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Comprehension in relation to explanation: theory and practice

Abstract. Comprehension is thought to become a new paradigm of cognitive psychology which describes
the great role of comprehension in human life and work. As a process, comprehension can be described as a
macrostructuring of information. Comprehension can be compared with an explanation in terms of theory and
practice. Today the psychology of comprehension could serve as atheoretical base for practice of explanation in
manypracticalfields,wherereadinesstoactsuccessfullyisimportant. Amongthosefieldscouldbecomprehension
ofinstructions, or instructive texts in technical, military, scientific or academic fields as well as in everyday life.
According to the theory, the memory volume in the process of comprehension is limited by 4 components,
this data has been confirmed by Norton and Kaplan, well-known American business analysts, who state
that the management of most successful companies consider 4 main channels of collecting information.
Implementation of psychology of comprehension into practice could be demonstrated by the new tool to
vastly simplify explanation and understanding of complex systems. The method FLIPP Explainers was

invented by David Cox during his employment at Procter and Gamble, Cincinnati, USA.
Keywords: comprehension, explanation, theory and practice.

The psychology of comprehension has been de-
veloped as a part of cognitive psychology. Accord-
ing to W. Kintsch [1], comprehension is thought to
become a new paradigm of cognitive psychology
which describes the great role of comprehension in
human life and work.

As a process, comprehension can be described
as a systemic structuring of information [2] or
macro structuring of information [1]. The result of
this process is a feeling of subjective assurance and
therefore readiness to act. Explanation seems to be
a process parallel to comprehension (explanation to
oneself), while explanation seems more like making
something understandable to others so they become
able to act successfully.

Comprehension can be compared with an expla-
nation in terms of theory and practice. In our opinion,
the psychology of comprehension could serve as a
theoretical base for practice of explanation in many
practical fields, where readiness to act successfully
and making decision is important. Among those fields
could be comprehension of instructions, or instruc-
tive texts in technical, military, scientific or academic

ISSN 1563-0307

fields as well as in everyday life. For example, as a
rule it is expected that the text of the law is under-
stood directly as opposed to text of art. However, it
is not always true in practice. In the experiments we
presented extracts from the «Law on the Languages
of the Republic of Kazakhstan» and a practical situ-
ation, the understanding of which required recog-
nition of rule of law. Theoretically right and proper
understanding have been revealed among civil law
specialists. Cognitive styles and personality mecha-
nisms of understanding of text of law were revealed
by experiments and grounded by theory [3].

It is of practical value to make comprehension
of instructions as completely understandable as
possible in terms of timing and avoiding mistakes.
Sometimes, correct comprehension of instructions
could mean survival. Imagine the situation where
crowds of people have become trapped by an ac-
cident in an underground tunnel. Better instructions
mean quicker rescue and more survivors. In prac-
tice, making instructions more understandable hap-
pens because practitioners in different fields know
and use a variety of successful psychological prin-
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ciples of human activity. For example, the psychol-
ogy of comprehension of Norton and Kaplan [4],
well-known business analysts, states that the man-
agement of most successful companies consider 4
main channels of collecting information.

The aim of our article is to present to Kazakstani
readers another principle, way, or tool to vastly sim-
plify explanation and understanding of complex sys-
tems. The method FLIPP Explainers was invented
by David Cox during his employment at Procter and
Gamble, Cincinnati, USA 1952-2008. The initial in-
tent of the author was to enable people to better un-
derstand each other [5]. Mr. Cox’s P&G experience
includes developing new methods for manufactur-
ing; industrial engineering work in several P&G
plants; operations and planning in food manufactur-
ing and product development; developing training
for P&G change team facilitators; editing the P&G
corporate publication which recognizes teams creat-
ing of changes and promotes reapplication. He did
development work in P&G’s corporate systems di-
vision.

FLIPP Explainers make complex instructions
far easier to understand. 90% fewer pages of in-
structions is typical. The method’s use at P&G was
tracked over many years.

The method makes obvious all the logic con-
nections that may matter to users of systems. What
one sees is a nonverbal, non-symbolic picture of the
logic which connects the parts of any given system.
Users have simple game rules for moving through
the structure. The rule for using all FLIPP Explain-
ers is basically this: Start at the top. Move down to
an endpoint without crossing through vertical lines.

