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1
About 

Communication
Why do people communicate?

How does communication aff ect our 
relationships with others?

What makes someone a competent 
interpersonal communicator?

CH A P T ER O U TLIN E

Why Do We Communicate? 

The Nature of Communication 

How Do We Communicate Interpersonally? 

Building Your Communication Competence 
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4 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

Amiya and Natalie
Amiya’s boyfriend, Tyler, had been drinking a lot lately, even for him. 

Amiya was worried about him but was afraid to say something because 

he got angry so easily. She tried talking to her sister Sara about it, but 

Sara was completely self-absorbed and never seemed to listen. On top 

of that, Amiya’s dad had just been diagnosed with lung cancer, and she 

suspected he was downplaying how serious it was. One day when Amiya 

was feeling completely overwhelmed, she called her best friend, 

Natalie, and broke down on the phone. During their two-hour 

conversation, Natalie listened to her problems and said, “I’m 

so sorry to hear about what you’re going through.” Even 

though they’d had many such conversations over the years, 

Amiya was still amazed at how much better she felt after talk-

ing with Natalie. No matter what was going badly in her life, 

she could always count on Natalie to lift her spirits and help 

her put her problems in perspective. Natalie didn’t necessar-

ily solve Amiya’s problems for her, but she always listened 

nonjudgmentally, provided feedback, and allowed Amiya to 

talk through her feelings and frustrations with someone who 

cared. “Thank goodness for friends,” Amiya thought.

We all have relationships, and we all know how challenging they can be. Sometimes 
even our closest friends can get under our skin. Sometimes our family members 
aren’t completely honest with us. Sometimes we don’t quite know how to reach out to 
others when they need our help.

At the same time, relationships are wonderful, amazing things. Our friends can 
make us laugh, keep us sane, and pick us up when we’re feeling down. Our relatives 
can give us the kind of unconditional love that lets us know we’ll never be alone. Our 
romantic partners can make us feel as though we’re the only person in the world who 
really matters.

When you think about it, it’s quite remarkable that human relationships can be 
the source of such heartache and such joy. What makes the diff erence between a re-
lationship that’s going well and one that’s going poorly? One of the biggest factors is 
how we communicate. Many of Amiya’s relational problems involved communication: 
She was unsure of how to talk to Tyler, Sara didn’t really listen to her, and she felt 
her dad wasn’t being forthright about his condition. By contrast, the open, supportive 
communication she had with Natalie made that friendship very positive. It’s tough to 
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  WHY DO WE COMMUNICATE? 5

have good relationships without good communication—and because relationships 
are so important to us, learning about communication can greatly benefi t our lives.

In this chapter, you’ll learn: 

What types of needs communication helps us meet

How communication functions in our relationships

What makes communication interpersonal

How we can become more competent communicators

Why Do We Communicate?
Asking why we communicate may seem about as useful 
as asking why we breathe. After all, could you imagine 
your life without communication? We all have times, 
of course, when we prefer to be alone. Nevertheless, 
most of us would fi nd it nearly impossible—and very 
unsatisfying—to go through life without the chance to 
interact with others. As we’ll see in this section, com-
munication touches many aspects of our lives, from our 
physical and other everyday needs to our experiences 
with relationships, spirituality, and identity. 

Communication Meets Physical Needs
You might be surprised to hear it, but communication keeps us healthy. Humans 
are such inherently social beings that when we are denied the opportunity for inter-
action, our mental and physical health can suff er as a result. This is a major reason 
why solitary confi nement is considered such a harsh punishment. Several studies 

have shown that when people are cut off  from others 
for an extended period of time, their health can quickly 
deteriorate.1 Similarly, individuals who feel socially iso-

lated because of poverty, 
homelessness, mental ill-
ness, or other stigmatiz-
ing situations can also suf-
fer from a lack of quality 
interaction with others.2 

It may sound like an 
exaggeration to say that 
we can’t survive without 
human contact, but that 
statement isn’t far from 
the truth, as a bizarre ex-
periment in the thirteenth 
century helped to show. 
German emperor Freder-
ick II wanted to know what 
language humans would 

1}1}
2}2}
3}3}
4}4}

1} {1} {

Good communication is 
as stimulating as black 
coff ee, and just as hard 
to sleep after.
—Anne Morrow Lindbergh (1906–2001)
U.S. American writer

Most of us would fi nd it nearly impossible and 
very unsatisfying to go through life without the 
chance to communicate with others.
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6 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

speak naturally if they weren’t taught any particular language. To fi nd out, he placed 
50 newborns in the care of nurses who were instructed only to feed and bathe them 
but not to speak to them or hold them. The emperor never discovered the answer 
to his question because all the infants died.3 This experiment was clearly unethical 
and, fortunately, wouldn’t be repeated today, but more recent studies conducted in 

{ Fact or Fiction?
Communication Is Aff ected by Biology }

You’re likely to encounter a number of intuitive research fi ndings as you study in-
terpersonal communication, and your intuition is probably right most of the time. 
Intuition fails us on occasion, however, which is one reason why the systematic study 
of communication is so useful. In the “Fact or Fiction?” boxes, we’ll take a look at some 
common ideas about communication to determine whether they’re as true as we 
think they are.

For instance, you’ve probably heard of the “nature versus nurture” debate. 
This is an ongoing discussion about why people are the way they are and why 
they do the things they do. Is it because of the way they were raised—the nur-
ture side—or because of factors such as genes or hormones—the nature side? 
It’s easy to see how communication might be aff ected by nurture. For example, 
when children are raised in diff erent cultures or diff erent religions, they often 
communicate diff erently. Is communication also infl uenced by genetic or 
biological factors? 

As we’ll note throughout this book, the answer is a resounding yes. 
Research shows us, for instance, that communication traits such as shy-
ness or argumentativeness are largely inherited genetically. There is also 
evidence that changes in the balance of hormones or other chemicals in a 
person’s body can greatly alter the way that person behaves. Communication 
behavior in turn seems to aff ect biology. For example, when we express 
aff ection to a loved one, the levels of our stress hormones are reduced.

As we talk about the relationship between biology and communication in this book, it’s impor-
tant to keep one thing in mind: Saying that a behavior is infl uenced by biology doesn’t mean that 
the behavior is uncontrollable. People may inherit a tendency toward shyness, for example, but 
that doesn’t mean they can’t learn to become more outgoing. By understanding how the body af-
fects—and is aff ected by—our communication behaviors, we can gain a better appreciation of the 
roles that both nature and nurture play in shaping who we are.

Ask Yourself:
Which aspects of communication do you think are primarily learned? Which do you think are 
primarily biological?

In what ways might people use communication behaviors to improve their health?

Sources: Beatty, M. J., Heisel, A. D., Hall, A. E., Levine, T. R., & La France, B. H. (2002). What can we learn from the study of 
twins about genetic and environmental infl uences on interpersonal affi  liation, aggressiveness, and social anxiety? A meta-
analytic study. Communication Monographs, 69, 1–18; Floyd, K., Mikkelson, A. C., Tafoya, M. A., Farinelli, L., La Valley, A. G., 
Judd, J., Haynes, M. T., Davis, K. L., & Wilson, J. (2007). Human aff ection exchange: XIII. Aff ectionate communication acceler-
ates neuroendocrine stress recovery. Health Communication, 22, 123–132; Keller, M. B., Kocsis, J. H., Thase, M. E., Gelenberg, 
A. J., Rush, A. J., Koran, L., Schatzberg, A., Russell, J., Hirschfeld, R., Klein, D., McCullough, J. P., Fawcett, J. A., Kornstein, S., 
La Vange, L., & Harrison, W. (1999). Maintenance phase effi  cacy of sertraline for chronic depression: A randomized controlled 
trial. Journal of the American Medical Association, 282, 323–324.

•

•

flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   6flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   6 10/15/08   8:34:35 AM10/15/08   8:34:35 AM



  WHY DO WE COMMUNICATE? 7

orphanages and adoption centers have convincingly shown that human interaction, 
especially touch, is critical for infants’ survival and healthy development.4

Social interaction keeps adults healthy too. Research shows that people without 
strong social ties, such as close friendships and family relationships, are more likely 
to suff er major ailments, such as heart disease and high blood pressure, and to die 
prematurely than people who have close, satisfying relationships.5 They are also more 
likely to suff er basic ailments, such as colds, and they often take longer to recover 
from illnesses or injuries.6 As Anne Morrow Lindbergh noted in the quote at the start 
of this section, good communication stimulates us and makes us feel alive.

The importance of social interaction is often particularly evident to people who 
are stigmatized. A stigma is a characteristic that discredits a person, causing him or 
her to be seen as abnormal or undesirable.7 It isn’t the attribute itself that stigmatizes 
a person, however, but the way that attribute is viewed by others in that person’s 
society. In the United States, for instance, being HIV-positive is widely stigmatized 
because of its association with two marginalized populations—gay men and intrave-
nous drug users—even though many people with the disease do not belong to either 
group.8 Note that U.S. Americans don’t tend to stigmatize people with asthma or 
diabetes or even cancer to the same extent as they do people with HIV, even though 
these other illnesses can also be serious or even life-threatening. 

