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We rely on politicians to have highly developed interper-
sonal communications skills. In fact, voters are known to
often choose politicians based not on their platforms
but rather on their charisma and their ability to per-
suade voters that they’re the best choice. Justin Trudeau,
leader of the federal Liberal Party, is the son of Pierre
Elliott Trudeau, who was prime minister from 1968 to
1979 and again from 1980 to 1984. While Trudeau may
be following in his father’s footsteps, he’s adamant that
he wants to be seen as his own person.

CANADIAN PROFILE: Justin Trudeau

Trudeau appears to be willing to communicate openly
about a number of topics (such as his use of marijuana),
which often causes him trouble with the public and
the media. He has said of himself, “I’'m someone who
stumbles my way through, leads with my chin in some
cases, leads with my heart in all cases. . . . | was raised
with pretty thick skin. And | think people are hungry for
politicians who aren’t afraid to say what they think and
mean it” (Geddes, 2012).

What encourages people to enter politics? What de-
termines the image they present to the nation and to
voters? Trudeau explains his reason for entering politics
this way: “Can | actually make a difference? Can | get
people to believe in politics again? Can | get people to
accept more complex answers to complex questions?

I know | can. | know that’s what | do very well. Why
am | doing this? Because | can, not because | want to.
Because | must” (Geddes, 2012).

As you work through this opening chapter, think about the
types of conversational styles you’re most familiar with and
which ones you most value. What do you think, for exam-
ple, about the ways in which politicians communicate?

LEARNING OBJECTIVES After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

1. Explain the personal and professional benefits to
be derived from the study of interpersonal
communication.

2. Define interpersonal communication.

3. Diagram a model of communication containing
source—receiver, messages, channel, noise, and
context, and define each of these elements.

4. Explain the principles of interpersonal
communication, and give examples of each.

5. Define and illustrate the essential interpersonal
communication competencies.
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The American television series Community features a group of community college
students who interact in a wide variety of situations. Most of the time their
communication patterns get them into trouble—not unlike people in real life.
Clearly they could use a good course in interpersonal communication. This chapter

introduces this most important form of communication.

WHY STUDY INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION?

Fair questions to ask at the beginning of this text are “What will I get out of this?” and
“Why should I study interpersonal communication?” As with any worthwhile study, we
can identify two major benefits: personal/social and professional.

Personal and Social Success

Your personal success and happiness depend largely on your effectiveness as an interper-
sonal communicator. Your close friendships and romantic relationships are made, main-
tained, and sometimes destroyed largely through your interpersonal interactions. In fact,
the success of your family relationships depends heavily on the interpersonal communi-
cation among members. For example, in a survey of 1001 people over 18 years of age,
53 percent felt that a lack of effective communication was the major cause of marriage
failure, a significantly greater percentage than those who cited money (38 percent) and
in-law interference (14 percent) (Roper Starch, 1999).

Likewise, your social success in interacting with neighbours, acquaintances, and peo-
ple you meet every day depends on your ability to engage in satisfying conversation—
conversation that’s comfortable and enjoyable.

Professional Success

The ability to communicate well interperson-
ally is widely recognized as being crucial to
professional success (Morreale & Pearson,
2008). From the initial interview at a college
job fair to interning, to participating in and
then leading meetings, your skills at interper-
sonal communication will largely determine
your success.

A 2013 survey conducted by the Bank
of Montreal provided encouraging news for
college and university graduates: half
(51 percent) of the 500 Canadian businesses
polled planned to hire students or recent grads
(MarketWired, 2013). What were these busi-
nesses looking for in potential employees? Posi-
tive personality traits ranked highest
(30 percent), followed by skill set (26 percent),

Women often report that an essential quality—perhaps the most  work experience (15 percent), references and recommenda-
significant quality—in a partner is the ability to communicate tions (8 percent), and finally, degree earned and school

well. Compared with all the other factors you might consider in
choosing a partner, how important is the ability to communicate

attended (only 3 percent). Another Canadian organization,

well? What specific interpersonal communication skills would Workopolis, surveyed top executives in a range of business

you consider “extremely important” in a life partner?

and industries across Canada (Workopolis, 2013);
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these executives said that they were finding it increasingly difficult to
find potential employees with the desired characteristics. The executives
ranked personality skills at 67 percent, even higher than did the BMO
survey. The Workopolis survey determined that when employers speak

of positive personality traits, they mean

m A positive attitude

® Communication skills
m Strong work ethic

m Customer service skills
® Teamwork
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INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT

Choices and Interpersonal
Communication

Throughout this text, you'll find marginal items
labelled Interpersonal Choice Points. These items
are designed to encourage you to apply the
material discussed to specific interpersonal situ-
ations by first analyzing your available choices
and then making a communication decision.

Moreover, in a survey of employers who were asked what colleges or universities
should place more emphasis on, 89 percent identified “the ability to effectively communi-
cate orally and in writing,” the highest of any skills listed (Hart Research Associates,
2010). Interpersonal skills also play an important role in preventing workplace violence
(Parker, 2004) and in reducing medical mishaps and improving doctor—patient communi-
cation (Epstein & Hundert, 2002; Smith, 2004; Sutcliffe, Lewton, & Rosenthal, 2004).
Indeed, the importance of interpersonal communication skills extends over the entire spec-

trum of professions.

Before you embark on an area of study that will be enlightening, exciting, and
extremely practical, examine your assumptions about interpersonal communication by

taking the accompanying self-test.

Can you explain why learning about interpersonal communication would be ben-

eficial to your personal and professional life?

TEST YOURSELF

What Do You Believe About Interpersonal
Communication?

Respond to each of the following statements with T
(true) if you believe the statement is usually true or F
(false) if you believe the statement is usually false.

1. Good communicators are born, not made.

2. The more you communicate, the better you'll
be at communicating.

3. In your interpersonal communications, a good
guide to follow is to be as open, empathic, and
supportive as you can be.

4. In intercultural communication, it's best to
ignore differences and communicate just as you
would with members of your own culture.

5. When there’s conflict, your relationship is in
trouble.

How Did You Do? As you’ve probably figured out, all five
statements are generally false. As you read this text, you'll
discover not only why these beliefs are false but also the
trouble you can get into when you assume they’re true.

For now and in brief, here are some of the reasons why
each statement is (generally) false: (1) Effective
communication is learned; all of us can improve our
abilities and become more effective communicators.

(2) It isn’t the amount of communication that matters, it's
the quality. If you practise bad habits, you're more likely to
grow less effective than more effective. (3) Because each
interpersonal situation is unique, the type of
communication appropriate in one situation may not be
appropriate in another. (4) Ignoring differences will often
create problems; people from different cultures may,

for example, follow different rules for what is and what
isnot appropriate in interpersonal communication.

(5) All meaningful relationships experience conflict;

the trick is to manage it effectively.

What Will You Do? This is a good place to start practising
the critical-thinking skill of questioning commonly held
assumptions—about communication and about you as a
communicator. Do you hold beliefs that may limit your
thinking about communication? For example, do you
believe that certain kinds of communication are beyond
your capabilities? Do you impose limits on how you see
yourself as a communicator?
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4 | PART 1 Messages About the Self and Others

THE NATURE OF INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Although this entire text is in a sense a definition of interpersonal communication, a
working definition will be useful at the start. Interpersonal communication is the verbal
and nonverbal interaction between two or more interdependent people. This relatively
simple definition implies a variety of characteristics.

DEVELOPING LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Serve and Return

We're learning a great deal about the importance of the early years for children’s healthy
development. Babies’ brains aren’t just born; they’re also built through the relationships,
experiences, and environments around them. This building process begins with back-
and-forth interactions with an adult, much like a game of tennis, ping pong, or volley-
ball. Healthy development occurs when infants “serve” to adults using babbling,
gestures, or cries, and adults “return” by responding with words, smiles, tickles, or
songs. If the adult doesn’t notice the serve or drops it, the game is disrupted. Serve and
return, then, involves interactions with caring adults and builds healthy brains. If you'd
like to learn more, go to http://developingchild.harvard.edu and look for the “Serve and
Return” section.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Interdependent Individuals

Interpersonal communication is the communication that takes place between people who
are in some way “connected.” Interpersonal communication would thus include what
takes place between a son and his father, an employer and an employee, two sisters, a
teacher and a student, two lovers, two friends, and so on. Although largely dyadic in
nature, interpersonal communication is often extended to include small, intimate groups
such as the family. Even within a family, however, the communication that takes place is
often dyadic—mother to child, sister to brother, and so on.

