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D
r. Kory Floyd wrote his introductory interpersonal communication textbook because he 

w personal communication can improve their 

lives. The result: Interpersonal Communication, a widely praised, comprehensive text that 

helps students learn principles they can put into action effectively, every day.

This second edition of Interpersonal Communication does more than prepare students 

for class. Refl ecting the rapid changes of the world in which today’s students live and 

interact—including the increase in computer-mediated communication platforms—it helps 

them build vital interpersonal skills and make sound choices—academically, personally, and 

professionally.

Interpersonal Communication:
Skills for Real Life

Connect to interpersonal essentials.

 What if your students could bridge theory and practice?

The text and digital components of Floyd’s Interpersonal Communication 

invite students to go beyond superfi cial ideas about communication:

Current communication theory, research, and scholarship. Floyd’s text presents 
and investigates the interpersonal process systematically, based on the most current 
research and scholarship. But most important, it uses story-telling to connect those 
principles and concepts to students’ own experiences.
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Critical thinking opportunities abound both in the text and online in Connect 

Interpersonal, McGraw-Hill’s groundbreaking, interactive digital learning platform:

NEW Section-ending “Learn It/Apply 

It/Refl ect on It” feature expanded to 

provide more skills practice options. 

“Learn It” exercises also appear in 

Connect Interpersonal, offering students 

numerous ways to review, apply, and 

refl ect on the principles they are studying 

and making use of every day.

“Fact or Fiction?” boxes in every text chapter and new online 

personal. These valuable elements 

prompt students to challenge their assumptions about seemingly self-evident 

communication questions.
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Connect to interpersonal competence.

What if your students could think more critically about all 

their communication choices, face-to-face and online?

Skills self-assessment. “Assess Your 

Skills” features in each textbook 

chapter and “Skills Self-Assessments” 

in Connect Interpersonal ask students 

to evaluate their tendencies and 

competence at a particular IPC skill.

NEW Technology, computer-mediated 

communication (CMC), and IPC. With 

embedded technology-related examples 

in every chapter, as well as up-to-date 

coverage of social networking, e-mail, 

texting, IMing, and more, Interpersonal 

Communication explores the implications, 

opportunities, and challenges individuals 

encounter as they rely more and more 

on new technologies for interpersonal 

communication.

NEW “Get Connected” feature. 

In every chapter, “Get Connected” 

boxes focus on interpersonal 

issues that arise within CMC-based 

platforms—in people’s personal 

lives, in their workplaces, and in 

online classrooms.

NEW Online Video Activities 

in Connect Interpersonal. High-

interest video clips from current 

pop-culture sources illustrate and 

test students’ understanding of 

communication concepts.
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What if your students had an online tool that identifi ed the 

gaps in their learning and created a personal study plan?

NEW LearnSmart, McGraw-Hill’s adaptive 

learning system for assessing student 

knowledge of course content and mapping 

out a personalized study plan for success. 

Accessible within Connect Interpersonal, 

LearnSmart uses a series of adaptive questions 

to pinpoint the concepts students understand—

and those they don’t. The result is an online 

tool that helps students learn faster and study 

 ciently and that enables instructors to 

customize classroom lectures and activities to 

meet their students’ needs.

Connect to culture.
What if your students had more insight into the role 

culture plays in communication?

A strong, integrated emphasis on culture, gender, and diversity throughout the 
text. In addition to a full chapter on culture and gender and communication, Inter-
personal Communication weaves coverage of culture and gender throughout the text. 
Th e communication priorities and challenges of socially marginalized groups (for 
example, the elderly, economically disadvantaged individuals, immigrants, sexual 
minorities, persons with psychological disorders, and those with physical disabilities) 
are also addressed across chapters.

NEW Groundbreaking “Dark Side” 

coverage expanded to a broader “Light 

Side/Dark Side” lens. To give students 

a holistic view of the IPC spectrum, 

alternating “Communication: Dark Side” and 

“Communication: Light Side” boxes examine 

interpersonal communication issues that 

people commonly experience respectively 

as either negative or positive. Through this 

practical feature, students gain insight into 

how best to navigate various choices and 

challenges they might encounter in everyday 

life situations.

NEW “Know Yourself” activities in Connect Interpersonal. Students’ under-

standing of the range of vie

and deepened as they apply those varying perspectives to their own thoughts.

communication

EATING DISORDERS AND THE PRESSURE  

TO BE ATTRACTIVE
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Connect to interpersonal skills.
What if your students had more ways to sharpen 

their skills?

NEW “Got Skills?” 

activities in every 

chapter. These all-

new boxes serve as a 

bridge between theory 

and practice, enabling 

students to apply IPC 

concepts to real-world 

situations.

NEW Digital Learning Solutions that assess and 

improve students’ knowledge. Connect Interpersonal 

integrates an interactive e-book with path-breaking 

online activities and assignments that help students 

study more effectively and effi ciently. This fl exible 

platform also makes the management and grading 

of assignments easier for instructors. Connect 

Interpersonal includes the following features: ■ LearnSmart, an adaptive study tool ■ A fully integrated e-book ■ Integration with the BlackBoard CMS ■ Chapter quizzes ■ “Misconceptions” tests ■ “Situation Analysis” activities geared to 

developing students’ understanding of 

communication concepts and applying their 

learning to realistic scenarios ■ Skills self-assessments ■ “Know Yourself” exercises prompting students 

to look at communication concepts from multiple 

viewpoints ■ “Self-Refl ection” activities ■ Video-based activities
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Changes for the Second Edition

 Chapter-by-Chapter Changes

CHAPTER 1: ABOUT COMMUNICATION I New table describing uses of computer-mediated communication I “Got Skills?” boxes focusing on relational dimensions of communication and on 
cognitive complexity I Inclusion of impersonal communication in description of communication types I New “Fact or Fiction?” box addressing the connection between online communi-
cation and happiness I “Get Connected” feature exploring netiquette

CHAPTER 2: CULTURE AND GENDER I “Got Skills?” boxes examining cultural norms and expressive talk I “Get Connected” feature focusing on Facebook culture I Expanded coverage of cultural infl uences on gender roles

CHAPTER 3: COMMUNICATION AND THE SELF I Expanded application of Johari window I “Got Skills?” boxes focusing on self-fulfi lling prophecies and on facework I “Assess Your Skills” box on managing one’s online image I New “Fact or Fiction?” box probing the health benefi ts of self-disclosure I “Get Connected” feature looking at Internet addiction as a component of 
self-concept

CHAPTER 4: INTERPERSONAL PERCEPTION I “Get Connected” feature examining perceptions of avatars I “Communication: Light Side” feature on seeing lovers through rose-colored 
glasses I “Got Skills?” boxes on self-serving biases and on direct perception checking

CHAPTER 5: LANGUAGE I Expanded treatment of loaded language I Updated table of popular names I Replacement of social infl uence strategies with rhetorical strategies for persuasion: 
ethos, pathos, logos I New table off ering examples of emotional appeals I “Got Skills?” boxes giving practice on appeals to logos and on I-statements I “Get Connected” feature focusing on gender and language in blogs I New “Communication: Light Side” box on websites off ering words of comfort to 
bullying victims

CHAPTER 6: NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION I “Get Connected” feature on immediacy behaviors in online classrooms I Streamlined presentation of nonverbal communication functions I New section on culture, sex, and nonverbal communication I “Got Skills?” boxes on adapting to sex diff erences and on generating interpreta-
tions for nonverbal behaviors
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CHAPTER 7: LISTENING I I “Got Skills?” boxes on paraphrasing and on listening empathically during times 
of grief I “Get Connected” feature looking at the eff ects and management of information 
overload online

CHAPTER 8: EMOTION I Emotion chapter moved to earlier place in chapter sequence I Expanded treatment of depression I “Got Skills?” boxes on reducing social anxiety and on reframing negative 
situations I New “Communication: Light Side” feature addressing the health benefi ts of posi-
tive emotion I “Get Connected” box focusing on emotional contagion in cyberspace

CHAPTER 9: INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION IN FRIENDSHIPS 
AND PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS I “Get Connected” feature on using social comments in an online course I New “Communication: Light Side” feature on Facebook friends I “Got Skills?” boxes on giving assurances and on separating social and task dimen-

sions in superior/subordinate relationships I New “Assess Your Skills” box on identifying sexual harassment in the workplace

CHAPTER 10: INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION IN ROMANTIC 
AND FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS I “Got Skills?” boxes focusing on responding to negative emotional expressions and 

on giving evaluative feedback I “Get Connected” feature looking at how adopted children are fi nding their birth 
parents online I Entirely new section on creating a positive communication climate, addressing 
use of confi rming and disconfi rming messages, avoiding defensiveness, fostering 
supportiveness, and providing eff ective feedback I “Assess Your Skills” feature on spotting confi rming messages

CHAPTER 11: INTERPERSONAL CONFLICT I New “Assess Your Skills” feature on avoiding online disinhibition I “Got Skills?” boxes focusing on one-across messages and on compromising I Updated table spotlighting female heads of state I “Get Connected” feature on using social media to spread power

CHAPTER 12: DECEPTIVE COMMUNICATION I “Got Skills?” boxes on identifying deceptive forms and on detecting deception I “Get Connected” feature examining offi  ce e-mail I New “Communication: Dark Side” box on deception and trust
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New Features and Changes 

Throughout the Text

MORE EMPHASIS ON THE REAL-WORLD RELEVANCE AND APPLICATION OF INTERPERSONAL SKILLS. 
Interpersonal Communication 2/e off ers more real-world examples of interpersonal 
communication in action, as well as more skills-building activities that concretely 
apply IPC concepts to practical experiences. I A new, real-world introductory vignette opens every chapter; and many new, 

updated, and refreshed examples enliven the chapter narratives. I New “Got Skills?” activities in each chapter bridge theory and practice, enabling 
students to apply IPC concepts to everyday situations. Th ese brief exercises walk 
students through the purpose of a specifi c IPC skill, present an example of that 
skill in action, and then give step-by-step directives on applying the skill. “Got 
Skills?” puts students in the driver’s seat by asking them to practice the skill 
they’ve just learned through a range of activities. A critical-thinking question, 
encouraging students to refl ect on the experience and the impact of the activities, 
rounds out this valuable new feature. I “Learn It/Apply It/Refl ect on It”—Th is widely praised review/critical thinking 
feature that closes every main text section now gives greater emphasis to the appli-
cation of IPC concepts. Each box off ers additional opportunities for skills practice 
b a f concrete, hands-on activities in the “A t” se ment. I  
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tion builds on that “dark side” focus by recognizing that IPC is a spectrum and that 
it is to students’ advantage to understand all the dimensions of interpersonal com-
munication. To this end, “Communication: Dark Side” boxes and “Communication: 
Light Side” boxes examine one interpersonal communication issue per chapter that 
people commonly experience as either negative or positive—and, in doing so, give 
students a foundation for understanding how their own choices impact the way a 
given interpersonal scenario plays out. Topics include electronic eavesdropping, eat-
ing disorders, and deception, as well as positive social connections online and the 
health benefi ts of positive emotion.

MORE ON TECHNOLOGY AND COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION (CMC), INCLUDING 
COVERAGE OF ONLINE EDUCATION. In keeping with Floyd’s holistic approach to IPC, 
the text’s CMC-focused content is not limited to its misuses but also includes the 
positive implications and opportunities CMC presents for better and increased in-
terpersonal communication. In addition to new, integrated CMC coverage of social 
networking, texting, gaming, e-mailing, and IMing in the text narrative, new “Get 
Connected” boxes in every chapter focus on interpersonal issues that arise within 
CMC-based platforms—in people’s personal lives, in their workplaces, and in online 
classrooms. Th e inclusion of the latter context makes Floyd’s Interpersonal Commu-
nication 2/e the fi rst text to acknowledge the rapid increase in college courses being 
taught online, with little or no face-to-face contact—including IPC courses.

MORE COVERAGE IN TOPIC AREAS IPC INSTRUCTORS SAY ARE MOST IMPORTANT TO THEM 
AND MOST CHALLENGING FOR STUDENTS. Added coverage includes I Extensive new section on communication climate I New material on Greek and Roman approaches to persuasion, exploring the con-

cepts of ethos, pathos, and logos I A section on power I Expanded treatment of appreciative listening I More consideration of evaluative and non-evaluative feedback types I Integration of many additional examples from contemporary pop culture and 
actual world events

FRESH NEW DESIGN, PLUS ORGANIZATIONAL ENHANCEMENTS, FOR ENGAGEMENT, CLARITY, 
AND EASE OF USE. A vibrant new design showcases the book’s many new photo-
graphic and other images and makes the text’s pedagogy easy to use. At instructors’ 
request, the “Emotion” chapter has been moved from the end of the text to follow 
Chapter 7, “Listening.” To diff erentiate the functions of the text’s chapters, they 
have been organized into three overarching parts in the table of contents.

ONLINE ACTIVITIES AND TOOLS THAT HELP STUDENTS STUDY MORE EFFECTIVELY—AND MAKE 
THE MANAGEMENT OF ASSIGNMENTS EASIER FOR INSTRUCTORS. Th e content of Connect 
Interpersonal, an innovative online learning platform, includes the following: I New hands-on learning activities, including chapter quizzes I Videos I An adaptive diagnostic I A fully integrated e-book
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NEW Easier online course management through Connect–Blackboard integra-
tion. Full integration between Connect Interpersonal and the Blackboard CMS fea-
tures single sign-on capability.

Annotated Instructor’s Edition. Written and revised by the author, the AIE fea-
tures a plethora of marginal notes to help instructors make use of the full range of 
the text’s coverage and activities: I Outside of Class notes present out-of-class activities. I Talking Points provide examples or extensions of a particular point. I Focus on Ethics probes ethical questions on a specifi c issue. I Focus on Scholarship gives examples of relevant studies or research programs. I In Everyday Life shows how specifi c concepts can be observed in ordinary 

interactions. I Writing Notes present suggested shor
writing assignments. I Media Notes demonstrate how instru
tors can use the text’s—and other—
media tools and resources.

Online Learning Center. Interpersonal 
Communication’s Online Learning 
Center at http:// . mhhe.com/
fl oydipc2e includes an array of compre-
hensive resources to aid instructors:

Instructor’s Manual. Written and 
updated by the author, the Instructor’s 
Manual provides chapter outlines, dis-
cussion questions, key terms and their 
defi nitions, and examples of in-class 
and out-of-class assignments for every 
chapter.

Test Bank. Th e Test Bank, also writ-
ten and updated by the author, off ers 
multiple-choice questions, true/false 
questions, short-answer questions, and
tions for each chapter. Th e preparation o
sures that every assignment, test question y term, an earn ng o ectiv rect
refl ects the book’s content.

PowerPoints for each chapter, created by the author.

Video clips. Interpersonal Communication off ers 30 video clips that illustrate core 
concepts of the text, including such topics as cultural diff erences, social construc-
tion of gender roles, nonverbal communication, listening, confl ict, harassment, and 
self-disclosure.

Additional Resources for Instructors

t-

c-

say ques-
f materials by the book’s author en-
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Tegrity Campus

Tegrity Campus is a service that makes class time available around the clock. 
It automatically captures every lecture in a searchable format for students to 
review when they study and complete assignments. With a simple one-click 
start-and-stop process, you capture all computer screens and corresponding 
audio. Students replay any part of any class with easy-to-use browser-based 
viewing on a PC or Mac.

With Tegrity Campus, students quickly recall key moments by using Tegrity 
Campus’s unique search feature. Th is search helps students effi  ciently fi nd 
what they need, when they need it, across an entire semester of class record-
ings. Help turn all your students’ study time into learning moments immedi-
ately supported by your lecture.

To learn more about Tegrity, watch a 2-minute Flash demo at http://
tegritycampus.mhhe.com.

Visit coursesmart.com to purchase 

registration codes for this exciting new 

product.

CourseSmart off ers thousands of the most commonly adopted textbooks 
across hundreds of courses from a wide variety of higher education publish-
ers. It is the only place for faculty to review and compare the full text of a 
book online, providing immediate access without the environmental impact 
of requesting a printed exam copy. At CourseSmart, students can save up to 
50 percent off  the cost of a printed book, reduce their impact on the environ-
ment, and gain access to powerful web tools for learning, including full text 
search, notes and highlighting, and e-mail tools for sharing notes among 
classmates. Learn more at http://www.coursesmart.com.

CREATE, because customization for your 

course needs matters.

Design your own ideal course materials with McGraw-Hill’s Create, http://
.mcgrawhillcreate.com! Rearrange or omit chapters, combine material 

from other sources, upload your syllabus or any other content you have writ-
ten to make the perfect resource for your students. Search thousands of lead-
ing McGraw-Hill textbooks to fi nd the best content for your students; then 
arrange it to fi t your teaching style. You can even personalize your book’s 
appearance by selecting the cover and adding your name, school, and course 
information. When you order a Create book, you receive a complimentary 
review copy. Get a printed copy in 3 to 5 business days or an electronic 
copy (e-Comp) via e-mail in about an hour. Register today at http://
.mcgrawhillcreate.com, and craft your course resources to match the way 
you teach.
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COMMUNICAT ION CAN PRESERVE A L IFE
 

 

 

 

About Communication1



t is nearly impossible to overestimate the importance of our close relationships. Our 

friends can make us laugh, keep us sane, and pick us up when we’re feeling down. Our 

romantic partners can make us feel as though we’re the only person in the world who 

matters. And, on occasion, our relatives can give us the tough love necessary to pre-

serve our well-being, as Brooks’s brother did for him. At the same time, relationships 

can be profoundly challenging. 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.

It’s pretty remarkable that human relationships can be the source of such joy and 

such heartache. What makes the difference between a relationship that’s going well 

and one that’s going poorly? One of the biggest factors is how we communicate. Had 

Chace not had the courage to confront his brother about his addiction, Brooks may 

never have been persuaded to become sober.

Why 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 find it nearly 
impossible—and very unsatisfying—to go through life without the chance to inter-
act with others. Perhaps that’s why we spend so much of our time communicating, 
whether face-to-face or electronically (see Table 1.1).

You might think that communicating as 
much as we do would make us all commu-
nication experts. In truth, however, we often 
don’t recognize how many communication 
challenges we face. Learning to overcome 
those challenges starts with appreciating 
why we communicate in the fi rst place. As 
we’ll discover in this section, communica-
tion 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

Communication keeps us healthy. Human 
beings are such inherently social beings that 
when we are denied the opportunity for 
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interaction, our mental and physical health can suff er. Th at is a 
major reason why solitary confinement is such a harsh punish-
ment. Several studies have shown that when people are cut 
off  from others for an extended period, their health can 
quickly deteriorate.1 Similarly, individuals who feel so-
cially isolated because of poverty, homelessness, men-
tal illness, or obesity can also suff er 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 state-
ment isn’t far from the truth, as a bizarre experi-
ment in the thirteenth century helps to show. Ger-
man emperor Frederick II wanted to know what 
language humans would speak naturally if they 
weren’t taught any particular language. To find 
out, he placed 50 newborns in the care of nurses 
who were instructed only to feed and bathe them 
but not to speak to or hold them. Th e emperor never 
discovered the answer to his question because all the 
infants died.3 Th at experiment was clearly unethical, 
meaning that it did not follow established principles that 
guide people in judging whether something is morally 
right or wrong. Such an experiment fortunately wouldn’t be 
repeated today. But as touch expert Tiff any Field reports, more 
recent studies conducted in 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 from major ailments, including heart disease and high blood pressure, and to 
die prematurely than people who have close, satisfying relationships.5 Th ey are also 
more likely to suff er from lesser ailments, such as colds, and they often take longer 
to recover from illnesses or injuries.6 Communication researchers Chris Segrin and 
Stacey Passalacqua have even found that loneliness is related to sleep disturbances and 
stress.7

Th e 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.8 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 has been widely stigmatized be-
cause of its association with two marginalized populations—gay men and intravenous 
drug users—even though many individuals with HIV do not belong to either group.9 
U.S. Americans don’t tend to stigmatize people with asthma or diabetes or even can-
cer to the same extent as they do people with HIV, even though those other illnesses 
can also be serious and even life-threatening.

Stigmatized people might frequently feel like outsiders who “don’t fit in” with oth-
ers. As a result, they may be more likely to suff er the negative physical eff ects of lim-
ited social interaction. Going further, the less social interaction they have, the more 
they are likely to continue feeling stigmatized. Although not everyone needs the same 
degree of interaction to stay healthy, communication plays an important role in main-
taining human health and well-being. 

 stigma A characteristic 

that discredits a person, mak-

ing him or her be seen as 

abnormal or undesirable.
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Communication Meets 
Relational Needs

Besides our physical needs, we have several relational 
needs, such as needs for companionship and aff ection, re-
laxation 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. Th e bottom line, though, is 
that we need relationships, and communication is a large 
part of how we build and keep those relationships.11

Th ink about how many structures in our lives are 
designed to promote social interaction. Neighborhoods, 
schools, workplaces, malls, theaters, and restaurants are 
all social settings in which we interact with people. In ad-
dition, the Internet off ers innumerable ways of connecting 
with others, and many people have made new friends—
or even met romantic partners—online.12 Imagine how 
challenging it would be to form and maintain strong so-
cial relationships if you lacked the ability to communicate 

with people. Human development scholar Rosemary Blieszner has found that this is a 
common experience for many immigrants, who often struggle to learn the cultural val-
ues, as well as the language, of their new environments and may feel lonely or ignored 
by others in the process.13

Some scholars believe our need for relationships is so fundamental that we can 
hardly get by without them.14 For example, research has shown that having a rich 
social life is one of the most powerful predictors of a person’s overall happiness.15 Mere 
interaction isn’t enough, though: Studies show that having meanin ul conversations 
leads to happiness, whereas “small talk” is associated with reduced well-being.16 In 
the movie No Strings Attached (2011), Adam (played by Ashton Kutcher) and Emma 
(played by Natalie Portman) try to keep their relationship strictly physical and super-
fi cial but discover that they need something more meaningful from each other.

According to research by sociologist Norval Glenn and psychologist Charles Weaver, 
the most important predictor of happiness in life—by far—is marital happiness.17 Be-
ing happily married is more important than income, job status, education, leisure time, 
or anything else in accounting for how content people are. On the negative side, people 
in distressed marriages are much more likely to suff er from major depression, and they 
report being in worse physical health than their happily married counterparts.18

Th e 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 ques-
tion: How do you know you are these things? In other words, how do you form an 
identity?

couldn’t speak the language everyone else was using. That is a 

common experience for many immigrants.
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Th e ways we communicate with others—and the ways others communicate with 
us—play a major role in shaping how we see ourselves.19 As you’ll learn in Chapter 3, 
people form their identities partly by comparing themselves with others. If you con-
sider yourself intelligent, for instance, what that really means is that you see yourself 
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, that trans-
lates into viewing yourself as better looking than most others.

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, you may 
begin to believe you have those characteristics. In other words, those qualities will 
become part of how you view yourself. As you’ll see in Chapter 3, your identity de-
velops over your lifetime, and communication plays a critical role in driving that pro-
cess. Good communicators also have the ability to emphasize diff erent aspects of their 
identities in diff erent situations. During a job interview it might be most important 
for you to portray your organized, effi  cient side; when you’re hanging out with friends, 
you might emphasize your fun-loving nature and sense of humor.

Besides expressing personal identity, communication also helps us express our cul-
tural identity. As you’ll discover in the next chapter, culture includes the symbols, be-
liefs, practices, and languages that distinguish groups of people. Th e ways you speak, 
dress, gesture, and entertain yourself all refl ect the cultural values you hold dear.

Communication Meets Spiritual Needs

An important aspect of identity for many people in many cultures is their spirituality. 
Spirituality includes the principles valued in life (“I value loyalty” or “I value equal 
treatment for all people”). It also encompasses people’s morals, or their notions about 
right and wrong (“It’s never okay to steal, regardless of the circumstances” or “I would 
lie to save a life, because life is more important than honesty”). Finally, spirituality in-
volves people’s beliefs about the meaning of life, which often include personal philoso-
phies, an awe of nature, a belief in a higher purpose, and religious faith and practices 
(“I believe in God” or “I believe I will reap what I sow in life”).

A 2010 survey of more than 112,000 U.S. college students found that many stu-
dents consider some form of spirituality to be an important part of their identity.20

Almost half of those surveyed said they consider integrating spirituality into their 

shaping how we see ourselves—whether it’s as intelligent, as popular, or as altruistic. 
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lives to be very important or essential. For those in the study, spirituality didn’t neces-
sarily include formal religion; over 68 percent believed that people can grow spiritu-
ally without being religious. For people who include 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 refer 
to those needs as instrumental needs. Instrumental needs include short-term tasks 
such as ordering a drink in a restaurant, scheduling a haircut on the telephone, filling 
out a rebate card, and raising one’s hand to speak in class. Th ey also include longer-
term goals such as getting a job and earning a promotion. Th ose communicative be-
haviors may not always contribute much to our health, our relationships, our identity, 
or our spirituality. Each behavior is valuable, however, because it serves a need that 
helps us get through our daily lives.

 instrumental needs 

Practical, everyday needs.

Communication lets people 

express their faith and 

spirituality.

AT A GLANCE

Physical Needs 

Relational Needs  

Identity Needs  

Spiritual Needs  

Instrumental Needs  
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Meeting instrumental needs is important for two reasons. Th e first 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 instrumental interaction such as talking to professors about 
assignments or taking orders from customers at work. Th e second reason satisfying 
instrumental needs is so important is that many of them—such as buying groceries 
at the store and ordering clothes online—have to be met before other needs—such as 
maintaining quality relationships and finding career fulfillment—become relevant.21

The Nature of Communication

In the television comedy Th e Big Bang Th eory, Sheldon Cooper is a theoretical physicist 
at Caltech. With two doctoral degrees and an IQ of 187, Cooper qualifi es as a genius. 
Yet despite his intellect and professional accomplishments, Cooper is socially inept. 
He is childish and self-centered, and he rarely realizes how his lack of communication 
skills aff ects other people. How could someone so smart—and someone who has com-
municated practically every day he has been alive—be such a poor communicator?

In one way or another, you, too, have communicated daily since birth, so you may 
be wondering what you could possibly have left to learn about communication. In 
fact, researchers still have many questions about how we communicate, 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 communica-
tion process. Next, we’ll examine some important characteristics of communication, 
and we’ll consider various ways to think about communication in social interaction. 
Finally, we’ll tackle some common communication myths.

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 that question in diff erent ways. A formal 
description of a process such as communication is called a model. In this section we’ll 
look at three models developed by communication scholars: the action, interaction, 
and transaction models. Th ese models represent the evolution of how communication 
researchers have defined and described communication over the years.

2

 

 

A P P LY  I T

R E F L E C T  O N  I T

L E A R N  I T

 model A formal description 

of a process.
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FIGURE 1.1 The Action Model In the action model of communication, 

a sender encodes a message and conveys it through a communication 

channel for a receiver to decode. Leaving someone a voice mail mes-

sage illustrates the one-way process of the action model.

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. As illustrated in Figure 1.1, 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 supervisor can 
understand. Th rough that process, you create a message, which consists of the verbal 
and/or nonverbal elements of communication to which people give meaning. In this 
example, your message might be the question “Would it be all right if I leave work a 
little early today?”

According to the action model, you then send your message through a communi-
cation channel, a type of pathway. You might pose your question to your supervisor 
face-to-face. Alternatively, you might send your question by e-mail, through a text 
message, or by phoning your supervisor. Th ose are all channels of communication. 
Your supervisor acts as the receiver of the message—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. Th e major 
types of noise are physical noise (such as background conversation in the room or 
static on the telephone line), psychological noise (such as other concerns your super-

ith that day), and physiological noise (such as fatigue or hunger). 
y of those forms of noise could prevent your supervisor from paying 

ur question.
terferes with the ability to interpret a message accurately. Decoding 
’t necessarily mean we have understood what the speaker is trying 

ychological, and physiological noise can all cause us to misunder-
eone’s words, which may prompt the person to say “Th at’s not what 
.”

an see that the action model is very linear: A source sends a message 
h some channel to a receiver, and noise interferes with the message 
ow. Many people talk and think about the communication process in 
ar manner. For example, when you ask someone “Did you get my mes-
u are implying that communication is a one-way process. Th e prob-

at human communication is rarely that simple. It is usually more of a 
d-forth exchange than a one-way process—more similar to tennis than 
owling. Over time, this criticism of the action model of communica-

tion gave rise to an updated model known as the interaction model.

COMMUNICATION AS INTERACTION. 
Th e interaction model, depicted in Fig-
ure 1.2, 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 studied physics, you know that 
every action has a reaction. Th at rule also 

 source The originator of a 

thought or an idea.

 encode To put an idea into 

language or gesture.

 message Verbal and non-

verbal elements of communi-

cation to which people give 

meaning.

 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 Anything that in-

terferes with the encoding or 

decoding of a message.

10    C H A P T E R  1  A B O U T  C O M M U N IC AT IO N



applies to communication. Let’s say you’re 
telling your friend Julio about a person you 
find attractive at the hospital where you 
volunteer. As you relate your story, Julio 
probably nods and says “uh-huh” to show 
you he’s listening (or maybe he yawns be-
cause he worked late the night before). He 
might also ask you questions about how 
you met the person or tell you that he or 
she sounds nice. In other words, Julio re-
acts to your story by giving you feedback, 
or various verbal and nonverbal responses 
to your message. In that way, Julio is not 
just a passive receiver of your message. In-
stead, 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 those situations are part of the con-
text, or the environment that you’re in. Th at 
environment includes both the physical and 
the psychological context. Th e physical con-
text is where you are physically interacting 
with each other. In contrast, the psychologi-
cal context involves factors that influence 
your state 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. Th at is, we realize that 
what is appropriate in some contexts may be inappropriate in others, so we adapt our 
behaviors accordingly.

By taking account of feedback and context, the interaction model presents the 
communication process more realistically than the action model does. In the case 
of your telling 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 people were co-workers, 
classmates, family members, or strangers.

Although the interaction model is more realistic than the action model, it still has 
limitations. One drawback is that it doesn’t represent how complex communication 
can be. Often during conversations, it seems as though two people are sending and 
receiving information simultaneously rather than simply communicating back and 
forth one message at a time. Th e interaction model doesn’t quite account for that 
process, however. To understand that aspect of communication, we turn to the trans-
action model, currently the most complete and widely used of the three models we 
examine in this chapter.

 feedback Verbal and non-

verbal responses to a message.

 context The physical or 

psychological environment in 

which communication occurs.

Feedback

Message

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1.2 The Interaction Model The interaction model of com-

munication explains that our messages are shaped by the feedback 

we receive from others and by the context in which we are interacting. 

Here we see speakers paying attention to their friends’ feedback and 

communicating in a way that is appropriate for a public restaurant.
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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 decodes, but 

the patient also encodes messages for the doctor to decode. 

COMMUNICATION AS TRANSACTION. Unlike the action and interaction mod-
els, the transaction model of communication, illustrated in Figure 1.3, doesn’t distin-
guish 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 flows in both directions 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—perhaps even worried—look on his 
face. 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 messages in and of themselves, making the patient a source and 
you a receiver. Note that this process occurs while you are giving the patient instruc-
tions. In other words, you are both sending messages to and receiving messages from 
the other at the same time.

Not only does the transaction model better reflect the complex nature of commu-
nication, but it also leads us to think about context a little more broadly. It suggests 
that our communication is aff ected not only by the physical or psychological environ-
ment but also by our culture, experience, gender, and social class—and even by the 
history 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 directions by referring to products you have 
prescribed for him in the past.

 If he isn’t a native English speaker, you might 
have to demonstrate the use of the cream rather 

than just describing it verbally. If he comes 
from a very diff erent socioeconomic class 
from yours, you might be taking it for 
granted that he can aff ord the medication. 
Sometimes it is hard to consider all the ways 
these aspects of context might aff ect how we 
communicate. According to the transaction 
model, however, they are always with us.

ASSESSING THE MODELS. Clearly, re-
searchers have many diff erent ways of un-
derstanding the communication process. 
Instead of debating which model is right, it 
is more helpful to look at the useful ideas 
each model off ers. When we do so, we find 
that each model fits certain situations better 
than others.

For instance, sending a text message to 
your professor is a good example of the ac-
tion model. You’re the source, and you con-
vey 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 in understand-
ing its intent because of the language you 
have used.
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A good example of the interaction model occurs when you submit a report at your 
job, and the co-workers on your team give written comments on your recommenda-
tions. You (the source) have conveyed your message through your report, and your 
co-workers (the receivers) provide written feedback within the context of the activity. 
Noise in this example includes any diffi  culties either you or your co-workers experi-
ence in understanding what the other has said.

With respect to the transaction model, we’ve seen that most conversations are good 
examples of the model because both parties are sending and receiving messages simul-
taneously. Th at process 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 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 
to pass the time until one of you goes through 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. Th e action model 
is too simplistic to describe a face-to-face conversation, 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 refl ects them.

Keep in mind that these communication models were developed over time. As 
scholars came to appreciate the limitations of the action model, they developed the in-
teraction model to take its place. Likewise, the shortcomings of the interaction model 
gave rise to the transaction model, which many researchers consider the most com-
prehensive description of communication. As our understanding of communication 
continues to grow, researchers will likely develop new models that will represent the 
communication process even more accurately.

Now that we’ve looked at 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.

COMMUNICATION RELIES ON MULTIPLE CHANNELS. In how many diff er-
ent ways do people communicate with one another? Facial expressions convey how 
a person is feeling. Someone’s gestures and tone of voice help others interpret his or 
her messages. Touch can signal feelings such as aff ection and aggression. Even a per-
son’s clothing and physical appearance communicate messages about that individual 
to others.

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. Because you experience multiple commu-
nication channels at once, 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 may pay more 
attention to that person’s words.

 channel-rich context 

A communication context 

involving many channels at 

once.

 channel-lean context 

A communication context in-

volving few channels at once.
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COMMUNICATION PASSES THROUGH PERCEPTUAL FILTERS. Anything you 
put through a filter—such as air, water, or light—comes out a little diff erent from 
how it went in. Th e same thing happens when we communicate: What one person 
says is not always exactly what the other person hears. We all “filter” incoming com-
munication through our perceptions, experiences, biases, and beliefs.23

Let’s say you’re listening to a senator speak on television. Th e 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. Two people with contrasting 
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 filters can also influence how 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 fight and decide to go “on a 
break” from their relationship. Th ey 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. To Ross, being on a break means his 
relationship with Rachel is over. Th us, in the wake of their conflict, Ross has sex with 
someone else. Rachel feels completely betrayed when she finds out. As a result, she 

-

munication contexts are 

channel-rich, such as a face-

to-face conversation between 

friends. Other interpersonal 

communication contexts are 

channel-lean, such as sending 

and receiving text messages. 

Perceptual fi lters affect how we 

make sense of communication. 

In an episode of Modern 

Family, Claire encourages 

Hayley not to marry someone 

who’s immature. Claire is 

implying that Hayley should be 

less serious with her boyfriend, 

but Hayley thinks that Claire is 

referencing her own marriage 

and signaling an intention to 

divorce.
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and Ross end their relationship offi  cially. It is important to note that Ross and Rachel 
agreed that they were “on a break” when Ross slept with someone else, but they had 
very diff erent perceptions of what the expression meant.

Many aspects of our lives can influence our perception of communication. Whether 
we’re aware of it or not, our ethnic and cultural background, gender, religious beliefs, 
socioeconomic status, intelligence and education, level of physical attractiveness, and 
experiences with illness, disease, and death can all act as filters, coloring the way we 
see the world and the way we make sense of communication. You might listen sympa-
thetically to someone describing her experiences of homelessness based on those and 
other characteristics. In contrast, other people might blame that person for her home-
lessness because they have diff erent perceptual filters than you do.

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. Th e 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 understand 
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 ques-
tion 40 years ago, the obvious answer would have been a small rodent 
that likes cheese and is chased by cats. Today, however, many peo-
ple know a mouse as a pointing device for navigating on a computer 
screen. As another example, what is a robot? In the United States, it’s 
a humanlike machine that performs mechanical tasks. In South Africa, 
it’s a traffi  c light.

Th ose 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 
define each of the following words? What other meanings might they have, depending 
on who is using them?

pot crack

flat gay

cell biscuit

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

COMMUNICATION HAS LITERAL MEANINGS AND RELATIONAL IMPLICA-
TIONS. Nearly every verbal statement has a content dimension, which consists 
of the literal information being communicated about the subject of the message.24 
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 room-
mate says, “We’re out of detergent again,” the content dimension of the message is that 
you have no detergent left.

Th ere’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. Th ose sig-
nals make up the relational dimension of the message. For example, by telling your 

 relational dimension Sig-

nals about the relationship 

in which a message is being 

communicated.

 content dimension Literal 

information that is communi-

cated by a message.

 symbol A representation of 

an idea.
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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 detergent 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 spoken, we often 
infer meanings about our relationships from the tone and manner in which the state-
ments are made.

Check out the “Got Skills?” box for suggestions on how to identify the relational 
dimension of interpersonal messages. As you come across the “Got Skills?” features in 
this book, you’ll fi nd practical advice for applying the principles of interpersonal com-
munication in your own life.

One way in which people distinguish between content and relational dimensions 
is through metacommunication, which is communication about communication. 
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 

thesis 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 com-
ments were overly harsh and insensitive, and they made him think that Daniel didn’t 
care about his feelings. Th erefore, Ethan’s focus is on the relational dimension of their 

 metacommunication 

Communication about 

communication.

[ R E L A T I O N A L  D I M E N S I O N  O F  C O M M U N I C A T I O N]

 

 

 
CONSIDER:  
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conversation. To highlight that distinction, Ethan 
metacommunicates with Daniel by explaining that 
his hurt feelings were not caused by what Daniel 
said but by the way in which he said it. Th at phrase 
conveys Ethan’s thoughts about his communication 
with Daniel; thus, it is metacommunicative. 

COMMUNICATION SENDS A MESSAGE, 
WHETHER INTENTIONAL OR UNINTEN-
TIONAL. Much of what we communicate to 
others is deliberate. When you set up a job inter-
view, 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 that instance, your behavior was 
sending unintentional messages.

Communication scholars have debated for many 
years whether unintentional messages should qual-
ify as communication. Some researchers believe that only deliberate, intentional mes-
sages are a part of communication and that if you don’t intend to communicate, then 
you aren’t communicating.25 Others subscribe to the belief that “you cannot not com-
municate,” meaning absolutely everything you do has communicative value.26

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.27 I would suggest that even unintended 
messages—such as the ones you might have expressed while trying to stay awake dur-
ing a meeting—are forms of communication because they still convey meaning.28

Many aspects of appearance illustrate that eff ect. 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 messages might not be intentional on 
that person’s part.

COMMUNICATION IS GOVERNED BY RULES. Rules tell us what behaviors are 
required, preferred, or prohibited in various social contexts.29 Some rules for com-
munication are explicit rules, meaning that someone has clearly articulated them. 
Perhaps your parents used to say, “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” Your college or 
university may have explicit rules banning hate speech at campus events or in school 
publications. Th ese are examples of explicit communication rules because they express 
direct expectations for communicative behavior.

A lack of explicit communication rules can be problematic at the start of new rela-
tionships. In the movie I Love You, Man (2009), newly engaged Peter Klaven (played 
by Paul Rudd) discovers that he doesn’t have enough male friends to compose his 

 explicit rule A rule about 

behavior that has been clearly 

articulated.

.  

message is this person’s behavior sending?
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wedding party. While searching for some new pals, he fi nds that forming male friend-
ships can be confusing because of a lack of rules. After meeting a prospective friend, 
Peter is nervous about calling him because he isn’t sure of what’s expected. He expresses 
his frustrations in a conversation with his brother Robbie (played by Andy Samberg):

Peter: I can’t just call him.

Robbie: Why are you being such a chicken? He gave you his card; it’s an open 

invitation.

Peter: I hate this. There’s no rules for male friendships.

Robbie: What are you freaking out about? You went out with those other guys.

Peter: I’m really nervous about this one.

Robbie: ’Cause you really like him.

In this scene, Peter expresses his concerns about the lack of explicit rules for form-
ing male friendships, and Robbie clarifi es the rule that receiving someone’s business 
card is an “open invitation” to call that person. However, many communication rules 
are implicit rules—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.” Th ere are also implicit rules about lining up while you’re 
waiting for something, including “Maintain an orderly line” and “Don’t cut ahead of 
someone else.” Most people seem to know and accept those rules, even though they 
usually aren’t posted anywhere—they’re just part of everyone’s cultural knowledge. 
Because they’re implicit, though, they are likely to vary more from person to person 
than explicit rules do. For example, some people believe it’s an implicit rule that you 
shouldn’t talk on your cell phone while in a crowded environment, whereas other 
people don’t see that 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 essential part of life, people have many 
diff erent ideas about it. Some of these notions are not very accurate. In this section 
we’ll probe five common communication myths—in the process, honing our ability 
to separate fact from fiction.

MYTH #1: EVERYONE IS AN EXPERT IN COMMUNICATION. People com-
municate constantly, 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 percent of participants rated 
their communication skills as above average.30 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. Th us, experts in driving, parenting, or communication have train-
ing in those areas and a level of understanding that most people who drive, parent, or 
communicate do not have.

 implicit rule A rule about 

behavior that has not been 

clearly articulated but is 

nonetheless understood.

18    C H A P T E R  1  A B O U T  C O M M U N IC AT IO N



MYTH #2: COMMUNICATION WILL SOLVE ANY PROBLEM. Th e classic Paul 
Newman movie Cool Hand Luke (1967) features a prison warden who has his own 
special way of dealing with inmates. Whenever things go wrong, he says, “What we’ve 
got here is a failure to communicate,” after which he beats a particular inmate uncon-
scious and sends him to solitary confinement. Sometimes it seems as though we could 
solve almost any problem, especially in our relationships, if only we could communi-
cate better. It’s easy to blame a lack of communication when things go wrong. Th e fact 
is, however, that poor communication isn’t the cause of every problem.31

On his television talk show Dr. Phil, psychologist Phil McGraw often counsels 
couples encountering diffi  culties in their relationships. Suppose that Matt and Be-
linda appear on Dr. Phil complaining that they have been drifting apart for some 
time. Belinda feels they need to communicate better to save their relationship. How-
ever, Matt states very clearly that his feelings have changed and that he is no longer in 
love with Belinda. Will communication solve this couple’s marital problems? No—
but it will probably cause Belinda to realize that their relationship is already over. We 
must be careful not to assume that better communication can resolve any problem we 
might face in our relationships.