Being stigmatized leads people in many marginalized groups to feel disrespected 
and shamed about their conditions. In U.S. American society, there are stigmas as-
sociated with being homeless, poor, old, disabled, lesbian or gay, alcoholic, mentally 
ill, and, in some circles, divorced, even though a person may have no choice about 
belonging to any of these groups.9 

People who are stigmatized might say they frequently feel like outsiders who 
“don’t fi t in” with those around them. As a result, they may be more likely to suff er 
the negative physical eff ects of limited social interaction. Going further, the less so-
cial interaction they have, the more they are likely to continue feeling stigmatized. 
Although not everyone needs the same amount of interaction to stay healthy, com-
munication plays an important role in maintaining our health and well-being. To 
understand more about how communication and biology are interrelated, take a look 
at the “Fact or Fiction” box on page 6.

Communication Meets Relational Needs
Besides our physical needs, we have several relational needs, such as needs for com-
panionship and aff ection, relaxation, and escape.10 We don’t necessarily have the 
same needs in all our relationships—you probably value your friends for somewhat 
diff erent reasons than you value your relatives, for instance. The bottom line, though, 
is that we need relationships, and communication is a large part of how we build and 
keep those relationships.11

Think about how many structures in our lives are designed to promote social 
interaction. Neighborhoods, schools, workplaces, malls, theaters, and restaurants are 
all social experiences in which we almost always interact with people in some way. 
In addition, the Internet has opened up multiple ways of connecting with others, and 
many people have met new friends or romantic partners online.12 Imagine how chal-
lenging it would be to form and maintain strong social relationships if you lacked 
the ability to communicate with others. This is a common experience for many im-
migrants, who often struggle to acculturate and learn the language of their new envi-
ronments and may feel lonely or overlooked by others during that process.13 

A more extreme example of the challenges of forming relationships without the 
ability to communicate involves Victor of Aveyron, a child found in France in the late 
eighteenth century after apparently spending his entire childhood alone in the woods. 

Stigma A 
characteristic 

that discredits 
a person, 

making him or 
her be seen as 

abnormal or 
undesirable.
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8 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

After twice being captured 
and escaping, he eventually 
emerged from the forest 
on his own and was cared 
for by a local biologist and 
later by a young medical 
student. Because he had not 
acquired language, how-
ever, it was quite challeng-
ing for Victor—who later 
became known as “the Wild 
Boy of Aveyron”—to form 
strong emotional relation-
ships with his caretakers.14 

Some scholars believe 
our need for relationships 
is so fundamental that we 

can hardly get by without them.15 For example, research 
has shown that having a rich social life is one of the most 
powerful predictors of a person’s overall happiness.16

In fact, the most important predictor of happiness in 
life—by far—is how happy you are in your marriage.17

Marital happiness is more important than income, job status, education, leisure time, 
or anything else in accounting for how happy people are with their lives. On the 
negative side, people in distressed marriages are much more likely to suff er major 
depression, and they even report being in worse physical health than their happily 
married counterparts.18 

Of course, the cause-and-eff ect relationship between marriage and happiness 
isn’t a simple one. It may be that strong marriages promote happiness and well-being, 
or it may be that happy, healthy people are more likely than others to be married. 
Whatever the association, personal relationships clearly play an important role in our 
lives, and communication helps us form and maintain them.

Communication Fills Identity Needs
Are you energetic? trustworthy? intelligent? withdrawn? Each of us can probably 
come up with a long list of adjectives to describe ourselves, but here’s the critical 
question: How do you know you are these things? In other words, how do you form 
an identity?

The ways we communicate with others—and the ways others communicate with 
us—play a major role in shaping the way we see ourselves.19 As you’ll learn in Chap-
ter 3, people form their identities partly by comparing themselves with others. If you 
consider yourself intelligent, for instance, what that really means is that you see your-
self as more intelligent than most other people. If you think you’re shy, you see most 
other people as more outgoing than you are. If you think of yourself as attractive, it’s 
because you think you’re better looking than most other people. 

One way we learn how we compare with others is through our communication 
with those around us. If people treat you as intelligent, shy, or attractive, chances are 
you’ll begin to believe you are those things. In other words, those qualities will be-
come part of how you see yourself. As you’ll see in Chapter 3, your identity develops 
over the course of your life, and communication plays a critical role in driving that 
process. Good communicators also have the ability to emphasize diff erent aspects of 
their identities in diff erent situations. For example, during a job interview it might be 

Imagine how challenging it would be to communi-
cate if you couldn’t speak the language everyone 
else was using. This is a common experience for 
many immigrants.
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  WHY DO WE COMMUNICATE? 9

Communication enables many people to 
express their faith and spirituality. 

most important for you to portray your organized, effi  cient side, whereas when you’re 
on a date you might choose to emphasize your fun-loving nature and sense of humor. 

Communication Meets Spiritual Needs
An important aspect of identity for many people is their spirituality. Spirituality in-

cludes the principles someone values in life (for example, “I value loyalty” or “I 
value equal treatment for all people”). It also encompasses people’s morals, 

or their notions about right and wrong (for instance, “It’s never okay to 
steal, no matter what the circumstances” or “I would lie in order to save 
a life, because life is more important than honesty”). Finally, spirituality 
involves people’s beliefs about the meaning of life, which often include 
personal philosophies, an awe of nature, a belief in a higher purpose, 

and religious beliefs and practices (such as “I believe in God” or “I 
believe I will reap what I sow in life”).

A recent survey of more than 112,000 U.S. college students 
found that many students consider some form of spirituality 
to be an important part of their identity.20 About 75% of those 
surveyed said they search for meaning and purpose in life and 
have discussions about the meaning of life with their friends. 
In addition, more than 60% claimed their spirituality was a 
source of joy in their lives, and almost 50% affi  rmed that they 
seek out opportunities to grow spiritually. For people who in-
clude spirituality as a part of their identity, communication 
provides a means of expressing and sharing spiritual ideas 
and practices with one another.

Communication Serves Instrumental Needs
Finally, people communicate to meet their practical, everyday needs. Researchers re-
fer to these needs as instrumental needs. Instrumental needs include short-term 
tasks such as ordering a drink in a bar, scheduling a haircut on the telephone, fi lling 

How we communicate with others, and how others communicate with us, play 
a big role in shaping how we see ourselves—whether it’s as intelligent, as popular, or as altruistic. 

Instrumental 
needs Practi-

cal, everyday 
needs.
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10 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

out a rebate card, and raising your hand when you want to speak in class. They also 
include longer-term goals such as getting a job and earning a promotion. These com-
municative behaviors may not always contribute much to our health, our relation-
ships, our identity, or our spirituality. Each behavior is valuable, however, because it 
serves a need that helps us get through our daily lives. 

Meeting instrumental needs probably doesn’t seem as interesting as forging new 
relationships or as meaningful as expressing spiritual beliefs. It’s important for two 
reasons, though. The fi rst reason is simply that we have many instrumental needs. 
In fact, most of the communication you engage in on a day-to-day basis is probably 
mundane and routine—not heavy, emotionally charged conversation, but instrumen-
tal interaction such as talking to professors about assignments or taking orders from 
customers at work. A second reason meeting instrumental needs is so important is 
that many of them—such as buying food at the store or ordering clothes online—re-
ally have to be met before other needs—such as maintaining quality relationships or 
fi nding career fulfi llment—become relevant.21

The “At a Glance” box above provides a quick look at fi ve types of needs that 
communication helps to meet.

Learn It: How is communication related to our physical well-being? What rela-
tional needs does communication help us fi ll? In what ways do communication be-
haviors meet our identity needs? How does communication help us express spiritual-
ity? What are some of the instrumental needs served by communication? 

Try It: Recall a recent conversation you had, and identify how your communication 
behavior contributed to your physical, relational, identity, spiritual, and instrumental 
needs, if at all. Which need or needs took precedence? Why? 

Refl ect on It: Can you identify ways in which your own communication meets 
your relational or spiritual needs? Do you communicate for any reasons that are not 
discussed in this section?

At a Glance: Five Needs Served by Communication
Throughout this book, you will fi nd “At a Glance” boxes that give you a brief look at important content. 
In this case, we’ll take a glance at fi ve types of needs that are served by communication:

Physical needs Communication helps us maintain physical and mental well-being.

Relational needs Communication helps us form social and personal relationships.

Identity needs Communication helps us fi gure out who we are 
and who we want to be.

Spiritual needs Communication lets us share our beliefs and 
values with others.

Instrumental needs Communication helps us accomplish many 
day-to-day tasks.
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  THE NATURE OF COMMUNICATION 11

Receiver
decodes

Source
encodes

Channel

Message

Noise
 

Noise 

Noise 
Noise 

Noise 

Noise 

FIGURE 1.1 The Action Model In the action model of communication, a 
sender encodes a message and conveys it through a communica-
tion channel for a receiver to decode. Leaving someone a voice 
mail message illustrates the one-way process of the action model.

The Nature of Communication
Communication is so much a part of life that it’s easy to 
take it for granted. In one way or another, you’ve com-
municated practically every day you’ve been alive, so 
you may be wondering what you could possibly have 
left to learn about communication. In fact, researchers 
still have many questions about how people commu-
nicate, how we make sense of one another’s behaviors, 
and what eff ects communication has on our lives and 
our relationships. 

We begin this section by looking at diff erent ways 
to understand the communication process. Next, we’ll 
look at some important characteristics of communica-
tion, and we’ll discuss various ways to think about communication in social inter-
action. Finally, we’ll tackle some common myths about communication. Even though 
you communicate all the time, you’ll probably fi nd there are still many interesting 
things to learn about the role of communication in our lives.