Not only are the individuals simply “connected,” they are also interdependent: what
one person does has an effect on the other person. The actions of one person have conse-
quences for the other person. In a family, for example, a child’s trouble with the police
will affect the parents, other siblings, extended family members, and perhaps friends and
neighbours. Even a stranger asking for directions from a local resident can lead to conse-
quences for both—the stranger doesn’t get lost, and the resident might realize that he or
she doesn’t know the street names and can provide only contextual directions (for exam-
ple, “Turn at the mailbox”).

Interpersonal Communication Is Inherently Relational

Because of this interdependency, interpersonal communication is inevitably and
essentially relational in nature. Interpersonal communication takes place in a rela-
tionship, affects the relationship, and defines the relationship. The way you commu-
nicate is determined in large part by the kind of relationship that exists between you
and the other person. You interact differently with your interpersonal communica-
tion instructor and with your best friend; you interact with a sibling in ways very
different from the ways you interact with a neighbour, a work colleague, or a casual
acquaintance.

But notice also that the way you communicate will influence the kind of relationship
you have. If you interact in friendly ways, you’re likely to develop a friendship. If you
regularly exchange hateful and hurtful messages, you’re likely to develop an antagonistic
relationship. If you each regularly express respect and support for each other, a respect-
ful and supportive relationship is likely to develop. This is surely one of the most
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An Interpersonal Continuum

Here is one possible interpersonal continuum. Other people would position the relationships
differently. You may want to try constructing an interpersonal continuum of your own
relationships.

obvious observations you can make about interpersonal communication. And yet so
many people seem not to appreciate this very clear relationship between what you say
and the relationship that develops (or deteriorates).

Interpersonal Communication Exists on a Continuum

Interpersonal communication exists along a continuum (see Figure 1.1), ranging from
relatively impersonal at one end to highly personal at the other (Miller, 1978, 1990). At
the impersonal end of the continuum is simple conversation between people who really
don’t know each other—the server and the customer, for example. At the highly personal
end is the communication that takes place between people who are intimately intercon-
nected—a father and son, two longtime partners, or best friends, for example. A few
characteristics distinguish the impersonal from the personal forms of communication
and are presented in Table 1.1 (Miller, 1978).

TABLE 1.1

IMPERSONAL AND INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Impersonal Communication

Interpersonal Communication

Social role information: You interact
largely on the basis of the social roles you
occupy; for example, server and cus-
tomer, cab driver and passenger.

Social rules: You interact according to
the social rules defining your interaction;
for example, as a server, you greet the
customers, hand them menus, and ask if
there’s anything else you can do.

Social messages: You exchange mes-
sages in a narrow range of topics—you
talk to the server about food and service,
not about your parents’ divorce—with lit-
tle emotion and little self-disclosure.

Personal information: You interact

largely on the basis of personal roles; for
example, friends, partners, parents and chil-
dren, cousins.

Personal rules: You interact according to
the rules you’ve both established rather
than to any societal rules; for example, a
mother and daughter follow the rules they
themselves have established over the years.

Personal messages: You exchange
messages on a broad range of topics—
you talk about food and also about your
parents’ divorce—with much emotion
and self-disclosure.
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6 | PART 1 Messages About the Self and Others

Interpersonal Communication Involves Verbal and
Nonverbal Messages

The interpersonal interaction involves the exchange of verbal and nonverbal mes-
sages. The words you use as well as your facial expressions—your eye contact and
your body posture, for example—send messages. Likewise, you receive messages
through your sense of hearing as well as through your other senses, especially visual
and touch. Even silence sends messages. These messages, as you’ll see throughout this
text, will vary greatly depending on the other factors involved in the interaction. You
don’t talk to a best friend in the same way you talk to your professor or your parents,
for example.

One of the great myths in communication is that nonverbal communication
accounts for more than 90 percent of the meaning of any message. Actually, it
depends. In some situations, the nonverbal signals will carry more of your meaning
than the words you use. In other situations, the verbal signals will communicate
more information. Most often, of course, they work together. And so, rather than
focusing on which channel communicates the greater percentage of meaning, it’s
more important to focus on the ways in which verbal and nonverbal messages
occur together.

Interpersonal Communication Exists in Varied Forms

Often, interpersonal communication takes place face to face: talking with other
students before class, interacting with family or friends over dinner, trading secrets
with intimates. This is the type of interaction that probably comes to mind when you
think of interpersonal communication. But, of course, much conversation takes place
online. Online communication is a major part of people’s interpersonal experience
throughout the world. Such communications are important personally, socially, and
professionally.

The major online types of conversation differ from one another and from face-to-
face interaction in important ways. Let’s take a look at a few of the main similarities and
differences (also see Table 1.2).

Some computer-mediated communication (for example, email, tweets, or posts on
Facebook) is asynchronous, meaning that it doesn’t take place in real time. You may
send your message today, but the receiver may not read it for a week and may take
another week to respond. Consequently, much of the spontaneity created by real-time
communication is lost here. You may, for example, be very enthusiastic about a topic
when you send your email, but by the time someone responds you’ll have practically for-
gotten it. Email is also virtually inerasable, a feature that has important consequences
and that we discuss later in this chapter.

Through instant messaging (IM), you interact online in (essentially) real time; the
communication messages are synchronous—they occur at the same time and are similar
to phone communication except that IM is text-based rather than voice-based. Through
IM you can also play games, share files, listen to music, send messages to cell phones,
announce company meetings, and do a great deal else with short, abbreviated messages.
Among college students, as you probably know, the major purpose of IM seems to be to
maintain “social connectedness” (Kindred & Roper, 2004).

In chat rooms and social networking groups, you often communicate both synchro-
nously (when you and a friend are online at the same time) and asynchronously (when
you’re sending a message or writing on the wall of a friend who isn’t online while you’re
writing). Social networking sites give you the great advantage of being able to communi-
cate with people you’d never meet or interact with otherwise. And because many of these
groups are international, they provide excellent exposure to other cultures, other ideas,
and other ways of communicating—making them a good introduction to intercultural
communication.
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TABLE 1.2

FACE-TO-FACE AND COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION

1 Foundations of Interpersonal Communication

Throughout this text, face-to-face and computer-mediated communication are discussed,
compared, and contrasted. Here is a brief summary of just some communication concepts
and some of the ways in which these two forms of communication are similar and different.

Human

Communication Face-to-Face Computer-Mediated
Element Communication Communication
Source

Presentation of
self and impression
management

Speaking turn
Receiver
Number
Opportunity for

interaction

Third parties

Impression
formation

Context

Physical

Temporal

Channel

Message

Verbal and
nonverbal

Permanence

Personal characteristics are
open to visual inspection;
disguise is difficult.

You compete for speaker time
with others; you can be
interrupted.

One or a few who are in your
visual field.

Limited to those who have the
opportunity to meet.

Messages can be repeated
to third parties but not with
complete accuracy.

Impressions are based on the
verbal and nonverbal cues the
receiver perceives.

Essentially the same physical
space.

Communication is synchronous;
messages are exchanged at the
same (real) time.

All senses participate in sending
and receiving messages.

Words, gestures, eye contact,
accent, vocal cues, spatial
relationships, touching, clothing,
hair, and so on.

Temporary unless recorded;
speech signals fade rapidly.

Personal characteristics are
revealed when you want to
reveal them; disguise is easy.

It’s always your turn; speaker
time is unlimited; you can’t be
interrupted.

Virtually unlimited.

Unlimited.

Messages can be retrieved by
others or forwarded verbatim to
anyone.

Impressions are based on text
messages and posted photos
and videos.

Can be in the next cubicle or
separated by miles.

Communication may be
synchronous (as in chat rooms)
or asynchronous (as in email).

Visual (for text, photos,
and videos) and auditory.

Words, photos, videos, and
audio messages.