MYTH #3: 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 communication” as the root of problems. When a 
married couple divorces, the spouses may say it was a breakdown 
in communication that led to their relational diffi  culties.

Th e metaphor of a communication breakdown makes intu-
itive sense. After all, our progress on a trip is halted if our car 
breaks down, so it’s easy to think that our progress in other 
endeavors is halted because our communication has broken 
down. Th e fact is that communication isn’t a mechanical 
object like a car, a computer, or an iPad. Instead, it’s a pro-
cess that unfolds between and among people over time.

It may be easy to blame a breakdown in communica-
tion for problems we face in personal relationships. What’s 
really happening in these situations is that we are no longer 
communicating eff ectively. In other words, the problem lies 
not with communication itself but with the way we’re using 
it. Th at is one reason why learning about communication—as 
you are doing in this class—can be so benefi cial.

MYTH #4: COMMUNICATION IS INHERENTLY GOOD. Watch or listen to al-
most 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.” Reflected 
in that statement is the idea that talking means just producing words, but communicat-
ing means sharing meaning with another person in an open, supportive, and inher-
ently positive manner.32

Th inking that communication is inherently good is similar to thinking that money 
is inherently good. Sometimes money can be put to a positive use, such as provid-
ing a home for your family or donating to a worthy charity. At other times it can be 
used negatively, such as in providing funding for a terrorist group or squandering 
a hard-earned paycheck on online gambling. In either case, it isn’t the money itself 
that’s good or bad—it’s how it is used.
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We can make the same observation regarding communication. We can use com-
munication for positive purposes, such as expressing love for our parents and provid-
ing comfort to a grieving friend. We can also use it for negative purposes, such as 
intimidating and deceiving people. In fact, one common communication behavior—
talking on cell phones—has been linked to stress in families, as “Communication: 
Dark Side” explains.

MYTH #5: MORE COMMUNICATION IS ALWAYS BETTER. Lorenzo thinks 
that in cases when others don’t agree with him, the issue is that they just don’t under-
stand him. In those situations, he talks on and on, figuring that others will eventually 
see things his way if he simply gives them enough information. Perhaps you know 

communication
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someone like Lorenzo. Is it really the case that more communication always produces 
a better outcome?

When people have genuine disagreements, more talk doesn’t always help. In some 
cases, increasing communication can just lead to frustration and anger. A 2007 study 
of consultations 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, a pat-
tern that can translate into worse care for the patient.33 

Sometimes it seems that the less said, the better. Th e eff ectiveness of our communi-
cation—rather than the amount of communication—is often what matters. Th at fact 
explains why learning to be a competent communicator is so advantageous.

How We Communicate 
Interpersonally

Communication takes place in many contexts. Sometimes it involves one person talk-
ing to a large audience, as when the president gives a speech on TV or a journalist 
writes an article for a magazine. At other times it involves 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. Communication occurs in families, in business 
organizations, in political institutions, in schools, and through the media. 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 in the same way we would address a TV reporter or 
a group of customers.

We communicate in many ways, so how do we know whether we’re communicat-
ing interpersonally? In this section, we’ll look at what makes communication interper-
sonal, and we’ll consider how interpersonal communication—relative to other forms 
of communication—is unique in terms of its eff ects on people and their relationships.

Characteristics of Interpersonal Communication

In the movie Eat Pray Love (2010), Elizabeth Gilbert (played by Julia Roberts) realizes 
she is dissatisfi ed with her life and undertakes a year-long trip across three cultures to 
fi nd meaning. Along her journey, she befriends a Texan named Richard (played by 
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Richard Jenkins) at an ashram—a religious community—in India. Th eir friendship 
gives them the opportunity to talk about their lives, share their struggles, and support 
each another emotionally. Th ere is something about their conversations that Eliza-
beth fi nds more comforting and more engaging than many of the interactions she’d 
become used to in her home life. Without necessarily realizing it, Elizabeth is 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 negotiate and define their relationship. Th e content of an interpersonal conversa-
tion is sometimes highly intimate, as when two romantic partners discuss the details 
of a sensitive health issue that one of them is experiencing. Interpersonal conversations 
can also focus on more mundane, impersonal content, as when the same romantic 
partners talk about what they need to buy at the grocery store. Th e content of yet 
other interpersonal conversations falls somewhere along the continuum between in-
timate and mundane topics. Each of those conversations is interpersonal, however, to 
the extent that it helps two people negotiate and define their relationships.

Interpersonal communication is diff erent from many other forms of communica-
tion. To understand how, let’s survey some of its most important characteristics. 

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION OCCURS BETWEEN TWO PEOPLE. Th e 
word interpersonal means “between people,” and interpersonal communication in-
volves interaction between two people at once. If only one person is involved—as 
when you talk to yourself—that is intrapersonal communication. Intrapersonal 
communication is important because it often aff ects how we relate to others; how 
often, for instance, do you rehearse a conversation in your mind before talking with 
someone?

Th ere are other forms of communication, too. Communication that is being trans-
mitted to large numbers of people is known as mass communication. Communica-
tion that occurs in small groups of three or more people, as in a family, on a commit-
tee, or in a support group, is called small group communication.

 interpersonal communi-

cation Communication that 

occurs between two people 

within the context of their 

relationship and that, as 

it evolves, helps them to 

negotiate and define their 

relationship.

 intrapersonal communi-

cation Communication with 

oneself.

 mass communication Com-

munication from one source to 

a large audience.

 small group communica-

tion Communication occurring 

within small groups of three or 

more people.

In the 2010 fi lm Eat Pray Love, 

Elizabeth Gilbert (played by 

Julia Roberts) discovers the 

uniqueness of interpersonal 

communication.
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Most research on interpersonal communication, however, focuses on interaction 
within a dyad, a pair of people. Two people can communicate face-to-face, over the 
telephone, by text message, on Skype, or in many other ways.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION OCCURS WITHIN A RELATIONSHIP. 
People who communicate interpersonally share some sort of relationship. To some 
people, the word relationship implies an intimate bond, such as the union between 
spouses or romantic partners. However, the truth is that we have relationships with 
many diff erent people. Some relationships, such as those with relatives or close friends, 
tend to be close significant 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 a friendship to be a closer relationship.

Much of our day-to-day communication is impersonal, meaning that it focuses on 
a task rather than on a relationship. Ordering coff ee, calling a tech support line, and 
e-mailing a public offi  cial with a complaint are all examples of communication that 
helps you accomplish a task but does not necessarily help you build or maintain a 
relationship with others.

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 commu-
nication in those friendships—and in all relationships—unfolds over time as people 
get to know one another better and have new experiences. In fact, people in long-term 
relationships can often recall how their communication has changed over the course 
of their relationship.34

In the early stages of a romantic relationship, for instance, individuals may spend 
hours at a time talking and disclosing facts about their life, such as where they grew 
up and what their career goals are. As they get to know each other better, their com-
munication might become more instrumental, focusing on tasks such as where they’re 
going to spend the holidays and who’s going to make a dinner reservation, instead of 
sharing deep disclosures. Th ey might even start to experience conflict. 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 DEFINES RELA-
TIONSHIPS. Every relationship 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? Th e answer is that you ne-
gotiate the relationship over time using interpersonal communication. Th e way you 
talk to people you know, the topics you talk (or don’t talk) about, and the kinds of 
nonverbal behaviors you use all help to define the kind of relationship you have with 
each person. You can also use interpersonal communication 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 

 dyad A pair of people.

HO W  W E  C O M M U N IC AT E  I N T E R P E R S O N A L LY     23



define the nature of their relationship. You might notice we haven’t said anything 
about how intimate the communication is. Some people think interpersonal commu-
nication 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.

Let’s turn to some of the reasons why interpersonal communication can be so 
important.

Why Interpersonal Communication Matters

You can probably think of many reasons why interpersonal communication is im-
portant to you. For example, you practice it almost every day, you use it to maintain 
your current relationships and form new relationships, and you find it engaging and 
enjoyable. Th e many reasons why interpersonal communication matters to people fall 
in three general categories: pervasiveness, relational benefits, and health benefits.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION IS PERVASIVE. We all have relation-
ships, so we all engage 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. Sometimes 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 electronically 
mediated channels, as when we share text messages or tweets with people in our social 
circles. No matter how we do it, nearly everyone engages in some form of interper-
sonal communication almost every day.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION CAN IMPROVE OUR RELATIONSHIPS.
We’ve seen that not every problem in relationships can be traced back to communica-
tion. Nevertheless, many relationship problems do stem from poor communication. 
In fact, in a nationwide survey conducted by the National Communication Associa-
tion, respondents indicated that a “lack of eff ective communication” is the number 
one reason why relationships, including marriages, end.35 Th erefore, improving our 
interpersonal communication skills will also help us to improve our relationships. 
Significantly, this observation is true for far more than intimate relationships. Indeed, 
research shows that eff ective interpersonal communication can improve a wide range 

of relationships, including those between and among friends, physicians and pa-
tients, 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 phys-
ical needs for social contact. Close personal relationships are very impor-
tant to our health. Several studies have shown, for example, that married 
people live longer, healthier, and more satisfying lives than individuals 
who are single, divorced, or widowed.37According to research by develop-
mental psychologist Diane Jones, even having close friendships and other 

supportive relationships helps us manage stress and stay healthy.38

Interpersonal communication doesn’t have to be face-to-face to benefi t 
us. As the “Fact or Fiction?” box explains, a 2010 study of over 35,000 people 

from around the world found that the ability to interact with others online was 
signifi cantly related to mental health, happiness, and well-being. Importantly, 
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access to interpersonal interaction via computer-mediated communication benefi ted 
people regardless of their age and was particularly positive for women, for individuals 
with little education, and for those without fi nancial means.

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 competently re-
quires skills that we have to learn and practice. Th at doesn’t mean nature doesn’t give 
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some people a head start. Research shows that some of our communication 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. 

What Communicating Competently Involves

Th ink about five people you consider to be really good communicators. Who’s on 
your list? Any of your friends or relatives? Teachers? Co-workers? Politicians or celebri-
ties? Yourself? You probably recognize that identifying good communicators means 
first asking yourself what a good communicator is. Most scholars seem to agree that 
communication competence means communicating in ways that are eff ective and 
appropriate in a given situation.40

COMMUNICATING EFFECTIVELY. Eff ectiveness describes how well your com-
munication achieves its goals.41 Suppose that you want to persuade your neighbor to 
donate money to a shelter for abused animals. Th ere are many ways to achieve that 
goal. You could explain how much the shelter needs the money and identify how 
many services it provides to animals in need. You could off er to do yard work in ex-
change for your neighbor’s donation. You could even recite the times when you have 
donated to causes that were important to your neighbor.

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 neighbor is 
also important to you, then asking politely may be the most eff ective course of action. 
If all you want is the money, however, and your neighbor’s feelings are unimportant to 
you, then making your neighbor feel obligated to donate may help you achieve your 
goal, even though it may not be as ethical.

Th e point is that no single communication strategy will be eff ective in all situa-
tions. Because you will 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 specific 
context in which you have them.

COMMUNICATING APPROPRIATELY. Besides being eff ective, competent com-
munication should also be appropriate. Th at means attending to the rules and ex-
pectations that apply in a social situation. Recall that communication is governed by 
rules. A competent communicator takes those rules into account when deciding how 
to act. For instance, when you bump into an acquaintance and he asks, “How are 
you?” it’s appropriate to say, “Fine, how are you?” in return. Th e acquaintance prob-
ably isn’t expecting a long, detailed description of how your day is going, so if you 
launch into one, he may find that response inappropriate.

Similarly, it’s appropriate in most classrooms to raise your hand and wait to be 
called on before speaking, so it would be inappropriate in those cases to blurt out your 
words. Diff erent rules of appropriate behavior apply in an online course, as the “Get 
Connected” box details.

Communicating appropriately can be especially challenging when you’re interact-
ing with people from other cultures. Because many communication rules are culture-
specific, what might be perfectly appropriate in one culture could be seen as inap-
propriate or even off ensive in another.42 For 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.

 communication compe-

tence Communicating in ways 

that are effective and appro-

priate for a given situation.
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Even within a specific 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 
appropriate for a powerful person is not necessarily appropriate for less powerful in-
dividuals. For that reason it might not be out of line for your boss to arrive late for a 
meeting, though engaging in the same behavior yourself would be inappropriate.

Communication competence, then, implies both eff ectiveness and appropriateness. 
Note that those are aspects of communication, not aspects of people. Th us, the next 
question we need to consider is whether competent communicators share common 
characteristics.

Characteristics of Competent Communicators

Look again at your list of five competent communicators. What do they have in com-
mon? Competence itself is situation-specific, so what works in one context may not 
work in another. However, good communicators tend to have certain characteristics 
that help them behave competently in most situations. 

SELF-AWARENESS. Good communicators are aware of their own behavior and its 
eff ects on 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 
situations. In contrast, people who are low self-monitors often seem oblivious to both 
their own behaviors and other people’s reactions to them. For instance, you may know 
someone who never seems to notice that he dominates the conversation or someone 
who seems unaware that she speaks louder than anyone around her.

Self-monitoring usually makes people more competent communicators because it 
enables them to see how their behavior fits or doesn’t fit in a given social setting. In 
addition, high self-monitors often have high levels of social and emotional intelli-
gence, qualities that allow them to understand people’s social behaviors and emotions 
accurately.44 

NETIQUETTE AS APPROPRIATE COMMUNICATION
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 self-monitoring Awareness 

of one’s behavior and how it 

affects others.
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ADAPTABILITY. It’s one thing to be aware of your own behavior; it’s quite another 
to be able to adapt it to diff erent situations. Competent communicators are able to as-
sess what is going to be appropriate and eff ective in a given context and then modify 
their behaviors accordingly.45 Th at 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 to your listeners. 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, the ability to be “other-
oriented” and understand other people’s thoughts and feelings.46 When people say 
“Put yourself in my shoes,” they are asking you to consider a situation from their 
perspective 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 unable to complete her work in 
time for her family vacation. If the situation were reversed, how would you feel? An 
empathic person would consider the situation from the boss’s perspective and 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 accu-
rate. How empathic are you? Take the quiz in “Assess Your Skills” to find out.

Empathy is a particular challenge for individuals with disorders such as autism and 
Asperger’s syndrome. Both conditions 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 his intent from his facial expressions and tone of voice. 
For people with these disorders, however, nonverbal signals may not be as evident, and 
so understanding and adopting another person’s perspective may be challenging.

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. Several possibilities for Tony’s behavior might come to mind. Maybe he’s 

 empathy The ability to 

think and feel as others do. 

Do you believe this woman 

is practicing appropriate 

communication behavior? Why 

or why not?
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mad at you. Maybe he was concentrating on something and didn’t notice you. Maybe 
he did smile at you and you didn’t see it. Th e ability to consider a variety of explana-
tions and to understand a given situation in multiple ways is called cognitive com-
plexity. Cognitive complexity is a valuable skill because it keeps you from jumping to 
the wrong conclusion and responding inappropriately.47

Someone with little cognitive complexity might feel slighted by Tony’s behavior 
and might therefore ignore him the next time they meet. In contrast, someone with 
more cognitive complexity would remember that behaviors do not always mean what 
we think they mean. Th at person would be more open-minded, considering several 
possible interpretations of Tony’s actions. Th e “Got Skills?” box provides guidance for 
increasing your own cognitive complexity.
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ETHICS. Finally, competent communicators are ethical communicators. Ethics
guides us in judging whether something is morally right or wrong. Ethical commu-
nication, then, generally dictates treating people fairly, communicating honestly, and 
avoiding immoral or unethical behavior. Th at can be easier said than done, because 
people often have very diff erent ideas about right and wrong. What may be morally 
justified to one person or one culture may be considered unethical to another.

Ethical considerations are often particularly important when we’re engaged in 
compliance-gaining strategies—that is, trying to change the way another person 
thinks or behaves. Looking back at a previous example, is it ethical to try making 
your neighbor feel obligated to contribute to the animal shelter? To some people, that 
compliance-gaining strategy might seem manipulative and potentially unfair, because 
it may give the neighbor little choice but to make the donation. Depending on how 
badly the shelter needs the money, however, or how your neighbor has treated you in 
the past, you might not consider that strategy unethical, even if others do. Competent 
communicators are aware that people’s ideas about ethics vary. However, they are also 
aware of their own ethical beliefs, and they communicate in ways that are consistent 
with those beliefs.
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Take one last look at your list of five 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? Th ose aren’t 
the only things that make someone a competent communica-
tor, but they are among the most important. To the extent that 
you can develop and practice these skills, you can become bet-
ter at the process of communication.
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ad we been involved in Santiago Ventura’s case, many of us would have interpreted 

his words and behaviors just as the arresting offi cer did. If we had asked Ventura 

whether he had committed a crime and he replied “yes” while also avoiding eye con-

tact, most of us would have concluded that he was guilty. As this story illustrates, 

however, culture acts as a lens through which we make sense of communication 

behavior. The arresting offi cer applied his own cultural lens to Ventura’s behavior by 

assuming—incorrectly—that everyone from Mexico speaks Spanish and that a lack 

of eye contact signifi es dishonesty.

Culture isn’t the only lens that affects our understanding of communication. 

Another powerful infl uence—one that is always with us—is gender. Indeed, many 

people feel that communicating across genders can be nearly as confusing as com-

municating across cultures, if not more so. Moreover, culture and gender affect not 

only how we communicate but also how we interpret and respond to other people’s 

behaviors. Other lenses, such as ethnicity, age, and socioeconomic status, also can 

influence communication. However, gender and culture shape our behaviors and in-

terpretations in so many ways that it’s worth taking an in-depth look at each.

Understanding Culture 
and Communication

Our cultural traditions and beliefs can influence how we make sense of communi-
cation behavior even without our realizing it. Th e offi  cer who questioned Santiago 
Ventura probably never considered the possibility that he was applying inaccurate 
cultural assumptions to Ventura’s behavior. By the same token, Ventura would have 
had an enormous advantage if he had understood the offi  cer’s cultural beliefs and 
adapted his behavior accordingly. Each of us is aff ected by the culture in which we 
were raised, and we tend to notice other cultures only when they diff er from ours. In 
many people’s minds, culture—like an accent—is something that only other people 
have. Let’s begin by understanding in what sense we all have cultural traits and biases.

Defi ning Culture

We use the term culture to mean all sorts of things. Sometimes we connect it to a 
place, as in “French culture” and “New York culture.” Other times we use it to refer to 
an ethnic or a religious group, as in “African American culture” and “Jewish culture.” 
We also speak of “deaf culture” and “the culture of the rich.”

For our purposes, we will define culture as the system of learned and shared symbols, 
language, values, and norms that distinguish one group of people from another. Th at 
definition tells us that culture isn’t a property of countries or ethnicities or economic 
classes; rather, it’s a property of people. Each of us identifies with one or more groups 
that have a common culture comprising a shared language, values, beliefs, traditions, 
and customs. We’ll refer to a group of people who share a given culture as a soci .

1

H

 culture The system of 

learned and shared symbols, 

language, values, and norms 

that distinguish one group of 

people from another.

 society A group of people 

who share symbols, language, 

values, and norms.
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DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN IN-GROUPS AND OUT-GROUPS. Researchers 
use the term in-group to refer to a group with whom we identify, and out-group
to describe a group we see as diff erent from ourselves.1 If you grew up in the U.S. 
Midwest, for example, you would probably view other midwesterners as part of your 
in-group, whereas someone from the Pacifi c Northwest would not. Similarly, when 
you are traveling in foreign countries, the residents may perceive you as being from an 
out-group if you look or sound diff erent from them or behave diff erently.

For some people, being perceived as diff erent can be an exciting or intriguing ex-
perience. For others, however, that experience can be stress inducing. For example, 
research shows that immigrants often experience abnormally high stress during their 
first year in their new homeland.2 We often refer to that stress as culture shock, or the 
jarring reaction we have when we fi nd ourselves in highly unfamiliar situations. In the 
fi lm Th e Kite Runner (2007), for instance, Amir and his father are forced to fl ee Af-
ghanistan after the Soviet invasion in the 1980s, and they relocate in Fremont, Cali-
fornia. Amir’s father goes from being a wealthy merchant to a gas station attendant, as 
he and Amir struggle to adapt to an entirely new cultural environment in the United 
States. Research shows that the stress of culture shock can contribute to illnesses such 
as high blood pressure, depression, and heart disease.3

Some researchers point out that our ability to distinguish between those who are 
similar to us and those who are diff erent probably helped our ancestors survive by 
encouraging them to associate with people whose goals and priorities were similar to 
their own.4 Th at tendency endures today, and research shows that many people ex-
hibit strong preferences for individuals and groups they perceive to be like themselves. 
In other words, people are often more suspicious and less trusting of others whose eth-
nic, national, and/or cultural backgrounds are diff erent from their own.5 Researchers 
use the term ethnocentrism to describe the systematic preference for characteristics 
of one’s own culture. Th at tendency can make it particularly discomforting to live or 
work someplace where you are considered a minority. In its account of Muslim stu-
dents studying in the United States, the “Communication: Dark Side” box illustrates 
that point.

 in-group A group of people 

with whom one identifies.

 out-group A group of 

people with whom one does 

not identify.

 ethnocentrism Systematic 

preference for characteristics 

of one’s own culture.

Culture shock can be a stressful 

experience for immigrants, as it 

was for Amir and his father in 

The Kite Runner.
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Th e in-group/out-group distinction is a major reason why so many nations struggle 
with the issue of immigration. Some countries, including Sweden and the United 
States, have relatively lenient policies that allow many immigration applicants to 
move to those countries and eventually to become citizens. Other nations have much 
stricter immigration policies. Denmark, for instance, significantly toughened its im-
migration policies in 2001, making it harder for foreign-born people to immigrate or 
become citizens.6

How best to manage immigration—and the population of immigrants living in the 
country illegally—is a controversial issue in the United States. It illustrates the com-
plex and sometimes contentious relationship between in-groups, such as the country’s 
current citizens and residents, and out-groups, such as those who have immigrated or 
who wish to move to the country.

ACQUIRING A CULTURE. Because cultures and societies vary so much around 
the world, it might seem that we inherit our culture genetically, the same way we 
inherit our eye color; but that isn’t the case. Rather, culture is learned. Researchers 
call that learning process enculturation. Moreover, culture is not necessarily related to 
or based on our ethnicity, which is our perception of our ancestry or heritage. Nor 
is culture necessarily tied to our nationality, our status as a citizen of a particular 
country. Culture is determined by who raised us, by where we were raised, and by the 
symbols, language, values, and norms of that place. For instance, a Cambodian citi-
zen raised in the United States will likely adopt the language and practices common 
to where she was brought up. Her ethnicity and citizenship are Cambodian, but her 
culture is American. 

 ethnicity An individual’s 

perception of his or her ances-

try or heritage.

 nationality An individual’s 

status as a citizen of a par-

ticular country.
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The Components of Culture

Cultures and societies vary enormously. Imagine a 
group consisting of people raised in Saudi Arabia, 
Vietnam, Iceland, Namibia, Paraguay, Israel, and 
the U.S. Southwest. Not only would the group’s 
members diff er in their native languages, but they 
most likely would also have diff erent religious be-
liefs and political views, enjoy diff erent sports, pre-
fer diff erent foods, wear diff erent clothing styles, 
and have varying ideas about education, marriage, 
money, and sexuality. In fact, it might be harder 
to identify their similarities than their diff erences. 
Yet even people from vastly diff erent societies can 
share experiences online. Check out the “Get Con-
nected” box to learn more about how people from around the world are linked to-
gether through Facebook—creating what is, in a sense, a new mass culture.

Values, beliefs, and preferences often vary even among diff erent regions of the same 
country. For example, native Hawaiians, native Texans, and native New Yorkers might 
diff er considerably in their customs and values, even though they were all raised in 
the United States. No matter what their diff erences, though, cultures have some com-
mon components, as our definition of culture made clear. Th ose components include 
symbols, language, values, and norms.

FACEBOOK CULTURE

H
  I I I I I

 

Your culture depends not on 

where you were born but rather 

on where and by whom you 

were raised. Although their 

adopted son Maddox was born 

in Cambodia, adopted son 

Pax was born in Vietnam, and 

adopted daughter Zahara was 

born in Ethiopia, each child will 

acquire Angelina Jolie and Brad 

Pitt’s cultural norms, values, 

symbols, and language.
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SYMBOLS. As we saw in Chapter 1, a symbol is something that represents an idea. 
Words are symbols, and every culture has its own symbols that represent ideas 

that are vital to that culture. For example, when someone says that something 
is “as American as baseball and apple pie,” he or she is using baseball and 
apple pie as symbols of U.S. American life. Th e U.S. flag, the bald eagle, and 
“Th e Star-Spangled Banner” are also symbols of the United States. Each so-
ciety makes use of symbols that carry particular meanings for its members. 

For instance, the Chinese national anthem, “Yiyongjun Jinxingqu” (“March 
of the Volunteers”), serves as a symbol of Chinese culture. Similarly, the na-

tional anthem “Die Stem van Suid-Afrika” (“Th e Call of South Africa”) symbol-
izes South African culture.

LANGUAGE. Researchers believe there are about 6,800 languages used in the world 
today.7 (And, according to the New York State Comptroller’s Offi  ce, more languages 
are spoken in Queens, New York, than in any other city in the world: 138 at last 
count.)8 Language allows for written and spoken communication, and it also ensures 
that cultures and cultural ideas are passed from one generation to the next. Today, 
Chinese, Spanish, and English—in that order—are the three most commonly spoken 
languages in the world.9 Unfortunately, many other languages are in danger of extinc-
tion. In fact, researchers believe that at least 10 percent of the world’s languages are 
spoken by fewer than 100 people each.10 We’ll learn more about the use of language 
in Chapter 5.

VALUES. A culture’s values are its standards for judging how good, desirable, or 
beautiful something is. In short, they’re cultural ideas about what ought to be. So-
ciological research indicates that U.S. culture values ideals such as equal opportunity, 
material comfort, practicality and effi  ciency, achievement, democracy, free enterprise, 
and individual choice.11 When you travel to other countries, you might find that their 
cultural values are dramatically diff erent from yours.

U.S. American culture values 

freedom, opportunity, choice, 

and material comfort. Those 

values are epitomized in the 

media by scenes such as this—

where two people are driving a 

sports car on a spacious open 

road with the sun on their face 

and the wind in their hair.
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NORMS. Finally, norms are rules or expectations that guide people’s behavior in a 
culture. As an example, consider the norms for greeting people. In North American 
countries people shake hands and say “Nice to meet you.” In other cultures it’s normal 
to hug, kiss on both cheeks, or even kiss on the lips. Cultures also vary in their norms 
for politeness: A behavior that would be considered very polite in one culture may be 
frowned upon in another. Check out the “Got Skills?” box to learn more about cul-
tural norms.

Cultures and Co-Cultures

When you think about culture as shared language, beliefs, and customs, it may seem 
as though you belong to many diff erent cultures at once. If you grew up in the United 
States, for example, then you likely feel a part of the U.S. American culture. At the 
same time, if you’re really into computers, music, or skateboarding, you may notice 
that the people who share those interests appear to have their own ways of speaking 
and acting. You may notice, too, that people in your generation have diff erent values 
and customs than older people—or that diff erent ethnic or religious groups at your 
school have their own traditions and beliefs. Does each of those groups have a culture 
of its own? In a manner of speaking, the answer is yes. 

DEFINING CO-CULTURES. Within many large cultures, such as those of Ital-
ian, Vietnamese, or U.S. American societies, are a host of smaller cultural entities 
that researchers call co-cultures. Co-cultures are groups of people who share values, 
customs, and norms related to mutual interests or characteristics besides their na-
tional citizenship. A co-culture isn’t based on the country where we were born or the 
national society in which we were raised. Instead, it is composed of smaller groups of 
people with whom we identify.

 co-cultures Groups of 

people who share values, 

customs, and norms related to 

mutual interests or character-

istics beyond their national 

citizenship.

[ C U L T U R A L  N O R M S]
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THE BASES OF CO-CULTURES. Some 
co-cultures are based on shared activities 
or beliefs. If you’re into fly fishing, organic 
gardening, or political activism, for ex-
ample, then there are co-cultures for those 
interests. Similarly, Buddhists have beliefs 
and traditions that distinguish them from 
Baptists, regardless of where they grew up.

Some co-cultures refl ect diff erences in 
mental or physical abilities. For instance, 
many deaf populations have certain values 
and customs that diff er from those of hear-
ing populations.12 Even if they don’t share 
the same language, political positions, or 
religious beliefs, deaf people often share 
distinctive social customs. For example, 
whereas many people would be uncomfort-
able having constant eye contact with an-
other person while talking, deaf people fre-

quently maintain a steady mutual gaze while communicating through sign language. 
As well, they often make it a point to notify others in the group if they are leaving the 
room, even if just for a few moments. Because they cannot hear one another call out 
from another room, that practice helps prevent frantic searches for the person who 
has left. (Among hearing people, it would be considered annoying at the very least to 
announce one’s every departure.) Sharing those and other customs, then, helps deaf 
people interact with one another as members of a shared co-culture.13

BELONGING TO MULTIPLE CO-CULTURES. Many people identify with several 
co-cultures at once. You might relate to co-cultures for your age group, ethnicity, reli-
gion, sexual orientation, musical tastes, athletic interests, and even your college major. 
Every one of those groups probably has its own values, beliefs, traditions, customs, 
and even ways of using language that distinguish it from other groups. Going further, 
some co-cultures have smaller co-cultures within them. For example, the deaf co-
culture comprises people who advocate using only sign language as well as individuals 
who support the use of cochlear implants, devices that may help a person hear.

Communicating with Cultural Awareness

People with diff erent cultural backgrounds don’t just communicate diff erently; in 
many cases they also think diff erently. Th ose diff erences can present real challenges 
when people from diff erent cultures interact.

Th e same thing can happen even when people from diff erent co-cultures commu-
nicate. For instance, teenagers and senior citizens may have diffi  culty getting along 
because their customs and values are so diff erent. Adolescents often enjoy the most 
contemporary music and fashions, whereas seniors frequently prefer songs and cloth-
ing that they enjoyed as younger adults. Teenagers may value independence and indi-
viduality; older people may value loyalty, family, and community.

Young and elderly people might speak the same language, but they don’t necessar-
ily use language in the same ways. Young adults may have no problem understanding 
one another when they talk about blogging and texting, for example, but their grand-
parents may have no idea what these terms mean. Maybe you’ve experienced that kind 

- .
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of situation, or perhaps you’ve seen other co-cultures have diffi  culty understanding 
each other, such as Democrats and Republicans, or gay and straight people.

To complicate that problem, people from diff erent cultures (and co-cultures) not 
only diff er in how they think and behave, they’re also often unaware of how they 
diff er. For instance, a U.S. college professor might think a Japanese student is being 
dishonest because the student doesn’t look her in the eyes. In the United States that 
behavior can suggest dishonesty. Within Japanese society, however, it signals respect. 
If neither the professor nor the student is aware of how the other is likely to interpret 
the behavior, it’s easy to see how a misunderstanding could arise.

Communicating eff ectively with people from other cultures and co-cultures re-
quires us to be aware of how their behaviors and ways of thinking are likely to diff er 
from our own. Unfortunately, that is easier said than done. Many of us operate on 
what researchers call a similarity assumption—that is, we presume that most people 
think the same way we do, without asking ourselves whether that’s true.14 In the pre-
ceding example, the professor thought the student was being dishonest because she 
assumed the lack of eye contact had the same meaning for the student that it had for 
her. Th e student assumed the professor would interpret his lack of eye contact as a sign 
of respect, because that’s how he understood and intended it.

Questioning your cultural assumptions can be a challenge, because you’re probably 
often unaware that you hold them in the first place. However, it’s worth the eff ort to 
try, since checking your assumptions when interacting with people of other cultures 
can make you a more eff ective communicator.

How Culture Affects 
Communication

If you’ve ever had diffi  culty communicating with someone from a diff erent cultural 
background, you’ve experienced the challenge of overcoming cultural diff erences in 
communication. Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede and American anthropol-
ogist Edward T. Hall have pioneered the study of cultures and cultural diff erences. 
Th eir work and that of others suggest that seven cultural diff erences in particular 
influence how people interact with one another.
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Individualism and Collectivism

One way cultures diff er is in how much they emphasize individuals rather than 
groups. In an individualistic culture, people believe that their primary responsibil-
ity is to themselves. Children in individualistic cultures are raised hearing messages 
such as “Be yourself,” “You’re special,” and “Th ere’s no one else in the world who’s 
just like you.” Th ose messages emphasize the importance of knowing oneself, being 
self-suffi  cient, and being true to what one wants in life.15 Indeed, the motto in an in-
dividualistic culture might be “I gotta be me!” People in individualistic societies also 
value self-reliance and the idea that people should “pull themselves up by their own 
bootstraps”—help themselves when they need it—instead of waiting for others to help 
them. Research shows that the United States, Canada, Great Britain, and Australia 
are among the world’s most individualistic societies.16

In contrast, people in a collectivistic culture are taught that their primary respon-
sibility is to their families, communities, and employers. Instead of emphasizing the 
importance of being an individual, collectivistic cultures focus on taking care of the 
needs of the group. People in collectivistic cultures place a high value on duty and 
loyalty, and they see themselves not as unique or special but as a part of the groups 
to which they belong. Among the Kabre of Togo, for instance, people try to give 
away many of their material possessions to build relationships and benefit their social 
groups.17 Th e motto in a collectivistic culture might be “I am my family and my fam-
ily is me.” Collectivistic cultures include Korea, Japan, and many countries in Africa 
and Latin America.18

How individualistic or collectivistic a culture is can aff ect communication behav-
ior in several ways. When people in individualistic cultures experience conflict with 
one another, for instance, they are expected to express it and work toward resolving 
it. In contrast, as communication scholars Deborah Cai and Edward Fink explain, 
people in collectivistic cultures are taught to handle disagreements much less directly, 
to preserve social harmony.19

Another diff erence involves people’s comfort level with public speaking. Many peo-
ple experience anxiety when they have to give a speech, especially those in collectivistic 
societies, where individuals are taught to blend in rather than to stand out. Being asser-
tive and “standing up for yourself” are valued in individualistic cultures, but they can 
cause embarrassment or shame for individuals in a collectivistic culture.

 individualistic culture 

A culture that emphasizes 

individuality and responsibil-

ity to oneself.

collectivistic culture 

A culture that places greater 

emphasis on loyalty to the 

family, workplace, or commu-

nity than on the needs of the 

individual.

Zealand, tattoos are commonly used to reflect collectivism, their shared sense of heritage and 

community. When people in the United States sport similar, tribal-style tattoos, it’s often to 

express their individuality rather than their connection to a group or community.
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Low- and High-Context Cultures

If you’ve traveled much, you may have noticed that people’s language in various parts 
of the world diff ers in how direct and explicit it is. In a low-context culture, people 
are expected to be direct, say what they mean, and not “beat around the bush.” Low-
context cultures value expressing oneself, sharing personal opinions, and trying to 
persuade others to see things one’s way.20 Th e United States is an example of a low-
context society, as are Canada, Israel, and most northern European countries.

In contrast, people in a high-context culture, such as Korea, the Maori of New 
Zealand, and Native Americans, are taught to speak much less directly. In those soci-
eties, maintaining harmony and avoiding off ending people are more important than 
expressing one’s true feelings.21 As a result, people speak in a less direct, more ambigu-
ous manner and convey much more of their meaning through subtle behaviors and 
contextual cues such as facial expressions and tone of voice.

One example of how this cultural diff erence aff ects communication is the way peo-
ple handle criticism and disagreement. In a low-context culture, a supervisor might 
openly reprimand an irresponsible employee to make an example of the person. Th e 
supervisor would probably be direct and explicit about the employee’s mistakes, the 
company’s expectations for improvement, and the consequences for failing to meet 
them. In a high-context culture, however, the supervisor probably wouldn’t repri-
mand the employee publicly for fear that it would shame the employee and cause the 
person to lose face. Criticism in a high-context culture is more likely to take place in 
private. Th e supervisor in a high-context culture would also likely use more ambigu-
ous language to convey what the employee was doing wrong instead of confronting 
the issue directly. To reprimand an employee for repeated absence, for example, the 
supervisor might point out that responsibility to one’s co-workers is important and 
that letting down the team would be cause for shame. Th e supervisor may never actu-
ally say that the employee’s attendance needs to improve. Instead, the employee would 
be expected to understand that message by listening to the supervisor’s 
words and paying attention to the boss’s body language, tone of voice, 
and facial expressions.

When people from low- and high-context cultures communicate with 
one another, the potential for misunderstanding is great. Imagine that 
you have asked two of your friends if they’d like to meet you tomorrow 
evening for a coff ee tasting at a popular bookstore cafe. Your friend Tina, 
who’s from a low-context culture, says, “No, I’ve got a lot of studying to 
do, but thanks anyway.” Lee, who grew up in a high-context culture, 
nods his head and says, “Th at sounds like fun.” Th us, you’re surprised 
later when Lee doesn’t show up.

How can you account for those diff erent behaviors? Th e answer is that 
people raised in high-context cultures are often reluctant to say no—
even when they mean no—for fear of causing off ense. Another person 
from Lee’s culture might have understood from Lee’s facial expression or 
tone of voice that he didn’t intend to go to the coff ee tasting with you. 
Because you grew up in a low-context society, however, you interpreted 
his answer and head nods to mean he was accepting your invitation.

Low- and High-Power-Distance Cultures

A third way cultures diff er from one another is in the degree to which 
power is evenly distributed. Several characteristics can give someone 
power, including money or other valuable resources, education, expertise, 

 low-context culture 

A culture in which verbal 

communication is expected 

to be explicit and is often 

interpreted literally.

high-context culture 

A culture in which verbal 

communication is often am-

biguous, and meaning is drawn 

from contextual cues, such 

as facial expressions and tone 

of voice.

When people from low- and high-context 

cultures communicate with one another, the 

potential for misunderstanding is great.
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age, popularity, talent, intelligence, and experience. In democratic societies, people 
believe in the value of equality—that all men and women are created equal and that 
no one person or group should have excessive power. Th at belief is characteristic of 
low-power-distance cultures. Th e United States and Canada fall in this category, 
as do Israel, New Zealand, Denmark, and Austria.22 People in low-power-distance 
cultures are raised to believe that even though some individuals are born with more 
advantages (such as wealth or fame), no one is inherently better than anyone else. Th at 
doesn’t necessarily mean that people in such cultures are treated equally, only that 
they value the idea that they should be.

In high-power-distance cultures power is distributed less evenly. Certain groups, 
such as the royal family or the ruling political party, have great power, and the average 
citizen has much less. People in such cultures are taught that certain people or groups 
deserve to have more power than others and that respecting power is more important 
than respecting equality. Mexico, Brazil, India, Singapore, and the Philippines are 
examples of high-power-distance cultures.23

Power distance aff ects many aspects of interpersonal communication. For example, 
people in low-power-distance cultures usually expect friendships and romantic rela-
tionships to be based on love rather than social status. In contrast, people in high-
power-distance cultures are expected to choose friends or mates from within their 
social class.24

Another diff erence involves the way people think about authority. People in low-
power-distance cultures are often taught that it is their right—even their responsibil-
ity—to question authority. In such cultures it is not uncommon for people to ask “Why?” 
when their parents or teachers tell them to do something. In contrast, high-power-
distance cultures place great emphasis on obedience and respect for those in power. 

People are taught to obey their parents and teachers without question.25

Th at diff erence is also seen in the relationships and communication 
patterns people have with their employers. Workers in low-power-distance 
cultures value autonomy, the right to make choices about the way they do 
their jobs, and the ability to have input into decisions that aff ect them. 
Such workers might provide their input through union spokespersons 
or employee satisfaction surveys. In contrast, employees in high-power-
distance cultures are used to having little or no say about how to do their 
jobs. Th ey expect their employers to make the decisions and are more 
likely to follow those decisions without question.

Masculine and Feminine Cultures

We usually use the terms masculine and feminine when referring to people. 
Hofstede has suggested that we can also apply those terms to cultures.26

In a highly masculine culture, people tend to cherish traditionally mascu-
line values, such as ambition, achievement, and the acquisition of material 
goods. Th ey also value sex-specific roles for women and men, preferring that 
men hold the wage-earning and decision-making positions (such as corpo-
rate executive) while women occupy the nurturing positions (such as home-
maker). Examples of masculine cultures are Austria, Japan, and Mexico.

In contrast, in a highly feminine culture, people tend to value nurtur-
ance, quality of life, and service to others, all of which are stereotypically 
feminine qualities. Th ey also tend to believe that men’s and women’s roles 
should not be strongly diff erentiated. Compared with masculine cultures, 
therefore, it would not be as unusual for a man to care for children or a 

 low-power-distance cul-

ture A culture in which power 

is not highly concentrated in 

specific groups of people.

 high-power-distance 

culture A culture in which 

much or most of the power is 

concentrated in a few people, 

such as royalty or a ruling 

political party.

Saudi Arabia has a high-power-distance 

culture. Members of the royal family have 

considerably more power than the average 

citizen.
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woman to be her family’s primary wage earner. Examples of feminine cultures are 
Sweden, Chile, and the Netherlands.

According to Hofstede’s research, the United States has a moderately masculine cul-
ture. U.S. Americans tend to value sex-diff erentiated roles—although not as strongly 
as Austrians, Japanese, or Mexicans do—and they place a fairly high value on stereo-
typically masculine qualities such as achievement and the acquisition of resources.27

Monochronic and Polychronic Cultures

Cultures also vary with respect to their norms and expectations concerning the use 
of time. Societies that have a monochronic concept of time, such as Swiss, Germans, 
and most Americans, view time as a commodity. We save time, spend time, fill time, 
invest time, and waste time as though time were tangible. We treat time as valuable, 
believe that “time is money,” and talk about making time and losing time.28

A monochronic orientation toward time influences several social behaviors. Be-
cause people in monochronic cultures think of time as valuable, they hate to waste it. 
Th erefore, they expect meetings and classes to start on time (within a minute or so), 
and when that doesn’t happen, they are willing to wait only so long before leaving. 
Th ey also expect others to show up when they say they will.