Three Models of Human Communication
How would you describe the process of communicating? It’s not as easy as it might 
seem, and even researchers have answered this question in diff erent ways over the 

years. A formal description of a process such as communication is called a model. 
In this section we’ll look at three models that communication scholars have 

developed: the action, interaction, and transaction models. The action model 
was developed fi rst, then the interaction model, and fi nally the transaction 

model. In this sense, these models represent the evolution of 
how communication researchers have defi ned and described 
communication over the years.

Communication as action. In the action model, we think 
of communication as a one-way process. Let’s say you 

want to leave work early one day to attend a parent-teacher 
conference at your daughter’s school, and you’re getting 
ready to ask your supervisor for permission. The action 

model starts with a source—you—who comes up with 
a thought or an idea you wish to communicate. 

To convey the idea that 
you’d like to leave early, 
you must encode it; that 
is, you must put your idea 
into the form of language 
or a gesture that your su-
pervisor can understand. 
Through this process, you 
create a message, which 
consists of the verbal and/
or nonverbal elements of 
communication to which 
people give meaning. In 

2} {2} {

The most important 
thing in communication 
is to hear what isn’t 
being said.
—Peter F. Drucker (1909–2005)
Austrian-born professor of management

Model A 
formal de-
scription of 
a process.

Source The 
originator of 
a thought or 
an idea.

Encode To 
put an idea 
into language 
or gesture.
Message 
Verbal and 
nonverbal 
elements of 
communica-
tion to which 
people give 
meaning.
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12 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

this example, your message might be the question “Would it be all right if I left work 
a couple of hours early today?” 

According to the action model, you then send your message through a communi-
cation channel, which is a type of pathway. For example, you can pose your question 
to your supervisor face-to-face. Alternatively, you can send your question by e-mail, 
through a text message, or by calling your supervisor on the phone. These are all 
channels of communication. Your supervisor acts as the receiver of the message; that 
is, the person who will decode or interpret it. 

During the communication process, there is also likely to be some noise, which is 
anything that interferes with a receiver’s ability to attend to your message. The major 
types of noise are physical noise (such as background conversation in the classroom 
or static on the telephone line), psychological noise (such as other concerns your su-
pervisor is dealing with that day), and physiological noise (such as fatigue or hunger). 
Experiencing any of these forms of noise could prevent your supervisor from paying 
full attention to your question. 

You can see that the action model is very linear: A source sends a message 
through some channel to a receiver, and noise interferes with the message somehow. 
Many people talk and think about the communication process in this linear manner. 
For example, when you ask someone “Did you get my message?” you are implying 
that communication is a one-way process. The problem is that human communica-
tion is rarely that simple. It is usually more of a back-and-forth exchange than a one-
way process—more similar to tennis than to bowling. Over time, this criticism of 
the action model of communication gave rise to an updated model known as the 
interaction model.

Communication as interaction. The interaction model takes up where the action model 
leaves off . It includes all the same elements: source, message, channel, receiver, noise, 
encoding, and decoding. However, it diff ers from the action model in two basic ways. 
First, it recognizes that communication is a two-way process. Second, it adds two ele-
ments to the mix: feedback and context.

If you’ve ever taken a physics class, you probably learned that every action has a 
reaction. That rule also applies to communication. Let’s say you’re telling your friend 
Julio about a person you fi nd attractive at the hospital where you volunteer. As you 
tell your story, Julio probably nods and says “uh-huh” to show you he’s listening (or 
maybe he yawns because he worked late the night before). He might also ask you 
questions about how you met this person or tell you that he or she sounds nice. In 
other words, Julio reacts to your story by giving you feedback, or various verbal and 
nonverbal responses to your message. In this way, Julio is not just a passive receiver 
of your message. Instead, he is actively involved in creating your conversation.

Now let’s imagine you’re sharing your story with Julio while you’re having coff ee 
in a crowded employee cafe. Would you tell your story any diff erently if you were 
alone? How about if you were in a classroom at school? What if your parents were in 
the same room? 

All these situations are part of the context, or the environment that you’re in. This 
environment includes both the physical and the psychological context. The physical 
context is where you are physically interacting with each other. In contrast, the psy-
chological context involves factors that infl uence people’s states of mind, such as how 
formal the situation is, how much privacy you have, and how emotionally charged the 
situation is. According to the interaction model, we take context into account when we 
engage in conversation. That is, we realize that what is appropriate in certain contexts 
may be inappropriate in others, so we adapt our behaviors accordingly.

By taking account of feedback and context, the interaction model presents the com-
munication process more realistically than the action model does. In the case of your tell-

Channel 
A pathway 

through which 
messages are 

conveyed.
Decode To 
interpret or 

give meaning 
to a message.

Receiver The 
party who 
interprets a 
message.
Noise Any-
thing that in-
terferes with 
the encoding 
or decoding of 
a message.

Feedback 
Verbal and 
nonverbal 

responses to 
a message.

Context The 
physical or 
psychological 
environment 
in which com-
munication 
occurs.
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FIGURE 1.2 The Interaction Model The interaction model of communica-
tion explains that our messages are shaped by the feedback we 
receive from others and by the context in which we are inter-
acting. Here we see speakers paying attention to their friends’ 
feedback and communicating in a way that is appropriate for a 
public restaurant.

ing Julio about your new romantic interest, for 
instance, your story and Julio’s 
feedback would probably be 
aff ected by where you were 
speaking, how many other 
people could overhear you (if 
any), and whether those peo-
ple were co-workers, class-
mates, family members, or 
strangers. 

Although the inter-
action model is more real-
istic than the action model, 
it still has limitations. One 
drawback is that it doesn’t 
really represent how com-
plex communication can 
be. Often during conversa-
tions, it seems as though 
two people are sending 
and receiving information 
at the same time rather 
than simply communicat-
ing back and forth one mes-
sage at a time. The inter-
action model doesn’t really 
account for that process, 
however. To understand 
this aspect of communica-
tion, we turn to the trans-
action model, currently the 
most complete and widely 
used of the three models 
discussed in this chapter.

Communication as transaction. Unlike the action and interaction models, the trans-
action model of communication doesn’t distinguish between the roles of source and 
receiver. Nor does it represent communication as a series of messages going back 
and forth. Rather, it maintains that both people in a conversation are simultaneously 
sources and receivers. In addition, it argues that the conversation fl ows in both direc-
tions at the same time. 

To understand the transaction model, imagine you’re a medical technician at a 
community clinic and you’re explaining to an elderly patient how to apply a prescrip-
tion cream to his skin. You notice a confused look on his face, and perhaps a worried 
one as well. According to the interaction model, those facial expressions constitute 
feedback to your message. In contrast, the transaction model recognizes that you will 
interpret those expressions as a message in and of itself, making the patient a source 
and you a receiver. Note that this process occurs while you’re giving the patient your 
instructions. In other words, you are both sending messages to and receiving mes-
sages from the other at the same time. 

Not only does the transaction model refl ect the complex nature of communication, 
but it also leads us to think about context a little more broadly. It suggests that our com-
munication is aff ected not only by the physical or psychological environment but also 
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FIGURE 1.3 The Transaction Model The transaction model recognizes that 
both people in a conversation are simultaneously senders and 
receivers. The doctor encodes messages that her patient de-
codes, but the patient also encodes messages for the doctor to 
decode. 

by our culture, experience, gender, and social class, and even the his-
tory of our relationship with the person to whom we’re talking. 

Let’s go back to our previous example. If you have a history 
with the elderly patient, you might 

help him understand your di-
rections by referring back 
to products you have pre-
scribed for him in the past. 
If he isn’t a native En glish 
speaker, you might have to 
demonstrate the use of the 
cream, rather than just de-
scribing it verbally. If he 
comes from a markedly dif-
ferent socioeconomic class 
from yours, then your in-
structions might take for 
granted that he can aff ord 
the medication. Sometimes 
it’s harder to consider how 
these aspects of context 
might aff ect how we com-
municate. According to the 
transaction model, however, 
they are always with us. 

Clearly, then, research-
ers have many diff erent 
ways of understanding the 
communication process. 
Instead of debating which 
model is right, it’s often 
more helpful to look at the 

useful ideas each model off ers. When we do that, we fi nd that each model fi ts certain 
situations better than others. For instance, sending a text message to your professor is 
a good example of the action model. You’re the source, and you convey your message 
through a written channel to a receiver (your professor). Noise includes any diffi  culty 
your professor experiences in opening up the message or understanding the intent of 
your message because of the language you have used. 

A good example of the interaction model occurs when you submit a report at 
your job and the co-workers on your team comment on your recommendations in 
writing. You (the source) have conveyed your message through your report, and your 
co-workers (the receivers) have provided written feedback within the context of the 
activity. Noise in this example includes any diffi  culties either you or your co-workers 
experience in understanding what the other has said. 

As we’ve seen, most conversations are good examples of the transaction model, 
because both parties are sending and receiving messages simultaneously. This pro-
cess occurs, for instance, when you strike up a conversation with someone while 
standing in an airport security line. You might make small talk about where each 
of you is traveling that day or how annoying but necessary the security screening 
process is. As you do so, each of you is sending verbal and nonverbal messages to the 
other and is simultaneously receiving and interpreting such messages from the other. 
Your conversation is aff ected by the context, in that you may be communicating only 

flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   14flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   14 10/15/08   8:34:53 AM10/15/08   8:34:53 AM
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to pass the time until one of you passes through the screening. It is also aff ected by 
noise, including the sound of the screeners’ instructions. 

Each model, then, is useful in some situations but not in others. The action model 
is too simplistic to describe a face-to-face conversation, for instance, but when you’re 
just leaving a note for someone, it describes the situation quite well. As you come 
across examples of diff erent communication situations in this book, you might ask 
yourself how well each model fi ts them. 