Messages are relatively
permanent.
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8 | PART 1 Messages About the Self and Others

Interpersonal Communication Is
Transactional

Some early theories viewed the communication pro-
cess as linear (see Figure 1.2). In this linear view of
communication, the speaker spoke and the listener
listened; after the speaker finished speaking, the lis-
tener would speak. Communication was seen as pro-
ceeding in a relatively straight line. Speaking and

Linear View

FIGURE 1.2 listening were also seen as taking place at different times—when you spoke, you didn’t
The Linear View of  |isten, and when you listened, you didn’t speak. A more satisfying view (Figure 1.3),
Interpers?na! and the one currently held, sees communication as a transactional process in which
Communication . . .

s each person serves simultaneously as speaker and listener. According to the transac-
This figure represents a tional view, at the same time that you send messages, you’re also receiving messages

linear view of communi- f cati df th t‘ f the oth And at
cation, in which the rom your own communications and from the reactions of the other person. And a

speaker speaks and the the same time that you’re listening, you’re also sending messages. In a transactional
listener listens. view, then, each person is seen as both speaker and listener, as simultaneously
communicating and receiving messages.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Choices

Throughout your interpersonal life and in each interpersonal interaction, you’re pre-
sented with choice points—moments when you have to make a choice as to who you
communicate with, what you say, what you don’t say, how you phrase
INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT what you want to say, and so on. This text aims to give you reasons
grounded in interpersonal communication theory and research for the
varied choices you’ll be called upon to make in your interpersonal inter-

Communicating an Image
A new position is opening at work, and you want

it. Your immediate supervisor is likely the one to actions. The text also aims to give you the skills you’ll need to execute
make the final decision. What are some of your these well-reasoned choices.

options for making yourself look especially good You can look at the process of choice in terms of John Dewey’s

S0 FAIE 00 G S 1S sy [Poshifer? (1910) steps in reflective thinking, a model used by contemporary

Transactional View

Speaker/
Listener

Face-to-Face Communication Computer-Mediated Communication

FIGURE 1.3
The Transactional View of Interpersonal Communication

This figure represents a transactional view, in which each person serves simultaneously as
speaker and listener; at the same time that you send messages, you also receive messages
from your own communications as well as from the reactions of the other person(s).
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1 Foundations of Interpersonal Communication 9

theorists for explaining small-group problem solving and conflict resolution. It can also
be used to explain the notion of choice in five steps.

m Step 1: The problem. View a communication interaction as a problem to be resolved,

as a situation to be addressed. Here you try to understand the nature of the commu-
nication situation, what elements are involved, and, in the words of one communica-
tion model, who did what to whom with what effect. Let’s say that you’ve said
something you shouldn’t have and it’s created a problem between you and your
friend, romantic partner, or family member. You need to resolve this problem.

Step 2: The criteria. Here you ask yourself what your specific communication goal
is. What do you want your message to accomplish? For example, you may want to
admit your mistake, apologize, and be forgiven.

Step 3: The possible solutions. Here you ask yourself what some of your communi-
cation choices are. What are some of the messages you might communicate?

Step 4: The analysis. Here you identify the advantages and disadvantages of each
communication choice.

Step S: The selection and execution. Here you communicate what you hope will
resolve the problem and get you forgiveness.

As a student of interpersonal communication, you would later reflect on this com-

munication situation and identify what you learned, what you did well, and what you
could have done differently.

THE ELEMENTS OF INTERPERSONAL

Can you define interpersonal communication and explain its major characteris-
tics? (Interpersonal communication involves interdependent individuals, is inher-
ently relational, exists on a continuum, involves both verbal and nonverbal
messages, exists in varied forms, is transactional, and involves choices.)

COMMUNICATION Context

Given the basic definition of interpersonal communication,

the transactional perspective, and an understanding that inter-
personal communication occurs in many different forms, let’s
look at each of the essential elements in interpersonal commu-
nication: source-receiver, messages, feedback, feedforward,
channel, noise, context, and competence (see Figure 1.4).
Along with this discussion, you may wish to visit the websites Ty
of some of the major communication organizations to see T
how they discuss communication. See, for example, the web-
sites of the Canadian Communication Association, the Inter-
national Communication Association, and the Canadian

Association for Journalism. Vo
Feedforward

Source-Receiver

Interpersonal communication involves at least two persons. Each functions as a source

(formulates and sends messages) and operates as a receiver (receives and understands

messages). The linked term source-receiver emphasizes that each person is both source

and receiver.

By putting your meanings into sound waves and gestures, facial expressions, or body
movements, you’re putting your thoughts and feelings into a code, or a set of symbols—

a process called encoding. When you translate those symbols into ideas, you’re taking
them out of the code they’re in, a process called decoding. So we can call speakers (or,

more generally, senders) encoders: those who put their meanings into a code. And we can

.
Fegdbach L@
L EE L
Ssages | Chat™,

Feedforward

Receiver/
decoder

°

FIGURE 1.4

The Process of
Interpersonal
Communication

This model puts into
visual form the various
elements of the interper-
sonal communication
process. How would you
diagram this process?
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10 | PART 1 Messages About the Self and Others

call listeners (or, more generally, receivers) decoders: those who take meanings out of a
code. Since encoding and decoding activities are combined in each person, the term
encoding—decoding is used to emphasize this inevitable dual function.

Usually you encode an idea into a code that the other person understands; for exam-
ple, you use words and gestures for which both you and the other person have similar
meanings. At times, however, you may want to exclude others; so, for example, you
might speak in a language that only one of your listeners knows or use jargon to prevent
others from understanding. At other times, you may assume incorrectly that the other
person knows your code and unknowingly use words or gestures that the other person
simply doesn’t understand. For interpersonal communication to occur, then, meanings
must be both encoded and decoded. If Jamie has his eyes closed and is wearing head-
phones as his dad is speaking to him, interpersonal communication is not taking place—
simply because the messages, both verbal and nonverbal, are not being received.

Messages

For interpersonal communication to occur, messages that express your thoughts and feel-
ings must be sent and received. Interpersonal communication may be verbal or nonver-
bal, but it’s usually a combination of both. You communicate interpersonally with words
as well as with gestures, emoticons, varied fonts, touch, photos, videos, and audio, for
example. Everything about you has the potential to send interpersonal messages, and
every message has an effect, or outcome. In face-to-face communication, your messages
are both verbal and nonverbal; you supplement your words with facial expressions, body
movements, and variations in vocal volume and rate. When you communicate through a
keyboard, your message is communicated with words as well as with photos and videos,
for example.

Three important types of messages need to be mentioned here: metamessages, feed-

back, and feedforward.

METAMESSAGES ~ One very special type of message is the metamessage. This type of mes-
sage refers to other messages; it’s a message about a message. Both verbal and nonverbal
messages can be metacommunicational. Verbally, you can convey metamessages such as
“Do you understand what I’'m saying?” Nonverbally, you can wink to communicate that
you’re lying or being sarcastic. Your interpersonal effectiveness will often hinge on your
competence in metacommunication. For example, in conflict situations, it’s often helpful
to talk about the way you argue or what your raised voice means. In romantic relation-
ships, it may be helpful to talk about what each of you means by “exclusive” or “love.”
In group projects at school, it’s often necessary to talk about the ways people delegate
tasks or express criticism.

FeepBack MEessaGEs  Feedback is a special type of message that conveys information
about the messages you send. When you send a spoken or written message to another
person or post on a social media site, you get feedback from your own message: you
hear what you say, you feel the way you move, you see what you write. On the basis of
this information, you may correct yourself, rephrase something, or perhaps smile at a
clever turn of phrase.

You also get feedback from others. The person with whom you’re communicating is
constantly sending you messages that indicate how he or she is receiving and responding
to your messages. Nods of agreement, smiles, puzzled looks, paraphrasing, and questions
asking for clarification are all examples of feedback. In fact, it wouldn’t be much of an
exaggeration to say that one of the main purposes of posting to social media sites is to
get positive feedback from others—Ilikes, +1s, thumbs up, blog comments, and retweets,
for example.

Notice that in face-to-face communication you can monitor the feedback of the
other person as you’re speaking. Often, in online communication, that feedback will
come much later and thus is likely to be more clearly thought out and perhaps more
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1 Foundations of Interpersonal Communication 11

closely monitored. Also, when you give feed-
back on social media sites such as Facebook by
hitting the “like” button, your feedback isn’t
limited to the person whose post you like; your
feedback goes on your page and is visible to
everyone who looks at your site.

FEEDFORWARD MESSAGES  Much as feedback
contains information about messages already
sent, feedforward conveys information about
messages before you send them. For example,
you might use feedforward to express your
desire to chat a bit, saying something like, “Hey,
I haven’t seen you all week; what’s been going
on?” Or you might give a brief preview of your
main message and say something like, “You’d
better sit down for this; you’re going to be

shocked.” Or you might send someone a com- VIEWPOINTS Feedback

plimentary note before asking them to be your “friend.” Or  What effect do you think feedback has in establishing and

you might ask others to hear you out before they judge maintaining satisfying friendships or romantic relationships?
you. The subject heading on your email, the tag line after How would you characterize ideal relationship feedback?

your name on your social media site, and the phone num-

bers and names that come up on your cell ph‘one are likewi§e clear exam-
ples of feedforward. These messages tell the listener something about the

messages to come or about the way you’d like the listener to respond. Giving Feedforward

Nonverbally, you give feedforward by your facial expressions, eye contact,  The grades were just posted for a course, and
and physical posture; with these nonverbal messages, you tell the other you got an A. Your dorm mate tells you that

; > . : ‘o she’s failed and then asks you about your
person something about the messages you’ll be sending. A smile may sig grade. You feel that you want to preface your

nal a pleasant message; eye avoidance may signal that the message to remarks. What kind of feedforward might you
come is difficult and perhaps uncomfortable to express. give in this case?