In comparison, societies with a polychronic orientation—which include Latin 
America, the Arab part of the Middle East, and much of sub-Saharan Africa—conceive 
of time as more holistic and fluid and less structured. Instead of treating time as a finite 
commodity that must be managed properly to avoid being wasted, people in polychronic 
cultures perceive it more like a never-ending river, flowing infinitely into the future.29

Schedules are more fluid and flexible in polychronic than in monochronic cultures. 
In the polychronic culture of Pakistan, for instance, if you’re invited to a wedding that 
begins at 4:30 p.m. and you arrive at that hour, you will most likely be the first one 
there. A bank may not open at a specified time—as would be expected in a mono-
chronic society—but whenever the manager decides. People in a polychronic culture 
do not prioritize efficiency and punctuality. Instead, they attach greater value to the 
quality of their lives and their relationships with others.

Uncertainty Avoidance

People have a natural tendency to avoid unfamiliar and uncomfortable situations. In 
other words, we dislike uncertainty, and in fact uncertainty causes many of us a good 
deal of stress.30 Not all cultures find uncertainty to be equally problematic, however. 
Cultures vary in what Hofstede called uncertainty avoidance, or the extent to which 
people try to avoid situations that are unstructured, unclear, or unpredictable.31 In-
dividuals from cultures that are highly uncertainty avoidant are drawn to people and 
situations that are familiar, and they are relatively unlikely to take risks, for fear of 
failure. Th ey are also uncomfortable with diff erences of opinion, and they tend to 
favor rules and laws that maximize security and reduce ambiguity wherever possible. 
Argentina, Portugal, and Uruguay are among the most uncertainty avoidant societies.

In contrast, people in uncertainty-accepting cultures are more open to new situa-
tions, and they are more accommodating of people and ideas that are diff erent from 
their own. Th ey take a “live and let live” approach, preferring as few rules as possible 
that would restrict their behaviors. Societies with cultures that are highly accepting 
of uncertainty include Hong Kong, Jamaica, and New Zealand. Hofstede has deter-
mined that the U.S. society is more accepting than avoidant of uncertainty, but it is 
closer to the midpoint of the scale than many countries are.

 monochronic A concept 

that treats time as a finite 

commodity that can be 

earned, saved, spent, and 

wasted.

 polychronic A concept 

that treats time as an infinite 

resource rather than a finite 

commodity.

 uncertainty avoidance 

The degree to which people 

try to avoid situations that 

are unstructured, unclear, or 

unpredictable.
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Cultural Communication Codes

Finally, cultures diff er from one another in their use of communication codes, which 
are verbal and nonverbal behaviors whose meanings are often understood only by 
people from the same culture. Th ree kinds of communication codes—idioms, jargon, 
and gestures—diff er greatly from society to society and can make intercultural com-
munication especially challenging.

IDIOMS. An idiom is a phrase whose meaning is purely figurative; that is, we can-
not understand the meaning by interpreting the words literally. For example, most 
U.S. adults know the phrase “kicking the bucket” has nothing to do with kicking a 
bucket. In U.S. American society, that is an idiom that means “to die.” Similarly, if 
something is “a dime a dozen,” then it is very common or is nothing special. “Shaking 
a leg” means hurrying, and “breaking a leg” means having a great performance.

Every society has its own idioms whose meanings are not necessarily obvious to peo-
ple from other cultures. In Portugal, for instance, a person who “doesn’t give one for the 
box” is someone who can’t say or do anything right. In Finland, if something “becomes 
gingerbread,” that means it goes completely wrong. Likewise, if an Australian is “as flash 
as a rat with a gold tooth,” he’s very pleased with himself. When we interact with people 
from other societies, we need to be aware that they may use unfamiliar phrases.32

Cultural diff erences in language use can also make it hard to translate phrases or 
slogans from one society to the next. Th e challenge is evident in the following humor-
ous examples of mistranslated signs and advertisements: I Sign in a Bangkok dry cleaner: “Drop your trousers here for best results!” I Sign in a Copenhagen airline ticket offi  ce: “We take your bags and send them in 

all directions.” I Sign in a Hong Kong tailor shop: “Ladies may have a fit upstairs.” I Sign in an Acapulco restaurant: “Th e manager has personally passed all the water 
served here.” I Sign in a Moscow hotel room: “If this is your first visit to the USSR, you are wel-
come to it.”

JARGON. A specific form of idiomatic communication that often separates co-
cultures is jargon, or language whose technical meaning is understood by people 
within that co-culture but not necessarily by those outside it. Physicians, for 
instance, use precise medical terminology to communicate among themselves 
about medical conditions and treatments. In most cases, that technical jargon is 
used only with people in the same co-culture. Th erefore, although your doctor 

might tell her nurse that you have “ecchymosis on a distal phalange,” she’d prob-
ably just tell you that you have a bruise on your fingertip. Similarly, if your dentist 
orders a “periapical radiograph,” he wants an X-ray of the roots of one of your teeth.

Not understanding co-cultural jargon can make you feel like an outsider. You 
might even get the impression that co-cultures such as doctors and dentists talk the 
way they do to reinforce their in-group status. However, jargon can serve an important 
function by allowing people to communicate specifically, effi  ciently, and accurately.

GESTURES. Societies also diff er a great deal in their use of gestures, which are 
movements, usually of the hand or the arm, that express ideas. Th e same gesture can 
have diff erent meanings from society to society. For instance, U.S. parents sometimes 
play the game “I’ve got your nose!” with infants by putting a thumb between the 
index and middle finger. Th at gesture means good luck in Brazil, but it is an obscene 

 communication codes Ver-

bal and nonverbal behaviors, 

such as idioms and gestures, 

that characterize a culture 

and distinguish it from other 

cultures.
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gesture in Russia and Indonesia. Similarly, holding up the index and pinky finger 
while holding down the middle and ring finger is a common gesture for fans of the 
University of Texas Longhorns. In Italy, however, that gesture 
is used to suggest that a man’s wife has been unfaithful.33

Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes the seven aspects of culture 
we have surveyed. Keep these dimensions in mind as you com-
municate cross-culturally, to hone your skill in such interactions.

How sensitive are you to other cultures? Fill out the Intercul-
tural Sensitivity Scale in the “Assess Your Skills” box to find out. 
If your score is lower than you’d like, remember that the first step 
to becoming more culturally sensitive is learning as much as you can 
about what culture is and how cultures vary.

Do you ever feel that men and women don’t speak quite the same 
language? In the next section, we examine several reasons why that may 
sometimes be the case.

AT A GLANCE

Individualism and Collectivism  
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Understanding Gender 
and Communication

In the fi lm comedy She’s the Man (2006), Viola Hastings (played by Amanda Bynes) is 
a high school soccer player who fi nds out that the girls’ team at her school is being cut. 
When her request to join the boys’ team is rejected, she enrolls in a new high school 
disguised as her twin brother so that she can play for the boys’ team there. During the 
school year, Viola has to be constantly diligent not to give away her identity as female. 
Th at task is complicated on many occasions, such as when she accidentally expresses 
feminine opinions and then suddenly switches to more masculine views. Although 
humorous, Viola’s situation refl ects a very real truth: Gender profoundly influences 
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how we live our lives. It is a defining feature of our identity, shaping the way we think, 
look, and communicate. After all, what’s the first question you ask about a new baby? 
“Is it a boy or a girl?”

Although gender is powerful, it is far from simple or straightforward. Th e concept 
of gender includes many influences, such as psychological gender roles, biological sex, 
and sexual orientation. Some interpersonal behaviors are strongly influenced by psy-
chological gender roles, and others are more strongly influenced by biological sex or 
sexual orientation. In this section, we’ll take a look at these components of gender, 
and we’ll critique one of the most common explanations for why communicating 
across gender lines can be so challenging.

I will use the word gender as a broad term encompassing the influences of gender 
roles, biological sex, and sexual orientation in places where I’m not drawing specific 
distinctions among those terms. Otherwise, I will use gender roles in reference to 
masculinity, femininity, and androgyny. When addressing the diff erences between 
females and males, I’ll apply the term biological sex (or simply sex), and I’ll use sexual 
orientation when discussing how one’s sexuality influences behavior. See Figure 2.1 for 
an illustration of how I’m using these various terms.

FIGURE 2.1 Diagram Explaining Gender, Biological Sex, and Sexual Orientation 

Communication research has examined effects of gender roles, biological sex, and 

sexual orientation on interpersonal communication behavior.

In the movie She’s the Man, 

Amanda Bynes’s character 

disguises herself as a boy so 

that she can play high school 

soccer. Does changing her 

appearance change her gender?

U N D E R S TA N D I N G  G E N D E R  A N D  C O M M U N IC AT IO N      51



Gender Roles and 
Communication

A role is a set of behaviors expected of someone in a par-
ticular social position. Expectations for male and female 
behavior make up a culture’s gender roles, or norms for 
how women and men are supposed to act. In the United 
States, for instance, by tradition men are the breadwin-
ners, and women are the homemakers. Men are sup-
posed to be interested in cars, sports, and guns; women, 
to like shopping, cooking, and childrearing.34 Th at 
doesn’t mean men and women always have those inter-
ests, only that traditional gender roles suggest that they 
ought to. Similarly, in many cultures, men are expected 
to make the decisions and occupy the positions of power, 
although that is not always the reality.35

Such expectations reflect culturally influenced ideas about what it means to be a 
woman or a man. We can think of gender roles as falling into three specific categories: 
masculinity, femininity, and androgyny. 

THE MASCULINE GENDER ROLE. When used in reference to people rather than 
cultures, the term masculinity refers to the set of gender role expectations a soci-
ety typically assigns to men, although anyone can have masculine characteristics and 
communication behavior patterns. Specific masculine qualities might diff er from one 
culture to the next, but the masculine role usually emphasizes strength, competition, 
independence, sexual aggressiveness, risk taking, logical thinking, and the acquisition 
of resources. Traditional masculinity also tends to reject weakness, emotional expres-
siveness, and characteristics or behaviors that resemble those of women.36 In child-
hood, masculine behavior includes playing with toy guns and cars and competing in 
sports, since those activities emphasize strength, dominance, and winning. Masculine 
behavior in adulthood includes being a leader, being a breadwinner, and focusing 
more on action than on talk.

Masculinity has good and bad points. For instance, the emphasis on strength and 
dominance can motivate and enable men to protect themselves and their families 
against threats. Th inking logically can help solve problems, and being willing to take 
risks can help someone achieve things he or she didn’t believe were possible. At the 
same time, masculine role expectations can pose problems. For example, the emphasis 
on independence may keep men from asking for help—such as medical care—when 
they need it.37 Focusing on competition and aggression can put men in harm’s way 
and may account for the fact that men are more likely than women to be victims in 
every type of violent crime except rape.38 Men are also much more likely than women 
to commit violent crimes. Further, masculinity emphasizes risk taking; therefore, men 
are more likely than women to smoke, drink excessively, drink and drive, and fail to 
use seatbelts and sunscreen, as well as more likely not to exercise, all of which increase 
their chances of illness, injury, and premature death.39

THE FEMININE GENDER ROLE. Th e set of role expectations a society typically 
assigns to women is called femininity, although this term can characterize either 
sex.40 In general, the feminine gender role typically emphasizes empathy and emo-
tional expressiveness; a focus on relationships and on maintaining them; an interest in 
bearing and raising children; and attentiveness to appearance. Traditional femininity 

femininity A gender role, 

typically assigned to women, 

that emphasizes expressive, 

nurturing behavior.

 gender role A set of ex-

pectations for appropriate be-

havior that a culture typically 

assigns to an individual based 

on his or her biological sex.

 masculinity A gender role, 

typically assigned to men, 

that emphasizes strength, 

dominance, competition, and 

logical thinking.

 

engaged in stereotypically masculine activities.
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also emphasizes cooperation and submissiveness and tends to downplay intellectual 
achievement and career ambition.

Like masculinity, femininity has pros and cons. Th e focus on caregiving has helped 
to ensure the survival of countless generations of children and families. Th e emphasis 
on empathy and relationships has allowed women to build strong, intimate friend-
ships with one another and to excel at careers that require interpersonal sensitivity, 
such as teaching and counseling. Emphasizing cooperation instead of competition has 
probably also helped women to solve interpersonal problems in mutually beneficial 
ways. However, traditional femininity can also impose limits on the choices and op-
tions available to women. In the past, tradition discouraged many women from pur-
suing their education and achieving their career goals out of the belief that a woman’s 
proper place is in the home. In addition, the emphasis on appearance puts tremendous 
pressure on women to achieve certain body types. As a result, women are far more 
likely than men to develop depression and eating disorders.41 Th e focus on submis-
siveness has also made it diffi  cult for some women to leave abusive relationships.42

THE ANDROGYNOUS GENDER ROLE. To a large extent, masculinity and femi-
ninity are opposing concepts; that is, part of what makes a trait masculine is that it is not 
feminine, and vice versa. Not everyone is best described as either feminine or masculine, 
however. Rather, some people seem to have both characteristics. For example, a woman 
might love children yet be very assertive, logical, and unemotional in her job. Similarly, 
a man may be strong and independent while still being sensitive and caring deeply and 
expressively for his friends. Androgyny is the term used to describe the combination 
of masculine and feminine characteristics. When a person strongly identifies with both 
gender roles, we say that he or she is psychologically androgynous.43

Being androgynous does not mean that a person is homosexual or bisexual or that 
he or she wants to be of the other sex. Instead, it means the person identifies strongly 
with aspects of both femininity and masculinity. Consequently, an androgynous per-
son is often less concerned about behaving in gender-appropriate ways than someone 
who is more strongly masculine or feminine.

For instance, an androgynous man probably would not view working as a nurse 
as a threat to his gender identity. Likewise, an androgynous woman probably would 
not be uncomfortable serving as her family’s primary breadwinner. In 1994, British 
journalist Mark Simpson coined the term metrosexual to refer to a man, usually a het-
erosexual, who has adopted the more feminine behavior of paying a great deal of at-
tention to his appearance and grooming—and who thus exemplifi es an androgynous 
person.44

HOW GENDER VARIES BY TIME AND CULTURE. Gender roles are never set in 
stone. Like most roles, they change over time, and they vary from culture to culture.

In the United States, for example, images of women and men in the media—
including movies, television shows, and advertisements—have changed dramatically 
within the last several decades. In the 1950s, TV shows such as Leave It to Beaver 
and Father Knows Best depicted men, women, and children in gender-specific ways. 
Fathers were strong, authoritative, and the sole family breadwinners. Mothers were 
homemakers whose concerns centered on their husbands, children, and housework. 
Boys were interested in masculine activities, such as fishing and playing with cars, and 
girls pursued feminine activities, such as playing with dolls and baking cakes. More 
recent television shows, including CSI, House, and Modern Family, have portrayed a 
more fl exible femininity and masculinity. Women work outside the home, sometimes 
in traditionally masculine professions such as surgery and law enforcement, and men 

 androgyny A gender role 

distinguished by a combina-

tion of masculine and femi-

nine characteristics.
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express their feelings, even with other men. And in fact, television shows such as Th e 
Good Wife and Hawaii Five-O off er uncharacteristically strong portrayals of female 
characters.

Gender roles also diff er by culture. For example, in nomadic societies, in which 
people move from place to place to hunt and forage, there is little diff erence in girls’ 
and boys’ upbringing. Everyone’s daily tasks are similar—to find food and water—so 
there is little need to diff erentiate the roles of girls and boys. In contrast, agricultural 
societies that rely on farming and herding for their food usually socialize boys and 
girls very diff erently, raising girls to care for the children and home and boys to tend 
to the livestock and crops.45

As discussed earlier, culture’s infl uence on gender roles is so strong that researchers 
label cultures themselves as masculine or feminine. In masculine cultures, roles for 
women and men are clearly defi ned and diff erentiated, and there is little overlap. It 
would be highly unusual in a masculine culture for a man to be a stay-at-home dad, 
for instance, because childcare is considered part of the feminine role. Gender roles in 
feminine cultures are far less diff erentiated, however, so there is less of an expectation 
that women and men will behave diff erently.

Th ere’s no question that gender role expectations influence our lives, but being mas-
culine or feminine is not the same thing as being physically male or female. Next, 
we’ll explore the meaning of biological sex, along with its eff ects on communication 
behavior.

Biological Sex and Communication

Th e term biological sex refers to being female or male rather than feminine or mascu-
line. Before we examine how biological sex influences communication behavior, let’s 
take a closer look at what biological sex is and how it diff ers from gender roles.

When you were conceived, you were neither male nor female. About seven weeks 
later, though, your genes activated your biological sex. Each of us has 23 pairs of chro-
mosomes, which are strands of DNA, in our cells. Th e 23rd pair is made up of the sex 
chromosomes that determine whether we’re female or male. Human sex chromosomes 
are called X and Y, and we inherit one from each parent. Mothers supply us with one 
X chromosome. Fathers give us either a second X or a Y, depending on which one 
their sperm is carrying. If we get another X, we grow up female. If we get a Y, we be-
come male.

We tend to think of “male” and “female” as the only categories of biological sex, 
but some people have diffi  culty fi tting into one or the other group. Understanding the 
diversity in forms of biological sex helps us appreciate why studying sex diff erences in 
communication behavior is often more complex than it may fi rst seem. Consider the 
following: I Some people experience conflict between the sex they were born into and the 

sex they feel they should be. For instance, a person may see herself as male even 
though she was born female. Th e term transgendered describes individuals who 
experience such conflict.46 Transgendered people may use hormone therapy 
or sex-reassignment surgery to bring their physical body in line with their self-
image. We often refer to those who have undergone such procedures as transsexual 
individuals.47 I Not everyone is born with either XX (female) or XY (male) chromosomes. 
Women with Turner syndrome, for example, have an X chromosome only (XO), 
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and men with Klinefelter syndrome 
have an extra X chromosome (XXY). 
Researchers estimate that about 1 in 
1,700 people is born with some type of 
chromosomal disorder.48  I Finally, some people have internal 
sexual organs that do not match their 
external appearance. For instance, a 
child might be born with a penis but 
have ovaries instead of testicles. Doc-
tors call that condition intersex, and 
it can be caused by delayed physical 
development or by hormonal prob-
lems.49 People with this condition are 
often able to lead normal, healthy lives, although questions about their correct 
biological sex may make it diffi  cult for others in their social environments to ac-
cept them.50

Like gender roles, biological sex is a fundamental part of a person’s identity. No 
matter the person’s biological sex and gender roles, however, interpersonal behavior 
can also be influenced by a third aspect of gender: sexual orientation.

Sexual Orientation and Communication

Sexual orientation describes the sex or sexes to which an individual is sexually at-
tracted. Scientists disagree over the extent to which sexual orientation is determined 
genetically (the way biological sex is) versus socially (the way gender roles are). Sexual 
orientation isn’t always considered an aspect of gender, but a growing body of research 
suggests that it influences communication behavior just as gender roles and biological 
sex do. We’ll look briefly at four patterns of sexual orientation: heterosexuality, homo-
sexuality, bisexuality, and asexuality.

HETEROSEXUALITY. Heterosexuality refers to being physically and romantically 
attracted to people of the other sex. Several studies have confirmed that the majority 
of adults in most societies have experienced mostly heterosexual attraction and have 
engaged in primarily heterosexual behavior.51 One possible reason for this tendency is 
that heterosexual interaction has the potential to support reproduction, whereas other 
forms of sexual interaction do not. Another reason is that in most cultures, heterosex-
uality is the most socially approved form of sexuality. Th erefore, heterosexual people 
in those cultures enjoy a level of social support that others often do not.52

HOMOSEXUALITY. Homosexuality refers to romantic and sexual attraction to 
members of one’s own sex. Homosexual males are commonly referred to as “gay,” and 
female homosexuals are typically called “lesbian.” Although sexual contact between 
members of the same sex has been common across cultures and time periods, homo-
sexuality did not become a recognized part of a person’s identity until the 1800s.53

Before that point, it was not uncommon for adults of the same sex to sleep in the 
same bed or to write love letters to each other; but such behaviors were interpreted as 
expressions of aff ection rather than markers of sexual orientation.54

Researchers have developed many diff erent theories to explain homosexuality. 
Some studies have focused on the social infl uences of parents and other role models, 
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whereas others have emphasized physiological or genetic diff erences.55 According to a 
national survey conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
2.3 percent of American men aged 15–44 identifi ed themselves as homosexual, al-
though 6.5 percent reported having had sexual interaction with another man. Simi-
larly, 1.3 percent of American women identifi ed themselves as homosexual, although 
11 percent reported having had sexual interaction with another woman.56

Th e question of whether homosexual adults should be allowed to marry or form 
legal domestic partnerships has been contentious in the United States for some time. 
Th e argument against formalizing homosexual romantic relationships often implies 
that such relationships are inherently less stable than heterosexual marriages. Is that 
true? Check out the “Fact or Fiction?” box to fi nd out.

BISEXUALITY. Bisexuality refers to having romantic and/or sexual attraction to 
both women and men. Although bisexuals have some level of attraction to both sexes, 
they are not necessarily attracted to both sexes equally.57 Moreover, bisexual people 
don’t usually maintain long-term romantic relationships with members of both sexes. 
Rather, they often have a romantic relationship with a partner of one sex while engag-
ing in or thinking about sexual interaction with people of the other sex.58 According 
to the CDC survey mentioned earlier, 1.8 percent of men and 2.8 percent of women 
in the United States identify themselves as bisexual.59 
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ASEXUALITY. Asexuality is used to describe people who have very little interest 
in sex. Th is orientation is fairly uncommon. In one British study, for example, only 
1 percent of respondents indicated they had never been sexually attracted to anyone.60

Researchers aren’t sure whether asexuality is a disorder or whether it represents an-
other sexual orientation. Asexuality is not the same as celibacy, which is the practice 
of abstaining from sex. In fact, some asexual people do have sex, and most celibate 
people are not asexual.

A summary of the three primary components of gender appears in the “At a 
Glance” box.

Some Explanations for Gendered Communication

From time to time, you may feel as though talking with a person of the other sex is 
like talking to an extraterrestrial. Popular author John Gray captured that sentiment 
in his book Men Ar om Mars, Women Are from Venus.61 According to Gray, “Men 
and women diff er in all areas of their lives. Not only do men and women commu-
nicate diff erently but they think, feel, perceive, react, respond, love, need, and ap-
preciate diff erently. Th ey almost seem to be from diff erent planets, speaking diff erent 
languages and needing diff erent nourishment.”62

Communication experts do not go as far as Gray and claim that men and women 
might as well be from diff erent planets. Nevertheless, some researchers, including 
communication scholar Julia Wood and linguist Deborah Tannen, do argue that 
women and men constitute diff erent gender cultures, with each sex being a distinc-
tive culture with its own rules and values.63 Th e fundamental diff erence between the 
two cultures is that each sex values diff erent components of relationships. Specifically, 
women are taught to value the communicating of intimacy and emotional support, 
whereas men are taught to value the sharing of activities.

When Zach and his friend Sergio get together, for instance, their time is likely to 
revolve around a mutual activity, such as going for a hike or watching car racing on 
TV, because for them sharing activities is a means of bonding. Sometimes they talk 
about personal topics, but their conversation is of lesser importance than the shared 
activity. For Zach’s wife Aisha and her friend Th érèse, however, time together is more 
likely to revolve around conversation. Whatever shared activity they may be doing is 
often of lesser importance than the conversation itself.

Th e concept of gender cultures further maintains that when women and men com-
municate with each other, they each bring their own rules and values to the table. 
Because these rules and values diff er, the result is often gender clash, or the experience 
of each sex not understanding the other.64 For instance, when Sergio’s daughter was 
undergoing treatment for leukemia, Aisha couldn’t understand why Zach didn’t invite 
him over “just to talk” but instead invited him to a baseball game. Th at action seemed 

 asexuality A sexual ori-
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insensitive to Aisha, who thought Zach should be a better friend to Sergio 
by getting him to open up about his feelings. As Zach explained, however, 
going to a ball game and just hanging out with no expectation of a deep 
conversation was his way of letting Sergio know he cared. He also assured 
Aisha that Sergio would interpret it that way.

Th ere’s little question that communicating across genders can be challeng-
ing and that several communicative behaviors appear to be aff ected by sex, 
gender roles, and/or sexual orientation. However, some scholars disagree that 
the sexes constitute diff erent cultures. For example, communication scientists 
Brant Burleson and Adrianne Kunkel have pointed out that the “diff erent 
cultures” idea has not been well supported by the data.65 Several studies have 
demonstrated that women and men are more similar than diff erent in the 
forms of communication they value.66 Indeed, the lack of scientific evidence 
for the gender cultures idea has led communication researcher Kathryn Din-
dia to suggest a more modest metaphor for gendered communication: “Men 
are from North Dakota, women are from South Dakota.”67

Each of those perspectives—the sexes come from diff erent planets, the 
sexes represent diff erent cultures, and the sexes are more similar than diff er-

ent—is intuitively appealing in its own way. In fact, it’s easy for many of us to see sex 
diff erences in communication behavior almost anywhere we look. Th e fact that many 
societies make sex diff erences the focus of jokes and comedic movies and television 
shows probably adds to our tendency to see sex diff erences as large and pervasive.

However, just because an idea is intuitive or seems to reflect our personal experi-
ence doesn’t mean the idea is accurate. Th at is one reason why scientific research is 
so important: It allows us to subject our ideas to rigorous scrutiny. Th e best scientific 
evidence tells us that sex, gender roles, and sexual orientation all play a part in how 
people communicate, but not as large a part as we might think. Women and men 
diff er from each other in many ways—as do masculine, feminine, and androgynous 
people, and heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, and asexual people. When it comes 
to communication behavior, however, we are more alike than diff erent. Th e research 
tells us that Gray’s claim that women and men “diff er in all areas of their lives” may be 
an exaggeration. It is true that our diff erences are often more apparent to us than our 
similarities, but the scientific evidence suggests that as communicators, we are not as 
diff erent as we often think we are.
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How Gender Affects 
Communication

Clearly, then, our gender roles, biological sex, and sexual ori-
entation all play a part in how we communicate. In this sec-
tion, we’ll look at diff erences in language (the use of spoken 
and written words) and nonverbal behavior (the ways we com-
municate without words) to gain specifi c insight into how these 
various aspects of gender aff ect our interactions with others.

Before we go on, we need to consider two important 
points. First, even though gender includes the influences of 
biological sex, gender roles, and sexual orientation, most of 
the research we’ll examine has simply compared the com-
munication behaviors of men and women. As a result, we 
know quite a bit about sex diff erences but comparatively 
little about the eff ects of gender roles and sexual orienta-
tion on communication. Second, although some behaviors 
diff er between the sexes, other behaviors do not. In addi-
tion, some sex diff erences are large, but many others are 
fairly small. In recent years, several scholars have called for caution when we are look-
ing at sex diff erences in behavior so that we don’t exaggerate them beyond what the 
evidence supports.68

Gender and Verbal Communication

Research shows that gender influences both the content and the style of our speech. 
Let’s take a close look at three gender eff ects: I Expressive and instrumental talk I Language and power I Gendered linguistic styles

EXPRESSIVE AND INSTRUMENTAL TALK. Some communication scholars have 
argued that women and men grow up in diff erent “speech communities,” meaning 
they have diff erent norms and beliefs concerning the purpose of communication.69 
Th at idea is similar to the gender cultures theory, but it focuses more specifically on 
diff erences in speech and communication behaviors. In particular, those researchers 
believe that women are socialized to practice expressive talk, which means they are 
taught to view communication as the primary way to establish closeness and intimacy 
in relationships. In contrast, men are taught to practice instrumental talk, or to see 
communication as a means to solve problems and accomplish tasks.70

To understand these sex-related diff erences in communication, consider the fol-
lowing scenario. Shannon has noticed that whenever she talks to her co-worker Max 
about a problem, he always responds by telling her what she should do to fix it. Th e 
following exchange illustrates that point.

Shannon: My boss is totally blaming me for losing one of our biggest accounts—but 

it’s completely his fault! He’s the one who never returns the customer’s calls and 

wouldn’t let me help last year when one of their shipments was delayed.

4

 expressive talk Verbal 

communication whose purpose 

is to express emotions and 

build relationships.

 instrumental talk Verbal 

communication whose purpose 

is to solve problems and ac-

complish tasks.

In U.S. American culture, women often practice expressive 

talk, treating communication as a way to establish closeness.
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Max: You should call your regional manager and tell her what’s going on. Show her 

the paperwork from the order that got delayed so she’ll see that you tried to help.

Max’s response is a good example of instrumental talk. When Shannon explains 
her problem, Max views it as a request for help, and he suggests how to make the 
situation better. Contrast Max’s comments with the response Shannon gets when she 
shares the same problem with her sister Sabrina:

Sabrina: That’s so unfair! I’m sorry he’s blaming you—you must be so frustrated, 

especially since it’s his fault in the first place.

Sabrina’s response is an example of expressive talk. Instead of suggesting how Shan-
non might solve the problem, Sabrina acknowledges Shannon’s feelings and expresses 
her own unhappiness at Shannon’s frustration. According to communication scholars 
such as Julia Wood, that is a common diff erence between women and men. Th at is, 
for women the purpose of sharing problems is to express one’s feelings. From that 
perspective, a good friend should listen and empathize. For men, though, the purpose 
of sharing problems is to get advice on how to solve them. From that perspective, a 
good friend should off er his opinions about what to do.71 Th e “Got Skills?” box off ers 
suggestions for improving your expressive talk ability.

How do men and women become socialized into diff erent speech communities? 
One of the earliest influences seems to be the childhood games they play. If you think 
back to your own childhood, you probably remember that at an early age most chil-
dren played only with other children of their same sex and that boys and girls played 
very diff erent games.72 Boys’ games, such as football and model building, emphasize 
structure, rules, and competition. Girls’ games, such as playing house and jumping 
rope, emphasize cooperation, sensitivity, and flexibility. One possible result of those 
patterns is that boys learn to use language to give instructions and share information, 
and girls learn to use language to express their feelings and to build camaraderie.73
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With respect to sexual orientation, the common stereotypes of gay men as feminine 
and lesbians as masculine would suggest that gay men engage in more expressive and 
less instrumental talk than heterosexual men, whereas lesbians engage in more in-
strumental and less expressive talk than heterosexual women. Research indicates that 
both of those predictions are accurate.74 Importantly, that observation does not mean 
that gay men talk like women or that lesbian women talk like men. Rather, it suggests 
only that gay men’s speech patterns are more expressive and less instrumental than 
those of heterosexual men and that lesbian women’s speech is more instrumental and 
less expressive than that of heterosexual women. 

LANGUAGE AND POWER. For years, researchers have noticed that men and 
women talk to each other in a style that reflects how superiors and subordinates talk to 
each other.75 Powerful speech behaviors, such as those used by superiors, include talk-
ing more, interrupting more frequently, giving more directions, and expressing more 
opinions. Less powerful speech behaviors, such as those used by subordinates, include 
asking more questions, using more hedges (“sort of,” “might be”) and disclaimers (“I 
could be wrong, but . . .”), and speaking less overall.

In an extensive review of the current research, communication scholars Pam 
Kalbfleisch and Anita Herold found that on average, American men use more power-
ful forms of speech than American women.76 For instance, research indicates that 
contrary to the stereotype, men are often as talkative as women, as the “Fact or Fic-
tion?” box explains. In fact, men often talk more than women do, particularly about 
impersonal topics such as money and work.77 Men also interrupt more frequently, give 
more directions, and express more opinions—all characteristics of powerful speech.78

In contrast, women’s language use is more attentive to others.79 Compared with men, 
women ask more questions and use more disclaimers and hedges in their speech.80

Th e following exchange between two colleagues at an 
advertising firm illustrates more powerful and less power-
ful forms of communication.

Emelie: I don’t know if this is a good idea, but I sort of 

think we should keep the new ad slogans secret until we 

launch the marketing campaign, don’t you?

Stefan: Find out what the client wants and then we’ll 

decide. The slogans aren’t that great anyway. We need 

to bring some new account reps in on this project and 

get some fresh ideas in here.

In this exchange, Emelie starts off  with a disclaimer (“I 
don’t know if this is a good idea”); she then hedges her 
opinion (“I sort of think”); and she concludes with a ques-
tion that seeks validation from others (“don’t you?”). In 
contrast, Stefan’s words are directive (“Find out what the 
client wants”) and opinionated (“Th e slogans aren’t that 
great”). Also, unlike Emelie, Stefan doesn’t end his state-
ment by asking if others agree with him. Th eir conversation 
exemplifi es less powerful (Emelie) and more powerful (Ste-
fan) forms of speech.

Although the research findings are important, keep in 
mind two critical points. First, the findings don’t apply 

Language is described as more powerful or less powerful 

based on communication behaviors such as interrupting, 

giving directions, expressing opinions, asking questions, 

using disclaimers, and speaking more or speaking less. 

From the perspective of language and power, how would 

you characterize the speaking styles of the three judges on 

American Idol?
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equally to every woman and man. Th ere are women who use very powerful styles of 
speaking and men whose language styles are less powerful. Whenever we compare 
groups (such as women and men), we’re focusing specifically on average diff erences. 
Clearly, there can be many individual exceptions to whatever diff erences we discover. 
Second, even if a man uses more powerful speech patterns than a woman does, that 
doesn’t necessarily mean that he is more powerful. Rather, he is simply using the 
speech patterns that are typical for men in our society.

A particularly troubling example of the diff erence between powerful and power-
less speech is the use of linguistic violence, language that degrades and dehumanizes a 
group of people.81 One way the more powerful nature of men’s speech is expressed, for 
instance, is through terms that objectify and degrade women.82 Using language to put 
down other people can constitute a type of emotional violence in the same way that 
hitting can constitute a type of physical violence. Linguistic violence is also frequently 
directed against homosexual, bisexual, and/or transgendered people. Th ose communi-
ties are frequently marginalized, meaning they are subjected to unfair discrimination 
and prejudice on the basis of their sexual orientation or gender identity.83

GENDERED LINGUISTIC STYLES. In addition to gender diff erences in the pur-
pose (expressive versus instrumental) and the power of speech, research suggests that 
men and women diff er in other aspects of their speech patterns, or linguistic styles. For 
example, women are more likely than men to use second- and third-person pronouns 
(“we,” “they”) and to make references to emotions (“hurt,” “scared”) when they talk. 
Th ey also use more intensive adverbs, such as describing someone as “really” tall or 
“so” smart. As well, women speak in longer sentences than men do, on average.84 Car-
men, for example, might describe her new house in this way:

WOMEN ARE MORE TALKATIVE THAN MEN
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ASK YOURSELF I I
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We love our new home! It has a really big yard where the neighborhood children 
can play, and two very large guestrooms on the ground floor for when we have 
company. We also have a really nice kitchen, and the master suite is so spacious!

Men’s linguistic style makes greater use of self-references (“I” statements) and judg-
mental adjectives such as “good” or “worthless.” Compared with women, men also 
use more references to quantity, such as informing other people that something “costs 
$400” or someone “is 6 feet, 8 inches tall.” Men are also more likely than women to 
use location statements (“It’s in the back”) and incomplete sentences (“Nice job.”).85

For example, Carmen’s husband Diego might describe their new home in this way:

Th e house is great. It’s got 2,200 square feet, plus a three-car detached garage. 
Th ere’s about an acre and a half of land. I got a good deal on the mortgage, too. 
4.1 percent for 30 years.

In these examples, Carmen uses the pronoun “we” whereas Diego uses the pronoun 
“I.” Carmen also uses intensive adverbs (“really big yard,” “very large guestrooms”), 
whereas Diego makes specifi c references to quantity (“2,200 square feet,” “acre and a 
half of land”). Carmen’s sentences are also longer than Diego’s on average, and Diego 
uses an incomplete sentence (“4.1 percent for 30 years”), whereas Carmen does not. 
Only a few studies have examined whether those patterns are influenced by sexual 
orientation, and most of the results indicate that they are not.86 Whether gender role 
aff ects the use of these linguistic styles is still unclear.

Gender and Nonverbal Communication

We use several behaviors that are nonverbal—carried out without words—to com-
municate. Nonverbal behaviors include gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice, and 
conventions about personal space. To understand how gender aff ects nonverbal com-
munication, let’s look at three specific areas: I Touch and body movement I Emotional communication I Aff ectionate behavior

TOUCH AND BODY MOVEMENT. Touch is an important form of nonverbal com-
munication because it can express warmth and intimacy as well as power and domi-
nance (as we’ll see in Chapter 6). Many studies have shown that 
women and men exhibit diff erent patterns of touch behavior. In 
an analysis of several of these studies, one research team discov-
ered that sex diff erences in touch depend on whether the touch 
involves two adults or an adult and a child.87

When only adults are interacting, the researchers found that I Men are more likely to touch women than women are to 
touch men, unless the touch is occurring as part of a greeting 
(such as a handshake). I Other-sex touch is more common than same-sex touch. I In same-sex pairs, women touch each other more than men 
do, but that diff erence is smaller in close friendships than 
among acquaintances.
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In general, these results show that men do more touching than women in other-sex 
relationships, whereas women do more touching than men in same-sex relationships.

Th e patterns are quite diff erent when one of the parties is a child: I Same-sex touch is more common than other-sex touch. I Women are more likely than men to initiate touch. I Boys and girls are about equally likely to be touched.

Th ese patterns may also be aff ected by culture. In feminine cultures, for instance, 
women and men may behave more similarly than in masculine cultures.

In addition to touch, sex appears to aff ect other forms of body movement. Com-
pared with women, men use more body movement, prefer a greater amount of personal 
space around them, and try harder to preserve their personal space when it is vio-
lated.88 Men also use more relaxed body movements. Both men and women appear to 
be more relaxed in their posture and gesturing when talking to men than to women.89

With respect to personal space, however, some evidence suggests that gender role 
rather than biological sex (or sexual orientation) is the most influential factor. For in-
stance, one experiment found that masculine people (whether male or female) main-
tained a greater amount of personal distance from others than did feminine people 
(whether male or female).90 

EMOTIONAL COMMUNICATION. Common stereotypes would have us believe 
that women are more emotional than men. We often expect women to cry more than 
men at sad movies, for instance, and to be more expressive of their feelings for one an-
other than men are. Indeed, a 2001 Gallup poll found that adults in the United States 
are significantly more likely to use the term emotional to describe women than men.91

Even if women are more emotional than men, what does that mean, exactly? Does 
it mean that women experience more emotion than men or just that they’re more 
willing to express the emotions they feel? Going further, if women are more expres-
sive than men, does that diff erence apply to every kind of emotion or just to cer-
tain ones? Let’s look at what research tells us about the eff ects of sex on emotional 
communication.

To begin with, women generally express more positive emotions—such as happi-
ness and joy—than men do.92 Th e most basic behavior we use to communicate posi-
tive emotions is smiling, and several studies have found that women smile more than 
men.93 Women also use more affi  liation behaviors than men do. Affi  liation behaviors 
demonstrate feelings of closeness or attachment to someone else. Common affi  liation 
behaviors include eye contact, head nods, pleasant facial expressions, and warm vocal 
tones.94 Research even suggests that women are more likely than men to express posi-
tive emotions in e-mail messages through the use of “smileys.”95

When it comes to negative emotions, though, sex diff erences appear to vary ac-
cording to which emotion we consider. Some studies have found that men are more 
likely than women to express anger, but other studies haven’t found a diff erence.96 
Men appear to express jealousy in more intense forms than women do, by engaging in 
dangerous, aggressive behaviors such as getting drunk, confronting a romantic rival, 
and becoming sexually involved with someone else.97 Women are more likely than 
men to express the emotions of sadness and depression, however.98

Do women actually experience more emotion than men, or are they just more 
likely to express it? In a pair of studies, researchers Ann Kring and Albert Gor-
don found that although women were more expressive than men, they didn’t report 
actually experiencing any more emotion than men did. Rather, men and women 
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reported experiencing the same amount of emotion. Women simply expressed their 
emotions more frequently and openly, whereas men were more likely to mask their 
feelings.99

Although most research on gender and emotion has focused on biological sex, 
some studies have examined the influence of gender roles or sexual orientation. In 
one study, participants reported on their psychological gender roles. Afterward, they 
watched film clips that were emotionally arousing while researchers videotaped and 
subsequently coded their facial expressions. Th e researchers found that both women 
and men were more emotionally expressive if they were androgynous than if they were 
primarily masculine or feminine.100

In another experiment, lesbian and gay romantic couples took part in conflict dis-
cussions in a laboratory while their facial expressions were video-recorded. Th e re-
searchers found that compared with gay men, lesbians were more expressive of both 
positive and negative emotion. Th is finding suggests that the biological sex diff erence 
in expression—meaning that women are more expressive than men—is not really af-
fected by sexual orientation.101

AFFECTIONATE BEHAVIOR. Aff ectionate communication includes those behaviors 
we use to express our love and appreciation for people we care about. Several studies 
have shown that women use more nonverbal aff ection behaviors—such as hugging, 
kissing, and handholding—than men do.102 Th is observation appears to be especially 
true in same-sex relationships. Th at is, the sex diff erences in nonverbal aff ection be-
haviors are even greater when women and men are interacting with same-sex friends 
or relatives than when they are interacting with members of the other sex.103

Why are women more aff ectionate than men? Researchers have off ered several ex-
planations. One theory is that because girls receive more aff ection than boys do, they 
are more likely to grow up perceiving interpersonal interactions as opportunities for 
communicating aff ection.104 Another explanation is that men are more likely than 
women to see aff ectionate communication as a feminine behavior, so they avoid ex-
pressing aff ection out of a fear of appearing feminine.105 A third possible reason is that 
the diff erent balances of hormones typically found in men and women make women 

People sometimes interpret 

the same behavior differently 

depending on the sex of 

those enacting it. What 

interpretations would you make 

of each of these behaviors?
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more likely to behave aff ectionately.106 Any or all of these factors may play a part in 
making women more aff ectionate than men.