Recall that these communication models were developed by communication 
researchers over time. As scholars came to appreciate the limitations of the action 
model, they developed the interaction model to take its place. Likewise, the short-
comings of the interaction model gave rise to the transaction model, which many 
researchers consider the most comprehensive description of communication. As our 
understanding of communication continues to grow, it is likely that researchers will 
develop new models that will represent the communication process even more accu-
rately. Now that we’ve looked at some diff erent ways of modeling the communication 
process, let’s consider some of communication’s most important characteristics.

Six Characteristics of Communication
Describing the communication process requires more than just mapping out how it takes 
place. We also need to catalog its important features. In this section, we’ll discover that:

Communication relies on multiple channels
Communication passes through perceptual fi lters
People give communication its meaning
Communication has literal meanings and relational implications
Communication sends messages, whether intentional or unintentional
Communication is governed by rules

Communication relies on multiple channels. In how many diff erent ways do people 
communicate with one another? Facial expressions communicate how a person is 
feeling. A person’s gestures and tone of voice help others interpret his or her mes-
sages. Touch can signal feelings such as aff ection or aggression. Even a person’s cloth-
ing and physical appearance communicate messages about that person to others. 

•
•
•
•
•
•

Some interpersonal communi-
cation contexts are channel-
rich, such as a face-to-face 
conversation between friends. 
Other interpersonal communi-
cation contexts are channel-
lean, such as sending and 
receiving text messages.
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16 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

Some situations are channel-rich contexts, meaning that they involve many dif-
ferent communication channels at once. In face-to-face conversations, for instance, 
you can pay attention to your partners’ words, see their expressions and gestures, 
hear their tone of voice, and feel them touch you. That is, you experience multiple 
communication channels at once, and you can evaluate the information you receive 
from all the channels simultaneously. Other situations are channel-lean contexts,
with a smaller number of channels.22 Text messaging, for example, relies almost 
entirely on text, so we don’t experience a person’s voice or gestures. As a consequence, 
we pay more attention to that person’s words, because that’s all we have to go on.

Communication passes through perceptual fi lters. Anything you put through a fi l-
ter—such as air, water, or light—comes out a little diff erently from the way it went 
in. The same thing happens when we communicate: What one person says is not 
always exactly what the other person hears. We all “fi lter” incoming communication 
through our perceptions, experiences, biases, and beliefs. 

Let’s say you’re listening to a senator speak on television. The way you process 
and make sense of the speech probably depends on how much you agree with the 
senator’s ideas or whether you belong to the same political party as he or she does. 
Two people with diff erent political viewpoints may listen to the same speech but 
hear something very diff erent. I may hear a set of logical, well thought-out ideas, 
whereas you may hear nothing but lies and empty promises. 

Perceptual fi lters can 
also infl uence how two 
people understand their 
own words. In an episode 
of the television show 
Friends, Rachel (played by 
Jennifer Aniston) and her 
boyfriend, Ross (played by 
David Schwimmer), have 
a big fi ght and decide to 
go “on a break” from their 
relationship. They quickly 
learn that they perceive 
the meaning of being “on 
a break” quite diff erently. 
To Rachel, it simply means 
not seeing each other for 
a while but keeping their 
relationship intact in the 
meantime. To Ross, being 
on a break means his re-
lationship with Rachel is 
over. Thus, in the wake of 
their confl ict, Ross has sex 
with someone else. Rachel 
feels completely betrayed 
when she fi nds out. As a re-
sult, she and Ross end their 
relationship offi  cially. It is 
important to note that Ross 
and Rachel agreed that they 

Channel-rich 
context A 

communica-
tion context 

involving 
many chan-

nels at once.
Channel-lean 
context A 
communica-
tion context 
involving few 
channels at 
once.
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were “on a break” when Ross slept with someone else but that they had very diff erent 
perceptions of what “on a break” meant.

Many aspects of our lives can infl uence our perception of communication. 
Whether we’re aware of it or not, our ethnic and cultural background, gender, reli-
gious beliefs, socioeconomic status, intelligence and education, level of physical at-
tractiveness, and experiences with illness, disease, and death can all act as fi lters, 
coloring the way we see the world and the way we make sense of communication. For 
example, you might listen sympathetically to someone describing her experiences 
of homelessness based on those and other characteristics. In contrast, other people 
might blame this person for her homelessness because they have diff erent perceptual 
fi lters from yours.

People give communication its meaning. When we write or speak, we choose our 
words deliberately so we can say what we mean. Where does that meaning come 
from? By itself, a word has no meaning; it’s just a sound or a set of marks on a piece 
of paper or a monitor. A word is a symbol, or a representation of an idea, but the word 
itself isn’t the idea or the meaning. The meaning of words—and 
many other forms of communication—comes from the people 
and groups who use them. 

Almost all language is arbitrary in the sense that 
words mean whatever groups of people decide they 
mean. As a result, we can’t assume that other people un-
derstand the meanings we intend to communicate just 
because we ourselves understand what we mean. For 
instance, what is a mouse? If you had asked that question 
40 years ago, the obvious answer would have been that a mouse 
is a small rodent that likes cheese and is chased by cats. Today, how-
ever, many people know it as a pointing device for navigating within a com-
puter screen. As another example, what is a robot? In the United States, it’s a 
humanlike machine that performs mechanical tasks. In South Africa, however, it’s 
a traffi  c light. 

Those are just two examples of how the meaning of a word depends on who is 
using it and how meanings can vary over time and across cultures. How do you de-
fi ne each of the following words? What other meanings might they have, depending 
on who is using them?

pot crack

fl at gay

cell biscuit

You might know that in some countries a fl at is an apartment and a biscuit is a 
cookie. How have the meanings of words such as pot, cell, crack, and gay changed 
within U.S. society over time?

Communication has literal meanings and relational implications. Nearly every verbal 
statement has a content dimension, which consists of the literal information being 
communicated about the subject of the message.23 When you say to your friend, “I’m 
kind of down today,” the content dimension of your message is that you’re feeling 
unhappy, bored, or depressed. When your roommate says, “We’re out of detergent 
again,” the content dimension of the message is that you have no detergent left.

There’s more to messages than their literal content, though. Many messages also 
carry signals about the nature of the relationship in which they’re shared. These sig-

Symbol 
A represen-

tation of 
an idea.

Content 
dimension 
Literal infor-
mation that 
is commu-
nicated by a 
message.
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18 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

nals make up the relational dimension of the message. For example, by telling your 
friend you’re feeling down, you may also be sending the message “I feel comfortable 
enough with you to share my feelings”; or, you may be signaling “I want you to help 
me feel better.” 

Likewise, you might interpret your roommate’s statement that you’re out of de-
tergent as also saying “I’m sure you’re aware of this but I’m just reminding you,” or 
you might take it as meaning “I’m irritated that you never replace household items 
when they are empty.” Even though these messages were never actually spoken, we 
often infer meanings about our relationships from the tone and manner in which the 
statements are made.

One way in which people distinguish between content and relational dimensions 
is through the use of meta-communication, which is communication about commu-
nication. Let’s say that Ethan asks his stepdad, Daniel, to read over his senior thesis 
before Ethan submits it to his undergraduate advisor. Daniel reads the manuscript 
and marks it up with critical comments such as “this argument isn’t convincing,” 
“awkward wording,” and “I can’t tell what you’re trying to say.” After reading Daniel’s 
comments, Ethan is crushed. 

Daniel: I thought you wanted my feedback. I was just trying to help you make your the-
sis better; that’s what you asked for. Why are you taking my comments so personally?

Ethan: It’s not so much what you said, it’s how you said it.

By focusing his attention on Ethan’s request for feedback, Daniel is attending 
to the content dimension of their conversation. He can’t understand why Ethan is 
upset, because Ethan had asked him for his feedback. To Ethan, however, Daniel’s 
comments were overly harsh and insensitive, and they made him feel that Daniel 
didn’t care about his feelings. Therefore, Ethan’s focus is on the relational dimension 
of their conversation. To highlight this distinction, Ethan meta-communicates with 
Daniel by explaining that his hurt feelings were not caused by what Daniel said but 
by the way in which he said it. This phrase conveys Ethan’s thoughts about his com-
munication with Daniel; thus it is meta-communicative. 

Communication sends a message, whether intentional or unintentional. Much of 
what we communicate to others is deliberate. When you set up a job interview, for 
instance, you do so intentionally, having thought about why you want the job and 
how you will respond to the interviewer’s questions. Very rarely do you schedule an 
interview by accident. 

You might, however, communicate a number of other things without meaning 
to. For example, have you ever tried hard to stay awake in an important meeting? 
Despite your eff orts to look engaged and interested, you might not have been aware 
that your slouched posture and droopy eyelids were signaling the fatigue you were 
feeling, perhaps after a long day of working at a part-time job and attending several 
classes. In this instance, your behavior was sending unintentional messages.

Whether unintentional messages should qualify as communication has been a 
source of debate among communication scholars for many years. Some researchers 
believe that only deliberate, intentional messages are actually a part of communica-
tion, and that if you don’t intend to communicate, then you aren’t.24 Others subscribe 
to the belief that “you cannot not communicate,” meaning absolutely everything you 
do has communicative value.25 

My own position lies somewhere in between: Although I don’t believe every pos-
sible behavior is a form of communication, neither do I think behaviors must be 
intentional to have communicative value.26 I would suggest that even unintended 
messages—such as the ones you might have expressed while trying to stay awake 
during a meeting—are forms of communication, because even if they’re uninten-

Relational 
dimension 

Signals about 
the relation-

ship in which 
a message 

is being 
communicated.