Channel

The communication channel is the medium through which message signals pass. The
channel works like a bridge connecting source and receiver. Normally, two, three, or four
channels are used simultaneously. For example, in face-to-face speech interactions, you
speak and listen, using the vocal-auditory channel. You also, however, make gestures and
receive these signals visually, using the visual channel. Similarly, you emit odours and
smell those of others (using the chemical channel). Often you touch one another, and this
too communicates (using the tactile channel).

Another way to classify channels is by the means of communication. Thus, face-
to-face contact, telephones, email, movies, television, smoke signals, and telegraph
would be types of channels. Of most relevance today, of course, is the difference
between face-to-face and computer-mediated interpersonal communication: interac-
tion through email, social network sites, instant messaging, news postings, film, televi-
sion, radio, or fax.

In many of today’s organizations (and increasingly in many private lives), people are
experiencing information overload, which occurs when you have to deal
with an excessive amount of information and when much of that infor- INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT
mation is ambiguous or complex. As you can easily appreciate, advances
in information technology have led to increasingly greater information
overload. Today, for example, Canadians are exposed to more informa- Ko ( ]

. . . . T are considering how you might go about it.

tion in one year than thelr great-grandparents were in their entire lives! What are your choices among channels? Which
Having hundreds of friends who post hundreds of messages, photos, dherml vl o ihm (e craciven Wit
and videos creates information overload in even the youngest social channel would provoke the least anxiety?
media users.

Channels
You want to ask someone out on a date and
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12 | PART 1 Messages About the Self and Others

One of the problems with information
overload is that it absorbs an enormous amount
of time for people at all levels of an organiza-
tion. The more messages you have to deal with,
the less time you have for those messages or
tasks that are central to your functions.
Research finds that when you’re overloaded,
you’re more likely to respond to simpler mes-
sages and to generate simpler messages, which
may not always be appropriate (Jones, Ravid,
& Rafaeli, 2004). Similarly, errors become more
likely simply because you can’t devote the
needed time to any one item. Information over-
load has even been linked to health problems in
more than one-third of managers (Lee, 2000).
Technostress is a term that denotes the anxiety
and stress resulting from a feeling of being con-
trolled by the overwhelming amount of infor-
Alex Gregory/The New Yorker Collection/www.cartoonbank.com mation and from the inability to manage that
information in the time available.

o RE oYy
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Noise

Noise is anything that interferes with receiving a message. Just as messages may be audi-
tory or visual, noise, too, comes in both auditory and visual forms. Four types of noise
are especially relevant:

m Physical noise is interference that is external to both the speaker and listener; it ham-
pers the physical transmission of the signal or message and includes impediments
such as the noise of passing cars, the hum of a computer, extraneous messages, illeg-
ible handwriting, blurred type or fonts that are too small or difficult to read, mis-
spellings and poor grammar, and pop-up ads.

m Physiological noise is created by barriers within the sender or receiver and includes
impairments such as loss of vision, hearing loss, articulation problems, and memory loss.

m Psychological noise is mental interference in the speaker or listener and includes pre-
conceived ideas, wandering thoughts, biases and prejudices, closed-mindedness, and
extreme emotionalism.

m Semantic noise is interference created when the speaker and listener have different
meaning systems; types of semantic noise include linguistic or dialectical differences,
the use of jargon or overly complex terms, and ambiguous or overly abstract terms
whose meanings can be easily misinterpreted.

A useful concept in understanding noise and its importance in commu-

INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT nication is signal-to-noise ratio. In this phrase, the term signal refers to
information that you’d find useful; noise refers to information that is useless
(to you). So, for example, mailing lists or blogs that contain lots of useful
information would be high on signal and low on noise, and those that con-
tain lots of useless information would be high on noise and low on signal.

All communications contain noise. Noise can’t be totally eliminated,
but its effects can be reduced. Making your language more precise,
sharpening your skills for sending and receiving nonverbal messages, and improving
your listening and feedback skills are some ways to combat the influence of noise.

Noise Reduction

Looking around the classroom or your room,
what are some of the things you can do to
reduce physical noise?

Context

Communication always takes place within a context: an environment that influences the
form and the content of communication. At times, this context is so natural that you
ignore it, just as you do with street noise. At other times, the context stands out, and the
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ways in which it restricts or stimulates your communications are obvious. Think, for
example, of the different ways you’d talk at a funeral, in a quiet restaurant, or at a rock
concert. And consider how the same “How are you?” will have very different meanings
depending on the context: said to a passing acquaintance, it means “Hello,” whereas said
to a sick friend in the hospital, it means “How are you feeling?”

The context of communication has at least four dimensions: physical, social-
psychological, temporal, and cultural.

m Physical dimension. The room, workplace, or outdoor space in which communica-
tion takes place—the tangible or concrete environment—is the physical dimension.
When you communicate with someone face to face, you’re both in essentially the
same physical environment. In computer-mediated communication, you may be in
drastically different environments; one of you may be on a beach in San Juan and
the other may be in a Bay Street office.

m Social-psychological dimension. This includes, for example, the status relationships
among the participants: distinctions such as employer versus employee or salesper-
son versus store owner. The formality or informality, the friendliness or hostility, and
the cooperativeness or competitiveness of the interaction are also part of the social-
psychological dimension.

m Temporal or time dimension. This dimension has to do with where a particular
message fits into a sequence of communication events. For example, if you tell a
jokeabout sickness immediately after your friend tells you she’s sick, the joke will be
perceived differently from the same joke told as one of a series of similar jokes to
your friends in the locker room of the gym.

® Cultural dimension. The cultural dimension consists of the rules, norms, beliefs, and
attitudes of the people communicating that are passed from one generation to
another. For example, in some cultures, it’s considered polite to talk to strangers; in
others, that’s something to be avoided.

Can you draw/diagram a model of communication that contains source-receiver,
messages, channel, noise, and context and illustrates the relationship among
these elements? Can you define each of these elements?

®
PRINCIPLES OF INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Another way to define interpersonal communication is to consider its major principles.
These principles are significant in terms of explaining theory; they also, as you’ll see,
have very practical applications.

Interpersonal Communication Is Purposeful

Interpersonal communication can be used to accomplish a variety of purposes. Under-
standing how interpersonal communication serves these varied purposes will help you
more effectively achieve your own interpersonal goals.

m To learn. Interpersonal communication enables you to learn, to better understand
the world of objects, events, and people—whether you do this face to face or online.
In fact, your beliefs, attitudes, and values are probably influenced more by interper-
sonal encounters than by formal education. Through interpersonal communication,
you also learn about yourself—your strengths and your weaknesses.

m To relate. Interpersonal communication helps you relate to others and to form mean-
ingful relationships, whether it’s face to face or online. Such relationships help to
alleviate loneliness and depression, enable you to share and heighten your pleasures,
and generally make you feel more positive about yourself.

m To influence. Very likely, you influence the attitudes and behaviours of others in
your interpersonal encounters—to vote a particular way, to try a new diet, to see a
movie, or to believe that something is true or false. The list is endless.
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m To help. Therapists serve a helping function professionally
by offering guidance through interpersonal interaction.
But everyone interacts to help in everyday life: online and
offline, you console a friend who has broken off a love
affair, counsel a fellow student about courses to take, or
offer advice to a colleague at work.

® To play. Tweeting your weekend activities, discussing sports
or dates, posting a clever joke or photo on some social
media site, and in general just passing the time are play
functions. Far from frivolous, this extremely important
purpose gives your activities a necessary balance and your
mind a needed break from all the seriousness around you.

]
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In research on the motivations/purposes for using social net-
working sites, it’s the relationship purpose that dominates. One
research study, for example, finds the following motivations/
purposes, in order of frequency mentioned (Smith, 2011):

.