Masculinity and femininity are also related to aff ectionate behavior, although not 
in the way you might guess. Because aff ection is often thought of as a “feminine” way 
of behaving—at least in North American cultures—you might expect that the more 
feminine people are, the more aff ectionate they are. Several studies have found this to 
be the case. Th e same studies have shown, however, that the more masculine people 
are, the more aff ectionate they are.107 So, it appears that people who score high on 
both femininity and masculinity are particularly aff ectionate.

Only a small number of studies have examined the influence of sexual orientation 
on aff ectionate communication. One large national U.S. survey reported that both 
gay men and lesbian women were more expressive of aff ection and positive emotion 
within their romantic relationships than were heterosexual spouses with children. 
Th ey were not more expressive than heterosexual spouses without children or hetero-
sexual unmarried partners, however.108

Two other studies looked specifically at aff ectionate behavior between adult men 
and their fathers. Th e results indicated that fathers are most aff ectionate with hetero-
sexual sons, less aff ectionate if they are unsure of their sons’ sexual orientation, and 
least aff ectionate with sons who are homosexual or bisexual.109

Considered together, the studies we’ve reviewed in this section present a complex 
picture of how gender roles, biological sex, and sexual orientation influence verbal 
and nonverbal communication behaviors. Sometimes these factors make a diff erence, 
other times they don’t, and in some cases they matter in unexpected ways, as when 
masculinity is positively related to aff ectionate communication. In addition, as we 
saw earlier, even when we do find diff erences—for example, women use longer sen-
tences than men, or lesbian women use more instrumental speech than heterosexual 
women—we must keep in mind that these are average diff erences. Th us, not every 
woman speaks in longer sentences than every man. Rather, women use longer sen-
tences than men do on average.

We should take care not to exaggerate or oversimplify the influence of gender roles, 
sex, or sexual orientation on communication behavior. Th ese features often influence 
how we behave, but they do not aff ect every aspect of our lives at all times. In addi-
tion, our interpersonal interaction is aff ected by many influences besides the gender 
role, biological sex, or sexual orientation with which we identify.
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Communication and the Self3



any of us have gone through an ordeal like Melanie’s—a situation in which two of 

our selves clash, and we are left feeling uncomfortable and unsure. In her case, there 

was the Melanie from childhood, steeped in the traditions and values of the rural, 

conservative South. Then there was the Melanie from adulthood, the high-achieving 

professional in the urban, progressive North. Early adulthood is a time when many of 

us try to break away from our childhood self-concepts—our ideas about ourselves—

and figure out who we want to be as adults. It’s not at all uncommon for individuals, 

like Melanie, to find their past and their present identities at odds.

Understanding the Self: 
Self-Concept

Interpersonal communication begins with you and your understanding of yourself. 
Who are you? How do you relate to others? What is the self in myself ? Answering 
those questions allows you to communicate and form relationships with a solid under-
standing of who you are and what you have to off er.

In this section we examine the self-concept and consider various influences on its 
development. We probe how individuals manage their identities in day-to-day life and 
how communication with others reflects one’s self-concept.

What Is a Self-Concept?

Th ink about the ways you would answer the question “Who am I?” What words 
would you choose? Which answers would be most important? Each of us has a set 
of ideas about who we are that isn’t influenced by moment-to-moment events (such 
as “I’m happy right now”) but is fairly stable over the course of life (such as “I’m a 
happy person”). Your self-concept is composed of those stable ideas about who you 
are. It is your identity, your understanding of who you are. Self-concepts have three 
fundamental characteristics: Th ey are multifaceted, partly subjective, and enduring 
but changeable.

SELF-CONCEPTS ARE MULTIFACETED. We define ourselves in many ways. Some 
ways rely on our name: “I’m Michaela”; “I am Bill.” Some rely on physical or social cat-
egories: “I am a woman”; “I’m Australian.” Others speak to our skills or interests: “I’m 
artistic”; “I’m a good cook.” Still others are based on our relationships to other people: 
“I am an uncle”; “I do volunteer work with homeless children.” Finally, some rely on 
our evaluations of ourselves: “I am an honest person”; “I am an impatient person.”

Each of those descriptions taps into one or more parts of a person’s self-concept, 
and in this sense the self-concept is multifaceted. Put another way, what we call the self 
is actually a collection of smaller selves, as Figure 3.1 depicts. If you’re female, that’s 
a part of who you are, but it isn’t everything you are. If you’re Asian, athletic, agnos-
tic, or asthmatic, these may all be parts of your self-concept, but none of these terms 
defines you completely. All the diff erent ways you would describe yourself are pieces 
of your overall self-concept.

1

M

 self-concept The set of 

stable ideas a person has 

about who he or she is; also 

known as identity.

 identity See self-concept.
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One way to think about your self-concept is to distinguish between aspects of your-
self that are known to others and aspects that are known only to you. In 1955, Ameri-
can psychologists Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham created the Johari window, a visual 
representation of the self as composed of four parts.1 According to the model (Fig-
ure 3.2), the open area consists of characteristics that are known both to the self and 
to others. Th at probably includes your name, sex, hobbies, and academic major, and 
other aspects of your self-concept that you are aware of and freely share with others. In 
contrast, the hidden area consists of characteristics that you know about yourself but 

FIGURE 3.1 Multiple 

Selves What we call “the 

self” is actually a collection 

of smaller “selves,” each 

representing only one aspect 

of who a person is.

 Johari window A visual 

representation of components 

of the self that are known or 

unknown to the self and to 

others.
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choose not to reveal to others, such as emotional insecurities 
or past traumas that you elect to keep hidden.

An innovative aspect of the Johari window is that it rec-
ognizes dimensions of an individual’s self-concept of which 
he or she may be unaware. For instance, others might see 
you as impatient or volatile though you don’t recognize those 
traits in yourself. Th ose characteristics make up the third 
part of the model, the blind area. Finally, the unknown area 
comprises aspects of your self-concept that are not known 
either to you or to others. For example, no one—including 
you—can know what kind of parent you will be until you 
actually become a parent. Likewise, no one can know how 
you would handle sudden wealth unless you unexpectedly 
become wealthy.

Th ese four parts of the Johari window—open, hidden, 
blind, and unknown—are not necessarily of equal impor-
tance for each individual. For example, Raisa keeps many 
aspects of her self-concept to herself, so her hidden area is 
much larger than the other parts of her Johari window. In 
contrast, people describe Aaron as an “open book,” meaning 
that he keeps little about his self-concept private. Th us, for 
Aaron, the open area is the largest area. Th e areas of the Jo-
hari window can also change in importance as a person’s ex-
periences change. For instance, when Denae was diagnosed 

with terminal cancer, she discovered emotional strength, compassion, and a sense of 
humor that she and others never knew she had. Th at experience moved those aspects 
of her self-concept from her unknown area to her open area.

On the USA Network series White Collar, Neal Caff rey is a forger and thief who 
agrees to help FBI agent Peter Burke catch white-collar criminals in exchange for an 
early release from prison. Given Caff rey’s background, Burke is frequently unsure if 
Caff rey will keep his word—or if he will lie to the FBI. Applying the principles of the 

Johari window, we could say that Burke is uncertain about how much 
of Caff rey’s open area—as opposed to his hidden area—he is actually 
seeing.

Your own open, hidden, and blind areas of the Johari window are 
also relevant to your image online. When you create a Facebook page, 
for instance, you choose to share particular information about yourself 
with others (part of your open area), but you decide to keep some details 
private (part of your hidden area). Other people’s Facebook pages may 
also contain information about you that you aren’t aware of but that 
others can see (part of your blind area). Because the Internet is so vast, 
managing your online image can seem like a never-ending task. It’s an 
important skill, though, as the “Assess Your Skills” box emphasizes.

SELF-CONCEPTS ARE PARTLY SUBJECTIVE. Some of the details 
we know about ourselves are based on objective facts. For instance, I’m 
5 feet, 8 inches tall and have brown hair, I was born in Seattle but now 
live in Phoenix, and I teach at a college for a living. Th ose aspects of my 
self-concept are objective—they’re based on fact and not on someone’s 
opinion. Th at doesn’t mean I have no choice about them. I chose to 
move to Arizona and get a teaching job, and although I was born with 

, 

the open area represents what you know and choose 

to reveal to others, and the hidden area depicts what 

you know but choose not to reveal. The blind area 

reflects what others know about you but you don’t rec-

ognize in yourself, and the unknown area comprises 

the dimensions of yourself that no one knows.
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brown hair, I could change my hair color if I wanted to. Referring to those personal 
characteristics as objective simply means that they are factually true.

Many aspects of our self-concept are subjective rather than objective. “Subjective” 
means that they’re based on our impressions of ourselves rather than objective facts. 
Importantly, it’s often diffi  cult for us to judge ourselves accurately or objectively.

Sometimes our self-assessments are unreasonably positive. For instance, you might 
know people who have unrealistic ideas about their intelligence, special talents, or 
understanding of the world or other people. In one study, the College Board (the com-
pany that administers the SAT college entrance examination) asked almost a million 
U.S. high school seniors to rate their ability to get along with others. Every single stu-
dent in the study responded that he or she was “above average,” which is mathemati-
cally impossible! Moreover, 60 percent claimed their ability to get along with others 
was in the top 10 percent, and a whopping 25 percent rated themselves in the top 
1 percent, both of which are highly improbable.2

In contrast, sometimes our judgments of ourselves are unreasonably negative. Th at 
is especially true for people with low self-esteem. Several studies have shown that such 
people tend to magnify the importance of their failures.3 Th ey often underestimate 
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their abilities, and when they get negative feedback, such as a bad evaluation at work 
or a disrespectful remark from someone they know, they are likely to believe that it ac-
curately reflects their self-worth. Several studies have also suggested that people with 
low self-esteem have a higher-than-average risk of being clinically depressed, a condi-
tion that impairs not only an individual’s mental and emotional well-being but also 
physical health and the quality of social relationships.4

People with high self-esteem tend to minimize the importance of negative feed-
back, treating it as a fluke or a random event. We’ll look more closely at how self-
esteem influences our interpersonal communication behaviors later in the chapter.

SELF-CONCEPTS ARE ENDURING BUT CHANGEABLE. For the most part, the 
self-concept develops slowly, over a lifetime. As we’ll see, many factors aff ect how our 
self-concept develops, including biological makeup, how and where we were raised, 
and the kinds of people with whom we spend our time.

Th ose and other influences create an understanding of the self that is not easily 
changed. In fact, several studies have shown that once we develop a self-concept, we 
tend to seek out others who will confirm it by treating us as we see ourselves.5 If you’re 
someone with a positive self-concept, for instance, you’ll likely associate with friends, 
co-workers, classmates, and relatives who also have a positive impression of you. In 
contrast, if your self-concept is negative, you may be more likely to surround your-
self with people whose impression of you is also negative.6 When you associate with 
people who see you as you see yourself, your self-concept is continually reinforced, 
and it becomes even more resistant to change.

Self-concepts do change, however, in response to developmental changes and 
significant life events. As we go through developmental changes in life, for instance, 
many of us grow to feel more positive or less positive about ourselves. One study re-
ported that between the ages of 14 to 23—a period when changes in self-concept are 
often the most pronounced—both men and women go through shifts in their level of 
confidence and self-esteem. Child psychologists Jack Block and Richard Robins found 
that approximately 80 percent of people experienced either an increase or a decrease in 

their self-esteem during this period.7

People can also undergo changes in 
their self-concept as a result of a significant 
life event, such as undergoing a religious 
conversion or battling a serious illness.8

After being widowed and losing her job, 
for instance, Sherry found herself homeless 
and living in her car. Th e more she adapted 
to the routines of homelessness, the more 
she came to think of herself as homeless 
and shunned by society—and the more 
distrustful she became of people she was 
once close to. Friends and relatives off ered 
their help, but Sherry felt too ashamed to 
accept it. Over time, she began to prefer 
the company of other homeless people 
because she felt she could relate to them 
more easily.

A healthy self-concept is flexible and 
can change as life circumstances evolve. 
Th at doesn’t mean that every significant 
event changes a person’s self-concept, but 

Battling cancer or another 

serious illness can signifi cantly 

affect a person’s self-concept.
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it does suggest that shifts in a person’s self-concept are frequently associated with 
noteworthy events in his or her developmental stage. Undergoing extensive therapy 
can also help a person change his or her self-concept, usually for the better. Over-
all, however, an individual’s self-concept generally does not change dramatically over 
adult life.9

How a Self-Concept Develops

None of us is born with a self-concept.10 In this section, we explore how factors such 
as personality and biology, culture and gender roles, reflected appraisal, and social 
comparison help determine who we are.

PERSONALITY AND BIOLOGY. An important part of your self-concept is your 
personality, the pattern of distinctive ways you tend to think and act across most 
situations. Are you usually talkative and outgoing, or shy and reserved? Are you a 
worrier, or happy-go-lucky? Do you tend to be suspicious or trusting of others? Each 
of those questions relates to a diff erent personality trait, a characteristic that describes 
you in most circumstances. If you have an outgoing personality, for instance, that 
means you’re friendly and talkative most of the time.

Some aspects of our personality are undoubtedly aff ected by where we grow up or 
how we are raised. Research suggests, however, that biology also plays a role in shap-
ing personality.11 For instance, several studies have shown that identical twins, who 
share 100 percent of their genes, are much more similar in their personality than fra-
ternal twins, who share only 50 percent of their genes, the same as regular siblings.12

Other research shows that children start displaying certain personality traits early 
in life, before the eff ects of culture or upbringing are likely to be influential, and 
that those traits often remain as the children grow up. Toddlers who act shy around 
strangers, for example, are likely to continue being shy as adolescents and adults. 
Although personality is strongly aff ected by biology, however, with concerted eff ort 
many people can change their personality traits if they choose.13

CULTURE AND GENDER ROLES. Th e way we see ourselves is also strongly af-
fected by the culture in which we grow up and the gender roles we enact. We saw 
in Chapter 2 that cultures diff er from one another in how individualistic they are: 
Some are highly individualistic, some are highly collectivistic, and some are in the 
middle. People in highly collectivistic cultures tend to think of their identities as em-
bedded within their families and communities. In other words, they define the self 
in terms of the groups to which they belong, and they place more emphasis on the 
group than on the individual. In comparison, people in highly individualistic cultures 
think of themselves as independent and unique and not as strongly defined by family 
or communitiy.14

Gender also matters when it comes to the self-concept. Recall that gender roles are 
socially constructed ideas about how women and men should think and behave. Most 
cultures expect men to exhibit more stereotypically masculine traits, such as assertive-
ness and self-suffi  ciency, than women. Conversely, they expect women to exhibit more 
traits that are stereotypically feminine, such as empathy and emotional expressiveness.

Th ose observations don’t imply that all men are assertive or that all women are emo-
tionally expressive. Rather, they acknowledge general tendencies that can significantly 
aff ect the self-concepts that women and men develop. For instance, competition 
and achievement may be more important to the self-concept of a masculine person, 
whereas a feminine person may place a greater emphasis on having strong, equitable 
relationships. 

 personality The pattern of 

behaviors and ways of think-

ing that characterize a person.
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REFLECTED APPRAISAL. As we grow up, one of the ways we figure out who we 
are is by considering who other people think we are. Perhaps you can recall someone 
important from your childhood who made you feel especially loved and appreciated. 
Th at individual may have been a favorite teacher who encouraged you to pursue your 
interests or an aunt or uncle who always listened to you talk about your favorite music. 
It’s also possible that you were influenced in negative ways by people who were im-
portant to you, such as a callous older sibling who teased you in front of your friends.

Th ose types of positive or negative messages help us form a mental picture of what 
others think of us. In turn, that mental picture often aff ects the image we form of 
ourselves. Th e process whereby our self-concept is influenced by how we think other 
people see us is called reflected appraisal.15 When other people treat us with love and 
appreciation, we may come to think of ourselves as lovable and worthy. In the same 
way, when other people tease, ignore, or physically or verbally abuse us, we may per-
ceive ourselves as inadequate or unimportant.

In the early 1900s, sociologist Charles Horton Cooley conceived of what he called 
the “looking-glass self” to explain how reflected appraisal works. In his model, each 
of us imagines how we appear to others. For instance, you might believe that others 
see you as caring and compassionate. Next, we imagine how others evaluate their im-
age of us. For example, if people see care and compassion as positive traits, you would 
likely imagine they would evaluate you positively. Finally, we develop our self-concept 
based on those evaluations. For instance, if people seem to think positively of you, 
then you would think positively of yourself.16

In general, the more important someone is to us, the more his or her judgments 
will aff ect the way we see ourselves. Parents, friends, teachers, coaches, and others 
who play a significant role in our lives are usually the ones whose opinions matter the 
most.17 As a result, their appraisals often exert more influence on the development of 
our self-concept than other people’s appraisals.

Th e eff ects of reflected appraisal aren’t confined to childhood. For example, after 
years of being told by his father that he’s “no good,” Jerome lacks confidence in his abili-
ties, even though he is highly intelligent. Th at problem has made it diffi  cult for him to 

hold down a job for more than a couple of 
years at a time. He also finds it hard to de-
velop a lasting romantic relationship. Be-
cause his father’s behavior led him to feel 
unworthy of love, Jerome has a tough time 
believing that any romantic partner will 
ever want to stay with him. As a result, 
his relationships are fleeting.18 In Jerome’s 
case, the reflected appraisal he received 
from his father while growing up shapes 
his self-concept as a “no good” adult.

SOCIAL COMPARISON. Besides tak-
ing note of what other people think of us, 
we also notice how we compare with the 
people around us. Maybe you’re the least 
athletic of all your friends. Perhaps you 
find that you’re funnier, better looking, or 
more musically talented than most of the 
people with whom you interact. A large 
part of the way we form a self-concept 
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self-concept is influenced by 
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Our self-concept is influenced 

by the way we believe others 

see us. That process is called 
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is through this type of social comparison, or observation of how we compare with 
others. Th us, if you’re more attractive than most of the people you know, attractiveness 
is likely to be a part of your self-concept.

With social comparison, as with reflected appraisal, some people influence our self-
concept more than others. For that reason, a key element in social comparison is the 
individuals or groups with whom we compare ourselves. Th e people we use to evaluate 
our characteristics are called reference groups. In most cases, our reference groups 
are our peers. You’re more likely to consider yourself a smart person, for instance, if 
your reference group consists of your classmates than a group of Nobel Prize winners. 
Similarly, you’ll probably feel wealthier if you compare yourself with your friends than 
with Facebook’s founder Mark Zuckerberg, one of the world’s youngest billionaires.

Th ose are extreme examples, but research shows that people sometimes pick unrea-
sonable reference groups when they evaluate themselves. Unfortunately, comparing 
oneself with unreasonable reference groups can be frustrating—and even dangerous. 
For example, both men and women are likely to develop negative images of their bod-
ies when they compare themselves with movie stars or models. In response, they often 
put pressure on themselves to achieve an unrealistic body. In some cases this pressure 
leads to eating disorders, which can be very serious or even life-threatening.19

Th e influences we’ve just reviewed—personality and biology, culture and gender 
roles, reflected appraisal, and social comparison—can significantly aff ect self-concept. 
Importantly, none of those factors operates on self-concept by itself. Rather, all come 
into play in shaping self-identity.

Awareness and Management 
of the Self-Concept

Part of being a competent, skilled communicator is being aware of your self-concept and 
managing its influences on your behavior. Two pathways through which self-concept 
can shape communicative behavior are self-monitoring and the self-fulfilling prophecy.

SELF-MONITORING. In Chapter 1, we defined self-monitoring as an individual’s 
awareness of how he or she looks and sounds and of how that person’s behavior is 
aff ecting others. Recall that people on the high end of the self-monitoring scale pay 
attention to how others are reacting to them, and they have the ability to adjust their 
communication as needed. Conversely, people on the low end express whatever they 
are thinking or feeling without paying attention to the impression they’re creating.

To understand how self-monitoring operates, imagine that you’ve fixed up your 
friends Jin and Katie to go on a blind date. As a high self-monitor, Jin pays a great deal 
of attention to his clothes and grooming to make sure he looks and smells good. As a 
low self-monitor, Katie doesn’t spend much time thinking about those things. Dur-
ing their date, Jin is aware of what he’s saying, so he comes across as nice, easygoing, 
and funny. Katie, however, says whatever is on her mind without considering what 
Jin might think. Jin notices if his behavior seems to make Katie uncomfortable, and 
he adjusts his actions accordingly, whereas Katie doesn’t particularly pay attention to 
what she’s doing and how she’s aff ecting Jin.

Self-monitoring certainly has its advantages. High self-monitors tend to be better 
at making whatever kind of impression they want to make, because they are aware of 
their behaviors and of others’ responses to them. Th ey often find it easier than low self-
monitors to put other people at ease in social situations. High self-monitors also tend 
to be good at figuring out what others are thinking and feeling, an ability that gives 

 social comparison The 

process of comparing oneself 

with others.

 reference groups The 

groups of people with whom 

one compares oneself in the 

process of social comparison.
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them a clear advantage in many social settings. 
However, being a high self-monitor also has 
its drawbacks. Because high self-monitors are 
constantly aware of themselves and others, they 
may have a hard time relaxing and “living in 
the moment.” Also, the fact that they can adjust 
their behaviors to create a certain impression 
can make it diffi  cult to tell what they are genu-
inely thinking or feeling. Th eir motto might be 
“What you see is what I want you to see.”20

Being a low self-monitor also has advan-
tages and disadvantages. On the positive side, 
low self-monitors spend less time and energy 
thinking about their appearance and behavior, 
so they are probably more relaxed than high 
self-monitors in many situations. Indeed, their 
motto might be “What you see is what you 
get.” In addition, because they are less aware of, 
or concerned with, the impressions they make, 
they are often more straightforward communi-

cators—and may even be seen as more genuine and trustworthy. At the same time, 
however, because low self-monitors are less skilled than high self-monitors in adjusting 
their behaviors to the demands of the situation, they frequently appear unsophisticated 
or socially awkward. As a result, they are more likely to make a poor first impression.21

Some medical conditions can inhibit self-monitoring ability, including autism, a 
developmental disorder that impairs a person’s capability for social interaction. A 2007 
report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that approximately 
1 in 150 U.S. American children has some form of autism.22 Individuals with autism 
are often unresponsive to others. Th ey frequently avoid eye contact and have diffi  -
culty understanding other people’s thoughts and feelings. Th at obstacle limits their 
ability to notice how others are reacting to them and to adjust their behaviors ac-
cordingly, two hallmarks of self-monitoring. Despite these challenges, however, it is 
possible for many people with autism to lead relatively independent, productive lives.

SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY. Imagine meeting a new co-worker whom you’ve 
heard other people describe as painfully shy. Because you don’t want to make her 
uncomfortable, you spend little time talking to her when you meet her, and you don’t 
invite her to join you and your friends for lunch. Consequently, she says little to you 
all day and eats lunch alone at her desk. You think to yourself, “I guess everyone was 
right about her; she is really shy.” Why did your expectation about a shy co-worker 
come true? Most likely, it’s due to a phenomenon called self-fulfilling prophecy—a 
situation in which a prediction causes people to act and communicate in ways that 
make that prediction come true.

As another example, let’s say you volunteer at an afterschool literacy program, and 
everyone is talking about how much they like the new program director. Because 
everyone else seems to like him, you expect that you will too. You therefore commu-
nicate in a positive, outgoing way when you meet him. You introduce yourself to him 
in the hallway, and you listen with interest when he tells you about his background. 
In return, he treats you in a friendly manner. As a result, you do like him! What has 
happened here is that your expectation (“I will like this person”) led you to behave in 
a certain way (talking in a friendly way toward him; not interrupting him as he talked 

 self-fulfilling prophecy 
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expectation to come true.
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about himsel  that caused your expectation to be fulfilled (he acted friendly toward 
you, and therefore you liked him).

How do self-fulfilling prophecies aff ect how we communicate? Sometimes our ex-
pectations influence our communication behavior, as when we think it’s going to be 
a bad day and we then have a bad day. Similarly, when we expect our relationships to 
fail, we behave in ways that sabotage them, and when we expect to be socially rejected, 
we perceive and react to rejection even when it isn’t really there.23

Just as our expectations can influence our behavior, so can other people’s expec-
tations. In one study, some college men were informed that a certain woman was 
attracted to them, and other men were told she wasn’t. After each man had a conver-
sation with the woman, the researchers found a self-fulfilling prophecy: When the 
man believed the woman was attracted to him, she was more likely to behave as if she 
were.24 Th e most likely explanation for that outcome is that the men who thought the 
woman was attracted to them communicated in a friendly, outgoing way toward her, 
causing her to reciprocate those communication behaviors and thus behave as though 
she were attracted to them.

Research has shown that other people’s expectations cause us to behave in 
expectancy-confirming ways across a range of situations, including the management 
of our relationships, our ability to heal from illness, and even our productivity on the 
job.25 You can use that information to help generate positive encounters with others, 
as the “Got Skills?” box illustrates.

Th ere is one very important clarification about self-fulfilling prophecies. For a 
prophecy to be self-fulfilling, it’s not enough that you expect something to happen 
and then it does. Rather, it has to be your expectation that causes it to happen. To 

[ S E L F - F U L F I L L I N G  P R O P H E C Y]
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

CONSIDER: 

U N D E R S TA N D I N G  T H E  S E L F :  S E L F - C O N C E P T      81



illustrate the point, let’s say you expected it to rain yesterday, and it did. Th at isn’t a 
self-fulfilling prophecy, because your expectation didn’t cause the rain—it would have 
rained whether you thought it would rain or not. In other words, your expectation 
was fulfilled, but it was not self-fulfilled. A self-fulfilling prophecy is one in which the 
expectation itself causes the behaviors that make it come true.

Valuing the Self: Self-Esteem

Th e television series Drop Dead Diva features an aspiring model who, after being 
killed in a car crash, returns to life in the body of an overweight lawyer. Initially 
horrifi ed by the change in her physical appearance, she soon learns to appreciate her 
increased intelligence and savvy. By learning to value more than just her looks, she 

gains a level of self-confi dence that she lacked in her 
previous life.

How do you feel about yourself ? Are you satisfied 
with your looks? Your accomplishments? Your person-
ality? Your relationships? Do you feel confident and 
proud of who you are? Th ose questions ask you to think 
about your self-esteem, your subjective evaluation of 
your value and worth as a person.

Many people have speculated about the value of 
having high self-esteem, but the research results have 
been mixed. As we’ll see, some behaviors and charac-
teristics do appear to be enhanced by high self-esteem.

Others seem as though they would be, but they re-
ally aren’t. In this section, we’ll look at what it means to 
have high or low self-esteem, and we’ll investigate how 
characteristics such as sex and culture aff ect our self-
esteem. We’ll conclude by focusing on three interper-
sonal needs that interact with self-esteem to influence 
the way we communicate with others.
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Benefits and Drawbacks of Self-Esteem

Turn on any talk show or browse the self-help aisle of any bookstore and you’ll find 
plenty of discussion about the importance of self-esteem. High self-esteem is often 
believed to boost academic performance and shield people from stress, whereas low 
self-esteem is frequently blamed as the underlying cause of juvenile delinquency and 
antisocial behavior. Such beliefs have led many parents, educators, and government 
agencies to pay more attention to improving children’s self-esteem as a way to help 
them grow into more successful adults.

Th ose ideas make good sense in part because they’re intuitively appealing. It’s easy 
to believe that if you feel good about yourself, you’ll be more successful in school, 
work, and relationships. Although research shows that high self-esteem does have 
some important benefits, it also suggests that we might be giving self-esteem more 
credit than it’s due. 

SELF-ESTEEM AND SOCIAL BEHAVIOR. Maintaining a positive image of our-
selves does appear to have its advantages when it comes to behavior. Compared with 
people with lower self-esteem, those with higher self-esteem are generally more outgo-
ing and more willing to communicate.26 After trying and failing at a diffi  cult task, 
they try harder to accomplish it a second time.27 Th ey are more comfortable initiating 
relationships, and they’re more likely to believe that their partners’ expressions of love 
and support are genuine.28 Th ey don’t necessarily have more friends than people with 
lower self-esteem, however. Moreover, when their relationships have problems, they 
are more likely to end those relationships and seek out new ones.29

Several researchers have speculated that lower self-esteem is related to antisocial be-
havior, especially among adolescents and young adults. Th ey suggest that people who 
view themselves negatively are more likely to act aggressively toward others, to abuse 
drugs or alcohol, and to become sexually active at a young age than people with a more 
positive self-image. Th e research hasn’t supported those ideas, however. In fact, aggres-
sive people tend to have higher self-esteem, not lower.30 In addition, the evidence sug-
gests that self-esteem is not related to drinking or drug use, at least among teenagers.31

A similar scenario occurs with teenage sexuality: Adolescents with higher self-
esteem are more prone to be sexually active and to engage in risky sexual behaviors 
than teens with lower self-esteem.32 One explanation for those conclusions is that 
high self-esteem gives some adolescents confidence in their ability to win a fight, at-
tract a sexual partner, or escape the problems of risky sexual behaviors, making them 
more prone to engage in those types of interactions. In contrast, low self-esteem might 
lead other adolescents to avoid those situations. 

Some research indicates that problems associated with low self-esteem—which in-
clude social anxiety, loneliness, and depression—can lead people to use the Internet 
as a way to escape those troubles. Although it provides a wealth of information, enter-
tainment, and social-networking opportunity, excessive reliance on the Internet as a 
substitute for interpersonal relationships can be problematic. As the “Get Connected” 
box details, Internet use can even become addictive for those who turn to it as a means 
of escaping their social diffi  culties.33

SELF-ESTEEM AND HOW WE SEE OURSELVES AND OTHERS. Research indi-
cates that people who have high self-esteem are happier with their lives than are people 
with low self-esteem.34 Th at fi nding is true around the world, although there is a stron-
ger relationship between happiness and self-esteem in countries with individualistic 
cultures—which emphasize the importance of the self—than in others with collectivistic 
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cultures—which emphasize the needs of the group or community (Table 3.1).35 In ad-
dition, people with high self-esteem have a lower risk of depression36 and an enhanced 
ability to recognize and manage emotions, a skill researchers call emotional intelligence.37

In contrast, people who have a poorer image of themselves adopt more negative 
emotions and ways of looking at and handling situations. Th ey tend to be more judg-
mental of others than people with higher self-esteem.38 Th ey’re also more likely to 
speak poorly of others and to express racial prejudices.39 When others put them down, 
they often respond by being excessively critical of others, so as to appear more impres-
sive.40 Some research has also shown that having low self-esteem in childhood is a 
predictor of having thoughts of suicide41 and of making suicide attempts42 in adoles-
cence or young adulthood.

SELF-ESTEEM AND PERFORMANCE. Much emphasis has been placed on self-
esteem in schools and its eff ects on students’ academic performance. Many people 
have argued that high self-esteem gives students the confidence to work hard in school 
and achieve academic success. Th ey have also maintained that low self-esteem is often 
the root cause of poor grades.

Th ose beliefs have led parents and educators to implement policies to boost students’ 
self-esteem. One fairly common approach has been to reduce or eliminate opportu-
nities for competition among students, particularly competition based on academic 
achievement. For instance, many schools refuse to publish an honor roll, fearing that 
recognizing high achievers will diminish the self-esteem of students who didn’t earn 
the grades to qualify. Some schools have gone so far as to eliminate grades.43 Some 
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U.S. school districts have even stopped partici-
pating in the National Spelling Bee—a national 
student spelling competition—because only one 
child in each grade can win in any given year, 
a tradition that, concerned observers say, might 
harm other children’s self-esteem.44 Th ose and 
similar school policies are based on the notion 
that competition is problematic because students 
who don’t win will suff er a loss of self-esteem that 
in turn will impair their academic performance.

Th e research shows, however, that eff orts to 
protect students’ self-esteem have had little ef-
fect. In fact, several studies suggest that students’ 
self-esteem has very little association with their 
academic performance.45 For instance, some 
studies have found no correlation between stu-
dents’ self-esteem and their scores on standard-
ized tests.46 At least one study has shown that 
attempting to boost students’ self-esteem can 
backfire and cause the students to perform more 
poorly.47 Th at may be because inflating students’ 
self-esteem causes the students to have such a de-
gree of confidence in their natural abilities that 
they study less than they otherwise would.

Importantly, those conclusions are not true 
just for students. Th e evidence suggests that self-
esteem is also largely unrelated to performance 
on the job.48 Research has shown, for instance, 
that high self-esteem provides no advantage when performing arithmetic tasks49 or 
tasks that require sensitivity to nonverbal behaviors,50 two common components of 
many jobs.
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In summary, having high self-esteem is a real benefit in some ways, such as in mak-
ing us happier. In other regards, such as preventing delinquency or improving our 
academic performance, it isn’t a particular benefi t. Th ose mixed results don’t mean we 
shouldn’t care about the self-esteem of those around us. Rather, they suggest that the 
benefits of high self-esteem are largely limited to social and emotional areas and may 
not be as broad as people once thought.

Many people have suggested that self-esteem diff ers according to a person’s sex and 
cultural background. Let’s examine the extent to which that variation is true.

Culture, Sex, and Self-Esteem

Sex and culture are such powerful influences in our lives that it’s easy to assume they 
aff ect almost everything about who we are and how we communicate. Th e eff ects are 
not always what we might guess, however. 

CULTURE AND SELF-ESTEEM. Many people might assume that ethnic minorities 
in the United States would have lower self-esteem than non-Hispanic Caucasians—
who form the majority ethnic group—because of the social stigmas that minorities 
often face.51 In fact, the research tells a slightly diff erent story. According to psycholo-
gists Jean Twenge and Jennifer Crocker, Hispanic Americans, Native Americans, and 
Asian Americans do tend to rate themselves lower than non-Hispanic Caucasians in 
self-esteem.52 Beginning in the 1980s, however, African Americans have reported the 
highest self-esteem of all U.S. ethnic groups, including non-Hispanic Caucasians.53

Th e diff erences among these groups aren’t substantial, but they have been relatively 
consistent over the past few decades.

If ethnic minorities experience discrimination and social stigma, how do they 
maintain their self-esteem? Researchers believe that socially marginalized groups—
a category that can also include sexual minorities and people with disabilities—use 
three general strategies. First, they value the things at which they excel. To the extent 
that one group excels academically, athletically, or artistically, for instance, that group 
will emphasize those activities more heavily than activities in which they perform less 

impressively. Second, they tend to attribute 
their problems to prejudices in society rather 
than to their own behaviors or decisions. 
Th ird, like most people, they compare them-
selves with others in their own group more 
than with people from other groups.54 

SEX AND SELF-ESTEEM. Unlike culture, 
sex does not by itself appear to aff ect self-
esteem. Despite alarming reports that girls 
suff er from a shortage of self-esteem,55 there is 
no scientific evidence, either among children 
or among adults, to support that belief. In fact, 
among ethnic minorities, self-esteem is higher 
for U.S. females than for U.S. males. Th ere is 
no sex diff erence among non-Hispanic Cau-
casians, however.56 Some experts have sug-
gested that for ethnic minorities, experiences 
of racial discrimination are more damaging to 
the self-esteem of males than of females. Th at 

Since the 1980s, African Americans have reported the highest self-esteem of 

all ethnic groups in the United States.
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theory might explain why males have lower self-esteem than females among ethnic 
minorities but not among non-Hispanic Caucasians, at least in the United States.57

We’ve seen that self-esteem benefits us in some ways and not in others, and that 
it varies by culture and sex, but not always in the ways we might expect. In the fol-
lowing discussion, we’ll tie self-esteem more directly to interpersonal communication 
by examining three fundamental interpersonal needs that appear to be facilitated by 
self-esteem.

The Self and Interpersonal Needs

In his interpersonal needs theory, social psychologist Will Schutz proposed that self-
esteem interacts with three important interpersonal needs to aff ect our communica-
tion with others: the need for control, the need for inclusion, and the need for aff ec-
tion. As we’ll see, each of these needs motivates us to interact with other people in 
particular ways.

NEED FOR CONTROL. We all have a need for control, which is our motivation to 
maintain some degree of influence in our relationships. As infants, we relied almost 
completely on our caregivers to make decisions for us. As we grew up, however, we 
needed to play a more decisive role in determining the course of our relationships. In 
many relationships, people share control, so that each person has some say in what 
happens. We’re often less satisfied in relationships when we feel we have no control.58

Research shows that the higher a person’s self-esteem, the more that individual feels 
in control of the events in her or his life.59 By the same token, many of us also have a 
need to relinquish control from time to time. Just as we’re dissatisfied with having too 
little control, we can also feel overwhelmed by the responsibility of having too much 
control. Allowing others to exert influence over us is an important part of the interde-
pendent nature of personal relationships. We’re often most satisfied, therefore, with a 
moderate amount of control.

NEED FOR INCLUSION. Our need for inclusion is our need to belong, to be in-
cluded in the activities of others, and to have positive human contact. Some of us have 
a stronger need for inclusion than others, but even people whom we would describe as 
loners need some interaction with others. Studies have shown that people can experi-
ence mental and physical distress when their need for inclusion is not met.60 For indi-
viduals with a high need for inclusion, then, the opportunities to form and maintain 
interpersonal relationships contribute to their self-esteem.

From a diff erent perspective, people with higher self-esteem tend to be more outgo-
ing and extroverted than people with lower self-esteem. For that reason they might 
be more motivated to seek out relationships that will meet their need for inclusion.61 
For example, they may be more likely to join social groups, religious organizations, or 
sports teams to meet others. Nevertheless, even people with a high need for inclusion 
also enjoy periods of solitude.

NEED FOR AFFECTION. Finally, each of us also has a need for aff ection. We need 
to have people in our lives who love and appreciate us and who communicate their 
aff ection to us. We also need to give love and intimacy to others. Some researchers 
believe that people are born with the capacity for aff ection, and studies have shown 
that the more aff ection people give and receive, the healthier and happier they are.62 
People with higher self-esteem also tend to be more expressive of their aff ectionate 
feelings than people with lower self-esteem.63

 need for control One’s 

need to maintain a de-

gree of infl uence in one’s 

relationships.

 need for inclusion One’s 

need to belong to a social 

group and be included in the 

activities of others.

 need for affection One’s 

need to give and receive 

expressions of love and 

appreciation.
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Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes Schutz’s proposed three interpersonal needs. 
Schutz believed that all three needs are fundamental, meaning that everyone has them 
to some degree. Furthermore, the greater these needs are, he argued, the more moti-
vated we are to seek and form relationships with people who can help us meet them. 
People with high self-esteem don’t necessarily have stronger needs for inclusion, af-
fection, and control than others do, but they appear to be more successful at meeting 
those needs through their communication with other people.

Presenting the Self: 
Image Management

As we’ve considered, your self-concept is related to the way you see yourself. When you 
communicate interpersonally, however, you are also concerned with the way you want 
others to see you. In some situations, you might want others to regard you as friendly, 
outgoing, and fun. In diff erent situations, you might want people to look at you as re-
liable, competent, and serious. Perhaps there are circumstances when you’d like others 
to think of you as independent and open-minded.

When you consider how you want others to perceive you, you’re considering the 
kind of image you want to project. In this section, we’ll see that managing your im-
age is a collaborative, multidimensional, and complex process. We’ll also consider 
the contributions of communication researcher Myra Goldschmidt, sociologist Erv-
ing Goff man, and other scholars whose work has helped us understand the process of 
image management.
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Principles of Image Management

In its depiction of the development of Facebook, the fi lm 
Th e Social Network (2010) visits the question of whether 
founder Mark Zuckerberg generated the idea for the net-
working site himself or pirated it from three classmates. 
When Zuckerberg’s classmates sue him for intellectual 
property theft, he comes across in legal depositions as ag-
gressive, impatient, and condescending. Partly as a result of 
the way Zuckerberg has presented himself, one of his law-
yers indicates that they will be settling a second lawsuit out 
of court. Th e impression Zuckerberg would make in a trial, 
she believes, would lead to a highly unsympathetic jury.

When your goal is to make a positive first impression, 
you’ve probably heard that it’s best to “just be yourself.” 
Indeed, many people try to project an image that accu-
rately reflects their self-concept. Yet there are many times 
when the way you act reflects a specific image you wish to project, and you adjust your 
behavior accordingly. Th at projection might be “you just being yourself,” or it might 
be an image that suits the occasion or the outcome you desire. Th is is the process of 
image management. Let’s explore three fundamental principles of this process: I Image management is collaborative. I We manage multiple identities. I Image management is complex. 

IMAGE MANAGEMENT IS COLLABORATIVE. To some extent, managing your 
image is an individual process. After all, your image is yours. You also get a lot of help 
managing your image, however, from the people around you. As psychologist Dan 
McAdams has suggested, each of us develops a life story, or a way of presenting our-
selves to others that is based on our self-concept but also influenced by other people.64

If others accept the image you portray, they’ll tend to behave in ways that encour-
age that image. Let’s say you see yourself as a confident person, and you project that 
image to others. If other people regard you as confident, they’ll treat you as though 
you are—and their response to you will strengthen that part of your identity in your 
own mind. If others don’t accept the image of yourself that you portray, however, they 
may see you as less credible or as untrustworthy. Trying to be someone you aren’t, or 
portraying an image of yourself that isn’t genuine, might mean that people don’t take 
you seriously.

WE MANAGE MULTIPLE IDENTITIES. Consider that all the people who interact 
with you know you only in a certain context. You have your circle of friends, who 
know you as a friend. You have your family members, who know you as a mother, a 
son, an aunt, a brother, a cousin, or a grandchild. Your boss and co-workers know you 
as an employee. Your doctor and your dentist know you as a patient, your professors 
know you as a student, and your landlord knows you as a tenant.

Significantly, each of these contexts carries its own distinctive role expectations, so 
you probably enact a somewhat diff erent identity in each one. You likely communicate 
diff erently at work than at home, and your friends probably know you diff erently than 
your professors do. Th e point is that we all manage multiple identities; that is, we 
show diff erent parts of ourselves to diff erent people in our lives.

 image management The 

process of projecting one’s 

desired public image.