Meta-
communica-
tion Com-
munication 
about com-
munication.
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tional, they still convey meaning.27 Many aspects of appearance illustrate this. For 
instance, seeing someone in a wheelchair probably leads you to diff erent conclusions 
than seeing someone in a white lab coat or an orange prison jumpsuit, yet those mes-
sages might not be intentional on that person’s part.

Communication is governed by rules. Rules tell us what behaviors are required, pre-
ferred, or prohibited in various social contexts.28 Some rules for communication are 
explicit rules, meaning that someone has clearly articulated them. Perhaps your par-
ents used to say, “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” Maybe the library or hospital 
posts a sign that reads “No cell phones allowed.” Many universities have explicit rules 
banning hate speech at campus events or in school publications. Social network appli-
cations such as Facebook and MySpace enforce specifi c guidelines regarding the con-
tent of text and photos. These are explicit communication rules because they express 
direct expectations for communicative behavior.

Explicit communication rules can also relate to personal appearance and modes 
of interacting with others in a group. In the 2004 movie Mean Girls, for instance, Cady 
Heron (played by Lindsay Lohan) enrolls in a public high school for the fi rst time, where 
she meets a group of teenage girls known as “The Plastics.” One member, Gretchen 
Wieners (played by Lacey Chabert), instructs her on some of the group’s rules:

Gretchen: You can’t wear a tank top two days in a row and you can only wear your 
hair in a pony tail once a week, so I guess you picked today. Oh, and we only wear jeans 
or track pants on Fridays. If you break any of these rules, you can’t sit with us at lunch. 
I mean, not just you . . . any of us. Okay look, if I was wearing jeans today, I’d be sit-
ting over there with the art freaks. Oh, we always vote before we ask someone to eat 
lunch with us, because you have to be considerate of the rest of the group. I mean, you 
wouldn’t buy a skirt without asking your friends fi rst if it looks good on you.

Cady: I wouldn’t?

Gretchen: Right. Oh, and it’s the same with guys. I mean, you may think you like some-
one, but you could be wrong.

Explicit 
rule A rule 

about behav-
ior that has 

been clearly 
articulated.

flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   19flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   19 10/15/08   8:35:03 AM10/15/08   8:35:03 AM



20 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

In this scene, Gretchen communicates explicit rules about how to dress and how 
to interact with others in the group that all members of The Plastics are expected to 
observe. Many communication rules, however, are implicit rules. These are rules 
that almost everyone in a certain social group knows and follows even though no one 
has formally articulated and expressed them. 

In North American cultures, for instance, there are implicit rules about riding in 
an elevator, such as “Don’t get on if it’s already full” and “Don’t make eye contact with 
others while you’re riding.” There are also implicit rules about taking turns when you 
are waiting for some type of service, such as at a bank or a grocery store, including 
“Get into an orderly line” and “Don’t cut ahead of someone else.” 

Most people seem to know and accept these rules, even though they usually 
aren’t posted anywhere—they’re just a part of everyone’s cultural knowledge. Be-
cause they’re implicit, though, they are likely to vary more from person to person 
than explicit rules do. For example, some people might believe it’s an implicit rule 
that you shouldn’t talk on your cell phone while in a crowded environment (for exam-
ple, on a public bus during rush hour), whereas other people don’t see this behavior 
as inappropriate.

Now that we know more about the basic characteristics of communication, let’s 
take a look at some common beliefs about communication that are not as valid as 
they might seem.

Dispelling Some Communication Myths
Perhaps because communication is such an important part of life, people have many 
diff erent ideas about it, some of which are not very accurate. We’ll take a look at fi ve 
common communication myths in this section so that you’ll be better able to sepa-
rate fact from fi ction. These myths are:

Everyone is an expert in communication.
Communication will solve any problem.
Communication can break down.
Communication is inherently good.
More communication is always better.

Myth: Everyone is an expert in communication. People communicate constantly in 
their day-to-day lives, so it’s easy to believe that just about everyone is an expert in 
communication. Indeed, in a nationwide survey of U.S. American adults conducted 
by the National Communication Association, fully 91% of participants rated their 
communication skills as above average.29 It’s important to remember, though, that 
having experience with something is not the same as having expertise in it. Many 
people drive, but that doesn’t make them expert drivers. Many people have children, 
but that doesn’t make them experts at parenting. Experience can be invaluable, but 
expertise requires the development of knowledge and ability that goes beyond per-
sonal experience. Thus, experts in driving, parenting, or communication have train-
ing in their fi elds and a level of understanding that most people who drive, parent, or 
communicate don’t have. 

The information you’ll read in this book is based on expertise and scientifi c re-
search, not just personal experience, and from time to time it may not match your 
own experiences as a communicator. That doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with 
your experience. At the same time, it also doesn’t mean that the research is wrong. 
Remember that all of us, even the experts, can learn more about communication if we 
keep an open mind. In fact, multiple studies in the U.S. workplace have shown that a 
large majority of workers could stand to improve their communication skills.30

•
•
•
•
•

Implicit 
rule A rule 
about be-
havior that 
has not been 
clearly articu-
lated but is 
nonetheless 
understood.
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Myth: Communication will solve any problem. In 1967, the classic Paul Newman 
movie Cool Hand Luke featured a prison warden who had his own special way of 
dealing with inmates. Whenever things went wrong, he would say, “What we’ve got 
here is a failure to communicate,” after which he would beat the inmate unconscious 
and send him to solitary confi nement. Sometimes it seems as though we could solve 
almost any problem, especially in our relationships, if only we could communicate 
better. It’s easy to blame a lack of communication when things go wrong. The fact is, 
however, that poor communication isn’t the cause of every problem.31 

To understand why this is true, let’s go back to the opening vignette involving 
Amiya and her boyfriend, Tyler. Suppose they have been drifting apart for a while 
and Amiya decides they need to communicate better to save their relationship. When 
they fi nally sit down to talk, however, Tyler says very clearly that his feelings have 
changed and that he is no longer attracted to Amiya. 

Did communication save their relationship? No; in fact it caused Amiya to real-
ize that the relationship was probably already over. This might be better for both of 
them in the long run, so we could say that communication helped them come to that 
realization. Nevertheless, it didn’t solve the problem of their drifting apart in the fi rst 
place. Therefore, we must be careful not to assume that better communication can 
resolve any problem we might face in our relationships.

Myth: Communication can break down. Just as we sometimes blame our problems 
on a lack of communication, many of us also point to a “breakdown in communi-
cation” as the cause of our relationship challenges. After months of trying to help 

his adult stepdaughter overcome her addiction to prescription 
painkillers, for instance, Justin feels that she is pushing him 

away. “Things were going fi ne for a while and she was really 
making progress,” he explains, “but then we had a complete 
communication breakdown.”

This metaphor makes intuitive sense to many of us. 
After all, our progress on a journey is halted if our car 
breaks down, so it’s easy to think that our progress in 
a relationship is halted because our communication has 
broken down. The problem is that communication isn’t a 

mechanical object like a car, or a dishwasher, or an iPod. 
Instead, communication is a process that unfolds between 

and among people over time. 
It’s sometimes easy to blame a “breakdown” in communi-

cation for the problems we face in our relationships, as Justin 
did when he felt he was no longer getting through to his step-

daughter. What’s really happening in these situations is that we are no longer com-
municating eff ectively. In other words, the problem lies not with communication itself 
but with the way we’re using it. This is one reason why learning about communica-
tion—as you are doing in this class—can be of such benefi t to your relationships.

Myth: Communication is inherently good. Watch almost any talk show and you’ll 
hear people say they no longer communicate with their romantic partners, parents, 
or others who are important to them. “Sure, we talk all the time,” someone might 
say, “but we don’t really communicate anymore.” Refl ected in this kind of statement 
is the idea that “talking” means just producing words, but “communicating” means 
sharing meaning with another person in an open, supportive, and inherently posi-
tive manner.32 

Thinking that communication is inherently good is similar to thinking that money 
is inherently good. Sometimes money can be put to positive uses, such as providing 

flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   21flo06643_Ch01pp2-37.indd   21 10/15/08   8:35:07 AM10/15/08   8:35:07 AM



22 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

a home for your family or donating to a worthy charity. At other times it can be put 
to negative uses, such as providing funding for a terrorist group. In either case, how-
ever, it isn’t the money itself that’s good or bad—it’s how it is used. 

We can make the same observation regarding communication. We can use com-
munication for positive purposes, such as expressing love for our parents or provid-
ing comfort to a grieving friend. We can also use it for negative purposes, such as 
intimidating or deceiving people. Like money, communication itself is neither inher-
ently good nor inherently bad; instead, it can most accurately be described as amoral. 
It’s how we use communication that makes it positive or negative.

Myth: More communication is always better. Antonio is the kind of person who thinks 
that if people don’t agree with him, it’s only because they don’t understand him. There-
fore, he talks on and on, fi guring that others will eventually see things his way if he 
just gives them enough information. Maybe you know someone like that. Is it really 
the case, though, that more communication always produces a better outcome? 