® Staying in touch with friends

“I loved your E-mail, but | thought you’d be older.” m Staying in touch with family
© The New Yorker Collection 1998 Robert Weber from cartoonbank. m Connecting with friends with whom you’ve lost contact
com. All Rights Reserved. m Connecting with those who share your interests

B Making new friends
VIEWPOINTS Interpersonal Metaphors B Reading comments by celebrities
How would you explain interpersonal communication or ® Finding romantic partners
Iar;tgrfeir::vr\]f Lrgzlt';::‘:?z Ifll1ot\f/rer;jsicoef Snlzaett:s Zor:iii:g.h Popular belief aqd recent resegrch agree that men and
scope, a television sitcom, a work of art, a book, a women use communication for different purposes. Generally,
rubber band, or a software program? men seem to communicate more for information, whereas

women seem to communicate more for relationship purposes
(Colley et al., 2004; Shaw & Grant, 2002). Gender differences also occur in computer
communication. For example, women tend to chat more for relationship reasons while
men chat more to play and to relax (Leung, 2001).

Interpersonal Communication Is a Package of Signals

Communication behaviours, whether they involve verbal messages, gestures, or some
combination thereof, usually occur in “packages” (Pittenger, Hockett, & Danehy, 1960).
Usually, verbal and nonverbal behaviours reinforce or support each other. All parts of a
message system normally work together to communicate a particular meaning. You don’t
express fear with words while the rest of your body is relaxed. You don’t express anger
through your posture while your face smiles. Your entire body works together—verbally
and nonverbally—to express your thoughts and feelings.

You probably pay little attention to your body’s “packaged” nature; it goes unno-
ticed. But when there’s an incongruity—when the chilly handshake belies the friendly ver-
bal greeting, when the nervous posture belies the focused stare, when the constant
preening belies the expressions of being comfortable and at ease—you take notice. Invari-
ably you begin to question the credibility, the sincerity, and the honesty of the individual.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Content and
Relationship Messages

Interpersonal messages combine content and relationship dimensions. Content messages
focus on the real world, on something external to both speaker and listener. Relationship
messages, on the other hand, focus on the relationship/connection between the individuals.
For example, a supervisor may say to a trainee, “See me after the meeting.” This simple
message has a content message that tells the trainee to see the supervisor after the meeting.
It also contains a relationship message that says something about the connection between
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the supervisor and the trainee. Even the use of the simple
statement shows there is a status difference that allows
the supervisor to require that the trainee appear. You can
appreciate this most clearly if you visualize this statement
being made by the trainee to the supervisor. It appears
awkward and out of place because it violates the normal
relationship between supervisor and trainee.

Deborah Tannen, in her book You’re Wearing That?
(2006), gives many examples of content and relationship
communication and the problems that can result from dif-
ferent interpretations. For example, the mother who says,
“Are you going to quarter those tomatoes?” thinks she’s
communicating solely a content message. To the daughter,
however, the message is largely relational and may be per-
ceived as a criticism of the way she intends to cut the
tomatoes. Questions, especially, may appear to be objective
and focused on content but are often perceived as attacks,
as in the title of Tannen’s book. For example, here are
some questions that you may have been asked—or that you yourself may have asked. Try
identifying the potential relationship messages that the listener might receive in each case.

“It's not about the story. It's about Daddy taking time out of his
busy day to read you a story.”

P. C. Vey/The New Yorker Collection/www.cartoonbank.com

m You're calling me?

m Did you say that you’re applying to medical school?
® You’re in love?

B You paid $100 for that?

® And that’s all you did?

Many conflicts arise because people misunderstand relationship messages and can’t
clarify them. Other problems arise when people fail to see the difference between
content messages and relationship messages. Arguments over the content dimension of
a message—such as what happened in a movie—are relatively easy to resolve. You may,
for example, simply ask a third person what took place or see the movie again. Argu-
ments at the relationship level, however, are much more difficult to resolve, in part
because people seldom recognize that the argument is about relationship messages.

Interpersonal Communication Is a Process of Adjustment

The principle of adjustment holds that interpersonal communication can take place only
to the extent that the people talking share the same communication system. We can eas-
ily understand this when dealing with speakers of two different languages; miscommuni-
cation may occur. The principle, however, takes on particular relevance when you realize
that no two people share identical communication systems. Parents and children, for
example, not only have very different vocabularies but also, and more importantly, dif-
ferent meanings for some of the terms they have in common. (Consider, for example, the
differences between parents’ and children’s understanding of such terms
as music, success, and family.) Different cultures and social groups, even
when they share a common language, also have different nonverbal INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT
communication systems. To the extent that these systems differ, commu-
nication will be hindered.

Corrective Messaging
In the heat of an argument, you said you never

Part Qf the art of interpersonal communication is learning the other wanted to see your partner’s family again. Your
person’s signals, how they’re used, and what they mean. People in close partner reciprocated, saying that the feeling
relationships—either as close friends or as romantic partners—realize was mutual. Now, weeks later, there remains

that learning the other person’s signals takes a long time and, often, great tension between you, especially when
you find yourself with one or both families.

great patience. If you want to understand what another person means— o .

- . b . b vial b What communication choices do you have for
by srpﬂmg, by saying I love you,” by arguing about trivial matters, by apologizing and putting this angry outburst
making self-deprecating comments—you have to learn that person’s behind you? What channel would you use?
system of signals. Furthermore, you have to share your own system of
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SKILL BUILDING EXERCISE

Distinguishing Content and Relationship Messages

How would you communicate both the content and the
relationship messages in the following situations?

1.

After a date that you didn’t enjoy and don’t want to
repeat, you want to express your sincere thanks, but
you don’t want to be misinterpreted as communi-
cating any indication that you’d go on another date
with this person.

You're ready to commit yourself to a long-term rela-
tionship but want your partner to sign a prenuptial
agreement before moving any further. You need to
communicate both your desire to keep your money

3. You're interested in dating a friend on Facebook
who attends the same college as you do and with
whom you’ve been chatting for a few weeks. But
you don’t know whether the feeling is mutual. You
want to ask for the date but to do so in a way
that, if you’re turned down, you won't be
embarrassed.

Content and relationship messages serve different
communication functions. Being able to distinguish
between them is a prerequisite to using and respond-
ing to them effectively.

and to move the relationship to the next level.

INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT

Unwanted Talk

signals with others so that they can better understand you. Although some people may
know what you mean by your silence or by your avoidance of eye contact, others may
not. You can’t expect others to decode your behaviours accurately without help.

This principle is especially important in intercultural communication, largely because
people from different cultures may use different signals or sometimes the same signals to
signify quite different things. For example, in much of Canada, focused eye contact
means honesty and openness. But in Japan and in many First Nations cultures, that same
behaviour may signify arrogance or disrespect.

An interesting theory largely revolving around adjustment is communication accom-
modation theory. This theory holds that speakers will adjust or accommodate to the
speaking style of their listeners in order to gain social approval and greater communica-
tion efficiency (Giles, 2009; Giles et al., 1987). For example, when two people have a
similar speech rate, they seem to be attracted to each other more than to those with dis-
similar rates (Buller et al., 1992). Another study even showed that people accommodate
in their emails. For example, responses to messages that contain politeness cues were sig-
nificantly more polite than responses to emails that didn’t contain such cues (Bunz &
Campbell, 2004). So, for example, if you say “thank you” and “please,” others are more
likely to use politeness cues as well.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Power

Power is a major component of interpersonal communication. You can’t communicate
without making some implicit comment on your power or lack of it. When in an interac-
tional situation, therefore, recognize that on the basis of your verbal and nonverbal mes-
sages, people will assess your power and will interact accordingly.

No interpersonal relationship exists without a power dimension. Look at your own
relationships and those of your friends and relatives. In each relationship,
one person has more power than the other. In interpersonal relationships
among some Canadians, the more powerful person is often the one who
has a higher level job or the one who has more money. In other cultures,

Your supervisor at work continually talks about the factors that contribute to power may be different and may include a

sex. You fear your lack of reaction has been person’s family background, age, education, or wisdom.

interpreted as a sign of approval. You need to Although all relationships involve power, they differ in the types of

change that but at the same time not alienate | d hich th d h has identified

the h p What ¢ power people use and to which they respond. Research has identifie
person who can fire you. What are some o . o -

things you might do to stop this unwanted six types.of power: leglFlmate, referent, reward, coercive, expert, and

talk? information or persuasion (French & Raven, 1968; Raven, Centers, &

Rodrigues, 1975). As you listen to the messages of others (and your
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own) and as you observe the relationships of others (and your own), consider the role of
power, how it’s expressed, and how it’s responded to. The more sensitive you become to
the expression of power—in messages and in relationships—the more effective your
interpersonal messages are likely to be.

