteristics of the current system can lead to 

“information overload,” as portrayed by the numbers of communication channels in the model, 

as well as in anecdotal evidence collected during interviews.  For the sake of consolidating 

overarching roles within the organization, the current model only portrays two groupings of 

"committees" and "commissions," and it is easy to forget that in reality most of the lines of 

communication are happening twenty-six times over.  Utilizing multiple modes of 

communication also means that the same information may be reaching each individual several 

different ways, further increasing the volume of information in the system.  During interviews, 

respondents frequently stated there is too much information to keep track of and would not know 

the best way to clearly identify another committee or commission with which to collaborate on a 

given issue (Breakdown 1).  It is likely that that there may be many issues, ideas, or opportunities 

for collaboration that simply get lost in the shuffle of information.   

 

The current system attempts to funnel most communication through the two largest MSA-related 

weekly meetings – General Assembly and Cabinet.  General Assembly meetings are particularly 

important because it is the only time that all elected members of MSA, as well as any interested 

outside visitors, are all in the same place at the same time.  During interviews, respondents 

frequently cited hearing an announcement at a meeting as the easiest way for them to identify 

opportunities for collaboration.  Though this is effective for some, relying solely on oral 

announcements is problematic: during meetings it is unrealistic for each committee or 

commission to give an announcement, and there is also no formalized way for people not present 

at a meeting to receive the information they missed (Breakdown 3).  Additionally, commission 

chairs are not required to be elected MSA representatives, and therefore are typically not present 

at General Assembly meetings to give or receive important information (Breakdown 5). 

 

Another key finding is that the way in which MSA attempts to provide a structured avenue for 

communication – through artifacts – is ineffective.  Committees and commission are required to 

report their weekly activities to the rest of the assembly in the form of reports, and 

representatives are required to file reports of individual activities every three weeks.  Frequently, 

these reports are not filled out and, more often than not, the reports are not read by others 

(Breakdown 2).  An important communication artifact, the “Meeting Packet,” is given to 

representatives each week when they arrive at the General Assembly Meeting, and consists of 

the meeting’s agenda, all representative and committee reports for the week, and all resolutions 

to be discussed at the meeting.  There is not enough time between receiving the packet and the 

discussion of its contents to allow representatives to properly read and digest all of the 

information (Breakdown 4). 

 

Overall, final recommendations should seek to filter or pare down the “information overload” 

into coherent, stable, and targeted messages without losing the openness of information exchange 

or the richness of information shared.  Continuing to capitalize on regularly scheduled meetings, 

while constructing ways to more effectively pass information to those not in attendance and re-

evaluating the use of communication artifacts surrounding the meeting, will be the most effective 

way to integrate new recommendations into the existing system. 
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Interviews and Observations Completed for Data Collection 
Interviews: 

P01 – Campus Improvement Commission Chair 

 Interviewers:  Killian and Ted 

 Date:  9/28/10·       

P02 – Diversity Affairs Select Committee Chair 

 Interviewers:  Killian and Ted 

 Date:  10/5/10 

P03 – Communications Committee Vice Chair 

 Interviewers:  James and Kim 

 Date:  10/6/10 

P04 – Vice President 

 Interviewers:  James and Kim 

 Date:  10/14/10 

P05 – Chief of Staff 

 Interviewers:  Killian and Ted 

 Date:  10/15/10 

P06 – Women’s’ Issues Commission Chair 

 Interviewers:  James and Kim 

 Date:  10/19/10 

P07 – Chief Programming Officer 

 Interviewers:  Killian and Ted 

 Date:  10/18/10 

P08 – Rules and Elections Committee Chair 

 Interviewers:  Killian and Ted 

 Date:  10/19/10 

 

Observation:  

Attended MSA General Assembly Meeting 

 Kim, Ted, James and Killian 

 Observed meeting, requested interview participants, and collected artifacts 

 Date:  10/12/10 @ 7:30 pm 
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