When people have genuine disagreements, more talk doesn’t always help. In 
some cases it can just lead to frustration and anger. In fact, a recent study of consul-
tations between doctors and patients found that the more doctors talked, the more 
likely they were to get off  track and forget about the patients’ problems, which can 
translate into worse care for the patient.33 

When spending time with people you care about, 
put your cell phone away. Give your energy and 
attention to the person you are with, and let that 
person know he or she is more important to you 
than your phone. 
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We’ve already pointed out that communication can’t solve every problem, so it 
shouldn’t surprise you to learn that more communication isn’t always preferred. In-
deed, sometimes it seems that the less said, the better. As you’ll learn in this book, 
it’s often the eff ectiveness of our communication, rather than the amount of commu-
nication, that matters, which is why learning to be a competent communicator is so 
advantageous.

{ The Dark Side of Interpersonal Communication
Cell Phones and Stressed-Out Families }

Interpersonal communication 
has many positive aspects, but 
it isn’t all rosy. We also have to 
deal sometimes with feelings 
and events that are negative. 
Even though these things 
aren’t fun to think about, they 
deserve our attention so that 
we can learn to handle them 
constructively. In each of the 
“Dark Side” boxes, we will ex-
amine one negative issue that 
people commonly confront. 
In this instance, we’ll talk 
about stress.

Cell phones are so com-
monplace these days that 
some people fi nd it hard to 
imagine life without them. Like 
other communication tech-
nologies, such as e-mail, text 
messaging, and instant mes-
saging, cell phones have cer-
tainly made it easier for people 
to keep in touch. You can call 
people with a cell phone—and 
they can call you—from just 
about anywhere. 

One of the downsides of 
being so easy to reach, how-
ever, is that keeping work and 
family lives separate is becom-
ing increasingly diffi  cult. A dad 
might fi nd himself reassuring 
the babysitter while he’s run-
ning an offi  ce meeting. A mom 
might have to take a call from 

an irate customer while she’s 
watching her daughter’s soc-
cer game. These and other ex-
amples led sociologist Noelle 
Chesley to wonder whether 
cell phone use has aff ected 
how happy people are with 
their lives and how satisfi ed 
they are with their families. 

Using data collected from 
more than 1,300 working 
adults, Chesley determined 
that the more people used cell 
phones, the less happy they 
were, the less satisfi ed they 
were with their families, and 
the more likely they were to 
say their work lives “spilled 
over” into their family lives. 
Some of those patterns were 
particularly true for women, 
whereas others were equally 
true for both sexes. Chesley 
thinks that communication 
technologies, such as cell 
phones, can blur the boundar-
ies between our personal and 
professional lives, making it 
tougher for people to concen-
trate on their families when 
they’re away from work.

Ask Yourself:
If people are less satisfi ed 
with their lives the more 
they use cell phones, why 

•

do so many of us consider 
cell phones necessary?

What are some of the ways 
in which you handle stress 
in your day-to-day life?

In some of the text boxes 
in this book, I will include a 
personal hint about improving 
your interpersonal commu-
nication. These additions will 
be called From Me to You, and 
here’s the fi rst:

From Me to You
When spending time with 
people you care about, 
put your cell phone away; 
if it rings, let the caller 
leave a message. Unless 
you are expecting a spe-
cifi c and urgent call, don’t 
allow your cell phone to 
determine where you 
spend your energy and 
attention. Instead, give 
your energy and attention 
to the person you’re with, 
and let that person know 
that he or she is more 
important to you than 
your phone.

Source: Chesley, N. (2005). Blurring 
boundaries? Linking technology use, 
spillover, individual distress, and family 
satisfaction. Journal of Marriage and 
Family, 67, 1237–1248.

•

•
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One way to appreciate the diff erence between more communication and better 
communication is to examine communication technologies. For instance, cell phones 
and the Internet let us communicate with others almost whenever we want to. Does 
this actually make us happier, though? Take a look at the “Dark Side” box on page 23 
to read about one study that has addressed this question.

Learn It: What are the primary diff erences among the actional, interactional, and 
transactional models of communication? What does it mean to say that communica-
tion has literal and relational implications? What is the diff erence between having 
experience and having expertise? 

Try It: Talk with a friend or a classmate about a topic that is very important to you. 
Experiment with talking less and caring less about getting your point across than you 
usually would. What happens when you talk less than you normally would? How do 
the transactional features of the conversation change?

Refl ect on It: What are some implicit communication rules that you can recall? 
Why do you suppose we so often think communication can solve any problem? 

How Do We Communicate Interpersonally?
Communication takes place in many contexts. Sometimes it involves one person talk-
ing to a large audience, such as when the president gives a speech on TV or a reporter 

writes an article in the newspaper. At other times it in-
volves a small group of people communicating with one 
another, as in a college seminar, a team of surgeons in 
an operating room, or a football huddle. Communica-
tion occurs in families, in business organizations, in 
political institutions, in schools, and through the me-
dia. And, as you are probably aware, it often diff ers 
from one context to another. For example, few of us 
would talk to a grandparent the same way we would 
to a television reporter or a group of customers.

We communicate in many ways—so how do we 
know whether we’re communicating interpersonally? 

In this section, we’ll look at what makes communication interpersonal, 
and we’ll learn how interpersonal communication is unique among forms of com-
munication in the eff ects it has on people and their relationships. 

What Makes Communication Interpersonal?
After Jakob had fi nished taking part in his Alcoholics Anonymous group meeting, all 
he wanted to do was talk with his sponsor one-on-one. There was something about 
these person-to-person conversations that he found more comforting and more en-
gaging than the group discussions. Without necessarily realizing it, Jakob was taking 
note of the uniqueness of interpersonal communication. 

Interpersonal communication consists of communication that occurs between 
two people within the context of their relationship and that, as it evolves, helps them to 

3} {3} {

Kind words can be 
short and easy to speak, 
but their echoes are 
truly endless.
—Mother Teresa of Calcutta (1910–1997)
Indian missionary and Nobel Peace 
Prize winner

Interpersonal 
communica-
tion Com-
munication 
that occurs 
between two 
people within 
the context of 
their relation-
ship and that, 
as it evolves, 
helps them to 
negotiate and 
defi ne their 
relationship.
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{{

negotiate and defi ne their 
relationship. The content of 
an interpersonal conversa-
tion is sometimes highly 
intimate, as when two ro-
mantic partners discuss 
the details of a sensitive 
health issue that one of 
them is experiencing. In-
terpersonal conversations 
can also focus on more 
mundane, impersonal con-
tent, as when the same ro-
mantic partners talk about 
what they need to buy at 
the grocery store. The con-
tent of yet other interper-
sonal conversations falls somewhere along the continuum 
between intimate and mundane topics. Each of these con-
versations is interpersonal, however, to the extent that it 
helps people negotiate and defi ne their relationships.

As Jakob noticed, interpersonal communication is diff erent from many other forms 
of communication. To understand how, let’s take a look at some of its most important 
characteristics. 

Interpersonal communica tion occurs between two people. The word interpersonal 
means “between people,” and interpersonal communication involves interaction be-
tween two people at once. If only one is person involved—as when you talk to your-
self—that is intrapersonal communication. Communication that is being transmit-
ted to large numbers of people is known as mass communication. Most research 
on interpersonal communication, by contrast, focuses on interaction within a dyad, 
which is a pair of people. Communication that occurs in small groups of three or 
more people, as in a family, on a committee, or in a support group, is called small 
group communication.

Interpersonal communication takes place within a relationship. People who com-
municate interpersonally share some sort of relationship. To some people, the word 
relationship implies an intimate bond, such as between spouses or romantic partners. 
The truth, however, is that we have relationships with many diff erent people in our 
lives. Some relationships, such as those with relatives or close friends, tend to be 
close, signifi cant relationships that may last for many years. Others, such as those 
with classmates, acquaintances, and co-workers, may not be as close and may last 
only as long as people live or work near one another. 

In general, we communicate with each person on the basis of the expectations we 
have for that relationship. For instance, we might reveal private information, such as 
news about a family member’s marital problems or serious health issues, to a friend 
but not to a co-worker, because we expect friendship to be a closer relationship. 

Interpersonal communication evolves within relationships. Long-distance friends 
sometimes say that when they see each other, they pick up their conversation right 
where they left off , as if no time had passed. Interpersonal communication in these 
friendships, and in all relationships, unfolds over time as people get to know each 
other better and have new experiences. In fact, people in long-term relationships can 

Interpersonal communication takes place be-
tween two people in the context of a relation-
ship. Over time, it helps people negotiate and 
defi ne their relationships. 

Intrapersonal 
communica-

tion Commu-
nication with 

oneself.

Mass com-
munication 
Communica-
tion from 
one source 
to a large 
audience.

Small group 
communica-

tion Com-
munication 

occurring 
within small 

groups of 
three or more 

people.

Dyad A pair 
of people.
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26 CHAPTER 1 ABOUT COMMUNICATION

often recall how their communication has changed over the course of their relation-
ship.34 In the early stages of a romantic relationship, for instance, people may spend 
hours at a time talking and disclosing facts about their lives, such as where they 
grew up or what their career goals are. As they get to know each other better, their 
communication might become more instrumental, focusing on tasks such as where 
they’re going to spend the holidays or who’s going to pick up the children, instead of 
sharing deep disclosures. They might even start to experience confl icts. In any case, 
interpersonal communication is something that occurs over time. It’s not a one-shot 
deal but something that is continually evolving within relationships. 

Interpersonal communication negotiates and defi nes relationships. Every relation-
ship has its own identity. When you think about all your friends, for example, you 
can probably group them into friendship “types,” such as very close friends, casual 
friends, work friends, and school friends. Within every group, each friendship is 
probably a little diff erent from the others. 