Interpersonal Communication Is Ambiguous

All messages are ambiguous to some degree. Ambiguity is a condition in

which a message can be interpreted as having more than one meaning. INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT

Sometimes ambiguity results when we use words that can be interpreted How to Disambiguate

differently. Informal time terms offer good examples; different people You've gone out with someone for several
may interpret terms such as soon, right away, in a minute, early, and late months and want to reduce ambiguity about
very differently. The terms themselves are ambiguous. the future of the relationship and discover your

Some degree of ambiguity exists in all interpersonal communication. FEICTS IS @ G i et syl G
want to scare your partner. What are some

When you express an idea, you never communicgte your meaning exactly e G 3765 O (0 T s
and totally; rather, you communicate your meaning with some reasonable your very legitimate questions?
accuracy—enough to give the other person a reasonably clear idea of
what you mean. Sometimes, of course, you’re less accurate than you
anticipated and your listener gets the wrong idea or becomes offended when you only
meant to be humorous. Because of this inevitable uncertainty, you may qualify what you’re
saying, give an example, or ask, “Do you know what I mean?” These clarifying tactics help
the other person understand your meaning and reduce uncertainty (to some degree).
Similarly, all relationships contain uncertainty. Consider a close interpersonal rela-
tionship of your own, and ask yourself the following questions. Answer each question
according to a six-point scale in which 1 means “completely or almost completely uncer-
tain” and 6 means “completely or almost completely certain.” How certain are you
about these questions?

1. Do you know what you can and can’t say to each other? Are there certain topics
that will cause problems?

2. Do you know how your partner feels about you, and does your partner know how
you feel about him or her?

3. Do you know how you and your partner would characterize and describe the rela-
tionship? Would it be similar? Different? If different, in what ways?

4. How does your partner see the future of the relationship? Does your partner know
how you feel about the relationship’s
future?

Very likely you were not able to respond
with a 6 for all four questions. And it’s equally
likely that your relationship partner would be
unable to respond to every question with a 6.
These questions—paraphrased from a relation-
ship uncertainty scale (Knobloch & Solomon,
1999) and other similar rankings—illustrate that
you probably experience some degree of uncer-
tainty about the norms that govern your relation-
ship communication (question 1), the degree to
which the two of you see the relationship in simi-
lar ways (question 2), the definition of the rela-
tionship (question 3), and/or the relationship’s
future (question 4).

The skills of interpersonal communication
presented throughout this text can give you
tools for appropriately reducing ambiguity and

Although Prime Minister Stephen Harper may try to build a (metaphorical)

’ . . wall to keep reporters and others at a distance, his position of power makes
making your meanings as unambiguous as pos-  that impossible. As prime minister, he is required to be regularly available to
sible. comment.

Artwork by Stephen Kroninger
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INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT

Interpersonal Communication Is Inevitable, Irreversible,
and Unrepeatable

Three characteristics often considered together are interpersonal communication’s inevi-
tability, irreversibility, and unrepeatability.

ComMUNICATION Is INEVITABLE  Often communication is intentional, purposeful, and con-
sciously motivated. Sometimes, however, you’re communicating even though you may
not think you are or may not even want to. Take, for example, the student sitting in the
back of the room with an “expressionless” face, perhaps staring out the window. The
student may think that she or he isn’t communicating with the teacher or with the other
students. On closer inspection, however, you can see that the student is communicating
something—perhaps lack of interest or simply anxiety about a private problem. In any
event, the student is communicating whether she or he wishes to or not—demonstrating
the principle of inevitability. Similarly, the colour and type of your cell
phone, the wallpaper in your room, and the type and power of your
computer or cell phone communicate messages about you. You can’t not

The Irreversibility of Interpersonal communicate.

Communication In the same way, you can’t not influence the person with whom you
You refer to your best friend’s current romantic interact (Watzlawick, 1978). Persuasion, like communication, is also
partner with the name of the ex-partner. From inevitable. Research suggests that the influencing power of communica-

both their expressions, you can tell that your
friend has never mentioned the ex. What can
you say to get your friend out of the trouble

tion extends to electronic as well as face-to-face communication. For
example, website content is manipulated to draw users to visit certain

you've just created? To whom (primarily) sites and to make specific choices (Knobloch et al., 2003). The issue,
would you address your explanation? then, is not whether you will or will not persuade or influence another;

rather, it’s how you’ll exert your influence.

CoMMUNICATION Is IRreveErsIBLE  Notice that only some processes can be reversed. For
example, you can turn water into ice and then reverse the process by turning the ice back
into water. Other processes, however, are irreversible. You can, for example, turn grapes
into wine, but you can’t reverse the process and turn wine into grapes. Interpersonal
communication is an irreversible process. Although you may try to qualify, deny, or
somehow reduce the effects of your message, you can’t withdraw the message you’ve
conveyed. Similarly, once you press the send key, your email is in cyberspace and impos-
sible to take back. Because of irreversibility, be careful not to say things you may wish to
withdraw later.

In online communication, the messages are written and may be saved, stored, and
printed. Both face-to-face and online messages may be kept confidential or revealed
publicly. But computer messages can be made public more easily and spread more
quickly than face-to-face messages. Interestingly enough, only 55 percent of teens online
say they don’t post content that might reflect negatively on them in the future (Lenhart
et al., 2011). And, increasingly, employers and even some colleges and universities are
asking that candidates open their social networking accounts during the interview
(Raby, 2012).

Because electronic communication is often permanent, you may wish to be cautious
when you’re emailing, posting your profile, or posting a message. Specifically:

B Emessages are virtually impossible to destroy. Often emessages that

INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT you think you've deleted will remain on servers and wprkstations
and may be retrieved by a clever hacker or simply copied and

Getting Out of a Tight Spot distributed.

You write a gossipy email about Ellen (reveal- B Emessages can easily be made public. Your words, photos, and

ing things that you promised to keep secret) to videos on your blog or on a social networking site can be sent to

your mutual friend Ella but inadvertently send
it to Ellen herself. What are some of the things
you can say that might help you get out of this
awkward situation?

anyone.

m Emessages are not privileged communication; they can be easily
accessed by others and used against you. And you won’t be able to
deny saying something; it will be there in black and white.
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Remember, too, that even when you restrict your information to one group or circle
of friends, you can never be sure that a person you intended to receive the message won’t
pass it on to someone you’d prefer to exclude.

CoMMUNICATION Is UNREPEATABLE  The reason why communication is unrepeatable is
simple: everyone and everything is constantly changing. As a result, you can never recap-
ture exactly the same situation, frame of mind, or relationship dynamics that defined a
previous interpersonal act. For example, you can never repeat meeting someone for the
first time, comforting a grieving friend, or resolving a specific conflict.

You can, of course, try to amend a communication; for example, you can say, “I’'m
sorry I came off as pushy; can we try again?” Notice, however, that even when you say
this, you haven’t erased the initial (and perhaps negative) impression. Instead, you try to
counteract this impression by going through the motions again. In doing so, you hope to
create a more positive impact that will lessen the original negative effect.

Can you explain and give examples of each of the principles governing interper-
sonal communication? (It is purposeful, occurs in packages of signals, contains
both content and relationship messages, is a process of adjustment, involves

o power, is often ambiguous, and is inevitable, irreversible, and unrepeatable.)

INTERPERSONAL COMPETENCE

Your ability to communicate effectively is your interpersonal competence (Spitzberg &
Cupach, 1989; Wilson & Sabee, 2003). A major goal of this text is to expand and
enlarge your competence so that you’ll have a greater arsenal of communication
options at your disposal. The greater your interpersonal competence, the more options
you’ll have for communicating with friends, partners, and family; with colleagues at
school or on the job; and in just about any situation in which you communicate with
another person. The greater your competence, the greater your own power to accom-
plish successfully what you want to accomplish—to ask for a raise or a date; to estab-
lish temporary work relationships, long-term friendships, or romantic relationships; to
communicate empathy and support; or to
gain compliance or resist the compliance
tactics of others.

In short, interpersonal competence
includes knowing how interpersonal commu-
nication works and how best to achieve your
purposes by adjusting your messages accord-
ing to the context of the interaction, the per-
son with whom you’re interacting, and a host
of other factors discussed throughout this
text. Let’s spell out more clearly the traits of a
competent interpersonal communicator.