 

concern for image management. In contrast, most people 

consider how they want others to perceive them.
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On occasion, people enact images of themselves that are inaccurate 
or dishonest. In the movie Catch Me If You Can (2002), actor Leonardo 
DiCaprio plays Frank Abagnale, a man who, in real life, fraudulently 
portrayed himself as a substitute teacher, a lawyer, a doctor, and an air-
line pilot before being captured and imprisoned by the U.S. government 
in the 1960s. Although their experiences are usually less dramatic than 
Abagnale’s, many people present images of themselves that are not en-
tirely accurate, such as a job applicant who exaggerates her work experi-
ence on her resume or a man who describes himself in a personal ad as 
younger than he is.

Th e challenge of managing multiple identities is especially pro-
nounced for people with “invisible” medical conditions, which are ill-
nesses or disorders that are not necessarily apparent to others. Conditions 
such as Down syndrome, stuttering, developmental disabilities, and 
confinement to a wheelchair are relatively “visible” because many people 
will notice those conditions after seeing or listening to someone who has 
them. In contrast, people can, to varying degrees, hide the fact that they 
have conditions such as cancer, diabetes, asthma, and depression if they 
don’t want others to know. Most people can’t identify a person with dia-
betes or asthma, for example, simply by looking at him or her.

For that reason, people with those and other invisible conditions have 
both the ability and the responsibility to determine how to incorporate 
their conditions into the image they project. For instance, many people 
must continually decide whom to tell about their conditions, when to 
make those disclosures, and how to do so. Th at decision can be particu-
larly agonizing for individuals suff ering from invisible conditions that 

are also socially stigmatized, such as mental health disorders and HIV-positive status, 
because of the fear of how others will react to their disclosures. Th e “Communication: 
Dark Side” box addresses that issue as it pertains to HIV-positive individuals.

Image management is similarly challenging for many sexual minorities. Like an in-
visible medical condition, a person’s sexual orientation is not always evident in the way 
he or she looks, sounds, or communicates. Th at gives lesbian, gay, and bisexual people 
the ability to choose to whom to reveal their sexual orientation. Many find this to be 
a consequential decision, because sexual minorities are often discriminated against 
throughout the world, including much of the United States.65 To avoid prejudice, 
sexual minorities may choose to “stay in the closet” and keep their sexual orientation 
a secret, even from their closest friends and relatives.

A person’s decision to disclose his or her sexual orientation has some important 
health consequences. To begin with, long-term concealment of such a fundamental 
aspect of an individual’s identity is stressful.66 Over time, such stress can elevate the 
risks for cancer and infectious diseases,67 rapid progression of HIV,68 and suicide.69

Th ere is some evidence that those problems are magnified for lesbian, gay, and bisex-
ual adolescents, who, in contrast to adults, may lack the social support and emotional 
maturity to manage the stress of concealing their sexual orientation.70

Although concealing one’s sexual orientation can be problematic for health, so can 
disclosing it. For instance, a study of gay and bisexual men found that those who had 
disclosed their sexual orientation in their workplace experienced more daily stress and 
negative moods than did those who kept their orientation secret.71 Other research has 
found that lesbians and gay men are at elevated risk for depression and stress even if 
they are open about their sexual orientation.72
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IMAGE MANAGEMENT IS COMPLEX. If image management sounds compli-
cated, that’s because it often is. For instance, we may have competing goals in our 
interactions with others. Let’s say you’ve been off ered a prestigious internship at a 
start-up company in California’s Silicon Valley, and you ask your older sister and her 
husband, who live close to that area, if you can move in with them for the semester. 
You probably want your sister to think of you as a mature, responsible adult rather 
than as the carefree teenager you were when she moved out of your parents’ house. As 
a result, you will have to present your request in a way that preserves your image as a 
responsible person. At the same time, you want to persuade your sister and brother-in-
law that you really need a place to stay and that you can’t aff ord to rent one on your 
own because the internship pays poorly. Th is reality may cause you to project the im-
age that you need help. Th us, you may find your image needs in conflict: You want 
to appear responsible but also in need of assistance. How to manage these competing 
image needs—while still persuading your sister to let you move in—can be complex.

communication
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Communication researcher Myra Goldschmidt found that 
when people ask others for favors, they often create narratives that 
help to maintain their images while still being persuasive.73 To 
your sister, you might say things like “I need a place to stay for 
just a couple of months while I do this internship,” and “I prom-
ise to help around the house.” Such strategies can help preserve 
your image as a responsible individual even in a situation where 
that image might be threatened.

We’ve seen that image management is a collaborative process 
that often requires negotiating several identities in a complex way. 
How do we determine what our image needs are in the first place?

Managing Face Needs

Maybe you’ve heard the phrase “saving face.” Helping someone 
save face means helping that person avoid embarrassment and maintain dignity in 
a situation that threatens it. Th e very reason we hate getting embarrassed is that it 
threatens the image of ourselves we’re trying to project, and that threat is a function 
of our need to save face. Sometimes we associate face saving with collectivistic cultures 
such as Korea and Japan. In reality, saving face is important to people in many cul-
tures.74 Let’s take a look at what happens when our desired public image is threatened.

FACE AND FACE NEEDS. Each of us has a desired public image—a certain way 
that we want others to see and think of us—and we work to maintain that image. For 
instance, if you want others to see you as intelligent and competent, you will likely 
behave in ways that give that impression, and you will try to avoid situations that will 
make you look incompetent or uninformed. Sociologist Erving Goff man coined the 
term face to describe our desired public image and the term facework to describe the 
behaviors we use to project that image to others.75 Th e “Got Skills?” box off ers sugges-
tions for improving your own facework abilities.

Researchers believe that our face is made up of three face needs, or important 
components of our desired public image.76 You might find it easy to remember those 
face needs by noting that the first letters of their names—fellowship, autonomy, and 
competence—constitute the first three letters in the word face. Fellowship face refers 
to the need to have others like and accept us. Th at is the part of our identity that mo-
tivates us to make friends, join clubs or social groups, and behave pleasantly around 
others. Autonomy face refers to our need to avoid being imposed upon by others. It’s 
our autonomy face that motivates us to be in control of our time and resources and to 
avoid having other people make decisions for us. Finally, competence face is our need 
to have others respect us and to acknowledge our abilities and intelligence. Th at need 
drives us to seek careers and hobbies that we’re good at and to avoid situations in which 
we will embarrass ourselves. Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes the three face needs.

FACE THREATS. Each of us has a diff erent desired public image, and so our face 
needs vary. Fellowship, autonomy, and competence are largely independent face 
needs, so having a high level of one need does not necessarily aff ect a person’s levels 
of the other two needs. For instance, some people have a very strong fellowship face 
need, meaning it is extremely important that others like them. Other people much 
prefer to be respected than liked. Similarly, one person may have a very high need for 
autonomy, whereas another person may not mind having decisions made for him or 
her. Th ose diff erences are part of what makes everyone’s identity unique.

 face A person’s desired 

public image.

 facework The behaviors 

one uses to project one’s de-

sired public image to others.

 face needs Components of 

one’s desired public image.

 fellowship face The need 

to feel liked and accepted by 

others.

 autonomy face The need 

to avoid being imposed upon 

by others.

 competence face The need 

to be respected and viewed as 

competent and intelligent.
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situations that threaten it, is an important part of 
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Although we all have our own face needs, we often become consciously aware of 
them only when they’re threatened. Let’s say you applied to join an honor society but 
were not accepted. Th e decision not to include you could threaten your fellowship 
face. It could also threaten your competence face by making you feel you weren’t 
smart enough to get into the group. Th e rejection of your application, therefore, is a 
face-threatening act because it fails to fulfi ll one or more of your face needs.

Face-threatening acts often lead people to behave in ways that help restore their 
face. In the case of the honor society, you could say “I didn’t really want to be in that 
society anyway.”77 Making such a statement doesn’t mean you actually believe it. In-
deed, you probably did want to be in the honor society, or you wouldn’t have bothered 
applying. Rather, you would likely say this to manage your image with others by mak-
ing it appear as though your face needs weren’t threatened. Th is response is therefore 
a type of defense mechanism that helps minimize the eff ects of a face-threatening act.

Face threats are common experiences within many marginalized populations. For 
example, threats to autonomy face may arise among marginalized people who have 
to rely on others to meet their material needs or who feel they don’t have a voice in 

 face-threatening act Any 

behavior that threatens one or 

more face needs.
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decisions that aff ect them. Elderly peo-
ple, for instance, frequently experience 
losses of autonomy as a result of various 
physical and cognitive limitations associ-
ated with aging.78 Individuals with cer-
tain disabilities may also perceive threats 
to their autonomy if they are unable to do 
things that others can do, such as driv-
ing a car and going for a walk. Still other 
groups may feel their autonomy is threat-
ened when they don’t have the ability to 
make certain decisions for themselves, 
as in the case of lesbian and gay adults 
who (in most states) cannot legally marry 
their romantic partners.

Being marginalized also leads many 
people to feel disrespected and shamed. 
Such feelings can threaten both their fel-
lowship face and their competence face. 

U.S. American society has stigmas associated with being homeless, poor, old, dis-
abled, lesbian, gay, mentally ill, and (in some circles) even divorced, even though a 
person may have no choice about belonging to any such groups.79 Stigmatized people 
might feel like outsiders who don’t fit in with those around them, and those percep-
tions threaten their fellowship face by leading them to feel unaccepted. Th ey may 
also perceive that others judge them not on the basis of their intelligence or abilities 
but simply because of their stigmatized condition—a perception that threatens their 
competence face by making them feel disrespected.

Communicating the Self: 
Self-Disclosure

Now that we have explored how we form a self-concept and how we manage our im-
age, let’s complete our analysis by looking at how we communicate about ourselves, 
or self-disclose. Self-disclosure is the act of intentionally giving others information 
about ourselves that we believe to be true but that we think they don’t already have. 
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From a highly intimate conversation with a romantic partner about our 
hopes and dreams to a mundane chat with a co-worker about where we 
dined last evening, self-disclosure involves sharing a part of ourselves with 
someone else.

In this section, we’re going to look at several principles of self-
disclosure and examine various benefits that self-disclosure can bring to 
us and to our relationships. Finally, we’ll take stock of some of the risks 
of self-disclosing.

Principles of Self-Disclosure

Most of us engage in self-disclosure, in one form or another, on a fairly 
ongoing basis. Self-disclosure has several important attributes. 

SELF-DISCLOSURE IS INTENTIONAL AND TRUTHFUL. For an 
act of communication to qualify as self-disclosure, it must meet two con-
ditions: (1) We must deliberately share information about ourselves, and 
(2) we must believe that information is true. Let’s say that, through a 
momentary lapse in attention, your friend Dean mentions his financial 
problems to you without meaning to. Th at wouldn’t constitute an act of 
self-disclosure according to the definition just given, because Dean didn’t 
share the information deliberately. Unintentionally telling another person 
something about yourself is an example of what is sometimes called verbal leakage.

Similarly, self-disclosing means sharing information that we believe is true. If you 
tell a co-worker that you’ve never traveled outside your home country, for instance, 
that qualifies as self-disclosure if you believe it to be true. It’s your belief in the truth of 
the information that matters, not the absolute truth of the information. Perhaps you 
traveled outside the country when you were an infant and were too young to remem-
ber. If you believe the information you’re providing is true, however, then it qualifies 
as self-disclosure. Intentionally giving people information about ourselves that we be-
lieve to be false is an act of deception, as we’ll see in Chapter 12.

SELF-DISCLOSURE VARIES IN BREADTH AND DEPTH. Social penetration 
theory, developed by social psychologists Irwin Altman and Dalmas Taylor and de-
picted in Figure 3.3, illustrates how self-disclosure over time is like peeling away the 
layers of an onion: Each self-disclosure helps us learn more and more about a person 
we’re getting to know.

According to social penetration theory, peeling away the layers to get to know 
someone requires sharing disclosures that have both breadth and depth. Breadth
describes the range of topics you discuss with various people. With some people, 
you might disclose about only certain aspects of your life. For instance, you might 
tell your doctor all about your health but not about other aspects of your life. You 
might disclose only about your professional life with a co-worker, or only about your 
academic life with a professor. In those relationships, your self-disclosure has little 
breadth, because you disclose only about a limited range of topics. In contrast, with 
your relatives, close friends, and romantic partner you probably talk about several dif-
ferent aspects of your life, such as your work and school experiences, your financial 
concerns, your professional ambitions, your health, your spiritual or religious beliefs, 
your political opinions, and your desires for the future. Your disclosure in these rela-
tionships is characterized by greater breadth, because you disclose about a wider range 
of topics.

 social penetration theory 

A theory that predicts that as 

relationships develop, commu-

nication increases in breadth 

and depth.

 breadth The range of top-

ics about which one person 

self-discloses to another.
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Th e second dimension, depth, measures how personal or intimate your disclosures 
are. Th e depth of our self-disclosures is largely a function of how carefully we feel we 
must guard the information in the disclosures. Let’s say Maya and her romantic part-
ner are having problems. Maya might describe her problems in detail to her mother, 

FIGURE 3.3 Social Penetration Theory Researchers use the image of a multilayered 

onion to represent the process of social penetration in a relationship. The outer layer of 

the onion represents breadth of self-disclosure. That layer is referred to as the “public 

layer” because it reflects details you would share with most people. The inner layers of 

the onion reflect depth of self-disclosure. We call those the “personal layers” because 

they represent details you would share only with people you know quite well. If you 

share personal details about your political ideas with someone, but nothing else, then 

your relationship has depth but not breadth. If you tell someone only superficial informa-

tion about your political, religious, moral, and romantic experiences but do not provide 

more personal details on any of those topics, then your relationship has breadth but 

not depth. In our closest relationships, we usually disclose both superficial and private 

information about many issues, so those relationships have both breadth and depth.

 depth The intimacy of the 

topics about which one person 

self-discloses to another.
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not only because she values her opinion, but also because she trusts her mother to keep 
the information private. Because she doesn’t feel the need to guard this information 
from her mother, Maya can engage in disclosure that has great depth. With her secre-
tary, by contrast, Maya discloses that she is having diffi  culty, but she doesn’t go into 
detail because she doesn’t feel comfortable entrusting her secretary with the specifics. 
In this instance, Maya engages in self-disclosure of lesser depth.

SELF-DISCLOSURE VARIES AMONG RELATIONSHIPS. Not every relation-
ship is characterized by the same breadth and depth of self-disclosure. Some relation-
ships involve depth of disclosure but very little breadth. With your accountant, for 
instance, you might disclose in depth about financial matters but not about anything 
else. Likewise, you might tell your doctor intimate details about your health but very 
little about other issues in your life. In Figure 3.3b, this type of relationship is de-
picted by coloring one wedge of the circle from the outermost ring to the innermost 
but leaving the other circles untouched.

Other relationships are characterized by breadth of disclosure but very little depth. 
With casual friends at school or work, for example, you might disclose a little about 
several areas of your life—family, hobbies, political ideas, career ambitions—but not 
provide intimate details about any of them. As Figure 3.3c indicates, you would depict 
this type of relationship by coloring in several of the wedges on the circle, but only on 
the outermost ring, leaving the smaller internal rings untouched.

Still other relationships, such as romantic partnerships and close friendships, thrive 
only with high degrees of both breadth and depth. In such relationships, people typi-
cally share both public and private information about multiple aspects of their lives. 
Figure 3.3d, by coloring in several of the wedges around the circle—some of which 
extend all the way to the center—illustrates both the breadth and the depth of self-
disclosure in those kinds of relationships.

SELF-DISCLOSURE IS A GRADUAL PROCESS. Even our closest relationships 
usually aren’t close right away. Closeness develops over time as two people get to know 
each other and reveal more and more information about themselves. In new relation-
ships, people often disclose slowly, sharing just a few details at first and off ering more 
personal information only if they like and trust each other.80

When they started becoming friends, Deepak and Prasad shared mostly routine 
information, such as their hometowns, favorite sport teams, and occupations. As they 
got to know and trust each other more, they shared their opinions on politics, re-
lationships, and religion. Only after they had known each other for quite a while 
did they feel comfortable talking about more personal things, such as Prasad’s health 
problems and the challenges in Deepak’s marriage. Although people in some rela-
tionships begin sharing intimate information quickly, self-disclosure usually moves in 
small increments.

ONLINE SELF-DISCLOSURE FOLLOWS A DIFFERENT PATTERN. One excep-
tion to the general pattern of gradual self-disclosure occurs in relationships formed 
online, such as through e-mail, chat rooms, or blogs.81 You might predict that people 
would be less disclosive in computer-mediated contexts than in face-to-face settings, 
on the reasoning that they might not feel as engaged with online conversational part-
ners or as comfortable sharing personal information. Just the opposite appears to be 
true, however. Research shows that the lack of face-to-face interaction in computer-
mediated contexts encourages self-disclosure, so that people are often more disclosive 
at the start of an online relationship than in a face-to-face one.82 For example, a study 
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of new romantic relationships discovered that couples disclose personal information 
earlier in their relationship via computer-mediated communication than in person.83

How do researchers account for that behavior? Communication scholar Joseph 
Walther explains that the computer-mediated environment encourages not just per-
sonal communication but also communication that is “hyperpersonal,” meaning that 
it contains more private information than people would typically share face-to-face.84 
Walther believes that hyperpersonal communication occurs partly because we see 
communication partners in a more positive light online than face-to-face, so we feel 
less inhibited about disclosing highly personal information. Th is hyperpersonal na-
ture of online disclosure can accelerate feelings of closeness between people. As we 
will see, however, it also involves certain risks, and this reality suggests that people 
may benefi t from disclosing less personal information online.

SELF-DISCLOSURE IS USUALLY RECIPROCAL. You may have heard the ex-
pression “One good turn deserves another.” Th is saying suggests that when someone 
gives you some type of gift or resource, you are expected to return the favor. Soci-
ologist Alvin Gouldner called that expectation the norm of reciprocity.85 In North 
American cultures, at least, the norm of reciprocity usually extends to self-disclosure; 
that is, when we disclose things to other people, we typically expect them to disclose 
things to us in return.86

Th ere are some exceptions to this rule. For example, when we disclose to a physi-
cian or a counselor, we don’t expect her or him to disclose back to us. In our friend-
ships and other personal relationships, however, we generally expect that others will 
share information with us as we share it with them.

SELF-DISCLOSURE CAN SERVE MANY PURPOSES. People self-disclose to one 
another for many reasons. Let’s say you have been laid off  from your job, and you’re 
debating whether to tell your roommates. Disclosing this information to them might 
serve several purposes. One purpose is simply to share the information. Another might 
be to signal to your roommates that you could use their support or that you might be 
late with your share of the rent that month. Your disclosure might also remind your 
roommates that you trust them, and this act of trust may strengthen your friendships 
with them.

Although self-disclosure can serve multiple functions, it isn’t appropriate in every 
case. Th ere are times when it is more important to be discreet and to keep information 
to yourself. It’s often important to maintain professional relationships with colleagues 
or customers, for instance, because of the business you transact with them. In such re-
lationships, you may find it best to keep personal information to yourself and to focus 
your communication on the business you’re conducting.

One reason discretion is often advisable in professional relationships is that infor-
mation a person self-discloses can later be used against him or her. Let’s say that you 
work for a construction company, and your job is to provide cost estimates for proj-
ects. Gena calls you and asks for a bid on a large demolition job. In the course of your 
many conversations with Gena, she discloses to you that her family is having severe 
financial problems. Because of the norm of reciprocity, you feel as though you ought 
to disclose something equally personal to her. As a result, you tell her you have been 
having financial problems, too, and are considering looking for a new job to improve 
your situation—something you have not yet shared with your current employer.

After Gena receives your company’s bid, she calls you to ask if you can lower the 
price. When you reply that you have off ered the lowest estimate you can reasonably 
provide, Gena asks you to reconsider, saying, “I’m sure you wouldn’t want your boss to 

 norm of reciprocity 

A social expectation that 

resources and favors provided 

to one person in a relationship 

should be reciprocated by that 

person.
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know you’re thinking of looking for a new 
job.” At that point, you realize that Gena 
self-disclosed to you only to elicit a disclo-
sure back from you that she could later use 
as leverage when negotiating the demoli-
tion bid. Th is example doesn’t suggest you 
shouldn’t trust others, but it illustrates the 
fact that some people use self-disclosure 
only to serve their own needs. 

SELF-DISCLOSURE IS INFLUENCED BY 
CULTURAL AND GENDER ROLES. Self-
disclosure is aff ected by norms for sex and 
culture.87 Regarding gender, many people 
probably believe that women self-disclose 
more than men because disclosure and emo-
tional expressiveness are a bigger part of the 
feminine gender role than of the masculine 
gender role, especially in North America.88 
Is that generalization true? In fact, the evi-
dence suggests that women, on average, do 
self-disclose more than men, although the 
diff erence isn’t as large as many people believe it is. In an analysis of more than 250 stud-
ies about sex diff erences in self-disclosure, communication researchers Kathryn Dindia 
and Mike Allen also found that the sex of the person receiving the disclosure makes a 
diff erence.89 Specifi cally, women are more likely than men to disclose to females, but 
women and men are equally likely to disclose to males.

Self-disclosure is also aff ected by cultural norms. In some cultures, such as those of 
North America and northern Europe, people are often encouraged to express them-
selves and self-disclose to their friends and family. Other cultures, such as most Asian 
and Middle Eastern cultures, value discretion and encourage people to disclose only 
under more limited circumstances. Consequently, people in those cultures may 
be inclined to disclose personal information exclusively within their families 
or romantic relationships rather than sharing it with social and professional 
acquaintances.90

Benefits of Self-Disclosure

Th ere are many ways that self-disclosure can be good for us and for our rela-
tionships. In brief, four key benefits of self-disclosure are I Enhancement of relationships and trust: Self-disclosure often helps us main-

tain high-quality relationships. We tend to disclose the most to people we 
like, and we also tend to like people who disclose to us.91 Sharing appropriate 
self-disclosure with friends, relatives, and romantic partners helps us to maintain 
those relationships and reinforces the trust we share with those individuals.92 
Conversely, a lack of self-disclosure in a long-term relationship such as a marriage 
or a close friendship can be a sign of distress in the relationship.93 I Reciprocity: Many of us follow a norm of reciprocity when it comes to self-
disclosure: When we disclose to others, they tend to disclose back to us.94 Th us, 
one way to get to know other people is to tell them things about ourselves. When 
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we share personal information with others, they may feel more comfortable doing 
the same in return. I Emotional release: Sometimes the best part of self-disclosing is the feeling of get-
ting something “off  your chest.” Let’s say that Caryn borrowed her sister Amy’s 
car and accidentally put a small dent in the fender. Instead of telling Amy about 
the dent, Caryn hoped she wouldn’t notice. Pretty soon, Caryn felt so guilty 
that she had trouble sleeping. When she finally disclosed the accident to Amy 
and apologized, she felt relief. Appropriate self-disclosures like Amy’s can often 
provide emotional release.95 Several studies have also shown that they can reduce 
the stress of holding on to a secret. Th at is an important benefit, because reducing 
stress can improve both mental and physical health.96 You can read more about 
the connection between disclosure and health in “Fact or Fiction?” I Assistance to others: You can self-disclose in ways that help other people, particu-
larly when you’re consoling people who are going through hard times. If your 
friend is having diffi  culty handling his parents’ divorce, for instance, you might 
disclose how you managed traumatic situations in your own family. Your dis-
closure can provide comfort and signal to your friend that he’s not alone. Many 
self-help programs, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, use this principle to help their 
members realize they are all going through a similar struggle.97 Some disclosures 
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even have the eff ect of protecting others against threats to their health—as in the 
situation where a person who is HIV-positive discloses that status to health care 
providers and potential sexual partners.98

Enhancement of relationships, reciprocity, emotional release, and assistance to oth-
ers are not the only benefits provided by self-disclosure, but they’re among the most 
important for interpersonal communication. Before we conclude that self-disclosure is 
always a positive behavior, however, let’s take a look at some of its most notable risks.

Risks of Self-Disclosure

Communication scholar Malcolm Parks has argued that we spend so much time 
thinking about the benefits of disclosure that we tend to ignore the risks it entails for 
both the people who make the disclosures and those who receive them.99 Here we’ll 
look at four potential risks: I Rejection: When we self-disclose, we allow others to know information about us 

that they didn’t know before. Although such information sharing can lead to very 
good outcomes, such as emotional release and enhancing trust, it also involves 
some serious risks.100 For instance, what if the people to whom we’re disclosing 
don’t like what we tell them? Let’s say your brother confides in you that he’s gay. 
His disclosure might bring you closer together, but if his sexuality is a problem for 
you, his disclosure could lead you to reject him. Often, the way a person reacts to 
a disclosure will determine whether its outcome is positive or negative. I Chance of obligating others: Th e reciprocity of self-disclosure can be a very good 
thing if you are trying to get to know someone better. However, it can also lead 
the other person to feel obligated to disclose something back to you when he or 
she might not be comfortable doing so. Beyond the potential for creating awk-
ward silences and feelings of discomfort, such feelings could encourage the person 
to avoid you. I Hurt to others: Beyond making someone uncomfortable, it’s possible to hurt oth-
ers with disclosures that are too critical or too personal. Despite the maxim that 
“honesty is the best policy,” uncensored honesty can lead to wounded feelings and 
even resentment. Imagine that your wife has asked you what you think of a child-
hood friend with whom she recently reunited over the Internet. You have never 
been a big fan of Sonya, but you find yourself torn between wanting to be honest 
and wanting to be nice, because their renewed friendship seems to be lifting your 
wife’s spirits. Indeed, you may have been taught that if you can’t say something 
nice, you shouldn’t say anything at all. Th is rule for politeness is meant to reduce 
the chances that someone will be hurt by a self-disclosure that’s too critical.  I Violation of other people’s privacy: Inappropriate disclosures can even hurt people 
who aren’t participating in the conversation. In September 2010, for instance, 
four U.S. teens—Tyler Clementi (18), Billy Lucas (15), Asher Brown (13), and 
Seth Walsh (13)—committed suicide after allegedly being taunted due to rumors 
about their homosexuality. Th eir deaths focused increased media attention on the 
problems that can ensue when people’s privacy is violated through inappropriate 
disclosures.

People in many relationships, including families, friendships, and workplace rela-
tionships, share private information with one another that is not meant to be shared 
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with others. When we disclose that information to third parties without permission—
a behavior we call gossip—we risk hurting people and damaging their trust in us.

Risks of Disclosing Online

Earlier in this chapter, we considered how disclosures made in online environments 
are often hyperpersonal, or of a more personal nature than they would be if they were 
shared face-to-face. Th e tendency to be hyperpersonal makes disclosing online par-
ticularly vulnerable to the risks discussed just above. As we will see in Chapter 11, re-
searchers believe that communicating online has a “disinhibition eff ect,” encouraging 
people to say or do things that they wouldn’t if they were in face-to-face settings.101

For instance, you might not feel comfortable talking about the intimate details of 
your health while sitting with a friend in a restaurant, but you might describe them in 
explicit detail to members of an online support group.

Th e disinhibition associated with computer-mediated communication can be 
liberating, because it helps us to feel free to express ourselves in ways we normally 
wouldn’t. We have to be careful, however, that we don’t disclose inappropriate infor-
mation about ourselves or others. Because nearly all computer-mediated communica-
tion is written, recipients can save disclosures made online and even forward them to 
third parties. Consider the case of Lanny, who self-disclosed to an online chat room 
about his impatience with his boss’s speech impediment. Another person in the chat 
room recognized Lanny’s screen name and forwarded his postings to his boss, who 
found them personally off ensive.

Many people have experienced regret or distress about information that they or 
others disclosed online, a phenomenon known as postcyberdisclosure panic.102 Because 
disclosures are usually made online in the form of written text, and because people 
often feel uninhibited about disclosing online, it’s wise to be especially careful about 
what you disclose in computer-mediated environments.
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individual’s personal informa-

tion with a third party with-

out the individual’s consent.

 

A P P LY  I T

R E F L E C T  O N  I T

L E A R N  I T

102    C H A P T E R  3  C O M M U N IC AT IO N  A N D  T H E  S E L F



MASTER the chapter

3 Presenting the Self: 

Image Management  I I
4 Communicating the Self: 

Self-Disclosure  I
 

  I
  I   I  

1 Understanding the Self: 

Self-Concept  I I I
2 Valuing the Self: Self-Esteem  I   I

  I
K E Y  T E R M S 

    103



D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

 

 

 

P R A C T I C E  Q U I Z 
M U L T I P L E  C H O I C E

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

F I L L  I N  T H E  B L A N K

 

  

 

 

 

 

A N S W E R S

104    



R E S E A R C H  L I B R A R Y 
M O V I E S

 

 

B O O K S  A N D  J O U R N A L  A R T I C L E S

 

 

 

W E B S I T E S

 

 

 

    105





CHAPTER PREVIEW

1 

2 

3 

4 

MAKING SENSE OF OUR SOCIAL WORLD

 

 

Interpersonal Perception4



hen we encounter social behavior, especially behavior we fi nd surprising, our nearly 

automatic reaction is to try to make sense of it. We need to understand what is hap-

pening if we are to know how to react to it properly. Therefore, getting along in our 

social world depends a great deal on our ability to make meaning out of other peo-

ple’s behaviors. When we talk about making meaning, we’re talking about the process 

of perception. Our minds and senses help us understand the world, but they can also 

lead us to make mistakes, such as misinterpreting other people’s behaviors. The more 

we learn about our perception-making abilities, the better we know ourselves, one 

another, and our world. We can all learn to perceive behavior more accurately, and 

this chapter focuses on how.

The Process of Perception

Despite being one of the most productive marketing managers at her publishing com-
pany, Gisele has a hard time earning favor from her supervisor Dale. Gisele enthusiasti-
cally presents new products and innovative marketing plans at her weekly meetings with 
Dale, but he seems interested only in the bottom line. Instead of sharing Gisele’s excite-
ment about fresh ideas, his concerns always center on how much a new product will cost 
and how much profit it will generate. Gisele has come to perceive Dale as an uninspired 
manager who is simply biding his time until retirement. Dale concedes that Gisele is 
energetic and smart, but he perceives her as naïve concerning the way business works.

Part of what makes Gisele and Dale’s relationship so challenging is the diff erences 
in their interpersonal perceptions. In this section, we will examine the process of 
perception by defi ning interpersonal perception, identifying the stages of perception 
making, and probing factors that infl uence the accuracy of our perceptions of others.

Interpersonal Perception Defi ned

Gisele and Dale clearly have quite diff erent perceptions of each other, but what does 
that mean, exactly? Perception is the process of making meaning from the things 
we experience in our environment, and when we apply this process to people and 
relationships, we engage in interpersonal perception.1 We are involved in interper-
sonal perception constantly. Gisele experiences Dale’s repeated references to costs and 
profits, for instance, and she makes meaning from them (“he has no enthusiasm for 
anything except the bottom line”). You notice what your friends, colleagues, relatives, 
and co-workers do and say, and their words and actions have meaning to you based on 
the way you interpret them.

Three Stages of the Perception Process

Your mind usually selects, organizes, and interprets information so quickly and so 
subconsciously that you may think your perceptions are objective, factual reflections 
of the world. You might say you perceived that Kanye West was being rude to Taylor 

1

W

 perception The process 

of making meaning from the 

things we experience in the 

environment.

 interpersonal perception 

The process of making mean-

ing from the people in our 

environment and our relation-

ships with them.
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Swift because he was being rude to her. In fact, you created that perception on the 
basis of the information you selected for attention (he interrupted her speech), the way 
you organized that information (interruption is an inconsiderate behavior), and the 
way you interpreted it (“he’s being rude”).2

Selection, organization, and interpretation are the three basic stages of the percep-
tion process. Let’s examine each one.

SELECTION. Th e process of perception begins when one or more of your senses are 
stimulated. You pass a construction site and hear two workers talking about the foun-
dation they’re pouring. You see one of your classmates smile at you. A co-worker bumps 
you on the shoulder as he walks past. If you notice these sensory experiences of hearing, 
seeing, and being bumped, then they can initiate your process of forming perceptions.

In truth, your senses are constantly stimulated by objects and events in your envi-
ronment. It’s simply impossible, though, to pay attention to everything you’re seeing, 
hearing, smelling, tasting, and feeling at any given moment.3 When you’re walking 
past the construction site, for instance, you’re probably no longer hearing the sounds 
of traffi  c going by.

Rather than paying attention to all the stimuli in your environment, you engage in 
selection, the process in which your mind and body help you choose certain stimuli 
to attend to. For example, you notice your classmate smiling at you without paying 
attention to what others in the classroom are saying or doing. You notice that your 
spouse failed to bring home dinner, but you ignore the fact that he got the car washed 
and picked up your dry cleaning. Clearly, the information you attend to influences the 
perceptions you form.

Importantly, we don’t necessarily make conscious decisions about which stimuli to 
notice and which to ignore. Rather, as research indicates, three characteristics espe-
cially make a particular stimulus more likely to be selected for attention.

First, being unusual or unexpected makes a stimulus stand out.4 For 
instance, you might not pay attention to people talking loudly while 
walking across campus, but hearing the same conversation in the library 
would probably spark your attention, because it would be unusual in that 
environment. Or perhaps you’re walking back to your car after a night 
class and you don’t take particular notice of other students walking along 
the same sidewalk, but you do notice an older, poorly dressed man push-
ing a shopping cart. His presence stands out to you because you aren’t 
used to seeing people on campus who look like him.

Second, repetition, or how frequently you’re exposed to a stimulus, 
makes it stand out.5 For example, you’re more likely to remember radio 
ads you’ve heard repeatedly than ones you’ve heard only once. Similarly, 
you tend to notice more characteristics about the people you see frequently 
than about those you see seldom, such as their physical appearance and 
behavior patterns.

Th ird, the intensity of a stimulus aff ects how much you take notice of 
it. You notice strong odors more than weak ones, for instance, and bright 
and flashy colors more than dull and muted ones.6 

ORGANIZATION. Once you’ve noticed a particular stimulus, the next step in the 
perception process is to classify it. Th is task, called organization, helps you make 
sense of the information by revealing how it is similar to, and diff erent from, other 
things you know about. To classify a stimulus, your mind applies a perceptual schema
to it, or a mental framework for organizing information.

 organization The process 

of categorizing information 

that has been selected for 

attention.

 selection The process of 

attending to a stimulus. 
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According to communication researcher Peter Andersen, we use four types of 
schema to classify information we notice about other people: physical constructs, role 
constructs, interaction constructs, and psychological constructs.7 I Physical constructs emphasize people’s appearance, causing us to notice objective 

characteristics such as height, age, ethnicity, and body shape, as well as subjective 
characteristics such as physical attractiveness. As “Get Connected” illustrates, we 
use physical constructs to perceive not only people but also graphic representa-
tions of people, called avatars. I Role constructs emphasize people’s social or professional position, so we notice that 
a person is a teacher, an accountant, a father, a community leader, and so on.8 I Interaction constructs emphasize people’s behavior, so we notice that a person is 
outgoing, aggressive, shy, sarcastic, or considerate. I Psychological constructs emphasize people’s thoughts and feelings, causing us to 
perceive that a person is angry, self-assured, insecure, envious, or worried.

PEOPLE 2.0: PERCEPTIONS OF AVATARS
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Th ink about the first time you met your interpersonal communication instructor. 
What sensory information did you notice about him or her, and which schema did 
you apply to it? Perhaps you paid attention to your instructor’s age, ethnicity, and 
clothing. If so, you probably organized those pieces of information as physical con-
structs, meaning you recognized that they all dealt with your instructor as a physical 
being. If you paid attention to how friendly or how demanding your instructor is, you 
probably organized those pieces of information as interaction constructs, recognizing 
that they all dealt with how your instructor behaves or communicates. If your focus 
was on how well your instructor taught, you were emphasizing role constructs by at-
tending to your instructor’s professional function in the classroom. Finally, if you took 
note of how happy or self-confident your instructor seemed, you focused on psycho-
logical constructs by paying attention to his or her disposition or mood.

Whichever schema we use to organize information about people—and we may use 
more than one at a time—the process of organization helps us determine the ways 
in which various pieces of information that we select for attention are related.9 If, for 
example, you notice that your neighbor is a Little League softball coach and the father 
of three children, those two pieces of information go together because they both relate 
to the roles he plays. If you notice that he seems irritated and angry, those pieces of 
information go together as examples of his psychological state. In addition, you recog-
nize them as being diff erent from information about his roles, physical characteristics, 
or behaviors.

Perceptual schemas can also help us determine how other people are similar to and 
diff erent from us. If your dentist is female, that’s one way in which she is similar to (or 
diff erent from) you. If she is friendly and outgoing, that’s another similarity (or diff er-
ence). Perceptual schemas help us organize sensory information in some meaningful 
way so that we can move forward with the process of perception.10

INTERPRETATION. After noticing and classifying a stimulus, you have to assign 
it an interpretation to figure out what it means for you. Let’s say one of your co-
workers has been acting especially friendly toward you for the last week. She smiles 
at you all the time, brings you little gifts, and off ers to run errands for you during her 
lunch break. Her behavior is definitely noticeable, and you’ve probably classified it as 
a psychological construct because it relates to her thoughts and feelings about you. 
What does her behavior mean, though? How should you interpret it? Is she being nice 
because she’s getting ready to ask you for a big favor? Does she want to look good in 
front of her boss? Or does she like you? If she does like you, does she like you as a 
friend—or as a potential romantic partner?

To address those questions, you likely will pay attention to three factors to interpret 
her behavior: your personal experience, your knowledge of her, and the closeness of your 
relationship with her. Your personal experience helps you assign meaning to behavior. 
If co-workers have been nice to you in the past just to get favors from you later, then 
you might be suspicious of this co-worker’s behavior.11 Your knowledge of the person 
helps you interpret her actions. If you know she’s friendly and nice to everyone, you 
might interpret her behavior diff erently than if you notice that she’s being nice only 
to you.12 Finally, the closeness of your relationship influences how you interpret a 
person’s behavior. When your best friend does you an unexpected favor, you probably 
interpret it as a sincere sign of friendship. In contrast, when a co-worker does you a 
favor, you are more likely to wonder whether he or she has an ulterior motive.13

Experience, knowledge, and closeness can all aff ect how you interpret something 
that you perceive, but these factors don’t necessarily suggest the same interpretation. 
Th ink back to the example of seeing a poorly dressed man pushing a shopping cart 
on campus at night. Perhaps you have had experiences dealing with panhandlers and 

 interpretation The process 

of assigning meaning to infor-

mation that has been selected 

for attention and organized.
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homeless people in the city where you grew up, so you interpret his appearance and 
behavior as suggesting that he is a transient. Let’s say you also know, however, that the 
drama department at your school is currently rehearsing a play about the challenges 
of homelessness. Th at knowledge leads you to interpret his appearance and behavior 
as suggesting that he is part of the dramatic production. In this example, your experi-
ence and knowledge lead you to quite diff erent interpretations of the same situation. 
Because you don’t know this man personally, the closeness of your relationship with 
him doesn’t provide you with any additional clues to aid your interpretation.

We’ve seen that perception is a process, which means it happens in stages. Th at 
doesn’t necessarily mean the process is always linear, however. Th e three stages of 
perception—selecting, organizing, and interpreting information—overlap.14 How we 
interpret a behavior depends on what we notice about it, for example, but what we 
notice can also depend on the way we interpret it.

Let’s assume, for example, that you’re listening to a politician’s speech. If you find 
her ideas and proposals favorable, then you might interpret her demeanor and speak-
ing style as examples of her intelligence and confidence. In contrast, if you oppose 
her ideas, then you might interpret her demeanor and speaking style as examples of 
arrogance or incompetence. Either interpretation, in turn, might lead you to select for 
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attention only those behaviors or characteristics that support your interpretation and 
to ignore those that don’t. Th erefore, even though perception happens in stages, the 
stages don’t always take place in the same order. Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes 
the three stages of perception.

We’re constantly noticing, organizing, and interpreting things around us, includ-
ing other people’s behaviors. Like other skills, perception takes practice, and our per-
ceptions are more accurate on some occasions than others. 

Influences on Perceptual Accuracy

Because we constantly make perceptions, you might think we’d all be experts at it by 
now. In truth, perceptual mistakes are often easy to make. For example, perhaps your 
sister calls to check on you out of concern when you’re feeling ill. Because your illness 
makes you short-tempered and grumpy, however, you perceive that she is calling only 
because she feels obligated. As another example, on your overseas trip you perceive 
that two adults you see in a restaurant are having a heated argument. In fact, as you 
later fi nd out, they are engaging in behaviors that signify interest and involvement in 
that culture.

Why do we continue to make perceptual errors despite our accumulated experi-
ence? Th ree factors in particular influence the accuracy of our perceptions and can 
lead to errors: our physiology, our cultural and co-cultural backgrounds, and our so-
cial roles. 

PHYSIOLOGICAL STATES AND TRAITS. Physiolo  is the study of the mechani-
cal and biochemical ways in which our bodies work. Many aspects of our physiology 
influence the way we perceive the world.15 Here we focus specifically on physiological 
states and traits.

Physiological states are conditions that are temporary. We enter and leave various 
physiological states, meaning that their influence comes and goes over time. For in-
stance, the physiological state of feeling tired alters our perception of time and can 
make us anxious. Th erefore, the five minutes we’re waiting in line at the grocery store 
might seem much longer.16 Similarly, being hungry or sick seems to sap our energy 
and make us grumpy and impatient, reducing our ability to get along with others.17 
You can probably think of personal experiences that demonstrate how those or other 
aspects of your physiology have influenced your perceptual accuracy.

In contrast, our physiological traits are conditions that aff ect us on an ongoing basis. 
Compared with states, which are continually changing, traits are more enduring. For 
example, perception relies a great deal on our senses—our abilities to see, hear, touch, 
taste, and smell. A voice that sounds just right to a hearing-impaired person may seem 
too loud to others. A food you find too spicy might seem bland to someone else.18 You 
might think a room is too hot, another person might think it’s too cold, and a third 
person might think it’s just right. Our senses help us perceive and understand the 
world. So, when our sensory abilities diff er, our perceptions often do as well.

Another physiological trait is our biological rhythm, or the cycle of daily changes 
we go through in body temperature, alertness, and mood.19 As levels of various hor-
mones rise and fall throughout the day, our energy level and susceptibility to stress 
change as well. Consequently, there are times during the day when we interact posi-
tively with people, and other times when we feel cranky and are more easily annoyed.