How does each relationship get its own “personality” like this? The answer is 
that you negotiate the relationship over time using interpersonal communication. 
The way you talk to people you know, the things you talk (or don’t talk) about, and 
the kinds of nonverbal behaviors you use around one another all help to defi ne what 
kind of relationship you have with each person. You can also use interpersonal com-
munication to change the nature of a relationship, as when friends disclose feelings 
of romantic interest in each other.

So, what makes communication interpersonal? Interpersonal communication 
evolves over time between people in some type of dyadic relationship and helps to 
defi ne the nature of their relationship. You might notice we haven’t said anything 
about how intimate the communication is. Some people think interpersonal com-
munication means only sharing secrets and other private information, but that isn’t 
the case. It includes all communication behaviors, verbal as well as nonverbal, that 
unfold over time to form and maintain relationships, whether those relationships are 
casual or intimate.

How we communicate with others defi nes our relationship with them. In 
what ways does your interpersonal communication diff er with friends, co-workers, and romantic 

partners? In what ways is it similar across these relationships?
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As Jakob discovered, his interpersonal communication with his sponsor was dif-
ferent from—and in many ways better than—communication within his group. Now 
that we understand what interpersonal communication is, let’s look at some of the 
reasons why we often fi nd it to be so important.

Why Interpersonal Communication Matters
You can probably think of many reasons why interpersonal communication is impor-
tant to you. For example, you engage in it almost every day, you use it to maintain 
your current relationships and form new relationships, and you fi nd it to be engaging 
and enjoyable. Those are only some of the many reasons why interpersonal com-
munication matters to people. All those reasons fall within three general categories: 
pervasiveness, relational benefi ts, and health benefi ts. We’ll take a brief look at each 
of these categories in this section.

Interpersonal communication is pervasive. We all have relationships, so we all en-
gage in interpersonal communication. For most of us, interpersonal communication 
is as much a part of everyday life as sleeping or eating or putting on clothes. Some-
times we take part in face-to-face interpersonal communication with the people with 
whom we live or work. At other times interpersonal communication takes place over 
the telephone, such as when we talk to relatives or friends we don’t see regularly. At 
still other times we communicate interpersonally via the Internet, as when we share 
e-mails or instant messages with people in our social circles. No matter how we do 
it, however, nearly all of us engage in some form of interpersonal communication 
almost every day.

Interpersonal communication can improve our relationships. We’ve seen that not 
every problem in relationships can be traced back to communication. Nevertheless, 
many of these problems stem from poor communication. In fact, in a nationwide sur-
vey conducted by the National Communication Association, respondents indicated 
that a “lack of eff ective communication” is the number one reason why relationships, 
including marriages, end.35 Therefore, improving our interpersonal communication 
skills will also help us to improve our relationships. Signifi cantly, this observation is 
not true only for intimate relationships. Research shows that eff ective interpersonal 
communication can improve a host of relationships, including those between and 
among friends, physicians and patients, parents and children, and businesspeople 
and customers.36

Interpersonal communication can improve our health. As we saw earlier in this 
chapter, we communicate partly to meet our physical needs for social contact. Close 
personal relationships are very important to our health. As we discussed, one of the 
best examples is marriage: Several studies have shown that married people live lon-
ger, healthier, and more satisfying lives than people who are single, divorced, or wid-
owed.37 Even having close friendships and other supportive relationships helps us 
manage stress and stay healthy.38 

This fi nding is especially important for people who tend to be socially isolated. 
Among senior citizens, for instance, communication with close friends not only re-
duces feelings of loneliness and depression but also is actually associated with a lon-
ger life expectancy. (See the “How Do We Know” box on page 28.) As Mother Teresa’s 
quote suggests, kind words can have important and long-lasting benefi ts.
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Learn It: What are the features of communication that determine whether it is 
interpersonal? How and why is interpersonal communication important for health?

Try It: Compose an e-mail to a friend or a family member to whom you have been 
close for a long time, and tell him or her about your day: what you did, whom you 
saw, where you ate, and so on. Before sending your message, describe to yourself the 
personality of your relationship and how your e-mail refl ects it by the information 
you reveal or don’t reveal and the kind of language you use. 

Refl ect on It: In what ways do your close relationships improve your life? What 
are some of the challenges involved in maintaining those relationships? 

{ How Do We Know?
People with Friends Live Longer }

Just in case you need another reason to hang onto your friends, research shows they may extend 
your life span. How do we know? The purpose of the “How Do We Know?” boxes is to introduce 
you to some of the research methods by which scholars learn about the processes and importance 
of interpersonal communication.

An Australian research team recently examined data from a 10-year survey of 1,477 senior citi-
zens, each of whom reported on face-to-face and telephone contact with children, other relatives, 
casual friends, and confi dants (closer friends with whom participants shared personal information). 
The researchers also measured several variables that they believed aff ect survival, including age, 
income, number of serious medical conditions, cognitive function, patterns of tobacco and alcohol 
use, and exercise behaviors. After controlling statistically for all these other factors, the research-
ers found that communication with friends and confi dants increased participants’ life expectancies 
over the period of the study. Moreover, they found that communication with friends and confi -
dants was more important for survival than communication with children or other relatives was. 
Friendships, the scientists explained, provide a level of social support that helps people deal eff ec-
tively with stress and avoid depression, a common problem for many seniors. 

Ask Yourself:
Why do you think friends were more benefi cial than family members to 
the seniors in the study?

What communication diffi  culties do you think older people might 
face that could reduce the potential benefi ts of close friendships?

From Me to You:
Using the Internet to help you, look up a friend you’ve lost touch 
with, and make contact with that person again. Even if you don’t 
communicate with long-term friends often, they are worth hold-
ing onto, because of the history and the good times you have 
shared with them. 

Source: Giles, L. C., Glonek, G. F., Luszcz, M. A., & Andrews, G. R. (2005). Eff ects of social networks on 10-year survival in very 
old Australians: The Australian Longitudinal Study of Aging. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health, 59, 574–579.

•

•

•
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Building Your Communication Competence
No one is born a competent communicator. Rather, as 
with driving a car, playing a musical instrument, or 
writing a computer program, communicating compe-
tently requires skills that we have to learn and practice. 
That doesn’t mean nature doesn’t give some people a 
head start. Research shows that some of our communi-
cation traits—for example, how sociable, aggressive, or 
shy we are—are partly determined by our genes.39 No 

matter which traits we’re born with, though, we still have 
to learn how to communicate competently. In this section, we’ll look at what com-

munication competence is, which skills are necessary for competent communication, 
and how we learn those skills.

What Does Communicating Competently Mean?
Think about fi ve people you consider to be really good communicators. Who’s on 
your list? Any of your friends or relatives? teachers? co-workers? politicians or celeb-
rities? yourself? You probably recognize that identifying good communicators means 
fi rst asking yourself what a good communicator is. Even communication scholars 
fi nd that a tricky question. Nevertheless, most scholars seem to agree that communi-
cation competence means communicating in ways that are eff ective and appropriate 
in a given situation.40 Let’s take a closer look at what it means to communicate eff ec-
tively and appropriately.

Communicating eff ectively. Eff ectiveness describes how well your communication 
achieves its goals.41 Suppose you want to persuade your housemate to lend you $50. 
There are many ways you might go about achieving that goal. You could say you really 
need the money and will pay it back as soon as you get paid next month. You could re-
mind your housemate of favors you’ve done for him or her in the past. You could even 
threaten to move out if you don’t get the loan. Some of these strategies probably seem 
more ethical than others, and some may seem more realistic than others. 

Your choice of strategy may depend in part on what other goals you are trying to 
achieve at the same time. If maintaining a good relationship with your housemate is 
also important to you, then asking politely may be the most eff ective course of action. 
If all you want is the money, and your housemate’s feelings are unimportant to you, 
then making your housemate feel guilty or threatening to leave may help you achieve 
your goal, even though it may not be as ethical. 

The point here is that no single communication strategy will be eff ective in all 
situations. Because we often pursue more than one goal at a time, being an eff ective 
communicator means using behaviors that meet all the goals you have in the specifi c 
context in which you have them.

Communicating appropriately. Besides being eff ective, competent communication 
should also be appropriate. That means attending to the rules and expectations that 
apply in a social situation. As we saw earlier in this chapter, communication is gov-
erned by rules. A competent communicator takes those rules into account when de-
ciding how to act. For instance, when an acquaintance asks, “How are you?” we know 
it’s appropriate to say, “Fine, how are you?” in return. The acquaintance isn’t expecting 

4} {4} {

Communication works 
for those who work at it.
—John Powell (1963–)
English composer

Communica-
tion compe-
tence Com-
municating in 
ways that are 
eff ective and 
appropriate 
for a given 
situation.
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a long, detailed description 
of how our day is going, 
so if you launch into one, 
he or she may fi nd that re-
sponse inappropriate. Sim-
ilarly, it’s appropriate in 
most classrooms to raise 
your hand and wait to be 
called on before speaking, 
so it would be inappropri-
ate in those cases simply to 
blurt out your comments. 

Communicating ap-
propriately can be espe-
cially challenging when 
you’re interacting with 
people from other cultures. 
As we noted earlier, many 
communication rules are 

culture-specifi c, so what might be perfectly appropriate 
in one culture could be seen as inappropriate or even 
off ensive in another.42 As one example, if you’re visiting 
a Canadian household and your hosts off er you food, it’s 
appropriate to accept the food if you’re hungry. In many 

Japanese households, however, it is inappropriate to accept the food, even if you’re 
hungry, until you decline it twice and your hosts off er it a third time. 