The Competent Interpersonal
Communicator Thinks Critically
and Mindfully

Without critical thinking, there can be no
competent exchange of ideas. Critical think- _ _ _
ing is logical thinking; it’s thinking that is ' The Everett Collection
well reasoned, unbiased, and clear. It
involves thinking intelligently, carefully, and

VIEWPOINTS Interpersonal Competence

. . B ; What characters in television sitcoms or dramas do you think demonstrate
with as much clarity as possible. It s the . superior interpersonal competence? What characters demonstrate obvious
opposite of what you’d call sloppy, illogical,  interpersonal incompetence?
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INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT

Questionable Posts

or careless thinking. And, not surprisingly, according to one study of corporate
executives, critical thinking is one of the stepping stones to effective management
(Miller, 1997).

A special kind of critical thinking is mindfulness. Mindfulness is a state of awareness
in which you’re conscious of your reasons for thinking or behaving. In its opposite,
mindlessness, you lack conscious awareness of what or how you’re thinking (Langer,
1989). To apply interpersonal skills effectively in conversation, you need to be mindful of
the unique communication situation you’re in, of your available communication options,
and of the reasons why one option is likely to be better than the others (Burgoon, Berger,
& Waldron, 2000; Elmes & Gemmill, 1990).

To increase mindfulness, try the following suggestions (Langer, 1989).

m Create and re-create categories. Group things in different ways; remember that peo-
ple are constantly changing, so the categories into which you may group them
should also change. Learn to see objects, events, and people as belonging to a wide
variety of categories. Try to see, for example, your prospective romantic partner in a
variety of roles—child, parent, employee, neighbour, friend, financial contributor,
and so on.

B Be open to new information and points of view, even when these con-
tradict your most firmly held beliefs. New information forces you to
reconsider what might be outmoded ways of thinking and can help
you challenge long-held but now inappropriate beliefs and attitudes.

Your friend has been posting some rather B Beware of relying too heavily on first impressions (Chanowitz &
extreme socio-political statements that you Langer, 1981; Langer, 1989). Treat first impressions as tentative, as
think might turn out to be detrimental when hypotheses that need further investigation. Be prepared to revise,

searching for a graduate school or job. You've
always been honest with each other but careful
because you’re both very sensitive to criticism.

reject, or accept these initial impressions.
m Think before you act. Especially in delicate situations such as anger

What are some ways you can bring up this or commitment messages, it’s wise to pause and think over the situa-

topic without seeming critical?

tion mindfully (DeVito, 2003). In this way, you’ll stand a better
chance of acting and reacting appropriately.

The Competent Interpersonal Communicator Is Skilful

This text explains the theory of and research in interpersonal communication in order to
provide you with a solid understanding of how interpersonal communication works.
With that understanding as a firm foundation, you’ll be better able to develop and mas-
ter the very practical skills of interpersonal communication, including those of empathy,
power and influence, listening, politeness, using verbal and nonverbal messages, manag-
ing interpersonal conflict, and establishing and maintaining satisfying interpersonal
relationships.

In learning the skills of interpersonal communication (or any set of skills), you’ll
probably at first sense an awkwardness and self-consciousness; the new behaviours may
not seem to fit comfortably. As you develop more understanding and use the skills more,
this awkwardness will gradually fade and the new behaviours will begin to feel comfort-
able and natural. You’ll facilitate your progress toward mastery if you follow a logical
system of steps. Here’s one possible system, called STEP (Skill, Theory, Example,
Practise):

1. Get a clear understanding of what the skill is.

2. Understand the theory; if you understand the reasons for the suggestions offered, it
will help make the skill more logical and easier to remember.

3. Develop examples, especially your own; these will help to make the material covered
here a more integral part of communication behaviour.

4. Practise with the Skill Building Exercises included in this text. Practise alone at first,
then with supportive friends, and then in general day-to-day interactions.
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SKILL BUILDING EXERCISE

Assessing Your Social Network Profile

Examine your own social network profile (or that of a
friend) in terms of the principles of interpersonal com-
munication discussed in this chapter.

1. What purposes does your profile serve? In what
ways might it serve the five purposes of interper-
sonal communication identified earlier (to learn,
relate, influence, play, and help)?

2. In what way is your profile page a package of sig-
nals? In what ways do the varied words and pictures
combine to communicate meaning?

3. Can you identify and distinguish between content
and relational messages?

4. In what ways, if any, have you adjusted your profile

5. What messages on your profile are ambiguous?
Bumper stickers and photos should provide a useful
starting point.

6. What are the implications of inevitability, irreversibil-
ity, and unrepeatability for publishing a profile on
and communicating via social network sites?

7. If you were to review your profile as a potential
future employee, would you see yourself as a skilful
communicator—as a critical and mindful thinker,
culturally aware, ethical, and self-aware?

Heightened awareness of how messages help create
meanings should increase your ability to make more
reasoned and reasonable choices in your interper-

as a response to the ways in which others have fash- sonal interactions.
ioned their profiles?

The Competent Interpersonal Communicator Is Culturally
Aware and Sensitive

The term culture refers to the lifestyle of a group of people. A group’s culture consists of
its values, beliefs, artifacts, ways of behaving, and ways of communicating. Culture
includes all that members of a social group have produced and developed—their lan-
guage, ways of thinking, art, laws, and religion. Culture is transmitted from one genera-
tion to another not through genes but through communication and learning, especially
through the teachings of parents, peer groups, schools, religious institutions, and govern-
ment agencies. Because most cultures teach women and men different attitudes and ways
of communicating, many of the gender differences we observe may be considered cul-
tural. So, while not minimizing the biological differences between men and women, most
people agree that gender differences are, in part, cultural.

Competence is sometimes culture specific; communications that prove effective in
one culture will not necessarily prove effective in another. For example, giving a birth-
day gift to a close friend would be appreciated by members of many cultures and in
some cases would be expected. But Jehovah’s Witnesses frown on this practice
because they don’t celebrate birthdays (Dresser, 1999, 2005). Given the vast range of
cultural differences that affect interpersonal communication, every chapter discusses
the role of culture, and Chapter 2 focuses exclusively on culture and intercultural
communication.

The Competent Interpersonal Communicator Is Ethical

Interpersonal communication also involves questions of ethics, the study of good and
bad, of right and wrong, of moral and immoral. Ethics is concerned with actions and
behaviours; it’s concerned with distinguishing between behaviours that are moral (ethi-
cal, good, and right) and those that are immoral (unethical, bad, and wrong). Not sur-
prisingly, there’s an ethical dimension to any interpersonal communication act (Bok,
1978; Neher & Sandin, 2007).

It’s useful to distinguish between an objective and a subjective view of ethics. If you
take an objective view, you’d argue that the rightness or wrongness of an act is absolute
and exists apart from the values or beliefs of any individual or culture. With this view,
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you’d hold that there are standards that apply to all people in all situations at all times.
If lying, false advertising, using illegally obtained evidence, or revealing secrets you’ve
promised to keep were considered unethical, then they would be unethical regardless of
circumstances or of cultural values and beliefs. In an objective view, the end can never
justify the means; an unethical act is never justified regardless of how good or beneficial
its results (or ends) might be.

If you take a subjective view, you’d claim that the morality of an act depends on a
specific culture’s values and beliefs as well as on the particular circumstances. Thus, from
a subjective position, you would claim that the end might justify the means—a good
result can justify the use of unethical means to achieve that result. For example, you’d
argue that lying is wrong to win votes or to sell cigarettes but that lying can be ethical if
the end result is positive (such as trying to make someone feel better by telling them they
look great or telling an ill person that they’ll feel better soon).

Each field of study defines what is and what is not ethical to its concerns. It’s impor-
tant that you be very familiar with the code of ethics for your current profession or the
one you’re planning on entering. Check to see whether there’s anything in those profes-
sional codes that refers specifically to communication. Here are some examples of com-
munication organizations that provide codes of ethics:

m Canadian Public Relations Society

m Canadian Association of Broadcasters

® Radio and Television News Directors of Canada (whose code of ethics is called “The
Standard for Canadian Excellence in Electronic Journalism”)

In addition to this introductory discussion, ethical dimensions of interpersonal com-
munication are presented in each of the remaining chapters in “Ethical Messages” boxes.
Here, as a kind of preview, are just a few of the ethical issues raised in these boxes. As
you read these questions, think about your own ethical beliefs and how these beliefs
influence the way you’d answer the questions.

®m What are your ethical obligations as a listener? See Ethics box, Chapter 4.

®m When it is unethical to remain silent? See Ethics box, Chapter 6.

m When is gossiping ethical, and when is it unethical? See Ethics box, Chapter 8.