Everyone’s biological rhythm is a little diff erent. You might be most refreshed and 
alert first thing in the morning, whereas your roommate might be a night owl who 
doesn’t get going until late in the day. Most of the time, these diff erences aren’t a huge 

Your physiological traits 
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various foods as well as how 
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problem. Research shows, however, that when romantic partners have very diff erent 
biological rhythms, they report more conflict and less intimacy than partners whose 
rhythms are more closely matched.20

Consider the case of Aida and her partner Luca. Aida wakes up around 6 a.m. 
every day. Her biological rhythm gives her the most energy early in the morning, but 
by early evening she is drowsy and ready for bed. In contrast, Luca likes to sleep until 
8 or 9 in the morning. He gets energized late at night and will often stay up until well 
past midnight. As a result of their diff erent rhythms, Luca is grouchy whenever they 
both have to be up early, such as when they have to catch a morning flight. Similarly, 
Aida is unhappy whenever they both have to stay up late, such as when they babysit 
their nephews.

Because either Aida or Luca is always cranky during these times, they frequently 
get on each other’s nerves. Th ey also interpret each other’s behavior in negative ways. 
For instance, when Luca forgets to put his clothes in the washing machine, Aida’s 
short temper leads her to interpret his behavior as a deliberate attempt to annoy her 
instead of as an innocent oversight. Similarly, if Aida speaks impatiently to Luca, his 
own crankiness causes him to interpret her speaking tone as condescending rather 
than to consider that she may just be tired. Th eir tendency to interpret each other’s 
behaviors negatively causes Aida and Luca to let even small annoyances turn into 
arguments. If their biological rhythms were more similar, however, they would feel 
energized and drowsy at the same times. Consequently, they would better understand 
each other and be less likely to feel out of sync with each other.

CULTURE AND CO-CULTURE. Another powerful influence on the accuracy of 
our perceptions is the culture and co-cultures with which we identify. Cultural values 
and norms have many diff erent eff ects on the way we communicate interpersonally. In 
addition to aff ecting our behavior, culture influences our perceptions and interpreta-
tions of other people’s behaviors.21

Let’s say that Jason, an American, meets Rosella, an Italian, at their company’s 
international sales meeting. Jason notices that Rosella stands very close to him and 
touches him frequently, and these behaviors make him uncomfortable. He might per-
ceive that Rosella is being dominant and aggressive, because in the United States 
people usually maintain more personal space and touch new acquaintances less often 
than do Italians. Noticing Jason’s discomfort, Rosella might perceive that he’s shy or 
socially awkward, because Italians are used to closer interpersonal distances and more 
frequent touch.22 In this situation, Rosella and Jason’s cultural norms aff ect not only 
their own behavior but also their perceptions of each other’s behaviors.

Co-cultural diff erences can also influence perceptions. Teenagers might perceive 
their parents’ advice as outdated or irrelevant, for instance, whereas parents might 
perceive their teenagers’ indiff erence to their advice as naïve.23 Some middle-class 
people might perceive that wealthy people are constantly taking advantage of them, 
whereas wealthy people may see lower-class people as lazy or ungrateful.24 Liberals 
and conservatives might each perceive the others’ behaviors as rooted in ignorance.25

Each of us has multiple “lenses” through which we perceive the world. Some of those 
lenses are products of our cultural background. Many others are influenced by our age, 
social class, political orientation, education, religion, and hobbies, and by other elements 
of our co-cultures.

For people in many socially marginalized populations, the experience of feeling 
misunderstood by others is common. Consider Hasani, a high school teacher who has 
struggled with clinical depression for most of his adult life. Much of the time, Hasani 
controls his depression adequately with medication. Occasionally, however, he has a 
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severe depressive episode during which he becomes physically and mentally immo-
bilized. His illness causes him to miss work more frequently than normal and often 
requires his principal to find a substitute at the last minute.

Some of Hasani’s colleagues and students perceive that he is taking advantage of 
a system that allows him to miss work without penalty. Because the disabling nature 
of depression isn’t outwardly visible, it can be easy for others to perceive that Hasani 
is simply taking a day off  whenever he is in a bad mood. Th is inaccurate perception is 
fueled by people’s misunderstandings about depression.

SOCIAL ROLES. A social role is a set of behaviors that are expected of someone in a 
particular social situation. Each of us plays several social roles, and those roles can also 
influence the accuracy of our perceptions. One example is gender roles. Gender and 
biological sex aff ect a range of communication behaviors, so it’s not surprising that 
they influence the perceptions we form of others.26

After years of hard work and consistently high performance ratings, for example, 
Karin has finally been promoted to senior manager at the telecommunications com-
pany where she works. She now supervises a staff  of 12 managers, 7 male and 5 fe-
male. Karin is experienced, highly motivated, and straightforward in her dealings 
with others. Th e women on her staff  see her as powerful, assertive, and an excellent 
role model for female executives. To the men, however, she seems domineering, 
aggressive, and pushy, because they perceive her behavior as unfeminine. In this 
instance, women and men who otherwise have much in common (they are all 
managers under the same boss) perceive the same pattern of behaviors in com-
pletely diff erent ways.

Our experience and occupational roles can also influence our perceptions of 
others’ behaviors.27 As a first-time mother, for instance, Charlotte was terrified 
when her infant son began jerking and convulsing while she was holding him one 
day. She was certain he was having a seizure, so she rushed him to the emergency 
room. Derek, an experienced pediatric nurse, recognized the problem immedi-
ately: Th e baby simply had the hiccups. He explained to Charlotte that 
newborns often don’t make the “hiccup” sound, so 
it’s easy to mistake the baby’s jerking motion 
for something more serious. Because of the 
diff erences in their training and experience 
with babies, Derek and Charlotte perceived 
the same behavior quite diff erently.

 

A P P LY  I T

R E F L E C T  O N  I T

L E A R N  I T

T H E  P R O C E S S  O F  P E R C E P T IO N     115



Fundamental Forces in 
Interpersonal Perception

Most of the time we believe we’re seeing the world as it really is. For example, Karin’s 
male managers saw her as aggressive and domineering, but did they perceive her in 
that way because she actually was—or, rather, because they disliked having a female 
boss? Even though we rely a great deal on our perceptions, research shows that those 
perceptions are vulnerable to a number of biases, many of which operate outside our 
conscious awareness. In this section, we examine seven fundamental forces that aff ect 
our perceptions.

Stereotyping Relies on Generalizations

You’re probably familiar with stereotypes, which are generalizations about a group 
or category of people that can have powerful influences on how we perceive those 
people.28 Stereotyping is a three-part process: I First, we identify a group we believe another person belongs to (“you are a 

blonde”). I Second, we recall some generalization others often make about the people in that 
group (“blondes have more fun”). I Finally, we apply that generalization to the person (“therefore, you must have 
more fun”).

You can probably think of stereotypes for many groups.29 What stereotypes come 
to mind when you think about elderly people, for instance? How about people with 
physical or mental disabilities? Wealthy people? Homeless people? Gays and lesbians? 
Science fiction fans? Immigrants? Athletes? What stereotypes come to mind when you 

think about yourself?
Many people find stereotyping distasteful or 

unethical, particularly when stereotypes have 
to do with characteristics such as sex, race, and 
sexual orientation.30 Th ere’s no question that 
stereotyping can lead to some inaccurate, even 
off ensive, evaluations of other people. Th e reason 
is that stereotypes underestimate the diff erences 
among individuals in a group. It may be true, for 
instance, that elderly people are more conserva-
tive than other age groups, but that doesn’t mean 
that every elderly person is conservative or that 
all elderly people are conservative to the same ex-
tent. Similarly, people of Asian descent are some-
times stereotyped as being more studious than 
those in other ethnic groups, but that doesn’t 
mean every Asian person is a good student or 
that all Asians do equally well in school.31

Importantly, there is variation in almost ev-
ery group. However, stereotypes focus our atten-
tion only on the generalizations. In fact, we have 
a tendency to engage in selective memory bias, 

2

 stereotypes Generaliza-

tions about groups of people 

that are applied to individual 

members of those groups.

Stereotyping means classifying 

a person as part of a group, 

making a generalization about 

that group, and then applying 

the generalization to that 

person. What stereotypes come 

to your mind for this person?
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remembering information that supports our stereotypes but forgetting information 
that doesn’t.32 During interpersonal conflicts, for instance, both women and men tend 
to remember only their partners’ stereotypical behaviors.33 Let’s take a look at a conflict 
between Carmen and her boyfriend, Nick, regarding their division of household labor:

Carmen: You were supposed to vacuum and put in a load of laundry when you got 

home; instead you’re just sitting there watching TV. Why am I the one who has to do 

everything around here?

Nick: Look, I’m sorry. I’ve had a long day, and all I want to do is sit here for a while 

and de-stress.

Carmen: I understand that, Nick, but I’ve also had a long day; I’d like to just sit 

around doing nothing too, but this stuff has to get done, and it shouldn’t be my 

responsibility to do it all.

Nick: Whatever. Can’t we talk about this later?

What do you think Carmen and Nick will remember most about this conflict after 
it’s over? Nick may recall that Carmen nagged and criticized him, but he may forget 
that she also listened to what he was saying. Likewise, Carmen may report that Nick 
“tuned her out,” but she may overlook that he also apologized. In other words, both 
may remember only the other person’s behaviors that conformed to stereotypes for 
female and male behavior.

Th at is one reason why it’s so important to check our perceptions before we act 
on them. After an argument like Nick and Carmen’s, for instance, ask yourself what 
communication behaviors the other person engaged in that were not necessarily ste-
reotypical. Th at may help you form a more accurate memory of the conflict; it may 
also help you to treat the other person as an individual and not simply as a representa-
tive of his or her sex.34

Note, however, that perceptions about an individual made on the basis of a ste-
reotype are not always inaccurate.35 Consider the stereotype that women love being 
around children. If you met a woman and assumed (on the basis of this 
stereotype) that she enjoyed being around children, you might be wrong—
however, you also might be right. Not every woman enjoys spending time 
with children, but some do. By the same token, not every elderly person is 
conservative, but some are. Not every male florist is gay, but some are. Th e 
point is that just because your perception of someone is consistent with 
a stereotype, it isn’t necessarily inaccurate. Just as we shouldn’t assume a 
stereotypical judgment is true, we also shouldn’t assume it is false.

At this point, you might be wondering whether you should abandon 
stereotyping altogether—but in fact doing so would be unrealistic. A 
more productive way of dealing with stereotypes involves two elements: 
awareness and communication. First, be aware of the stereotypical per-
ceptions you make. What assumptions do you make, for instance, when 
you meet an elderly Asian woman, an African American teenage boy, or 
an adult in a wheelchair? It’s natural to form perceptions of such individu-
als based on what you believe to be true about the groups to which they 
belong. Try to be aware of situations when you do so, however, and also 
try to remember that your perceptions may not be accurate. Second, in-
stead of assuming that your perceptions of other people are correct, get to 
know them and let your perceptions be guided by what you learn about 
them as individuals. By communicating interpersonally, you can begin to 
discover how well other people fit or don’t fit the stereotypical perceptions 
you formed of them.

To deal productively with stereotypes, we 

must first be aware of how they influence our 

perceptions and behavior. What stereotypes 

would you apply to this person?
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The Primacy Effect Governs First Impressions

As the saying goes, you get only one chance to make a good first impression. Th ere’s 
no shortage of advice on how to accomplish this, from picking the right clothes to 
polishing your conversational skills. Have you ever noticed that no one talks about 
the importance of making a good second impression? What is so special about first 
impressions?

According to a principle called the primacy eff ect, first impressions are critical be-
cause they set the tone for all future interactions.36 Our first impressions of someone 
seem to stick in our mind more than our second, third, or fourth impressions do. In 
an early study of the primacy eff ect, psychologist Solomon Asch found that a person 
described as “intelligent, industrious, impulsive, critical, stubborn, and envious” was 
evaluated more favorably than one described as “envious, stubborn, critical, impulsive, 
industrious, and intelligent.”37 Notice that most of those adjectives are negative, but 
when the description begins with a positive one (intelligent), the eff ects of the more 
negative ones that follow it are diminished.

Asch’s study illustrates that the first information we learn about someone tends 
to have a stronger eff ect on how we perceive that person than information we receive 
later on.38 Th at’s why we work so hard to make a good first impression in a job in-
terview, on a date, or in other important social situations. When people evaluate us 
favorably at first, they’re more likely to perceive us in a positive light from then on.39

Although first impressions are powerful, they aren’t necessarily permanent.40 For 
example, when Suzette first met her hairstylist Trey, she didn’t like him at all. At the 

time, he had just come from a contentious 
visit with the manager of his salon, and he 
was in a bad mood when Suzette sat down 
in his chair. As a result, he seemed distant 
and uninterested while he cut her hair. His 
behavior made a poor impression on Suzette, 
and she decided to switch to another styl-
ist at the same salon after that. As she con-
tinued to see Trey on her subsequent visits, 
however, he would always greet her warmly 
and ask her about her family. Over time, Su-
zette began to realize that her initial nega-
tive impression of Trey was inaccurate and 
that he was actually a nice, caring person.

To reiterate, the primacy eff ect means 
that first impressions are powerful, not that 
they are unchangeable. When subsequent 
communication is more positive than ini-
tial interactions, as in the case of Trey and 
Suzette, negative first impressions can some-
times be overcome.

The Recency Effect Influences Impressions

We’ve considered the importance of making a good first impression. As standup co-
medians and most other entertainers know, it’s equally important to make a good 
final impression, because that’s what the audience will remember after leaving. Th e 
principle in play is the recency eff ect, which says that the most recent impression we 

 recency effect The ten-

dency to emphasize the most 

recent impression over earlier 

impressions when forming a 

perception.

 primacy effect The 

tendency to emphasize the 

first impression over later 

impressions when forming a 

perception.

Barney Stinson, a character 

on How I Met Your Mother, is 

constantly looking for ways to 

impress women. For Halloween 

parties, Barney always brings 

a spare costume. That way, if 

he strikes out with the most 

desirable women, he has a 

second chance to make a fi rst 

impression.
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have of someone is more powerful than 
our earlier impressions.41

As an example, let’s say that Diego has 
been diagnosed with testicular cancer and 
has made appointments with two doc-
tors, Dr. Tan and Dr. Meyer, to discuss 
his treatment options. Th e doctors make 
equally good first impressions by listening 
to Diego and asking him questions about 
his symptoms and his overall health. At 
the end of their visit, Dr. Tan explains 
the specifics of surgery, radiation therapy, 
and chemotherapy to Diego and asks him 
how he feels about each option before ul-
timately recommending surgery. Diego 
leaves the first appointment with a posi-
tive impression of Dr. Tan.

At Diego’s other appointment, Dr. 
Meyer ends by telling him that he 
definitely needs surgery and that any doc-
tor who says otherwise is wrong. To Di-
ego, this approach makes Dr. Meyer seem 
pushy and unconcerned about Diego’s feelings or his treatment preferences. Diego 
leaves the second appointment with a negative impression of Dr. Meyer. Significantly, 
Diego doesn’t form this negative impression because their visit started poorly. On the 
contrary, he felt good about both doctors at the beginning of his appointments. 
Rather, the last impression Diego formed of Dr. Meyer before he left 
was negative, and that impression remains with him after the visit.

At first glance, it might seem as though the recency eff ect and 
the primacy eff ect contradict each other. Which is the more im-
portant impression—the first or the most recent? Th e answer is 
that both appear to be more important than any impressions that 
we form in between.42 To grasp this point fully, consider the last 
movie you saw. You probably have a better recollection of how 
the movie started and how it ended than you do of everything in 
between.

Th e same observation applies to our perceptions of other peo-
ple. Diego’s impressions of Dr. Tan and Dr. Meyer aren’t based on 
his perceptions of everything that happened during his appoint-
ments. What he remembers is how they started (positively for both 
doctors) and how they ended (positively for Dr. Tan, negatively for 
Dr. Meyer). Figure 4.1 illustrates the relationship between the pri-
macy eff ect and the recency eff ect.

Our Perceptual Set Limits 
What We Perceive

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” people often say. Our perception of 
reality is influenced not only by what we see, however, but also by 
our biases, our expectations, and our desires. Th ese elements can 

The recency effect says we are 

most influenced by our most 

recent impression of someone. 

Diego formed a positive 

impression of Dr. Tan in part 

because of how positively their 

interaction ended.
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create what psychologists call a perceptual set, or a predisposition to perceive only 
what we want or expect to perceive.43 An equally valid motto, therefore, might be “I’ll 
see it when I believe it.”

For example, our perceptual set regarding gender guides the way we perceive and 
interact with newborns. Without the help of contextual cues such as blue or pink baby 
clothes, we sometimes have a hard time telling whether an infant is male or female. 
However, if we’re told the infant’s name is David, we perceive that child to be stronger 
and bigger than if the same infant is called Diana.44 Our perceptual set tells us that 
male infants are usually bigger and stronger than female ones, so we “see” a bigger, 
stronger baby when we’re told it’s a boy.

A dramatic example of perceptual set occurred after the publication of a photo 
taken of the surface of Mars. In 1976, while surveying the Martian topography, Vi-
king Orbiter 1 captured what many observers believed to be the unmistakable image 
of a human face; see Figure 4.2, photograph (a). Th at perception fueled the public’s 
imagination about the existence of intelligent life on our neighbor planet. A quarter 
century later, the Mars Global Surveyor captured a higher-resolution photo of the same 
site—see Figure 4.2, photograph (b)—proving that the “face” in the 1976 picture was 
an optical illusion created by light and shadow.

It was people’s perceptual set that led them to see the face to begin with. Indeed, 
the face is such a fundamental tool for interpersonal recognition and communication 
that we are led to recognize it in nearly any pattern that resembles it. Research has 
shown that even newborns stare longer at figures that resemble faces than at similar 
figures that do not (Figure 4.3).45

Our perceptual set also influences how we make sense of people and circumstances. 
Deeply religious people may perceive a medical healing as a miracle or the answer to a 
prayer, whereas others may see it as a natural response to medication.46 Highly homo-
phobic people are more likely than others to perceive aff ectionate behavior between 
men as sexual in nature.47

 perceptual set A predis-

position to perceive only what 

we want or expect to perceive.

FIGURE 4.2 These two photos are of the same place on the Martian landscape. Pic-

ture (a), taken in 1976, shows what to most people looks like a human face. Picture 

(b), taken in 2001, revealed that the “face” was an optical illusion created by light and 

shadow. The reason we “see” a face in the first place is that our perceptual set leads 

us to recognize faces in anything that resembles them—including rocks on Mars!

(a)
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Perceptual set is relevant for interpersonal 
communication because it can shape the way 
we interpret social situations. Suppose, for in-
stance, that Ryan, Emilio, and Penny are sit-
ting around a café table eating ice cream when 
a married couple enters the café and walks 
up to the cash register to place an order. Th e 
man seems irritated, the woman looks as if she 
has recently been crying, and neither spouse 
talks to—or even looks at—the other. Th ey 
order two coff ees and walk to an outdoor pa-
tio behind the café, leaving Ryan, Emilio, and 
Penny to form their own perceptions of the 
situation.

Having grown up with an abusive alcoholic 
father, Penny perceives that the spouses had 
recently been fighting and that the woman 
was probably crying because of something her 
husband had said or done. Penny’s perceptual 
set, therefore, causes her to “see” the after-
math of a conflict that was the man’s fault. In 
contrast, Emilio, who has lost several relatives 
to chronic illness in the past few years, isn’t 
primed to perceive conflict the way Penny is. Instead, his perceptual set leads him 
to perceive that the couple might well be worried about the failing health of a fam-
ily member. Finally, Ryan is madly in love with his new romantic partner, and his 
budding relationship puts him in such an elated mood that he doesn’t notice there is 
anything at all wrong with the spouses.

All three friends witness the same couple walk into the café, place an order, and 
then leave. Th eir distinctive perceptual sets, however, lead them to form quite diff er-
ent perceptions about the situation. 

Egocentrism Narrows Our Perspective

If you’ve spent any time around preschoolers, you’ve probably noticed that they often 
behave in ways that, to adults, seem selfish or inconsiderate. Timmy stands right in 
front of the TV, blocking your view. Susie asks you questions while you’re on the 
phone. Such behaviors can be frustrating for parents, but in reality, the children aren’t 
being selfish or inconsiderate. Instead, they are egocentric, meaning they lack the 
ability to take another person’s perspective.48

According to developmental psychologist Jean Piaget, egocentrism is a normal part 
of development for children ages 2 to 6.49 Timmy doesn’t understand that he is block-
ing your view because he assumes you can see what he sees. Susie assumes you can hear 
only what she hears, so she doesn’t know she is interrupting your phone conversation.

Although most people grow out of the egocentric stage by mid-childhood, even 
adults can behave egocentrically from time to time.50 More important, our egocen-
trism can influence our perceptions of others. Th at happens when we assume that 
other people experience the world the same way we do.

Let’s say that Paul and Marty are new roommates who don’t know each other well. 
Marty is very sociable and outgoing; Paul is very quiet and somewhat shy. Th e night 
of Paul’s 20th birthday, Marty invites everyone in their residence hall to a big surprise 

 egocentric Unable to take 

another person’s perspective.

FIGURE 4.3 Research suggests that humans are attuned to rec-

ognizing faces at a remarkably early age. Studies show that new-

borns—some less than an hour old—stare significantly longer at 

drawings that loosely resemble faces (such as the picture on the 

left) than at similar drawings that do not (the picture on the right).
Sources: Monloch, C. J., Lewis, T. L., Budreau, D. R., Maurer, D., Dannemiller, J. L., Ste-

phens, B. R., & Kleiner-Gathercoal, K. A. (1991). Face perception during early infancy. 

Psychological Science, 10, 419–422; Morton, J., & Johnson, M. H. (1991). CONSPEC 

and CONLERN: A two-process theory of infant face recognition. Psychological Review, 

98, 164–181.
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party for Marty. Paul is surprised, but not in a good way: Th e last thing he wanted was 
to spend his birthday at a loud, crowded party making conversation with people he 
hardly knew. So, he spends 30 minutes at the party and leaves. Th e next day, Marty is 
angry because Paul didn’t appreciate the trouble he took to arrange the party. Paul is 
angry because he hates parties and that wasn’t how he wanted to spend his birthday.

Paul and Marty are both being egocentric, because each is assuming that the other 
should react to the situation the way he would. Marty loves parties, so it doesn’t even 
occur to him that Paul doesn’t; he just thinks Paul is being ungrateful. Paul hates be-
ing in crowds, so he doesn’t even consider that Marty was trying to do something nice 
for him.

Th e opposite of being egocentric is being altercentric, or focused on the perspective 
of another person instead of your own. To what extent do you communicate in alter-
centric ways? See the “Assess Your Skills” box to find out.

Positivity and Negativity Biases Affect Perception

Sometimes our perceptions are influenced more by positive or negative information 
than by neutral information. When we pay the most attention to positive informa-
tion, we are exhibiting what researchers call a positivity bias.51

 positivity bias The ten-

dency to focus heavily on a 

person’s positive attributes 

when forming a perception.
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One form of the positivity bias is the tendency of people in love to look at each other 
“through rose-colored glasses,” overestimating the partner’s positive qualities while 
underestimating or ignoring his or her faults or shortcomings.52 Perhaps you’ve been 
around people who have seen their love interests in that way. Research suggests that 
this is a normal stage of relationship development and that a certain amount of “ide-
alizing” is healthy for new relationships.53 Most relationships grow out of that stage, 
however. People who cling to an idealized view of their romantic partners may experi-
ence disappointment when they realize the person is not as perfect as they thought.

In the fi lm An Education (2009), for instance, Carey Mulligan plays Jenny Mellor, 
a teenager who is about to start college when she falls in love with David Goldman 
(played by Peter Sarsgaard). Jenny eventually learns that David is a con man, but she 
is so enamored of him that she overlooks his shady behavior. When he proposes to her 
even though he is already married, Jenny confronts David and he disappears, leaving 
her in a state of despair fueled by the strong positivity bias she had for him. Later in 
this chapter, we’ll further explore how looking through rose-colored glasses aff ects 
interpersonal behavior.

Th e opposite of the positivity bias is the negativity bias, or the tendency to weigh 
negative information more heavily than positive.54 According to the negativity bias, 
even one piece of negative information can taint your perception of someone you 
would otherwise like. Th e negativity bias is particularly strong in competitive situ-
ations, such as job interviews and graduate school admissions.55 When many people 
are competing for a limited number of opportunities, even seemingly minor pieces of 
negative information can ruin an otherwise positive impression.

Let’s say you’re calling references to check up on a person you have just interviewed 
for a key position on your work team. If the candidate is described as “innovative,” 
you’ll probably form a positive impression of her. If she’s described as “rigid,” your 
impression will probably be negative. What happens, however, if the candidate is de-
scribed as both “innovative” and “rigid”? Th e answer is that you, like most people, 
will still form a negative impression. In other words, the negative information will 
override the positive.56

Positivity biases and negativity biases are partic-
ularly influential for communication and satisfac-
tion in long-term relationships, such as marriages. 
People in almost any significant relationship will 
encounter positive events, such as the birth of a 
new child and a long-anticipated vacation. Th ey 
will also encounter negative events, such as a pro-
longed conflict and an unexpected job loss. When 
they consider their relationship as a whole, how-
ever, satisfied couples tend to emphasize its positive 
characteristics; in other words, they are biased to-
ward the positive. In contrast, dissatisfied couples 
tend to emphasize the negative characteristics.57

Stereotyping, primacy, recency, perceptual set, 
egocentrism, positivity, and negativity are all pow-
erful influences, and simply knowing about them 
doesn’t shield us from their eff ects. Th e more we 
know about perceptual errors, however, the better 
we can think critically and question our judgments 
to form more accurate perceptions of the people 
around us.

 negativity bias The ten-

dency to focus heavily on a 

person’s negative attributes 

when forming a perception.

Carey Mulligan’s character in An Education discovers that her boyfriend 

is a con artist—but her positivity bias is so strong that she overlooks 

his behavior.
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Explaining What We Perceive

People have an almost constant need to make sense of the world. It’s not enough just 
to notice someone’s behavior, for instance—we are also driven to figure out why it 
happened. Why did Paul leave his party so soon? Why did Kanye interrupt Taylor’s 
speech? We want to know.

Explaining Behavior Through Attributions

During a trip to Tokyo in November 2009, President Barack Obama made headlines 
when he greeted Japanese emperor Akihito with a nearly 90-degree bow. Th e presi-
dent’s behavior left many wondering, Why did he bow before a foreign leader?

When we experience behavior we don’t immediately understand, we usually try to 
make sense of it. We do so by formulating an attribution. An attribution is simply 
an explanation, the answer to a “why” question.58 You notice your brother ignoring 

his girlfriend, for instance, and you 
wonder to what you should attribute 
his behavior. Your advisor asks you 
why you failed your history midterm, 
and you consider to what you should 
attribute that outcome. Attributions 
for behavior vary along three impor-
tant dimensions—locus, stability, and 
controllability.59 

LOCUS. Locus refers to where 
the cause of a behavior is “located,” 
whether within ourselves or outside 
ourselves.60 Some of our behaviors have 
internal causes, which means they’re 
caused by a characteristic of ourselves. 
Other behaviors have external causes, 
meaning they’re caused by something 
outside ourselves.

3

 

 

 

A P P LY  I T

R E F L E C T  O N  I T

L E A R N  I T

 attribution An explanation 

for an observed behavior.

Many observers wondered why 

President Obama would bow 

to a foreign head of state, as 

he did to Japanese emperor 

Akihito in November 2009.
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Let’s say your boss is late to a lunch meeting, and you’re trying to figure out why. 
Some internal attributions are that he has lost track of time, he’s rarely punctual, and 
he’s making you wait on purpose. Th ose attributions are all diff erent, but they all 
identify some internal characteristic of your boss as the cause of his lateness. External 
attributions are that traffi  c is really heavy, that your boss has a long way to walk, and 
that his employees always have numerous questions for him in the morning. Again, 
those are all diff erent attributions, but each one points to something in your boss’s 
external environment—not within him personally—as the cause of his behavior.

STABILITY. A second dimension of attributions is whether the cause of a behavior 
is stable or unstable.61 A stable cause is one that is permanent, semipermanent, or at 
least not easily changed. Why was your boss late for lunch? Rush-hour traffi  c would 
be a stable cause for lateness, because it’s a permanent feature of many people’s morn-
ing commutes. By contrast, a traffi  c accident would be an unstable cause for lateness, 
because accidents occur only from time to time in unpredictable places with unpre-
dictable eff ects.

Notice that these are both external attributions. Internal causes for behavior also 
can be either stable or unstable, however. Imagine that you are trying to understand 
why your roommate snapped at you this morning. If you claim the reason is that she’s 
a mean person, that would be a stable attribution, because most people’s personali-
ties don’t change dramatically over the course of their lives. If you conclude that she 
snapped at you because she has the flu and is feeling tired, however, that’s an unstable 
attribution, because having the flu is a temporary condition. 

CONTROLLABILITY. Finally, causes for behavior also vary in how controllable 
they are.62 If you make a controllable attribution for someone’s behavior, then you 
believe that the cause of that behavior was under the person’s control. In contrast, an 
uncontrollable attribution identifies a cause outside the person’s control.

Let’s say your brother is supposed to pick you up from the airport, but he isn’t 
there when you arrive. You might assume he has failed to show because he has spent 
too much time hanging out with his friends beforehand and is running late. Th at is a 
controllable attribution, because the cause of his lateness (spending time with friends) 
is within his control. Alternatively, you might assume he got into a car accident. Th at is 
an uncontrollable attribution, because he couldn’t help but be late if he wrecked his car.

Locus, stability, and controllability are all related to one another. However, diff er-
ent attributions can reflect diff erent combinations of these dimensions. In fact, any 
combination of locus, stability, and controllability is possible.

For example, just because an attribution is internal doesn’t necessarily mean it’s 
also stable or uncontrollable. Referring back to an earlier example, one attribution for 
why your roommate snapped at you this morning is that she’s not a “morning person.” 
Th at is an internal attribution (she’s not a morning person) that is stable (she’s prob-
ably never been a morning person) and relatively uncontrollable (it probably has to do 
with her biological rhythms). A diff erent attribution is that she was grumpy because 
she got only two hours of sleep, having been out partying most of the night before. 
Th at attribution is also internal (she’s grumpy), but it is probably unstable (she isn’t 
grumpy every morning) and controllable (she chose to stay up late the night before). 
Table 4.1 provides eight diff erent attributions for a single behavior that represent all 
the possible combinations of locus, stability, and controllability.

Although most of us probably try to come up with accurate attributions for other 
people’s behaviors, we are still vulnerable to making attribution mistakes.63 Such er-
rors can create problems for us because our response to other people’s behaviors is 
often based on the attributions we make for those behaviors.
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Let’s say that Adina and her 14-year-old son Craig get into an argument one night 
about whether Craig can go on a school-sponsored overseas trip. After their argument, 
they both go to bed angry. When Adina gets up the following morning, she finds that 
Craig hasn’t done the dishes or taken out the trash, two chores he is responsible for 
doing every night before bed. It turns out that Craig was so flustered by the previous 
night’s conflict that doing his chores slipped his mind. Adina makes a diff erent attri-
bution, however: She perceives that Craig didn’t do the chores because he was delib-
erately disobeying her. On the basis of that attribution, she tells Craig he is grounded 
for a week and is not going on the school trip. Her actions only prolong and intensify 
the conflict between them.

If, instead, Adina attributed Craig’s behavior to an honest oversight, she might 
have been able to overlook it instead of making it the basis for additional conflict. As 
we’ll see in the next section, learning how to recognize common attribution errors 
will best equip us to avoid making mistakes that, as in the case of Adina and Craig, 
transform a bad situation into a worse one.
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Recognizing Common Attribution Errors

We might think we always explain behavior in an objective, rational way, but the 
truth is that we’re all prone to taking mental shortcuts when coming up with attribu-
tions. As a result, our attributions are often less accurate than they ideally should be. 
Th ree of the most common attribution errors are the self-serving bias, the fundamen-
tal attribution error, and overattribution.

SELF-SERVING BIAS. Th e self-serving bias refers to our tendency to attribute 
our successes to stable, internal causes while attributing our failures to unstable, ex-
ternal causes.64 For example, if you got an A on your test, you did so because you’re 
smart, but if you got an F, the reason is that the test was unfair or because you work 
so much to keep up with tuition payments that you didn’t have time to study. Th ose 
attributions are called self-serving because they suggest that our successes are deserved 
but our failures are not our fault. 

Th e self-serving bias deals primarily with attributions that we make for our own 
behaviors. However, research shows that we often extend that tendency to other 
important people in our lives.65 In a happy marriage, for instance, people tend to 
attribute their spouse’s positive behaviors to internal causes (“She remembered my 
birthday because she’s thoughtful”) and negative behaviors to external causes (“He 
forgot my birthday because he’s been very distracted at work”). Th at tendency is espe-
cially pronounced among people who are currently in love and are seeing each other 
through rose-colored glasses, as the “Communication: Light Side” box explains. In 
distressed relationships, the reverse is often true: People attribute negative behavior 
to internal causes (“She forgot my birthday because she’s completely self-absorbed”) 
and positive behavior to external causes (“He remembered my birthday only because 
I reminded him five times”).

Th e self-serving bias is a natural, self-protective tendency, although it is a form of 
self-delusion.66 Virtually none of us is responsible for all our successes and none of our 
failures. If we’re being honest, most of us would agree that our failures are sometimes 
our fault (you got an F because you didn’t study). Similarly, most of us would admit 
that our successes sometimes result from factors outside our control (you got an A 
because of the curve, not because of your performance).

Th ose observations also apply to communication in relationships. We might like to 
think, for instance, that we are responsible for everything that is going well in our 
relationships but are not responsible for anything that is going poorly. Again, 
that attitude is unrealistic. As you’ve probably learned from your own experi-
ence, both people in an interpersonal relationship contribute to its positive 
and negative aspects. When you commit the self-serving bias and act as 
though you’re responsible only for successes but not for failures, your ac-
tions are likely to cause resentment from others. For those reasons, it’s 
important to be aware of our self-serving biases and to be honest about 
the attributions we make for our behavior and the behavior of others. 
Check out the “Got Skills?” box on p. 129 for hints on doing so.

FUNDAMENTAL ATTRIBUTION ERROR. Th ink about how you 
reacted the last time someone cut you off  in traffi  c. Specifically, what 
attribution did you make for the driver’s behavior? You might have 
said to yourself, “She must be late for something important” or “He 
must have a car full of noisy children,” but you probably didn’t. “What a 
jerk!” is likely to be closer to your reaction.

 self-serving bias The 

tendency to attribute one’s 

successes to internal causes 

and one’s failures to external 

causes.

We often extend the self-serving 

bias to our relationships. Why 

did your partner remember your 

birthday? Was it because your 

partner is a thoughtful person 

or because you reminded him or 

her repeatedly?
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Th e reason for that response isn’t crankiness. Rather, it’s the tendency to commit 
what scientists call the fundamental attribution error, in which we attribute other 
people’s behaviors to internal rather than external causes.67 Th e high school student 
ran the pledge drive because she’s a caring, giving person, not because she earned extra 
credit for doing so. Th e cashier gave you the wrong change because he doesn’t know 
how to count, not because he was distracted by an announcement being made over 
the loudspeaker. Th at driver cut you off  because he or she is a jerk, not because of 
noisy children or any other external factor that might have motivated that behavior.

Th e fundamental attribution error is so strong, in fact, that we commit it even 
when we know better. For instance, you can probably think of at least one actor you 
dislike simply because you don’t like the characters he plays. Most of us understand 
that acting involves playing a role and pretending to be a character that someone else 
has created; an actor’s words and behaviors clearly aren’t his own. However, we often 
commit the fundamental attribution error by assuming (even subconsciously) that an 
actor’s behavior reflects who he is as a person.

Just how strong is the fundamental attribution error? Consider that in one study 
people explained a person’s behavior in terms of internal factors even after they were 
specifically told that it was caused by external factors.68 In the study, college students 
talked with a young woman whose behavior was either friendly or unfriendly. Before 
their conversations, half the students were told the woman’s behavior would be spon-
taneous, but the other half were told she had been instructed to act either friendly or 
unfriendly.

communication
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How did this information influence the students’ attributions for the woman’s be-
havior? Th e answer is that it had no eff ect at all. When the woman acted friendly, 
the students maintained it was because she is a friendly person, and when she acted 
unfriendly, they maintained it was because she is an unfriendly person. In both cases, 
students attributed the woman’s behavior to her personality, even when they were 
specifically told that she was only behaving as instructed.

As interpersonal communicators, we should bear in mind that people’s behaviors—
including our own—are often responses to external forces. For instance, when the 
new doctor you’re seeing spends only three minutes diagnosing your condition and 
prescribing a treatment before moving on to the next patient, you might conclude that 
she’s not a very caring person. Th is would be an internal attribution for her behavior, 
which the fundamental attribution error increases your likelihood of making. If you 
think your doctor rushed through your consultation because she’s uncaring, that at-
tribution might lead you to give her a poor evaluation to your friends and co-workers 
or to switch to another doctor altogether.

Was your attribution correct, however? Ask yourself what external forces might 
have motivated the doctor’s behavior. For example, she might have rushed through 
your consultation simply because another doctor’s absence that day forced her to see 
twice as many patients as usual, not because she’s an uncaring person. If that’s the 
case, then you might have switched to another doctor for no reason, forgoing your 
opportunity to form a positive professional relationship with her. To the extent that 
we base our decisions on inaccurate attributions, we run the risk of needlessly damag-
ing our relationships in the process.
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OVERATTRIBUTION. A third common attribution error is overattribution, in 
which we single out one or two obvious characteristics of a person and then attribute 
everything he or she does to those characteristics.69 Let’s use the example of Fatima, 
who is an only child. When you see her being impatient or acting selfishly, you might 
say to yourself, “Th at’s typical of an only child.” Maybe you notice that she pushes 
herself to make good grades, she is very conservative with her money, or she doesn’t 
seem to enjoy the holidays. “Well, she is an only child!” you might say to yourself, as if 
that one characteristic is the underlying cause of everything she does.70

Overattribution is a form of mental laziness. Instead of trying to understand why 
Fatima might push herself so hard in school, we pick something obvious about her 
(she’s an only child) and conclude that it must have something to do with that.

Although that example might seem inconsequential, overattribution can contrib-
ute to problematic behavior in some contexts. For instance, psychologists William 
 Schweinle, William Ickes, and Ira Bernstein have studied overattribution in the con-
text of marital aggression. On the basis of the principle of overattribution, the re-
searchers predicted that when women communicate in a certain way, such as by being 
critical, men sometimes explain the behavior as being typical of women in general. In 
other words, they focus on one aspect of a person (“she’s a woman”) as the cause of her 
behavior (“because she’s a woman, she’s being critical”).

Schweinle and his colleagues found that the more men engage in this form of over-
attribution with women in general, the more likely they are to be verbally abusive with 
their own wives.71 Th e researchers noted that engaging in this form of overattribution 
causes men to perceive their wives as being critical even when they aren’t, simply be-
cause they are women. As one result, men form defensive thoughts that provoke their 
verbal aggression.72

Overattribution is particularly easy to do with marginalized groups such as sexual 
minorities, homeless people, and people with disabilities.73 Because members of these 
groups are marginalized, some people don’t have much experience interacting with 

them. Th is lack of communication might make it eas-
ier to believe that the group a person belongs to is the 
primary cause of his or her behaviors. For that reason, 
it’s important to remember that being homeless or gay 
might be one characteristic of a person, but it doesn’t 
define the person completely, and it’s not the cause of 
everything that person says or does.74

Humans are complex social beings. So, if we want 
to understand the reasons behind another person’s be-
haviors, we need to look past his or her outward char-
acteristics and consider what aspects of the individual’s 
physical and/or social environment might be motivat-
ing his or her behavior.

Like other forms of perception, attributions are im-
portant but prone to error. Th at observation doesn’t 
imply that we never make accurate attributions for 
other people’s behavior. It simply acknowledges that 
the self-serving bias, the fundamental attribution error, 
and overattribution are easy mistakes to commit. Th e 
more we know about those processes, the better able 
we’ll be to examine the attributions we make. Th e “At 
a Glance” box summarizes the three common attribu-
tion errors.

 overattribution The ten-

dency to attribute a range of 

behaviors to a single charac-

teristic of a person.

Overattribution can be easy to do with people in socially 

marginalized groups, such as individuals with an intellectual 

disability—especially when interaction with them is limited. 

Humans are complex social beings, though. We cannot understand 

people simply by characterizing their most obvious qualities.
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Improving Your 
Perceptual Abilities

We’ve examined how easy it is to make perceptual mistakes. We stereotype people. 
We assume they think the same ways we do. We attribute all their behaviors to one 
or two characteristics. Clearly, perception making is hard work. On the positive side, 
despite all those limitations, we can do a better job of it if we know how. Improving 
our perceptual ability starts with being mindful of what our perceptions are and what 
influences them. Next, it involves checking the accuracy of our perceptions. Before we 
examine those steps, though, imagine yourself in the following situation.

You have just started working at a store that sells and services swimming pools. 
You’ve noticed that the social atmosphere at the store seems playful and fun, but you 
sense tension between Dmitri, the store manager, and Min, one of the salespeople. 
Dmitri grew up in Greece, went to college in Canada, and has been living in the 
United States since he graduated. Min’s parents emigrated from South Korea when 
she was an infant and raised Min and her older brother in the Pacific Northwest.

From what you’ve observed, Dmitri is friendly and informal with almost everyone, 
including his employees. Min is also friendly, but she communicates with others in a 
more formal, reserved manner than Dmitri. On a couple of occasions, you have seen 
Dmitri put his arm around Min and fl irt with her. You have observed him doing the 
same with several other people as well; Dmitri is a very gregarious person. You’ve also 
heard from another employee, however, that Min has asked Dmitri not to behave that 
way toward her at work, although you are not certain whether that is true.