Even within a specifi c culture, expectations for appropriate communication can 
vary according to the social situation. For example, behavior that’s appropriate at home 
might not be appropriate at work, and vice versa. Moreover, behavior that’s appro-
priate for a powerful person is not necessarily appropriate for less powerful people. 
For this reason you might not consider it out of line for your boss to arrive late for a 
meeting, even though engaging in the same behavior yourself would be considered 
inappropriate.

Communication competence, then, implies both eff ectiveness and appropriate-
ness. Note that these are aspects of communication, not aspects of people. Thus, the 
next question we need to consider is whether competent communicators share com-
mon characteristics. The answer is they share many traits. We’ll take a brief look at 
several of these characteristics in this section.

Characteristics of Competent Communicators
Look again at your list of fi ve competent communicators. What do they have in com-
mon? Competence itself is situation-specifi c, so what works in one context may not 
work in another. Good communicators, however, tend to have certain characteristics 
that help them behave competently in most situations. Here we examine fi ve of these 
characteristics, beginning with self-awareness.

Self-awareness. Good communicators are aware of their own behavior and how it af-
fects others.43 Researchers call this awareness self-monitoring. People who are “high 
self-monitors” pay close attention to the way they look, sound, and act in social situ-
ations. By contrast, people who are “low self-monitors” often seem oblivious to both 
their own behaviors and how other people are reacting to them. For instance, you may 
know someone who never seems to notice that he dominates the conversation or who 

Besides being eff ective, competent communica-
tion should also be appropriate. Behavior that’s 
appropriate at home might not be appropriate at 
work, and vice versa. 

Self-
monitoring 
Awareness of 
one’s behav-
ior and how it 
aff ects others.
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Empathy is an important part of any caregiving 
relationship, such as the relationship between a 
patient and a health care provider. An empathic 
health care provider will sense and respond to 
a patient’s emotional needs as well as his or her 
physical needs.

seems unaware that she 
speaks louder than anyone 
around her. 

Self-monitoring usu-
ally makes people more 
competent communicators 
because it enables them 
to see how their behav-
ior fi ts or doesn’t fi t in a 
given social setting. In ad-
dition, high self-monitors 
often have high levels of 
social and emotional intel-
ligence, which allow them 
to understand people’s emo-
tions and social behaviors 
accurately.44 

Adaptability. It’s one thing to be aware of your own be-
havior; it’s quite another to be able to adapt it to diff er-
ent situations. Competent communicators are able to assess what is going to be appro-
priate and eff ective in a given context and then modify their behaviors accordingly.45 
This ability is important because what works in one situation might be ineff ective in 
another. Part of delivering a good speech, for instance, is being aware of the audience 
and adapting your behavior accordingly. A competent communicator would speak 
diff erently to a group of senior executives than to a group of new hires, because what 
works with one audience would probably not work with the other.

Empathy. Good communicators practice empathy, or the ability to be “other-oriented” 
and understand other people’s thoughts and feelings.46 When people say “Put your-

self in my shoes,” they are asking you to consider a situation from their perspec-
tive rather than your own. Empathy is an important skill because people often 
think and feel diff erently than you do about the same situation. 

For example, suppose you want to ask your boss for a 
one-week extension on an assignment. You might think, 
“What’s the big deal? It’s only a week.” To your boss, 
though, the extension might mean that she would be un-
able to complete her work in time for the vacation she 

has planned with her family. If the situation were re-
versed, how would you feel? An empathic person would 
consider the situation from the boss’s perspective and 
would then choose his or her behaviors accordingly. 

People who don’t practice empathy tend to assume 
everyone thinks and feels the same way they do, and 
they risk creating problems when that assumption isn’t 
accurate. How empathic are you? Take the quiz in “Get-
ting to Know You” on page 32 to fi nd out.

Empathy is a particular challenge for individuals 
with conditions such as autism and Asperger’s disor-
der, both of which impair a person’s ability to interpret 
other people’s nonverbal behaviors. For instance, you 
may have little diffi  culty judging when a friend is being 
sarcastic, because you infer that from his facial expres-

Do you believe this woman is practicing appropri-
ate communication behavior? Why or why not?

Empathy The 
ability to think 
and feel as 
others do.
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sions and tone of voice. For people with these disorders, however, those nonverbal 
signals may not be as evident, making it more challenging to understand and adopt 
another person’s perspective.

Cognitive complexity. Let’s say you see your friend Tony coming toward you in the 
hallway. You smile and get ready to say hi, but he walks right by as if you’re not even 
there. How would you explain that? Maybe he’s mad at you. Maybe he was concentrat-
ing on something and didn’t notice anyone around him. Maybe he actually did smile 
at you and you just didn’t see it. The ability to consider a variety of explanations and 
to understand a given situation in multiple ways is called cognitive complexity. Cog-
nitive complexity is a valuable skill because it keeps you from jumping to the wrong 

{ Getting to Know You
How Empathic Are You? }

One of the ways to improve your communication ability is to think about how 
you communicate now. Each “Getting to Know You” box will help you do this 
by presenting one self-assessment of a communication skill or tendency. For 
instance, we have seen that empathy is one of the characteristics of competent 
communicators. How empathic are you? Read each of the following state-

ments, and indicate how much it describes you by assigning a number between 1 (“not at all”) and 
7 (“very strongly”).

 1.    It makes me sad to see a lonely stranger in a group.

 2.    I become nervous if others around me seem nervous.

 3.    I tend to get emotionally involved with a friend’s problems.

 4.    Sometimes the words of a love song can move me deeply.

 5.    The people around me have a great infl uence on my moods.

 6.    Seeing people cry upsets me.

 7.    I get very angry when I see someone being ill-treated. 

 8.    I cannot continue to feel okay if people around me are depressed.

 9.    I am very upset when I see an animal in pain.

10.    It upsets me to see helpless elderly people.

 When you’re fi nished, add up your scores. Your total score should fall between 10 and 70. A 
score of 10–25 suggests that empathy is a skill you can work on. Learning more about empathy, 
as you are doing in this class, might help you become more empathic. If you scored between 
25 and 55, you are already moderately empathic, and you have a good ability to understand 
other people’s emotions. Continued practice can improve this skill even more. If you scored 
above 55, you are a highly empathic person. Chances are that this ability helps you to communi-
cate eff ectively in interpersonal situations.

Remember that your score on this quiz—and on all the “Getting to Know You” quizzes in this 
book—refl ects only how you see yourself at this time. If your score surprised you, take the quiz 
again later in the course to see how studying interpersonal communication might have changed 
the way you assess your communication abilities. 

Source: Items adapted from Mehrabian, A., & Epstein, N. (1972). A measure of emotional empathy. Journal of Personality, 40, 
525–543.

Cognitive 
complexity 
The ability to 
understand a 
given situa-
tion in mul-
tiple ways.
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conclusion and responding 
inappropriately.47 

Ethics. Finally, competent 
communicators are ethi-
cal communicators. Eth-
ics guides us in judging 
whether something is mor-
ally right or wrong. Ethi-
cal communication, then, 
generally dictates treating 
people fairly, communicat-
ing honestly, and avoiding 
immoral or unethical be-
havior. This can be easier 
said than done, because 
people often have very dif-
ferent ideas about right and wrong. What may be morally justifi ed to one person or one 
culture may be considered completely unethical to another.

Ethical considerations are often particularly important when we’re engaged in 
compliance-gaining strategies, trying to change the way another person thinks or 
behaves. Referring back to a previous example, is it ethical to threaten to move out 
unless your housemate lends you $50? To many people, this compliance-gaining 
strategy would seem unduly harsh and potentially unfair, because it may give the 
housemate no choice but to make the loan. Depending on why you need the money, 
however, or how your housemate has treated you in the past, you might not consider 
this strategy to be unethical, even if others do. Competent communicators are aware 
that people’s ideas about ethics vary. However, they are also aware of their own ethi-
cal beliefs, and they communicate in ways that are consistent with those beliefs.

Take one last look at your list of fi ve good communicators. Are they generally 
aware of their own behaviors and able to adapt those behaviors to diff erent contexts? 
Can they adopt other people’s perspectives on things and consider various ways of 
explaining situations? Do they behave ethically? These aren’t the only things that 
make someone a competent communicator, but they are among the most important. 
A brief review of these skills appears in the “At a Glance” box above. To the extent 
that we can develop and practice these skills, we can all become better at the process 
of communication.

Learn It: What is the diff erence between eff ectiveness and appropriateness? How 
is cognitive complexity defi ned?

Try It: Choose your favorite “reality TV” show, and think about the characters 
and their communication behaviors. On the basis of the things you’ve learned in 
this section, how would you rate each character in communication competence? 
What makes some characters more competent than others? Try to identify specifi c 
skills, such as empathy or cognitive complexity, that diff erentiate the characters from 
one another. Consider how each person might improve his or her communication 
competencies. 

Refl ect on It: How would you describe your own level of self-monitoring? 
Where do your ideas about ethics come from?

At a Glance: Five Characteristics 
of Competent Communicators
People who are competent communicators tend to share several characteristics. 
These include:

Self-awareness Awareness of how your behavior is aff ecting others

Adaptability Ability to modify your behaviors as the situation 
demands

Empathy Skill at identifying and feeling what others around 
you are feeling

Cognitive complexity Ability to understand a given situation in multiple ways

Ethics Tendency to behave in morally correct ways

Ethics A code 
of morality or 
a set of ideas 
about what is 

right.
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