D.Cox invented FLIPP Explainers while at
Procter & Gamble in the late 1950s. Mr. Cox grew
up in Williamsville NY. In 1952 he graduated from
Oberlin College (Ohio) in Economics and began
work with Procter & Gamble Cincinnati. He led
manufacturing teams to deliberately discover and
bring about important changes. He also adminis-
tered personnel policy and designed production
methods inmanufacturing.

Later, as part of the corporate Information Sys-
tems organization, Mr. Cox led creative teams in re-
search, product development, engineering, manufac-
turing, and marketing. As a facilitator, Cox helped
300 change teams to use other highly supportive,
non-competitive game-like team plays. These were
demonstrated, taught on the spot, and woven into
different creative problem solving processes to fit
the teams and the time available. In a separate ef-

fort, people in P&G’s Information Systems organi-
zation made many applications of FLIPP Explainers
to facilitate their clients’ use of complex business
systems. Mr. Cox describes FLIPP Explainers as a
common foundation for making explanation clear
wherever logic is complex as in education, science,
medicine, communication, logic, mathematics, phi-
losophy, and artificial intelligence. People see in
one panorama all the navigational scenarios in any
system as individual, self-connected pathway pat-
terns even when millions of paths exist. The patterns
show how parts of a system are connected in terms
that matter to users. The patterns replace conven-
tional written instructions, symbols, formula-forms,
and often all the connecting ‘wires’ found in flow
charts, tree structures, logic gates, and circuit dia-
grams. Users need to learn fewer things to succeed.
It is well known from the theory of intelligence that
thinking is a process of transition from one level of
concept generalization to another one, from verbal
to non-verbal (whole pattern) form. Cox’s work
seems to be a way of applying this theory.

Mr. Cox retired from P&G in 1988. Now, he
volunteers help to people making FLIPP Explain-
ers and creative change models freely and broadly
available. The new format’s main attribute is that
it is astonishingly user friendly. It is also friendly
for people doing the explaining — for example, the
managers or owners or maintainers of systems. They
become more successful as talented explainers.

FLIPP Explainers are macrostructures which
can easily be directly connected to form even larg-
er structures. In contrast, individual frames can be
thought of as microstructures which are like tightly
packed stepping stones arranged to form paths. In-
side any frame, information can be in any language,
any symbolic or mathematical format, and in any
quantity. One might think of frames as being like
different size mailing envelopes all having a com-
mon function — to hold any content — information,
money, food, poetry, etc.

By format, Cox means a pattern of arrangement
different from the information contained inside the
blocks. Crossword puzzles, flow charts and base-
ball diamonds are easily recognized formats. Sen-
tence form, while common, is unfriendly because its
single-path form does not show readers where lines
of thought branch apart at the « ORs» nor merge
together at the «ANDs.» Linear text can only offer
word descriptions of these nonlinear forms. Such
forms and connections are the business of logic.
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Scheme 1 — Field of 11 top-down patterns

More precise psychological analysis of this tool
of comprehension can be done via related experi-
ments aimed at the same type of comparison--text
vs. patterned format--and the effect on learning
and memory. This method is important because it
would make, for example, President Obama’s ex-
planations of complex bailouts far clearer to more
people far more quickly. It is important because it
would make, for example, anyone’s complex health
care insurance policy far clearer to them. The for-
mat shows as patterns all--all--valid user paths in
any system even for systems that have millions of
valid user paths. Applications have been useful also
in very simple systems-like how to use new phone
systems. The FLIPP Explainer method is in the pub-
lic domain and freely available to all at http://www.
flipp-explainers.org . It is not convenient to create

diagrams of any type, but the extra effort can express
one’s «going well beyond» the usual concern for the
success of one’s information partners and associ-
ates. At P&G, this seemed to significantly enhance
teamwork of system managers and system users.