4
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Attribution Error  
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Th en, one morning while you’re working in the swimming pool showroom, 
you overhear what sounds like an argument in Dmitri’s offi  ce. You rec-

ognize the voices as Dmitri’s and Min’s, and although you can’t hear 
everything they’re saying, you hear enough to figure out that Min 
is upset because Dmitri promoted another employee instead of her 
to the position of lead salesperson. Eventually you see Min walk out 

of Dmitri’s offi  ce looking visibly upset. By that afternoon, you start 
hearing a rumor that Min has filed a harassment complaint against Dmitri.

We’ll use this scenario throughout this section to illustrate how you can 
improve your perception-making abilities. As you imagine yourself in this scenario, 
consider what perceptions you would form. Has Dmitri harassed Min by denying her 
a promotion because she expressed discomfort at his flirtatious behavior?

Alternatively, is Min falsely accusing Dmitri of harassment because she is angry 
at not getting the promotion? Or are both parties at fault? Arriving at an accurate 
perception of the situation will be diffi  cult given the limited information you have. 
Nevertheless, with eff ort, you can improve your perceptual ability.

Being Mindful of Your Perceptions

We form perceptions of people and situations constantly—so often, in fact, that we’re 
sometimes unaware that we’re doing it. We can improve our perceptual abilities, how-
ever, only when we’re mindful of our perceptions. In other words, we must fi rst be 
aware of what our perceptions are; then we must consider how they might be aff ected 
by our own characteristics, by the characteristics of the people we’re perceiving, and 
by the context in which we’re perceiving them. 

KNOW YOURSELF. How can several people observe the same event and form dif-
ferent—even contradictory—perceptions of it? As we’ve seen, the reason is that our 
individual characteristics often shape the way we perceive people and situations. One 
part of being mindful of your perceptions, therefore, is to ask yourself how they are 
influenced by your personal attributes.

For instance, how might your perception of Dmitri and Min’s situation be aff ected 
by your sex? Perhaps you identify more with Min if you’re female because you are pro-
jecting how you would feel in the same situation. Likewise, you might identify more 
with Dmitri if you’re male. In the same vein, your cultural values and expectations 
might also influence your perception of the situation. If you grew up in a low-power-
distance culture that values equality and workers’ rights, you might be predisposed 
to perceive that Dmitri is abusing his power and victimizing Min. Conversely, if you 
were raised in a high-power-distance culture that values hierarchy and discourages the 
questioning of authority, you might be more likely to perceive that Min is overreact-
ing and needlessly causing problems.

Remember that your physiological states and traits can also shape your percep-
tions. If you were tired or hungry when you overheard Dmitri and Min’s exchange, 
for example, you might have felt short-tempered and been more likely than usual to 
rush to judgment one way or the other. Th at could have led you to select, organize, 
and interpret only those clues that supported your initial perception and to ignore any 
information that did not.

Your experiences with previous jobs could also bias your perceptions of Dmitri and 
Min by creating a perceptual set. Let’s say that one of your closest friends at your last 
job was the victim of harassment. Noticing the pain and frustration she went through 
may have sensitized you to instances of harassment, leading you to “see” a situation as 
an example of harassment because that’s what you expect to see.
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Now let’s take the opposite approach and imagine that your friend was wrongfully 
accused of harassment by a disgruntled employee. Th at experience might sensitize you 
to “see” even legitimate victims of harassment as simply vindictive and dishonest, be-
cause that’s what you expect to see. In either case, your experiences would have created 
a perceptual set that shaped your perceptions. 

We can’t always change these influences on our perception-making ability. Try as 
we might, for example, we can’t just choose to think like someone of a diff erent gender 
or cultural background. But what we can do is ask ourselves how factors such as our 
experiences, sex, cultural background, and physiological states and traits might aff ect 
the perceptions we make. Acknowledging those influences is one of the first steps in 
improving our perceptual ability.

FOCUS ON OTHERS’ CHARACTERISTICS: THE INFLUENCE OF GENDER AND 
CULTURE. Being mindful of our perceptions also means acknowledging how they 
are influenced by characteristics of the people we’re perceiving. For instance, are you 
more inclined to believe Dmitri and Min’s situation is an example of harassment be-
cause the supervisor is male and the employee is female? What if the situation involved 
a male employee accusing a female supervisor of harassment? Might that detail change 
your perception of the accusation’s merit? You might think the sex of the people in-
volved wouldn’t matter—legally and ethically, it shouldn’t—but several studies have 
shown that people are more likely to perceive harassment when the supervisor is male 
as opposed to female.75

Another characteristic of Min and Dmitri that may aff ect your perceptions of their 
situation is their cultural backgrounds. Culture has a strong influence on how we 
behave and communicate, so it should come as no surprise that it also influences the 
way we perceive behavior. When we observe interactions between people from our 
own culture, our shared knowledge about cultural norms enables us to perceive and 
interpret their behaviors with relative ease. However, when we observe interactions be-
tween people from other cultures, we are more likely to misinterpret their behaviors. 
One reason why this is true is that people’s cultural backgrounds can activate stereo-
types that can influence our perceptions.

For example, perhaps you stereotype Greek men as being naturally gregarious, so 
you see Dmitri’s friendly behavior toward his employees merely as an expression of his 
nature, not as harassment. Or perhaps you stereotype Asian women (even those raised 
in the United States) as being accommodating and respectful of authority. If so, then 
you would likely perceive that Min wouldn’t have argued with her supervisor unless 
she truly felt victimized. Neither of those stereotypes may actually be valid. Neverthe-
less, to the extent that you hold stereotyped beliefs that are relevant to Dmitri or Min, 
those beliefs can color the way you perceive the situation.

CONSIDER THE CONTEXT. Th e last step in being mindful of your perceptions is 
to consider how the context itself influenced them. In the example of Dmitri and Min, 
the context includes not only the argument you overheard but also the observations you 
made of Dmitri’s and Min’s communication behaviors before the argument. Let’s say 
that when you started working at the store, your first impression of Dmitri was that he 
was inappropriately aff ectionate toward his employees. Because of the primacy eff ect, 
that first impression might encourage you to perceive his behavior toward Min as ha-
rassment. Conversely, let’s say that you recently observed Min communicating in an un-
professional manner with two customers. Because of the recency eff ect, that recent nega-
tive impression might encourage you to perceive that she is accusing Dmitri unfairly.

Positivity biases and negativity biases can also shape your perceptions. If you really 
like Min and have always gotten along well with her, then you might be inclined to 

I M P R O V I N G  YO U R  P E R C E P T UA L  A B I L I T I E S      133



believe only positive things about her. Th at inclination could bias you toward believ-
ing her side of the story and concluding that Dmitri had in fact harassed her. How-
ever, if you and Min don’t get along, then you might be inclined to believe the worst 
about her, and this inclination could bias you against believing her accusations.

Don’t forget, too, that you heard only bits and pieces of Dmitri and Min’s argu-
ment. It’s possible, then, that your limited ability to hear the conversation caused you 
to miss parts of the argument that would have changed your perception of the situa-
tion. In other words, the context itself limited the information that you could select 
for attention. An important part of being mindful of your perceptions, therefore, is to 
ask whether there are pieces of information to which you didn’t have access.

Th ese three clues—knowing yourself, focusing on the characteristics of others, and 
considering the context—can all help you think critically about your perceptions by 
acknowledging the range of factors that can influence them. 

Checking Your Perceptions

Being mindful of your perceptions is an important step toward improving your per-
ceptual abilities, but it is only the first step. After you have considered which factors 
led you to form a particular perception, the next step is to check the accuracy of that 
perception. To do so, let’s continue with the example of Dmitri and Min.

SEPARATE INTERPRETATIONS FROM FACTS. Dragnet was a radio and televi-
sion police drama that debuted in the early 1950s. Its main character, Sgt. Joe Friday, 
was a detective best known for requesting “just the facts, ma’am.” Th at phrase implies 
that objective facts are diff erent from interpretations of those facts.

Let’s say you saw Dmitri put his arm around a customer and kiss her on the cheek. 
If you were asked to describe the scene, you might say that “Dmitri was acting friendly 
with that woman” or “he was flirting with her” or even “he was coming on to her.”

Which of those reports is factual? Technically, none of them is. Rather, they are all 
interpretations, because they all assign meaning to what you observed. You witnessed 
Dmitri’s behavior and interpreted it as friendliness, as flirtation, or as a sign of sexual 
interest, so you described it in those ways. In fact, if you and two co-workers had 

witnessed the behavior, you could easily have interpreted it in three diff erent ways.
If all three of your perceptions were subjective interpretations, then what are 

the facts here? Th e essential fact is that you saw Dmitri put his arm around the 
woman and kiss her on the cheek. Th at’s what you objectively observed. Per-
haps you also noticed other clues that helped you arrive at your interpretation, 
such as what occurred right before or how the customer reacted. Th e point is 
that describing what you actually saw or heard is not the same thing as interpret-

ing it. If we are to check the accuracy of our perceptions, we must start by 
separating what we heard or saw from the interpretation we assigned it.

GENERATE ALTERNATIVE PERCEPTIONS. Once you have assigned 
meaning to an event, ask yourself what other meanings or interpretations 
you might have come up with. As we considered earlier, most people 
arrive at a perception and then pay attention only to information that 
supports their perception, ignoring any information that doesn’t. A bet-

ter approach is to look for alternative ways of perceiving the situation, 
even if they contradict your initial perception.

Your observations of Dmitri and Min, for example, might lead you 
to perceive that Min is accusing Dmitri of harassment only out of 

Sgt. Joe Friday
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anger at not getting the promotion. What are alternative ways of perceiving the situ-
ation? One alternative we have already identified is that Dmitri has actually harassed 
Min. Are there others? Perhaps Dmitri feels threatened by Min and worries that he 
might put his own job in jeopardy by promoting her. Perhaps Min and Dmitri 
have had a contentious relationship for a long time. In that case, the conflict 
you witnessed wasn’t about Min’s promotion at all but instead reflected 
long-standing grudges on the part of both individuals.

Th e practice of generating alternative perceptions is important for two 
reasons. First, it requires you to look at information about the situation 
that doesn’t match your original perception. For example, if you initially per-
ceived that Min accused Dmitri of harassment only out of anger at not getting the 
promotion, then it would be easy for you to ignore your observations of Min’s discom-
fort with Dmitri’s overly friendly behavior because those observations don’t support 
your perception. In contrast, to generate an alternative perception, you would have to 
take those observations into account.

Second, generating alternative perceptions encourages you to ask yourself what 
information you don’t have that might be relevant. How much do you know about 
Dmitri and Min’s history with each other, for instance? If you knew they used to be a 
romantic couple but had an emotional breakup just a few months before you started 
working at the store, that information might give you a more accurate context for 
interpreting their behaviors toward each other.

Keep in mind, however, that even if you are able to generate alternative percep-
tions, that doesn’t necessarily mean your initial perception was inaccurate or should 
be discarded. In fact, looking at alternatives will sometimes make you even more 
convinced that your first perception was accurate. Th e purpose of considering alterna-
tive perceptions is to make certain you aren’t ignoring or discounting clues from the 
situation simply because they are inconsistent with the perception you formed.

Once you have separated interpretations from facts and have considered alterna-
tive ways of perceiving the situation, you can engage in direct and indirect forms of 
perception checking.

ENGAGE IN PERCEPTION-CHECKING BEHAVIORS. Perception checking is the 
process of testing your perceptions for accuracy. Th is is an important step toward 
improving your perceptual abilities because when you act on the basis of inaccurate 
perceptions, you run the risk of turning a situation from bad to worse, as you saw 
Adina do with her son Craig earlier in this chapter. You can engage in either direct or 
indirect means of perception checking.

Direct perception checking involves simply asking other people if your perception of 
a situation is accurate. If you perceive that Min is angry at Dmitri, for instance, one 
way to find out if you’re right is to ask her. Direct perception checking involves three 
elements:

1. Acknowledging the behavior you witnessed

2. Interpreting that behavior

3. Asking whether your interpretation was correct

Here’s an example of how you might directly check your perception that Min is 
angry with Dmitri:

“I heard you talking to Dmitri in his offi  ce [acknowledging behavior]. It sounded 
like you were pretty mad at Dmitri [off ering an interpretation]. Is that true?” [ask-
ing about your interpretation] 
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Depending on your relationship with Min, she may feel comfortable telling you how 
she feels: “Yeah, I’m furious with him!” Or she might downplay her feelings if she 
doesn’t feel comfortable disclosing them to you: “I’m just a little upset about not get-
ting the promotion, that’s all.” If your perception is wrong, she might tell you that: 
“No, I’m not mad at Dmitri at all; why would you think that?” She might even choose 
not to respond to your question: “I’d appreciate it if you could just leave me alone for 
a little while.” Direct perception checking will be the most useful, therefore, when 
you approach people who are willing either to confirm your perceptions or to correct 
them. You can learn more about direct perception checking in the “Got Skills?” box.

In contrast, indirect perception checking involves listening and observing in order to 
seek additional information about the situation. Instead of asking Min if she is angry, 
for example, you might observe her facial expressions, listen to how she talks to others, 
and watch her body language when she’s around Dmitri. If you notice that Min looks 
and sounds angry, that observation gives you additional confidence in the accuracy of 
your perception. If she seems to interact with Dmitri in a calm, pleasant manner, that 
observation might suggest that your perception was off  base.

Neither direct nor indirect perception checking will provide foolproof results every 
time. As we saw, asking people if your perceptions are correct is useful only if they are 
willing to tell you. Indirect perception checking can fail, too, because your initial per-
ception (“Min is angry”) might lead you to pay attention only to clues that reinforce 
that perception. For instance, you might notice Min’s distressed tone of voice without 
also noticing that her facial expression appears calm. Another danger of indirect per-
ception checking is that you might pay attention to information that isn’t relevant. To 
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determine whether Min is angry, for example, you might take careful note of the way 
she’s sitting at her desk and how she’s looking at others, even though those behaviors 
might not be aff ected by her emotion.

Although you might think that gathering more information will always lead you to 
make more accurate perceptions, there are instances when having more information 
makes your perceptions less accurate, as the “Fact or Fiction?” box details. For those 
reasons, it’s often in your best interest to engage in both direct and indirect perception 
checking, so that each strategy can compensate for the shortcomings of the other.

WHEN IT COMES TO PERCEPTION CHECKING, 

MORE INFORMATION IS ALWAYS BETTER
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Th e process of perception checking will increase your 
confidence in the accuracy of your perceptions in 

some cases and will give you reason to question 
them in other cases. Th e last step in improving 
your perceptual ability is to make use of this 

information by revisiting your perceptions and 
revising them, if necessary.

REVISE YOUR PERCEPTIONS AS NECES-
SARY. Good communicators use what 
they learn from perception checking to 
modify their perceptions of a situation. 
Sometimes you’ll find that your percep-

tions were accurate from the start. At other 
times, you’ll realize that they were not accurate, 

for any of the reasons we’ve considered: (1) Th ey were limited by char-
acteristics of yourself, of the people involved, or of the situation; (2) you 

were confusing facts and interpretations; or (3) you didn’t consider any al-
ternative perceptions. As one example, perhaps you initially perceived 

that Min was being dishonest and vindictive by accusing Dmitri 
of harassment, but after you dug deeper into the 

situation, you discovered that Dmitri did in 
fact harass Min. When the results of percep-
tion checking give you reason to believe your 

perceptions are inaccurate, it’s your respon-
sibility as a communicator to revise them.

Improving your perceptual ability there-
fore involves two major strategies. First, 
you have to be mindful of the factors that 
influence what perception you form of a 
situation. Second, you have to check that 

perception by separating facts from interpretations, considering alternative percep-
tions, engaging in direct and indirect perception checking, and revising your percep-
tion if necessary. With practice, these skills, which are represented in Figure 4.4, will 
help you improve your perceptions of people in interpersonal contexts.
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FIGURE 4.4 Improving Your Perceptual Ability. Improving your per-

ceptual ability involves two stages. First you need to identify your initial 

perception by exploring characteristics about yourself, the other person, 

and the context of the situation that may be influencing your perception. 

Then you need to check your perception by considering what is factual 

and interpretive, and whether there may be alternative perceptions.
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Seeing words Speaking words

The human brain seems to have a specifi c capacity for learning and using 

language that is not shared by other species. This scan of the left half of the 

human brain contrasts the different areas used in aspects of language activity, 

including generating words, hearing words, seeing words, and speaking words.

inding the right words can be challenging under the most ordinary circumstances, 

let alone extraordinary ones. We may not always know what to say to make someone 

feel comforted, informed, entertained, motivated, or persuaded. If we know how to 

use language effectively, however, we can employ it to accomplish those goals in our 

personal relationships—and many others.

The Nature of Language

Many species communicate in one form or another, but we humans are the only crea-
tures on the planet who use language. Although most of us are born with verbal abil-
ity, we have to learn the specifi c languages we use; and, like most learned skills, our 
language abilities improve as we practice and learn about them.

In this chapter’s opening story, Elwin Wilson communicated his sincere apologies 
to Representative John Lewis in words. Like Wilson, we use language as a way to rep-
resent or symbolize our thoughts and feelings.

We can understand language as a structured system of symbols used for commu-
nicating meaning. Many scientists believe that language evolved from early humans’ 
use of gestures to communicate.1 For instance, many of us hold out our hands when 
we ask for something. We share this gesture with other primates, such as chimpanzees. 
Th e human brain, however, appears to have a specifi c capacity for learning and using 
language that is not shared by other species. Researchers in the fi eld of bio linguistics 
have proposed that our advanced cognitive capacity has allowed humans to develop 

the symbolic system we know as language.2

You can probably think of many behav-
iors and items that represent or symbolize 
some type of meaning. A smile often sym-
bolizes happiness, for instance; a red traffi  c 
light symbolizes the need to stop. Many ges-

tures also have symbolic meaning, in that they 
represent a particular concept or idea. For ex-

ample, you probably wave to say “hello” or 
shrug your shoulders to say “I don’t know.” 
Signifi cantly, although traffi  c lights, ges-
tures, and facial expressions all symbolize 

meaning, none of those behaviors or items 
alifi es as a language. Instead, a language is 

aracterized by the use of a specifi c type of sym-
bol: words.

Words are the building blocks of verbal 
communication. As we’ll see in this chap-
ter, we use words to represent ideas, obser-
vations, feelings, and thoughts. Words have 
a profound infl uence on how we relate to 

others. One key point here is that the power 
of verbal communication isn’t limited to the 

1

F

 language A structured 

system of symbols used for 

communicating meaning.
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words we speak; it also includes the words we write. When we hear the term verbal, 
we sometimes think only of spoken language. In fact, written messages are also verbal, 
because they also use words. Keep that in mind as we take a look at some of the most 
important features of language.

Language Is Symbolic

Language is symbolic. Th at statement means that each word represents a particular 
object or idea, but it does not constitute the object or idea itself. For example, the word 
barn represents a structure often used for storing hay, grain, or livestock. Th e word 
itself is not the structure; rather, it merely symbolizes it. Similarly, the word fi ve rep-
resents a specifi c quantity of something (one more than four and one fewer than six), 
but the word itself is not the quantity; it simply represents it.

One way to understand the symbolic nature of language is to remember that dif-
ferent languages have diff erent words for the same thing. Th e English word barn, for 
instance, is schuur in Dutch, celeiro in Portuguese,  in Korean, and ταπο  
in Greek. Th ose are completely diff erent symbols, but they all represent the same ob-
ject or idea. If you were to invent your own language, you could create any term you 
wanted to represent the concept of a barn.

As an illustration of the use of diff erent symbols to represent the same idea, Fig-
ure 5.1 displays the word speak as represented in fi ve diff erent alphabets. Th ese include 
(1) the Roman alphabet, with which you are already familiar; (2) Braille, an alphabet 
consisting of raised dots, used by people who are blind to read and write; (3) Morse 
code, a system of long and short sounds used to communicate by means of a telegraph 
machine; (4) American Sign Language, a system of gestures and body language used 
to communicate with people who have hearing impairments; and (5) Gregg short-
hand, a symbolic alphabet used for rapid note taking. Notice how diff erent those 
symbols look, even though they are all symbolizing the same idea.

We saw in Chapter 1 that the meaning of words—that is, what they symbolize—
can change over time. For instance, awful 
used to mean “full of awe,” and neck used 
to mean “a parcel of land” (as in “my neck 
of the woods”). Th ose terms now symbolize 
something diff erent, and it is entirely possi-
ble that they will represent something diff er-
ent in the future. Th is example illustrates the 
important point that the symbolic nature of 
language is never static. Rather, it changes 
and evolves as words take on new meanings.

Language Is 
Arbitrary (Mostly)

Why do words symbolize the particular 
things they do? For the most part, words 
have only an arbitrary connection to their 
meanings.3 Th ink of the word car. Th e actual 
word doesn’t look like a car or sound like a 
car, so why does it make us think of one? 
Th e only reason is that speakers of English 

FIGURE 5.1 Alphabet Soup Many forms of language have their own 

alphabets. Here is the word SPEAK according to several different lan-

guage systems.
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have agreed to give the word car that particular meaning. We could just as 
easily call cars “whickles” or “geps” or “mumqualls.” Th ose words don’t 
mean anything, but they would if we assigned them a meaning. Th e 
point is that the meaning of almost all words is arbitrary: Words liter-
ally mean whatever we, as users of a language, choose for them to mean.

Language can be arbitrary precisely because it is symbolic. As we saw 
earlier, words only symbolize their meanings; they don’t constitute their 
eanings themselves. For that reason, we can assign almost any word to 

olize a particular meaning, making the connection between language and 
ng arbitrary.

ne major exception to that rule is onomatopoeia, a word formed by imitating 
the sound associated with its meaning. Words such as buzz, meow, splash, and click are 
all onomatopoetic words because their sounds refl ect their meanings. For that reason, 
we can say that those types of words have an iconic connection to their meanings—
that is, they serve as an icon or a representation of the meaning they symbolize—
rather than an arbitrary one.

It’s worth noting, however, that even onomatopoeia varies by 
language. To a U.S. American speaker of English, a dog goes 
“bowwow,” but to an Indonesian, it says “gong gong.” A sheep 
says “baa” to an English speaker, but “me’e’e” to the Navajo. 
Th e sound of a gunshot is “bang” in the United States but 
“pum” to the Spanish, “peng” to the Germans, and “pan” 
to the French.4

Language Is Governed by Rules

We have said that language is symbolic and that the meaning 
of most words is arbitrary. Th at assertion leads to an obvious 
question: How is it that we all understand one another? Th e an-
swer is that every language is governed by rules.

Even if you can’t state all the rules of your native language, you generally notice 
them when they’re violated. To a native speaker of English, for instance, the statement 
“I fi lled the tub with water” sounds correct, but the phrase “I fi lled water into the tub” 
does not. Even if you aren’t quite sure why the second sentence sounds wrong, you 
probably still recognize that it does. Along these same lines, when you learn a new 
language, you don’t learn just the words; you also learn the rules for how the words 
work together to convey meaning.

Researchers distinguish among four types of language rules: I Phonological rules deal with the correct pronunciation of a word, and they vary 
from language to language. If you speak French, for example, you know that 
the proper way to pronounce travail is “trah-VYE.” In contrast, according to 
English phonological rules, the word looks as though it should be pronounced 
“trah-VALE.” I Syntactic rules govern the ordering of words within phrases. Th e question “What 
is your name?” makes sense to an English speaker because the words are in the 
proper order. To ask the same question in American Sign Language, we would 
sign “your – name – what?” Signing “what – your – name?” is incorrect. I Semantic rules have to do with the meanings of individual words. Th ese meanings 
may be arbitrary, as we have seen, but they are agreed upon by speakers of a lan-
guage. When you hear the word car, for instance, you think of an automobile, not 

 onoma opoe a or

formed by imitating the sound 

associated with its meaning.
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a washing machine, a rock concert, or an iPad. It is a semantic rule that connects 
car with “automobile” and not with one of the other meanings. I Pragmatic rules deal with the implications or interpretations of statements. Th ink 
of the phrase “Nice to meet you,” a common greeting among speakers of English. 
Depending on the context and the speaker’s tone of voice, you might think the 
speaker really is happy to meet you, or you might infer that he or she is just say-
ing so to be polite. If the speaker’s tone is sarcastic, you might even infer that he 
or she is actually unhappy to meet you. In each instance, it is pragmatic rules that 
lead you to your conclusion.

Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes the four types of language rules.
As children acquire a language, they gain an almost intuitive sense of its phono-

logical, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic rules. Th at knowledge allows native speak-
ers of a language to speak and write fl uently. In contrast, people who are less familiar 
with the language are more prone to violate these rules.5

Language Has Layers of Meaning

Many words imply certain ideas that diff er from their literal meanings. Th e literal 
meaning of a word—that is, its dictionary defi nition—is called its denotative mean-
ing. Th ink of the word home. Its denotative meaning is “a shelter used as a residence.” 
When you hear the word home, however, you probably also think of a concept such 
as “a place where I feel safe, accepted, and loved” or “a space where I am free to do 
whatever I want.” Th ose are examples of the word’s connotative meaning, the impli-
cations that a word suggests in addition to its literal meaning.

THE SEMANTIC TRIANGLE. To illustrate the relationship between words and 
their denotative and connotative meanings, psychologist Charles Ogden and En-
glish professor Ivor Richards developed the semantic triangle (Figure 5.2).6 In its three 
corners, the semantic triangle portrays three necessary elements for identifying the 
meaning in language. Th e fi rst element is the symbol, which is the word being com-
municated. In the second corner is the referent, which is the word’s denotative mean-
ing. Finally, there’s the reference, or the connotative meaning.

As the semantic triangle illustrates, if several listeners hear the same word, they 
might attribute the same denotative meaning to it but diff erent connotative meanings. 
For instance, if I say “euthanasia,” the word itself is the symbol, and its referent is a 
medically assisted death. To one listener, the word represents a merciful way to end a 
person’s pain and suff ering. To another person, it represents a form of homicide. To 

 denotative meaning 
A word’s literal meaning or 

dictionary defi nition.

 connotative meaning 
A word’s implied or secondary 

meaning, in addition to its 

literal meaning.

AT A GLANCE

Phonological Rules 

Syntactic Rules 

Semantic Rules 

Pragmatic Rules 
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still other listeners, it represents an unfortunate—but sometimes 
justifi ed—component of the death experience. Th ese are all dif-
ferences in the word’s reference, or connotative meaning, rather 
than in its denotative meaning.

Th is example illustrates the essential point that the meanings 
of words are situated in the people who use them and not in the 
words themselves. Consequently, people may use a word such as 
euthanasia to connote a range of diff erent meanings. As the trans-

action model of communication, discussed in Chapter 1, suggests, most 
words don’t have meanings of their own but receive their meanings 

through the social interaction of the people who use them.

LOADED LANGUAGE. In October 2008, the U.S. Congress 
passed the Economic Stimulus Act, which allowed the fed-

eral government to purchase up to $700 
billion in troubled assets as a way to rouse 
the faltering economy. Th e law was highly 
controversial among members of Congress 
and other U.S. citizens, and the controversy 
was refl ected in the language people used 
to describe it. For those who favored it, 
the Economic Stimulus Act was a “rescue 
plan,” but for many who opposed it, it was a 
“bailout.” Both of those terms are examples 
of loaded language, words with strongly 
positive or negative connotations. Notice 
that “rescue plan” sounds positive because 
it conjures images of a hero saving the inno-
cent victims of a crisis. “Bailout,” however, 
sounds negative because it connotes be-
grudgingly helping people deal with prob-
lems they themselves have created.

Loaded language refl ects the observa-
tion that denotations and connotations represent diff erent layers of meaning. At a 
denotative level, for instance, the word cancer refers to a malignant growth or tumor 
in the body. For many people, however, the term connotes any evil condition that 
spreads destructively. For example, you might hear someone describe a condition such 
as poverty or bigotry as a “cancer on society.” Th at example illustrates that people can 
use the word cancer as a loaded term when they wish to evoke feelings of fear, disgust, 
or anger on the part of listeners. People can also use loaded words to evoke positive 
emotions. Terms such as peace, family, and freedom have emotionally positive connota-
tions, even though their denotative meanings are emotionally neutral.7

Language Varies in Clarity

Josh is driving his brother Jeremy to an appointment with a new physician, and Jer-
emy has the directions. As they approach an intersection, they have the following 
conversation:

Josh: I need to turn left at this next light, don’t I?

Jeremy: Right.

HOME

FIGURE 5.2 The Semantic Triangle The semantic triangle portrays 

three necessary elements for identifying the meaning in language. The 

fi rst element is the symbol, which is the word being communicated. 

In this visual, the symbol is the word home. In another corner of the 

semantic triangle is the referent, which is the word’s denotative mean-

ing. In this visual, the upper corner of the triangle features a photo 

representing the literal, denotative meaning of the word home: “a shel-

ter used as a residence.” Finally, there’s the reference, which is the 

connotative meaning of the word. In the right corner of this visual, the 

connotative meaning of the word is depicted by family members sharing 

breakfast in their kitchen.

 loaded language Terms 

that carry strongly posi-

tive or strongly negative 

connotations.
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Which way should Josh turn? When Jeremy responded to Josh’s question by an-
swering “right,” was he saying that Josh was correct in thinking he should turn left, 
or was he correcting Josh by instructing him to turn right? We don’t really know, 
because Jeremy has used ambiguous language by making a statement that we can 
interpret to have more than one meaning. Jeremy’s reply was ambiguous because the 
word right could mean either “correct” or “turn right” in this situation.

A certain amount of ambiguity is inherent in our language. In fact, according 
to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), the 500 most frequently used words in the 
English language have an average of 23 meanings each. Th e word set has so many 
meanings—nearly 200, more than any other English word—that it takes the OED
60,000 words to defi ne it!8

One reason language varies in clarity is that some words are more concrete than 
others. A word that is concrete refers to a specifi c object in the physical world, such as 
a particular laptop computer, a specifi c restaurant, or an individual person. In con-
trast, a word that is abstract refers to a broader category or organizing 
concept of objects. According to English professor Samuel Hayakawa, 
words can be arrayed along a “ladder of abstraction” that shows their 
progression from more abstract to more concrete.9

An example of Hayakawa’s ladder of abstraction appears in Fig-
ure 5.3. At the bottom of the ladder is a reference to all living beings, 
which is a broad, abstract category. Moving upward, the concepts be-
come more and more concrete, referring to all animals, then all mam-
mals, all primates, all Homo sapiens, and all males, before reaching the 
most concrete reference to a specifi c individual.

FIGURE 5.3 Ladder of Abstraction According to English professor 

Samuel Hayakawa, words can be arrayed along a “ladder of abstrac-

tion” that shows their progression from more abstract to more con-

crete. In this fi gure, the bottom of the ladder refers to a living being, 

a broad, abstract category.

 ambiguous language Lan-

guage having more than one 

possible meaning.

 m  t

denotative meanings are neutral. A term such as marriage generates controversy among some 

groups of people when it is applied to same-sex couples.
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Language Is Bound by Context and Culture

Finally, the meaning in language is aff ected by the social and cultural context in 
which it is used. Societies and cultures diff er in many ways, including their degree of 
individualism and their use of communication codes. Many of those diff erences are 
refl ected in people’s verbal messages. For instance, when you hear someone say, “I’m 
looking out for number one,” you’re hearing a very self-focused message that would 
be less common in a collectivistic than an individualistic society. In fact, a common 
Japanese adage is “It is the nail that sticks out that gets hammered down,” which re-
fl ects the collectivistic culture of that nation.10

Studies have shown that for individuals who speak more than one language, the 
choice of language can aff ect their perceptions.11 While completing a values test, for 
instance, students in Hong Kong expressed more traditional Chinese values while 
speaking Cantonese than while speaking English. Jewish and Arab students in Israel 
both described themselves as more distinct from outsiders when speaking their native 
languages than when speaking English. Just as each language is distinctive, the lan-
guage we use leads us to see the world in a particular way.

In fact, the idea that language shapes our views of reality was proposed by anthro-
pologist Edward Sapir and linguist Benjamin Whorf in what became known as the 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Th eir notion was that language infl uences the ways that 
members of a culture see the world—and that the attitudes and behaviors of a cul-
ture’s people are refl ected in its language.12

Th e Sapir-Whorf hypothesis embodies two specifi c principles. Th e fi rst, called lin-
guistic determinism, suggests that the structure of language determines how we think. 
In other words, we can conceive of something only if we have a term for it in our 
vocabulary.13 Imagine a language, for instance, that includes no word describing the 
emotion of envy. According to the principle of linguistic determinism, people who 
speak that language would not experience envy because their experiences of the world 
would be limited to what their language allowed them to communicate about.

Th e second principle, called linguistic relativity, suggests that because language de-
termines our perceptions of reality, people who speak diff erent languages will see the 
world diff erently. In his research, for instance, Whorf discovered that the language of 
the Hopi Indians makes no distinction between nouns and verbs. Whereas English 
uses nouns to refer to things and verbs to refer to actions, the Hopi language describes 
just about everything as an action or a process. Compared with English speakers, 
then, the Hopi tend to see the world as being constantly in motion.14

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 
The idea that language infl u-

ences the ways that members 

of a culture see and think 

about the world.
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Th e Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is provocative, but is it true? We’ll examine some of 
the evidence in the “Fact or Fiction?” box.

Appreciating the Power of Words

English writer Rudyard Kipling, author of Th e Jungle Book, once called words “the 
most powerful drug used by mankind.” To understand his point, think about how you 
feel when someone you love expresses aff ection to you, or when you listen to a speech 
by a politician you can’t stand, or when you have to comfort a grieving friend. Words 
can literally change a person’s day—or a person’s life—in positive or negative ways.

Whole books have been written about the power of language. Here we’ll focus on 
fi ve important contexts in which words have special power: naming, persuasion, cred-
ibility and power, aff ection, and comfort.

2

LANGUAGE DETERMINES WHAT WE CAN THINK ABOUT
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Naming Defi nes and Differentiates Us

What’s something that belongs to you yet is constantly used by others? Th e answer is 
your name.

A name is simply a linguistic device that identifi es something or someone. Your 
name does more, however, than just diff erentiate you from others—it’s also an im-
portant component of your sense of self. From the perspective of interpersonal com-
munication, naming is one way we represent ourselves to others and one way we gain 
information about other people. Let’s examine how names relate to identity and look 
at some common ways that names come about.

NAMING AND IDENTITY. As we considered in an earlier chapter, fi rst impres-
sions are often critical to the perception we form of someone. Although impressions 
are infl uenced by factors such as a person’s appearance or behaviors, they can also be 
shaped by his or her name. A person’s fi rst name, for instance, frequently suggests 
information about the person’s demographic characteristics. One such characteristic 
is the person’s sex. In Western societies, for instance, we usually assign names such as 
Jacob, Michael, and Caleb only to males and names such as Emma, Savannah, and 
Nicole to females.

Names can also provide clues about a person’s ethnicity. For example, you might 
infer that LaKeisha is African American, Huong is Asian, and Santiago is Latino. 
Some names even suggest a person’s age group, so you might assume that Jennifer, 
Emily, and Hannah are younger than Edna, Mildred, and Bertha.

In addition to demographic information, names can suggest information about our 
disposition and sense of self. For instance, we might perceive an adult man who goes 
by the name William diff erently than one who goes by Billy, even though those are 
two forms of the same name. Indeed, research shows that we do make assumptions 
about people—accurately or not—on the basis of their names.15

In one study, for instance, people made more posi-
tive evaluations of men named David, Jon, Joshua, 
and Gregory than they did of men named Oswald, 
Myron, Reginald, and Edmund, even though they 
were given no information about the men other than 
their names.16 Other studies have shown that people 
whose fi rst names strongly suggest a non-white ethnic-
ity sometimes experience discrimination based only on 
their names.17

NAMING PRACTICES. In the United States, the 
Social Security Administration keeps track of the most 
popular fi rst names given to newborns throughout the 
country. Certain names have remained fashionable 
for quite some time. Beginning in 1880, for example, 
Mary and John were the most popular female and male 
fi rst names nearly every year until 1926, when Rob-
ert took over the top spot for boys. Mary dominated 
the list for girls until 1947, when it was replaced with 
Linda. As times change, though, so do naming pref-
erences. By 1985, Jessica and Michael were the most 
popular fi rst names. Sophia and Aiden topped the list 
in 2010.18 Table 5.1 lists the most popular fi rst names 
since 1900.
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Practices of naming also vary according 
to culture and religion. In predominantly 
Catholic communities around the world, for 
instance, males are often given a feminine 
middle name, such as Marie or Maria. (In 
French Catholic families, men often have a 
compound fi rst name, such as Paul-Marie, 
to accommodate the same tradition.) Th ese 
naming practices appear to refl ect cultural 
traditions rather than specifi c church doc-
trine. Among the Sikh of India, boys are 
given the surname Singh and girls the sur-
name Kaur, although adults of both sexes of-
ten take these as middle names instead. Th e 
Sikh practice of giving common surnames to 
all boys and girls is meant to symbolize the 
abolition of class inequalities. Amish chil-
dren receive their fathers’ surname and are commonly given the fi rst letter of their 
mother’s maiden name as their middle name; thus, the son of Mary Jacobs would have 
the middle name J (with no period). Th is practice is intended to honor both the mater-
nal and the paternal lineages.

In many parts of the world, it is also traditional for women to adopt their husband’s 
last name when they marry, or at least to add his name to hers. So, when marrying 
George Rogers, Jean Levitt might become Jean Rogers, or Jean Levitt Rogers, or Jean 
Levitt-Rogers. Alternatively, she might choose to remain Jean Levitt. What factors 
infl uence that decision?

In a study by communication researchers Karen Foss and Belle Edson, married 
women who kept their birth names gave more importance to their personal concerns 
than to their relationships. In contrast, women who took their husband’s names rated 
their relationships as more important than issues of self. Women who hyphenated 
their last names were in the middle, rating their relationships and personal concerns 
about equally.19

Other research has confi rmed that women who retain their birth names at mar-
riage score higher than other women on self-reports of masculinity and feminist at-
titudes.20 However, name changers and name keepers don’t appear to diff er from each 
other in their self-esteem, autonomy, or reports about the balance of control in their 
marriages.21

To an extent, then, your name tells your story. Like your clothes or your hairstyle, 
it is a part of how you present yourself to others and how others relate to you.

We Use Words to Persuade

Persuasion is the process of moving people to think or act in a certain way. Every time 
we watch a TV commercial, read a billboard, or listen to a political speech, someone 
is trying to infl uence our beliefs or behavior. Much of our ability to persuade oth-
ers comes from the language we use. Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) 
described three forms of rhetorical proof, which are ways to support a persuasive argu-
ment. He explained that persuasive messages could be supported by appeals to ethos, 
pathos, and logos.

Let’s say you’re trying to persuade your neighbor to support a proposition that 
would raise his property taxes but increase the security of area schools. What are some 
ways of asking for his support that would encourage him to agree?

both maternal and paternal 

lineages.
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APPEALING TO ETHOS. Aristotle recognized that, to be persuaded, people needed 
to have positive regard for the person whose message they were considering. Conse-
quently, a speaker who appears respectable and trustworthy is generally more per-
suasive than one who does not.22 Aristotle used the term ethos to refer to a speaker’s 
respectability, trustworthiness, and moral character.23

One strategy for persuading your neighbor, therefore, is to appeal to your level of 
knowledge and expertise with respect to the topic. Your neighbor may be inclined to 
defer to your opinion about the proposition if your opinion seems more trustworthy 
and better informed than his own. In contrast, if your description of the proposi-
tion comes across as ill informed, your neighbor may not respect it enough to fi nd it 
persuasive.

Note that judgments about ethos always belong to the people with whom you’re 
speaking. Listeners decide for themselves how much integrity, respectability, and 
trustworthiness a speaker has. Good persuasive speakers therefore establish and rein-
force their ethos, knowing that it will enhance their persuasive abilities.24

APPEALING TO PATHOS. A second persuasive strategy is to appeal to people’s 
emotions. When people are emotionally aroused, their receptivity to new ideas is en-
hanced. Aristotle used the term pathos to refer to listeners’ emotions, and he under-
stood that emotion can be a signifi cant persuasive tool.

Although stirring virtually any emotion can be persuasive, people’s interpersonal 
emotional appeals often focus on generating negative emotions—such as fear, guilt, 
disgust, anger, and sadness—particularly when a change in behavior is the desired 
outcome.25 Th e reason is that we generally dislike experiencing such emotions, so we 
are motivated to respond to the persuasive appeal as a way of reducing those feelings. 
Some research has shown, however, that appealing to positive emotions—such as joy 

or gratitude—can be more eff ec-
tive when the goal is to change 
someone’s opinions rather than 
his or her behaviors.

You might use an emotional 
appeal when asking your neigh-
bor to support the school safety 
proposition. Since your goal is to 
aff ect his behavior (specifi cally, 
his voting behavior), you could 
employ a fear appeal by asking 
him to imagine how scared he 
would be if one if his own chil-
dren were abducted from the 
school grounds. Th at fear might 
then motivate him to vote for the 
proposition increasing school se-
curity. Some additional examples 
of emotional appeals appear in 
Table 5.2.

APPEALING TO LOGOS. A 
third way to persuade people is 
to appeal to their sense of reason. 
If a particular belief, opinion, or 

 ethos A speaker’s respect-

ability, trustworthiness, and 

moral character.

 pathos Listeners’ emotions.
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behavior makes good sense, then people will be inclined to adopt it if they have the 
capacity to do so. Logical appeals aren’t always eff ective, particularly if some other 
force—such as an addiction—infl uences a person’s behavior. When people are free to 
choose their beliefs, opinions, and behaviors, however, they are frequently persuaded 
by a solidly logical argument. Aristotle used the term logos to refer to listeners’ ability 
to reason.

To reason means to make judgments about the world based on evidence rather 
than emotion or intuition. When we appeal to logos, we formulate logical arguments 
that support our position, and we provide specifi c information or evidence to bolster 
those arguments. To maximize our eff ectiveness, we attempt to select the arguments 
and evidence we believe will be most relevant to our listeners.