®m At what point in a relationship do you have an obligation to reveal intimate details
of your life? See Ethics box, Chapter 9.

m Are there ethical and unethical ways to engage in conflict and conflict resolution?
See Ethics box, Chapter 10.

The Competent Interpersonal Communicator Demontrates
Self-Awareness, Empathy, Respect, Genuineness, and Humility

Harlow et al. (2005) identify five core dimensions of effective interpersonal communica-
tion: self-awareness, empathy, respect, genuineness, and humility. Chapter 3 is devoted to
helping you gain self-awareness, an understanding of yourself. Empathy, the ability to
put yourself in the position of the speaker, is reviewed in Chapter 4. Respect is some-
thing you feel both for yourself and the other person. Genuineness means not pretending
or putting up a false front. Humility refers to not thinking that you’re always right or
that you have all the answers (remember that it can be quite tiresome to engage in con-
versation with someone who knows everything).

Can you define and illustrate the four interpersonal competencies (mindful and
critical thinking, an arsenal of interpersonal skills, an awareness of cultural differ-
ences and sensitivity to them, and an ethical foundation)?
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FOUR WAYS OF TALKING AND LISTENING

Effective communication requires skills in both effective
talking and listening. Using a process called “Four Ways
of Talking and Listening,” developed by Adam Kahane
(2007) and based on the work of Otto Scharmer, will
help you gain more from this text.

As illustrated in Figure 1.5, the goal is to recognize
the four modes—downloading, debating, reflective dia-
logue, and generative dialogue—in your own and others’
discussions and to learn to navigate through each of
them. Moving counterclockwise from downloading in the
bottom left box to generative dialogue in the top left box
will increase the meaning, quality, and effectiveness of
your discussions.

Downloading occurs when we say what we usually say
or what we think we’re supposed to say. It's predictable
and efficient; however, it doesn’t leave room for discus-
sion because it tends to be rigid and constrained.

Debating occurs when we move from what we think
we should say to what we're really thinking. We say what
we think and speak our minds openly. And yet, while
debating encourages us to observe other people and
perspectives, it can cause us to make judgments
about them.

Reflective dialogue occurs when we step outside of
ourselves and begin to listen with empathy. It also occurs
when we begin to listen to ourselves (self-awareness)
and how we’re communicating.

Generative dialogue, the most powerful communica-
tion mode, occurs when we're fully present in the

conversation. In this mode, we learn to trust the others in
the conversation and to suspend judgment about what
they’re saying. There is a flow to the conversation that
doesn’t often occur in the other modalities. In a genera-
tive dialogue, meaning emerges not from each individual
but from all those who are discussing as a group.

Each modality has legitimacy and a place in conversa-
tion depending on the time, purpose, and context of the
conversation. If we need information about an assign-
ment’s due date or where to meet a friend, downloading
will be just fine. However, if we want to reach a mean-
ingful level of dialogue, such as when we’re working to
deepen a relationship or considering how to make mean-
ingful changes in, say, student centre services, we need
to be talking and listening in the reflective and genera-
tive dialogue modes.

Try this exercise to see what levels of talking and lis-
tening you can achieve. In pairs or triads, take about five
minutes to tell the story of why each of you chose your
current program of studies. Was this your own choice or
were you influenced by others? How will this program
help you accomplish your life goals?

After each person has taken a turn, debrief. What
modes of conversation did you use as a group? How did
each mode influence your understanding of the others in
the conversation? How does this approach to talking and
listening reflect other concepts discussed in this chapter
(such as feedback, feedforward, empathy, self-awareness,
and so on)?

Enacting emerging realities

Future
A
Generative Dialoguing/Empathic
Engages everyone's Self-reflectivity
highest potential 5 Empathy
Creates something new Letting go
el

\ Re-directing

_

S~—
Downloading Suspanding Debating
Politeness/fear Meeting of fixed ideas
Single point perspective Judging
Y
Past

Re-enacting existing realities

Four Ways of Talking and Listening

Source: Monica Pohlmann (pohlmann@reospartners.com)
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SUMMARY OF CONCEPTS AND SKILLS

This chapter explored the reasons for studying interper-
sonal communication, its nature, its essential elements,

several principles of interpersonal communication, and

interpersonal competence.

Why Study Interpersonal Communication?

1. It’s an essential and inevitable part of human expe-
rience as well as having numerous personal and
professional benefits.

The Nature of Interpersonal
Communication

2. Interpersonal communication refers to a type of
communication that occurs between interdepen-
dent individuals, is inherently relational, exists on a
continuum, involves both verbal and nonverbal
messages, exists in varied forms, and is best viewed
as a transactional process involving choices.

The Elements of Interpersonal
Communication

3. Essential to an understanding of interpersonal
communication are the following elements: source—
receiver, encoding—decoding, messages (including
metamessages, feedback, and feedforward), chan-
nel, noise (physical, physiological, psychological,
and semantic), and context (physical, social-
psychological, temporal, and cultural).

Principles of Interpersonal Communication

4. Interpersonal communication is

m purposeful; through interpersonal communica-
tion we learn, relate, influence, play, and help.

B a package of signals that usually reinforce but
may also contradict one another.

B a combination of content and relationship mes-
sages; we communicate about objects and events
in the world but also about relationships
between sources and receivers.

Justin Trudeau appears to have a different political communication style than most
politicians. What communication styles do you look for in politicians? How do you
want them to talk—about what they plan to do if elected or about the deficiencies
of the other candidates? What's important for you when you consider who might
be the best candidate for your vote?

B a process of adjustment in which each of us
accommodates to the specialized communica-
tion system of the other.

m integrally connected with power.

B ambiguous to some extent.

B inevitable (communication will occur whether
we want it to or not), irreversible (once some-
thing is received, it remains communicated and
cannot be erased from a listener’s memory), and
unrepeatable (no communication act can ever be
repeated exactly).

Interpersonal Competence

5. Interpersonal competence is best viewed as consist-
ing of both a knowledge of and a skill in interper-
sonal communication, an understanding and
control of power strategies, effective listening, criti-
cal thinking and mindfulness, cultural understand-
ing, politeness, and ethics.

In addition to the above concepts, this chapter cov-
ered several interpersonal skills. As you read over the list,
place a check beside those you feel you’d like to work on.

1. Feedback. Listen to both verbal and nonverbal
feedback—from yourself and from others—
and use these cues to help you adjust your
messages.

2. Feedforward. Use feedforward when you feel
your listener needs background or when you
want to ease into a particular topic, such as
bad news.

3. Channel. Assess your channel options (for
example, face-to-face conversation versus
email or voicemail message) before communi-
cating important messages.

4. Noise management. Reduce physical, physiolog-
ical, psychological, and semantic noise as best
you can; use repetition and restatement, and
when in doubt, ask whether you’re being clear.
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5. Mindfulness. Create and re-create categories,
be open to new information and points of
view, avoid relying too heavily on first impres-
sions, and think before you act.

6. Purposes. Adjust your interpersonal communi-
cation strategies on the basis of your specific
purpose.

7. Packaging. Make your verbal and nonverbal
messages consistent; inconsistencies often cre-
ate uncertainty and misunderstanding.

1 Foundations of Interpersonal Communication 25

____ 8. Content and relationship. Listen to both the
content and the relationship aspects of messages,
distinguish between them, and respond to both.

9. Context adjustment. Adjust your messages to
the physical, cultural, social-psychological, and
temporal context.

___10. Communication options. Assess your commu-
nication options before communicating, in
light of inevitability, irreversibility, and unre-
peatability.

VOCABULARY QUIZ: The Language of Interpersonal Communication

Match the terms of interpersonal communication with
their definitions. Record the number of the definition
next to the appropriate term.

____interpersonal communication (xx)
____interpersonal competence (xx)

_ feedback (xx)

_____ambiguity (xx)

__ context of communication(xx)

_ feedforward (xx)

____relationship messages (xx)

___ source-receiver (Xx)

____encoding (xx)

_____communication as a transactional process (xx)

1. Messages sent back to the source in response to the
source’s messages.

2. Each person in the interpersonal communication
act.

3. Information about messages that are yet to be sent.

4. Presence of more than one potential meaning.

5. The rules and norms, beliefs and attitudes of the
people communicating.

6. Communication as an ongoing process in which
each part depends on each other part.

7. Communication that takes place between persons
who have a relationship.

8. Messages referring to the connection between the
two people communicating.

9. The understanding of and ability to use the skills
of interpersonal communication.

10. The process of sending messages; for example, in

speaking or writing.

These 10 terms and additional terms used in this chap-
ter can be found in the glossary.
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