The acronym FLIPP stands for Format For Logical
Information Planning & Presentation). The diagrams
produced with FLIPP are like game boards. Managers
at P&G offered written comments on their experience
with FLIPP. Additional comments were from a case
study at a tax preparation company. FLIPP users found
it an effective and efficient way to describing complex,
interrelated pieces of information.
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A.M. Kum, 1.K. Kokc, A.T. CagsixoBa, XK.b. Axmetora, JK.K. AiiocoBa, A.B. Xan, B.A. [luBkuna
Tycinyain TycinaipymeH 0aiijiaHbIChI: TeOpPHs KIHe TIKipude

TyciHy ncUXonorusichl KOTHUTHBTI ICUXOJIOTHSHBIH jKaHa apaJurMachl peTiHae KaObUIIaHBII, aaM eMipiH/Ie )KoHE OHBIH Kocion
iC-9peKeTiHJe oTe MaHbBI3Ibl OPHIH anajgbl. TYCiHy Npoleci ajJbIHFaH aKIapaTrThl MaKpOKYPBUIBIMJAY MpOLEeCi OOJBIN TaObLIajbL.
MyHSBI TYCIHIIPYIIH TEOpHsFa XoHe ToKipuOere eHri3yre KaTbICTHI MPOIecTepiMeH CalbICThIpyFa 0omanbl. TYCiHY HMCHXONOTHSCHI
nrenriM KaObliay MpoIeci OpbIH alaThiH TOKIPUOEHIH TYpIl KoJIaHOAIBl calalapblHAa TYCIHIIPY TOKIpHOECIHIH TEOPHSIIBIK HETi31
peTiHze, KonJaHblIa anajibl, ojap — HYCKaylIbIK MOTIHIEP, 3aH MOTIHAEPI, TEXHUKAJBIK ’KOHE FUIBIMH MOTIHIED, )KOHE /1€ KYHIENIKTI
aKmapartapibl TYCIHYI.

Tyiiin ce3dep: TYCiHy, TYCIHIIPY, aKIIapat, TEOPHUs KHE MPAKTHKA.

A.M. Kum, 1.K. Kokc, A.T. CagpikoBa, JXK.b. AxmetoBa, XK.K. Aiinocosa, A.B. Xan, B.A. [luBkuna
I[MoHuMaHue B CBSI3M ¢ 00BSICHEHHEM: TEOPHUs M MPAKTHKA

ITonnmanme paccMaTpuBaeTcsl Kak HOBasl MapagurMa KOTHUTHBHOM MICHXONIOTHH, YTO OTPaXKaeT er0 OTPOMHYIO POJIb B JKH3HU Ue-
JIOBEKa M ero NpodecCHOHANbHOI AesTeabHOCTH. [Ipoliecc NOHMMaHUS TIPEACTABIAeT CO00H MaKpOCTPYKTYpHPOBAaHUE HH(OPMALIIH.
DTOT HNpOLECcC CPaBHUM C TPOLECCOM OOBSCHEHHs KaK TEOPETUYECKU, TaK U B OTHOIICHUH MPHIIOKEHHUs Ha npaktuke. [Tcuxonorus
TIOHVMAHUSI MOJKET BBICTYIATh B KAUECTBE TEOPETUUCSCKON OCHOBBI JJISI IPAKTHUKH OOBSICHEHUSI B Pa3JIMUHBIX MIPUKIIATHBIX chepax, Iie
MMEeEeT MECTO TpoIece MPUHATHS penteHus. Cpeu HUX — ITOHUMaHNe HHCTPYKTUBHBIX TEKCTOB, TEKCTOB 3aKOHOB, TEXHUUECKHUX U Ha-
YUHBIX TEKCTOB, a TAK)XXE HH(OPMAIIMHU B TOBCEAHEBHOM KM3HU. [IpakTHYeCKOe MPUIOKEHNE TICHXOIOT MY TIOHUMaHHsl MHOTOOOpa3HO:
HNOHUMAaHHUE TEKCTOB 3aKOHA, HHCTPYKTHBHBIX TEKCTOB, IOHMMaHKE B cepe Ou3Heca.

Knirouesvle cnoea: nonnmanue, o0bsICHEHHE, HHYOPMALUS, TEOPHS U TIPAKTHKA.
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