Perhaps you’ve heard your neighbor complain in the past about the high tax bur-
den of living in your municipal area. Th at dissatisfaction suggests to you that he will 
not be excited about the prospect of a tax increase. To persuade him to support the 
school safety proposition, you might therefore explain to him how the increase in 
property taxes will be off set by a decrease in the city’s emergency services fees, given 
that school security will be enhanced. To support your argument, you could show 
him the relevant fi gures from the county auditor’s report, as published in your local 
newspaper. Rather than arousing his emotions or enhancing his personal respect for 
you, such a tactic appeals to your neighbor’s sense of logic and reason. You can test 
your ability to appeal to reason by checking out the “Got Skills?” box.

 logos Listeners’ ability to 

reason.

 reason To make judgments 

about the world based on 

evidence rather than emotion 

or intuition.

[ A P P E A L I N G  T O  L O G O S]

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONSIDER: 

A P P R E C I AT I N G  T H E  P O W E R  O F  W O R D S     155



Credibility Empowers Us

Our credibility is the extent to which others perceive us to be competent and trust-
worthy. Some speakers have credibility on certain topics because of their training and 
expertise. You’ll probably have more confi dence in medical advice if you hear it from a 
doctor or a nurse, for instance, than if you hear it from the barista at your local coff ee 
shop. If the advice is about making a great latte, however, you’ll probably trust your 
barista more than your doctor or nurse. In either case, you are assigning credibility on 
the basis of the speaker’s specifi c expertise.

It might seem as though training and expertise automatically give a person cred-
ibility. In fact, however, credibility is a perception that is infl uenced not only by a per-
son’s credentials but also by his or her actions and words. One journalist, for instance, 
might be perceived as highly credible because she always double-checks her facts and 
represents all opinions on an issue. Another journalist with the same training might 
be perceived as less credible if he has made factual errors in the past or if his writing 
seems slanted toward a particular view. Many people in the public eye, such as politi-
cians, work hard to be perceived as credible, knowing they can lose public support if 
they aren’t.

Language is intimately tied to issues of credibility. Irrespective of our training or 
credentials, our words can portray us as confi dent, trustworthy communicators, or 
they can make us appear unsure of ourselves. In either situation, our ability to get 
what we want out of our interpersonal interactions is aff ected by the credibility that 
our use of language gives us.

CLICHÉS. Several forms of language have the potential either to enhance or to 
damage perceptions of a person’s credibility. One language practice that can dimin-
ish credibility is the use of clichés, or phrases that were novel at one time but have lost 
their eff ect because of overuse. When politicians talk about “the promise of change” 
or businesspeople refer to “thinking outside the box,” they may lose credibility with 
their audiences because those phrases are clichés that may make speakers sound unin-
formed or out-of-touch.

DIALECTS. People can also aff ect perceptions of their credibility by using certain 
dialects, which are variations on a language that are shared by people of a certain region 
or social class. Many U.S. Americans, for example, can tell the diff erence between a 
speaker from the South and one from New England on the basis of the words these 
speakers use. Th e southern speaker might use words characteristic of a southern dialect, 
such as saying “y’all” to mean “you all,” whereas the speech of the New Englander 
might refl ect the dialect of that region, perhaps calling something “wicked good” 
rather than “very good.”

According to communication accommodation theory, we may be able to enhance our 
credibility by speaking in a dialect that is familiar to our audience.26 In contrast, when 
we use a dialect that is diff erent from that of our listeners, we can cause them to see 
us as an outsider, and such a perception might lead them to question our credibility.

EQUIVOCATION. Another form of language that sometimes infl uences a speaker’s 
credibility is equivocation, or language that disguises the speaker’s true intentions 
through strategic ambiguity. We often use equivocal language when we’re in a di-
lemma, a situation in which none of our options is good.

Suppose, for example, that you’re asked to provide a reference for your friend 
Dylan, who is applying for a job on the town police force. You are asked how well 

credibility The extent 

to which others fi nd some-

one’s words and actions 

trustworthy.
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Dylan handles pressure. Th ough Dylan is your friend, you can immediately think of 
several occasions when he hasn’t handled pressure well. Now you’re in a bind. On the 
one hand, you want Dylan to get the job because he’s your friend. On the other hand, 
you don’t want to lie to the police lieutenant who’s phoning you for the reference.

Several studies have shown that when we’re faced with two unappealing choices 
such as those, we often use equivocal language to get ourselves out of the bind.27

In response to the lieutenant’s question about how well Dylan handles pressure, for 
instance, you might say: “Well, that depends; there are lots of diff erent kinds of pres-
sure.” Note that such a statement doesn’t give the lieutenant much information. In-
stead, it might imply that you don’t know how well Dylan handles pressure but you 
don’t want to admit that you don’t know. It might also imply that you do know how 
well Dylan handles pressure but don’t want to say. In either case, you are likely to 
come across as less credible than if you had answered the question directly.28

Researchers John Daly, Carol Diesel, and David Weber have suggested that those 
sorts of conversational dilemmas are common and that we frequently use equivocal 
language in such situations.29 Other theorists, including the linguist Robin Lakoff , 
suggest that women use more equivocal language than men because equivocation 
refl ects a lack of assertiveness that corresponds to feminine gender expectations.30

Check out the “Get Connected” box to see whether such a diff erence in language use 
also appears online.

EQUIVOCATION ONLINE: GENDER 

AND LANGUAGE IN BLOGS
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WEASEL WORDS. A form of language related to equivocation is the use of weasel 
words: terms and phrases that are intended to mislead listeners by implying something 
that they don’t actually say. Advertisers commonly use weasel words when making 
claims about their products. For instance, when you hear that “four out of fi ve den-
tists prefer” a certain chewing gum, the implication is that 80 percent of all dentists 
prefer that brand. Th at would indeed be impressive—but that isn’t what the statement 
actually said. For all we know, only fi ve dentists were surveyed to begin with, making 
the support of “four out of fi ve” appear much less impressive.

One way people use weasel words in interpersonal communication is by making 
broad, unsupported generalizations. To make herself sound intelligent and informed, 
for instance, Eva is fond of starting statements with “People say that . . .” or “It’s widely 
known that . . .” Th ese phrases are weasel words because they imply a broad level of 
agreement with whatever Eva is saying, but they provide no evidence of that agree-
ment. Th at is, Eva never specifi es which people say or know whatever she is claiming, 
or how many people say or know it, or why we should trust their beliefs or knowledge 
in the fi rst place.

ALLNESS STATEMENTS. One specifi c form of weasel words is an allness statement, 
or a declaration implying that a claim is true without exception. For instance, when 
you hear somebody claim that “experts agree that corporal punishment is emotionally 
damaging to children,” the implication is that all experts agree. Note, however, that 
the speaker provides no evidence to back up that claim. Likewise, when someone says 
“Th ere’s no known cure for depression,” the implication is that no cure exists. All the 
statement actually means, however, is that no cure is known to the speaker.

CHOOSING CREDIBLE LANGUAGE. Th e various forms of speech we’ve examined 
can cause listeners to conclude that the speaker’s words are imprecise, untrustworthy, 
and lacking in credibility. Th at perception can have negative eff ects on how other 
people respond to the speaker. Several studies have shown, for instance, that people 
perceive speakers who use such forms of language as less competent, less dynamic, and 
even less attractive than speakers whose language is free of those characteristics.31 In 
fact, using even one of those forms is enough to taint someone else’s perceptions of the 
speaker.32

More credible forms of speech avoid using weasel words and allness statements. Try 
this: Instead of claiming, for example, that what you’re saying “is widely believed,” 
simply state that you believe it, unless you do have evidence to support it. Instead of 
saying something like “experts agree” with what you’re claiming, say that “some ex-
perts agree,” and be prepared to give examples of those who do.

Language Expresses Affection and Intimacy

Language has a profound ability to communicate aff ection and create or enhance 
intimacy in our personal relationships. Aff ection and intimacy are closely related but 
not the same. Aff ection is an emotional experience that includes feelings of love and 
appreciation that one person has for another. In contrast, intimacy is a characteristic 
of close, supportive relationships. We humans use language both to convey our aff ec-
tionate feelings for one another and to strengthen our intimate bonds with those who 
are most important to us.

Verbal statements can communicate aff ection or intimacy in many ways. Some 
statements express our feelings for another person, such as “I like you” and “I’m in love 
with you.” Others reinforce the importance of our relationship with another person, 
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such as “You’re my best friend” and “I could never love anyone 
as much as I love you.” Still others convey hopes or dreams for 
the future of the relationship, including “I can’t wait to be mar-
ried to you” and “I want us to be together forever.” Finally, some 
statements express the value of a relationship by noting how we 
would feel without it, such as “I can’t stand the thought of los-
ing you” and “My life would be empty if I hadn’t met you.”

Statements like those are characteristic of our closest per-
sonal relationships. In fact, evidence suggests that communicat-
ing intimacy and aff ection is good both for relationships and 
for the people in them. For example, family studies researcher 
Ted Huston and his colleagues found that the more aff ection 
spouses communicated to each other during their fi rst 2 years of 
marriage, the more likely they were still to be married 13 years 
later.33 Other research has found that the more aff ection peo-
ple receive from their parents during childhood, the lower their 
chances of developing depression, anxiety, and physical health 
problems later in life.34

Although verbal statements of aff ection and intimacy are probably more precise 
than nonverbal gestures (such as hugging), they can still be ambiguous. Consider, 
for instance, how many diff erent meanings you can have when you say “I love you” 
to someone. Do you love that person romantically? As a platonic friend? As a family 
member? Research shows it’s not uncommon for people to misinterpret verbal displays 
of aff ection—to think someone is expressing romantic love when he or she means to 
express platonic love, for instance.35 Th at kind of situation can be very uncomfortable 
for both the sender and the receiver.

In many cases, nonverbal behaviors (such as tone of voice and facial expression) and 
contextual information help to clarify the meaning of an aff ectionate message. Nev-
ertheless, there’s still a risk of misinterpretation, especially when we use aff ectionate 
language with new friends or with people we don’t know well.36

Words Provide Comfort and Healing

Finally, we use words to comfort people in distress. Exchanges of comfort can be 
mundane, as when a mother soothes a child with a stubbed toe. Th ey can also occur in 
extraordinary circumstances, as when someone gives comfort and support to a young 
man who has lost his romantic partner to cancer.

Recall that verbal communication includes both 
written and spoken words. To convey support, we of-
ten use written messages. Consider that the greeting 
card industry is a $10 billion-a-year business. People 
send greeting cards not only to acknowledge birth-
days and celebrate holidays but also to express verbal 
messages of comfort, such as through get-well and 
sympathy cards.37 Th ere are also cards that express 
gratitude and ones that convey hope. Bluemountain
.com, a website from which people can send free elec-
tronic greeting cards, off ers e-cards in several catego-
ries related to comfort and healing, including special 
cards for the families of deployed military personnel 
and for the remembrance of September 11 victims.38

others and to strengthen our intimate bonds.
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USING LANGUAGE TO COMFORT OTHER PEOPLE. Perhaps you’ve tried to help 
someone who was grieving a signifi cant loss but felt unsure about what to say. Pro-
fessional counselors provide several specifi c tips for using language to comfort other 
people in times of loss:39 I Acknowledge the loss: “I’m so sorry to hear about your sister’s accident. I know that 

everyone who knew her will miss her greatly.” I Express sympathy: “Words can’t express how sorry I feel. Please know that my 
heartfelt sympathies are with you.” I Off er a positive refl ection: “I will always remember your sister’s wonderful sense of 
humor and her great compassion for others.” I Off er assistance: “Please remember I’m here for you, whatever you need. I’ll give 
you a call this weekend to see if there’s anything I can do for you.”

In addition, many other situations call for words of comfort, such as a divorce, a job 
loss, or a serious illness. Th e words we use may be diff erent in each case, but the un-
derlying goals are the same: to acknowledge the person’s feelings and to off er support.

USING LANGUAGE TO COMFORT OURSELVES. Just as we can use our words to 
comfort other people, we can also use them to comfort ourselves. Many people fi nd 
that “journaling,” or keeping a diary of their feelings, helps them fi nd comfort and 
meaning even in traumatic events. In fact, some evidence indicates that writing about 
our thoughts and feelings can improve our health. Psychologist James Pennebaker has 
conducted many studies showing that when people write about a trauma they’ve gone 
through—such as physical abuse or the death of a loved one—they often experience 
reduced levels of stress hormones, strengthened immune systems, and a decrease in 
doctor visits.40

Pennebaker’s theory is that holding in negative emotions requires eff ort that we 
might otherwise use to support our health. For that reason, expressing those emo-
tions (even on paper) allows us to put that energy to better use. Th e healing eff ects of 
expressive writing can be so strong, in fact, that participants in Pennebaker’s studies 
have seen improvements after only two or three writing sessions of 20 minutes each.

In a similar vein, communication scholars have shown that when people are in dis-
tress, writing about their positive feelings for a loved one can accelerate their recovery. 
In one experiment, for instance, participants were put through a series of stressful 
tasks, such as mentally solving complicated math problems under time constraints 
and watching video clips of married couples fi ghting.41 Th ose tasks elevated their lev-
els of the hormone cortisol, which the body produces under conditions of stress.

Th e participants were then assigned to one of three conditions. Participants in the 
fi rst group were instructed to write a letter expressing their aff ec-
tion to someone they loved. Th e second group merely thought 
about a loved one but didn’t put their feelings into words. 
Finally, the third group did nothing for 20 minutes. Th e re -
searchers found that when people wrote about their aff ection-
ate feelings, their cortisol level returned to normal the most 
quickly. Putting their aff ectionate feelings into words acceler-
ated their recovery from stress.

Just thinking about a loved one didn’t provide any more ben-
efi t than doing nothing. Only those participants who translated 
their feelings into language recovered quickly from their elevated 
stress. As with Pennebaker’s work, this study demonstrated the 
health benefi ts of using words to express one’s feelings.

Research by psychologist James 

Pennebaker demonstrates the 

health benefi ts of expressing 

one’s thoughts and feelings in 

a journal.
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In summary, people use language to accomplish a number of important tasks. Th ey 
assign people names and grant identities to others. Th ey persuade others to adopt 
certain ideas or behaviors. Th ey gain credibility and power. Th ey convey aff ection and 
build intimacy with others. Th ey provide comfort and support, both to others and to 
themselves. Many interpersonal situations require us to perform one or more of these 
tasks. Th erefore, our understanding of how language serves those functions will help 
us communicate eff ectively in those contexts.

The Use and Abuse of Language

We’ve seen that language helps us achieve a wide variety of purposes. Now let’s look 
at the ways in which language can vary in its form. Some forms, such as humor, are 
generally positive and can produce all sorts of good outcomes, such as entertaining 
others, strengthening relationships, and even contributing to healing. Others, such as 
hate speech, are known for the devastating hurt they can cause.

In this section, we explore several forms of language: humor, euphemism, slang, 
libel and slander, profanity, and hate speech. Many of these forms are neither entirely 
good nor entirely bad. Like many human inventions, language can be used well, and 
it can also be abused. We will look at examples of both.

Humor: What’s So Funny?

A few years ago, psychologist Richard Wiseman designed a study with an ambitious 
goal: to discover the world’s funniest joke. More than 2 million people from around 
the world visited his website and rated some 40,000 jokes for their level of humor. 
Here was the winning entry—the funniest joke in the world:

Two hunters are out in the woods when one of them collapses. He doesn’t seem to 
be breathing, and his eyes are glazed. Th e other guy takes out his phone and calls 
the emergency services. He gasps: “My friend is dead! What can I do?” Th e opera-
tor says: “Calm down, I can help. First, let’s make sure he’s dead.” Th ere is a silence, 
then a gunshot is heard. Back on the phone, the guy says: “Okay, now what?”42

3
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You may or may not fi nd that joke funny, and you might even fi nd it 
off ensive. Nonetheless, you can probably recognize the humor in it. Th e 
joke contains what researchers believe to be the most important aspect of 
humor: a violation of our expectations. Most of us would interpret the 
operator’s statement (“Let’s make sure he’s dead”) as a suggestion to check 
the hunter’s vital signs, not as a recommendation to shoot him. It’s that 
twist on our expectations that makes the joke funny. In fact, researchers 
have discovered that specifi c parts of the brain process humor, and that 
without the violation of expectations—without the punch line—those 
neurological structures don’t “light up” or provide the mental reward we 
associate with a good joke.43

Humor can enhance our interpersonal interactions in many ways. It 
can bring us closer to others and make social interaction more pleasant 
and enjoyable.44 It can defuse stress, such as when people are in con-
fl ict with one another.45 Within relationships, “inside jokes” can reinforce 
people’s feelings of intimacy. Humor can provide so many personal and 
social benefi ts, in fact, that a good sense of humor is something both 
women and men strongly seek in a romantic partner.46 Recent research 
shows that self-deprecating humor—jokes in which people poke fun at 
themselves—are seen as especially attractive in others.47

Not all eff ects of humor are positive, however. Humor can also be used 
to demean social or cultural groups, as in the case of racial jokes or jokes 

about elderly people or persons with disabilities. Moreover, even when they are made 
without the intention to off end, jokes told at another’s expense can cause embarrass-
ment or distress and might even qualify as harassment.48 When using humor, it’s 
therefore important to take stock of your audience to make certain that your jokes 
will amuse rather than off end.

Euphemisms: Soft Talk

Some topics are diffi  cult or impolite to talk about directly. In such cases, we might 
use a euphemism, a vague, mild expression that symbolizes something more blunt or 
harsh. Instead of saying that someone has died, for instance, we might say that he has 
“passed away.” Rather than mentioning that she is pregnant, a woman might say she’s 
“expecting.” You can probably think of many euphemisms, such as “let go” (instead of 
“fi red”), “sleep together” (instead of “have sex”), and “praying at the porcelain altar” 
(instead of “vomiting in the toilet”).

In almost every case, the euphemistic term sounds less harsh or less explicit than 
the term it stands for, and that’s the point. We use euphemisms when we want to 
talk about sensitive topics without making others feel embarrassed or off ended.49 Im-
portantly, euphemisms require more than just a technical understanding of the lan-
guage in which they’re made; they also require an understanding of cultural idioms. 
Th e reason why such understanding is necessary is that euphemisms often have a 
literal meaning that diff ers from their euphemistic meaning. For example, at a literal 
level, the phrase “sleep together” means just that: to engage in sleep while together. 
If you didn’t realize that the phrase is a cultural euphemism for “have sex,” then you 
wouldn’t understand the meaning when it is used in that way.

Many euphemisms change over time. What we today call “posttraumatic stress 
disorder” was called “shell shock” during World War I, “battle fatigue” during World 
War II, and “operational exhaustion” during the Korean War. Sometimes societies 
change euphemisms in order to treat the groups of people they refer to with greater 
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dignity. Th e euphemism “diff erently abled,” for instance, began as “lame,” 
then became “crippled,” then “handicapped,” and then “disabled” before 
evolving into its present form. Th ose and other euphemisms may continue 
to evolve as our culture and cultural ideas develop over time.

Like humor, the use of euphemisms has good and bad points. As we’ve 
seen, euphemisms provide people a way to talk about sensitive topics—
such as sexuality, disability, and death—without having to use uncom-
fortable language. Th at aspect is benefi cial, particularly to the extent that 
people otherwise would avoid communicating about those important top-
ics. Some researchers have warned, however, that the excessive use of eu-
phemisms can desensitize people, causing them to accept situations they 
would otherwise fi nd unacceptable.50

In line with that idea, communication researchers Matthew McGlone, 
Gary Beck, and Abigail Pfi ester found that when a euphemism becomes 
conventional or commonplace, people may use it without thinking about 
what it really means.51 Euphemisms that are common during times of 
war, for instance, include “friendly fi re” (for fi ring on one’s own troops) 
and “collateral damage” (for civilians killed inadvertently).52 When eu-
phemisms are used specifi cally to disguise or distort meaning, as those eu-
phemisms exemplify, they are referred to as doublespeak.53 Some language 
experts believe that using doublespeak for horrendous situations of mili-
tary combat can lead people to feel emotionally detached from—or even 
accepting of—the horrors of war.54 Using euphemisms competently therefore requires 
us to consider whether “softening” the topic of discussion will facilitate open com-
munication—or encourage us to tolerate what we might otherwise fi nd intolerable.55

Slang: The Language of Subcultures

Closely related to euphemism is slang, the use of informal and unconventional words 
that often are understood only by others in a particular group. If you grew up in 
Boston, for instance, you probably know that “rhodie” is a slang term for people from 
nearby Rhode Island. In Australia, “snag” is slang for “sausage.” On the Internet, a 
“blog” is a web page featuring ongoing news or commentary, and a “hacker” is some-
one who creates or modifi es computer software.

People have slang terms for all sorts of things. Many slang words are used in games, 
such as “quads” for four-of-a-kind in poker and “squash” for a one-sided match in pro-
fessional wrestling. People in the medical community might refer to psychiatrists as 
the “Freud squad” or urologists as the “stream team.” A “gym bunny” spends excessive 
amounts of time exercising at the gym; a “mall rat” spends excessive amounts of time 
hanging out at a shopping mall.

Slang can serve an important social function by helping people distinguish be-
tween those who do and don’t belong to their particular social networks. Many social, 
cultural, and religious groups have their own terminology for certain ideas, and a 
person’s ability to use a group’s slang appropriately can “mark” him or her as belong-
ing to that group. For instance, if you don’t know that “bubbly-jock” means “turkey,” 
you’re probably not from Scotland, and if you don’t know whether you’re in “T Town” 
(Texarkana) or “Big T” (Tucson), chances are you’re not a trucker.

A form of informal speech closely related to slang is jargon. As we saw in Chapter 2, 
jargon is the technical vocabulary of a certain occupation or profession. Th e purpose of 
jargon is to allow members of that occupation or profession to communicate with one 
another precisely and effi  ciently. For example, many law enforcement offi  cers in North 
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America talk to one another using “10-code,” or number combina-
tions that represent common phrases. In that jargon, “10-4” means 
you’ve received another person’s message; “10-24” means your as-
signment is completed. Health care providers also use jargon spe-
cifi c to their profession. For instance, they refer to a heart attack as a 
“myocardial infarction,” a headache as a “cephalalgia,” and athlete’s 
foot as “tinea pedis.” Attorneys, engineers, dancers, airplane pilots, 
television producers, and military personnel are among many other 
occupations and professions that have their own jargon.

Like humor and euphemisms, slang and jargon are neither in-
herently good nor inherently bad. Th ey can be used for positive 
purposes, such as to reaffi  rm one’s membership within a particular 
social community. Whether you’re into basketball, wine tasting, 
calligraphy, or restoring old cars, learning and using the slang ap-
propriate to those interests serves as a type of membership badge, 
allowing you to connect with others like you. By the same token, 
however, the use of slang and jargon can also make people feel like 
outsiders. If you’re a police offi  cer, for instance, saying that you’re 
“10-7” instead of “done for the day” might make those around you 
who are not in law enforcement feel excluded from the conversa-
tion. For that reason, you should consider how your use of slang 
and jargon might come across to those around you.

Defamation: Harmful Words

In January 2008, baseball pitcher Roger Clemens fi led a lawsuit against former New 
York Yankees trainer Brian McNamee. In a report released a month earlier, McNamee 
had informed investigators that while working as Clemens’s strength trainer, he had 
repeatedly injected the pitching ace with Winstrol, a performance-enhancing steroid, 
in violation of the law. In his lawsuit, Clemens claimed that McNamee’s statements 
not only were untrue but had damaged Clemens’s professional reputation.

Clemens’s claim was that McNamee had engaged in defamation, language that 
harms a person’s reputation or gives that person a negative image. Defamation comes 
in two forms. Th e fi rst, libel, refers to defamatory statements made in print or some 
other fi xed medium, such as a photograph or a motion picture. Th e second, slander, is 
a defamatory statement that is made aloud, within earshot of others.

For instance, let’s say that Aliyah wants to open a day care center in a town where 
Toni also operates one. To discourage parents from using Aliyah’s center, Toni circu-
lates rumors that Aliyah has been charged with child molestation. Th at statement is 
defamatory because it would harm Aliyah’s reputation and cause her fi nancial damage 
in the form of lost business.

Does it matter whether Toni’s accusation is true? Usually the answer is yes: Under 
most legal systems, a statement must be false to be considered libel or slander. Th ere 
are situations, however, when even a true accusation can qualify as slander or libel. 
Such cases often involve public fi gures, like politicians and celebrities, and hinge on 
the importance of the information for the public. Disclosing in print that a senator 
has tested positive for HIV, for example, might qualify as libel even if it were true, if 
disclosing it serves no prevailing public interest.

Slander is more common than libel in interpersonal interaction. Although slander 
is a legal term, behaviors we would call gossiping or spreading rumors often amount 
to the same thing. If you’ve ever had someone spread rumors about you, you know 
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how painful that can be. Although gossip can serve some positive functions, such as 
reinforcing bonds of intimacy among people, the targets of gossip or rumors can ex-
perience profound distress.56

Profanity: Offensive Language

Profanity is a form of language that is considered vulgar, rude, or obscene in the 
context in which it is used. We sometimes call profane terms “swear words” or “curse 
words,” and they come in many forms. Some profane terms are meant to put down 
certain groups of people, such as calling a woman a “bitch” or a homosexual man a 
“fag.” (Many of those also qualify as hate speech, which we examine next.) Other 
profane terms are attacks on religious beliefs or fi gures considered sacred by followers 
of a particular religion. Others describe sexual acts or refer to people’s sexual organs 
or bodily functions. Still others are general expressions of anger or disappointment, 
such as “Damn!”

Profanity is context-specifi c: What makes a word profane is that it is considered 
rude or obscene in the language and context in which it is used. For instance, calling a 
woman a “bitch” might be profane, but using the same term to describe a female dog 
is not. In the United States, “fag” is a derogatory term for gay men, but to the British, 
it refers to a cigarette.

Every language ever studied has included swear words. Some swear words translate 
among languages; for example, the expression “Damn!” in English is “Zut!” in French 
and “Verfl ucht!” in German and can be profane in all of them. Other expressions ap-
pear to be unique to certain languages; for instance, a Dutch speaker might say “Krijg 
de pest!” which translates to “Go get infected with the plague!”

Profanity has many diff erent eff ects on social interaction. Often, it makes 
people feel uncomfortable or insulted. In recent years, some social groups 
have recognized that they can reduce the negative eff ects of certain 
profane terms themselves by making the terms more commonplace, 
thus lowering or eliminating their shock value. Th at practice is 
called reclaiming the term. For instance, when homosexuals call 
one another “queers,” their intent is not to cause insult but rather 
to remove the power to insult from the word.

Not all eff ects of profanity are negative. In certain contexts, 
the use of profanity can act as a social lubricant by establishing 
and maintaining an informal social atmosphere. Profanity is a 
common element in comedy, for instance, partly because it cre-
ates an expectation that nothing is taboo in that context and that 
ideas can fl ow freely. In addition, using profanity within one’s 
own social network can actually reinforce interpersonal bonds 
by sending the metamessage that “I feel comfortable enough 
with you to use profanity in your presence.” Recent research has 
even shown that people have an increased tolerance for physical 
pain when they swear, perhaps because swearing activates the body’s 
“fi ght-or-fl ight” system.”57

Hate Speech: Profanity with a Hurtful Purpose

Hate speech is a specifi c form of profanity meant to degrade, intimidate, or dehuman-
ize people on the basis of their gender, national origin, sexual orientation, religion, 
race, disability status, or political or moral views.58 Calling people derogatory names, 
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dating them, and advocating violence against 
oups of individuals might all qualify as forms of 
ate speech. For instance, the terms “bitch” and 
fag” can be used not only as profanity but also as 
te speech if they’re directed at women or homo-

uals with the intent to degrade or intimidate them.
veral laws and regulations exist in North Amer-

 restrict hate speech or other acts of intimidation 
t minority groups and to punish people who en-

hem (Figure 5.4). Many of those restrictions are 
ampus speech codes, which dictate the types of 

s that students, staff , and faculty can and can-
n a college campus. Th ere is little question that 

ot all, of the eff ects of hate speech are negative, a 
ying laws and regulations to restrict it.

Still, hate laws and regulations are controversial. Sup-
porters argue that the regulations are necessary to promote 
civility and to protect people—especially minority-group 
members—from the discrimination and even violence 
that hate speech can incite. Opponents counter that it is 
diffi  cult to determine what qualifi es as hate speech and 
what does not. Th ey also maintain that restricting speech 

is a form of censorship and a violation of the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitu-
tion.59 Given the complexities of defi ning hate speech and determining how best to 
respond to it, those points of contention are likely to be debated for some time.

Hate speech has recently received heightened societal attention given several widely 
publicized instances of suicide on the part of high school and college students after 
they were bullied for being gay (or being perceived to be gay). One response, high-
lighted in the “Communication: Light Side” box, has been an outpouring of support-
ive messages on the Internet that are directed at people who feel victimized by hateful 
speech and other bullying behavior because they are seen as diff erent or abnormal for 
some reason.

As we’ve seen in this section, language comes in many forms, including humor, 
euphemism, slang, libel and slander, profanity, and hate speech. Some of those forms, 
such as humor, generally have positive eff ects but can also produce unwanted negative 
outcomes. Other forms, such as profanity, are generally negative even though they can 
have positive eff ects on the people using them. Understanding the positive and nega-
tive aspects of those diverse forms of language helps us to appreciate the power and 
complexity of verbal communication.
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Improving Your Language Use

Using language is a skill that nearly all of us can improve on. In this section, we’ll 
look at four pieces of advice that will help you become a better verbal communicator. 
Some tips may be more relevant to one situation than another, but each can assist you 
in refi ning your language use.

Consider the Effect You Wish to Create

When you speak—whether to one person or to several people—consider what you 
want your words to accomplish. Is your goal to make others feel comfortable around 
you? To persuade them? To inform them? To entertain them? You might even have 
multiple goals at once. Whatever your goals, you’re more likely to achieve them if you 
consider how your use of language can help you.
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One aspect of creating eff ective verbal messages is to make certain that what you’re 
saying is appropriate to your audience. Considering your messages from your listen-
ers’ point of view will help you avoid three basic mistakes: shared knowledge errors, 
shared opinion errors, and monopolization errors.

SHARED KNOWLEDGE ERROR. When you presume your listeners have informa-
tion that they don’t have, you are making the shared knowledge error. For example, 
when Devon is speaking to casual acquaintances, he refers to his friends and relatives 
by their names without explaining who they are. He also makes reference to events 
that occurred earlier in his life, before his acquaintances knew him.

We can communicate with close friends and family members that way because 
they usually know our personalities, our histories, and the other people in our social 
circles. We shouldn’t presume, however, that strangers or casual acquaintances have 
this information. As competent communicators, we therefore must consider the per-
spectives of the people we’re talking to and use language appropriate to what they do 
or do not know about us.

SHARED OPINION ERROR. Th e mistake known as the shared opinion error occurs 
when you incorrectly assume that your listeners share your opinions. In diverse com-
pany, for example, it’s often risky to express strong opinions on potentially controver-
sial issues such as politics and religious beliefs, because by doing so you might off end 
people who don’t share your positions. However, it’s even riskier to speak as though 
you assume that everyone present agrees with you. When you communicate in that 
manner, other people may be more likely to confront you with their diff erent points of 
view. In some situations, a healthy exchange of ideas can follow; but in others, the dis-
cussion can turn contentious, leading you to become defensive about your positions.

MONOPOLIZATION ERROR. Th e monopolization error occurs when one speaker 
inappropriately dominates the conversation. No matter with whom she’s speaking, 
for instance, Tara always does most of the talking by far. Such behavior may be ap-
propriate, say, on the part of an instructor leading a classroom discussion. In interper-
sonal interaction, however, monopolizing a conversation can make other people feel as 

though the speaker isn’t interested in what they have to say 
but only in presenting his or her own ideas. Remember that 
good interpersonal conversations involve a give-and-take of 
ideas, opinions, and comments—so don’t forget to allow 
everyone to speak.

As those examples illustrate, the ways you use language 
infl uence those around you. Th erefore, to communicate 
competently, it is essential that you consider what infl uence 
you want to have. Th at is particularly important for parents, 
teachers, supervisors, and others in positions of authority, 
because they often have a responsibility to set expectations 
for language use in their homes, classrooms, and work envi-
ronments. If you don’t want your children to use profanity, 
for instance, you can help set that expectation by not using 
it yourself—or at least by not using it in their presence. If 
you value supportive communication in your classroom or 
workplace, set an example by using appropriate humor and 
avoiding hate speech. In those ways, you will help ensure 
that your language use has positive eff ects on others.

Consider the infl uence you want your communication to have 

on others, especially if you are in a position of authority.
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Separate Opinions from Factual Claims

Recall from Chapter 4 that factual claims (“she hit him”) are diff erent from inter-
pretations (“she assaulted him”). Factual claims are also diff erent from opinions. A 
factual claim makes a statement that we can verify with evidence and show to be 
true or false in an absolute sense (“I’ve taken piano lessons for 10 years”). An opinion 
expresses a personal judgment or preference that we could agree or disagree with but 
that is not true or false in an absolute sense (“I’m a terrifi c piano player”). Compe-
tent communicators know how to keep opinions and factual claims separate in verbal 
communication.

Distinguishing factual claims from opinions is often easier said than done, espe-
cially when we’re dealing with strong opinions on emotionally heated issues. Let’s 
say, for instance, that you and several friends are discussing an upcoming election in 
which you’re choosing between two candidates. Half of you prefer Candidate C, the 
conservative, and the other half prefers Candidate L, the liberal. Consider the follow-
ing statements you might make about the candidates, and indicate which are factual 
claims and which are opinions: I “Candidate C has more experience in government.” Because we can show this state-

ment to be true or false by looking at the candidates’ records, this is a factual 
claim. I “Candidate L is the better choice for our future.” Th is is an opinion, because it ex-
presses a value judgment (this candidate is better), which we cannot objectively 
validate. I “Candidate C is immoral.” Th is is an opinion, because the truth of this claim de-
pends on what morals you subscribe to. Morals are subjective; therefore, the state-
ment can’t be proved true or false in an absolute sense. I “Candidate L accepted illegal bribes.” Th is is a factual claim, because you can ex-
amine the evidence to discover whether it’s true.

Opinions and factual claims require diff erent types of responses. Suppose you tell 
me that “Candidate C has never held an elective offi  ce,” and I reply by saying “I dis-
agree.” Th at isn’t a competent response. You have made a factual claim, so by defi ni-
tion it is either true or false. Th erefore, whether I agree with it is irrelevant. I can agree 
or disagree with an opinion, but a factual claim is either true or false no matter how 
I feel about it. Instead, if I had responded to your statement by saying “I think you’re 
incorrect,” that would be a competent reply because we would now be discussing the 
truth of your statement rather than my agreement with it.

As you develop the skill of distinguishing opinions from facts, keep two principles 
in mind. First, opinions are opinions whether you agree with them or not. If you believe 
abortion should be legal in the United States, for instance, you might be inclined to 
call that statement a fact. It isn’t, though. It is a statement of opinion because it ex-
presses an evaluation about what “should be.” Second, factual claims are factual claims 
whether they are true or not. If you think it’s untrue that religious people are happier 
than nonreligious people, for instance, you might be inclined to call that statement 
an opinion. It isn’t, though. Even if the statement isn’t true, it is still a factual claim 
because it expresses something that could be verifi ed by evidence.

Separating opinions from factual claims takes practice, but it will help you respond 
competently to each type of verbal statement. Check out “Assess Your Skills” to see 
how well you can do right now. Th e “Apply It” exercise on p. 173 suggests some ad-
ditional ways for you to practice that skill.
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As noted earlier, separating opinions from factual claims is especially challenging 
when we’re dealing with emotionally charged issues such as religious values, ethics, and 
morality. Th e more strongly we feel about an issue, the more we tend to think of our 
beliefs as facts rather than opinions. In such cases we are less likely to consider the pos-
sibility that other people have opinions that diff er from ours but are valid nonetheless.

Consider the heated debate over euthanasia, the practice of ending the life, in a 
minimally painful way, of a person or an animal that is terminally ill as a means of 
limiting suff ering.60 Supporters perceive euthanasia as an act of selfl ess mercy, whereas 
opponents consider it an act of selfi sh cruelty.61 People on both sides of the issue feel 
their position is right. Some of them probably don’t realize that both positions are 
opinions, not facts. Whether a behavior is merciful or cruel depends on individual 
beliefs, not on any objective standard.

Although it is probably more diffi  cult to separate opinions from facts when you feel 
strongly about an issue, that’s often when it is most important to do so. Instead of tell-
ing others that their positions on sensitive issues are right or wrong, tell them that you 
agree or disagree with their positions. Th at way, you express your own position but 
acknowledge that diff erent—even contradictory—opinions may also exist.
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Speak at an Appropriate Level

Effi  cacious linguistic devices must demonstrate isomorphism with 
the cerebral aptitude of the assemblage. If the meaning of that 
statement isn’t exactly clear, the reason is that the language is 
inappropriately complex. What the statement simply means is 
that good messages must be understandable to listeners.

Part of being an eff ective verbal communicator is knowing 
how simple or how complex your language should be for your 
audience. A competent teacher, for instance, knows to use 
simpler language when teaching an introductory course than 
when teaching an advanced course, because students in each 
class will have diff erent levels of understanding. When indi-
viduals use language that is too complex for their audience, 
they are “talking over people’s heads.” If you have experienced 
that situation, you know how hard it can be to understand 
what the speaker is trying to say.

Th e opposite problem is “talking down” to people, or us-
ing language that is inappropriately simple. Individuals often talk down by mistake. 
You might provide unnecessary detail when giving someone driving directions, for 
example, because you don’t realize that she is familiar with the area. At other times, 
people use overly simple language on purpose. Th at behavior can make listeners feel 
patronized, disrespected, or even insulted.

Simple and complex language each has its appropriate place. To be a good com-
municator, you should practice your perspective-taking ability. Put yourself in your 
listeners’ shoes, and then consider how simple or complex your words should be.

Own Your Thoughts and Feelings

People often use language that shifts responsibility for their thoughts and feelings 
onto others. Perhaps you always dread going to visit your Aunt Alice because when-
ever she doesn’t understand you, she says, “You’re not being clear,” but when you 
don’t understand her, she says, “You’re not paying attention.” By using that pattern of 
language, Alice blames you for misunderstandings but takes no responsibility for her 
own role in the communication process. Instead of a lack of clarity on your part, for 
example, the issue may be that Alice herself might not be paying attention. Instead 
of a lack of attention on your part, the problem may be that Alice might not be using 
clearly understandable language. Maybe you have encountered actual people who, 
like Alice, always seem to make others responsible for how they communicate.

Good communicators take responsibility for their thoughts and feelings by using 
I-statements rather than you-statements. An I-statement claims ownership of what a 
person is feeling or thinking, whereas a you-statement shifts that responsibility to the 
other person. Instead of saying, “You’re not being clear,” Alice might say, “I’m having 
a hard time understanding you.” Rather than saying, “You make me mad,” I might 
say, “I’m angry right now.”

I-statements don’t ignore the problem; they simply allow the speaker to claim own-
ership of his or her feelings. Th at ownership is important because it acknowledges that 
we control how we think and feel. Constructive I-statements include four parts that 
clearly express that ownership: I “I feel expresses responsibility for your own feelings) I “when you identifi es the behavior that is prompting your feelings)
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 I “because points to the characteristic of the behavior that is prompting 
your feeli I “and I would appreciate it if you would off ers an alternative to the 
behavior)

Let’s say, for instance, that Colin is frustrated with Ji, his offi  cemate, because she 
often leaves the door to their offi  ce open when neither of them is inside. Here’s one 
way he might express those feelings:

“You need to stop leaving our door open, because anyone can waltz in here and 
take whatever they want. You’re really starting to make me mad.”

Th is statement rightfully points out that the problematic behavior is Ji’s; after all, she 
is the one who leaves the door open. What it doesn’t do, however, is acknowledge that 
Colin’s feelings of frustration belong to him. Now let’s look at a more constructive 
way of communicating his feelings:

“I get angry when you leave our offi  ce door open, because anyone could come in 
here and steal my briefcase or your purse. I would really appreciate it you would 
close the door whenever you step out of the offi  ce.”

Notice how that statement doesn’t ignore or downplay the problem. Rather, it allows 
Colin to take responsibility for his feelings of frustration and to identify clearly how 
he would like Ji to change her behavior.

Th e major benefi t of using I-statements is that they are less likely than you-state-
ments to cause a listener to become defensive.62 By saying “You’re really starting to 
make me mad,” Colin sounds as though he is accusing Ji, a situation that would likely 
cause her to respond defensively. In contrast, by saying “I feel angry when you leave 
our offi  ce door open,” Colin acknowledges that he is responsible for his own feelings, 
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and he is only suggesting a change in Ji’s behavior. Ji may still disagree with his assess-
ment, but she will probably be less likely to feel that he is attacking or accusing her.

Learning to use I-statements can be challenging, because we might think that 
other people really are causing our thoughts and feelings; so it might feel right to say, 
“You’re making me mad.” Recall that other people can’t control our thoughts and 
feelings unless we let them. Eff ective communicators speak in ways that acknowledge 
responsibility for and ownership of the ways they feel and think. To practice that abil-
ity, check out the “Got Skills?” box.

In summary, there are several ways to become a more eff ective verbal communica-
tor. Consider the eff ect you want your language use to have on others around you 
and craft your verbal messages accordingly. Separate opinions from facts, particularly 
for highly sensitive or contentious issues. Use language that is appropriate for your 
audience. Take ownership of your thoughts and feelings, and let your language refl ect 
it. Th e foregoing are among the most valuable ways of improving your verbal com-
munication ability in interpersonal settings.
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onverbal communication is powerful. Sometimes the smallest gesture—a glance; a 

warm vocal tone; a brief, affectionate touch with a foreign head of state—can send 

unmistakable messages about ourselves to others. Moreover, so much of what we 

learn about other people’s thoughts and feelings comes not through listening to 

their words but through observing their body language—watching their facial ex-

pressions, seeing how they move and gesture, and taking note of their eye contact. 

Those and other behaviors often convey enormous amounts of information about 

people in effi cient and sometimes subtle ways.

The Nature of Nonverbal 
Communication

On the animated television show Th e Simpsons, Marge Simpson is seldom shy about 
expressing disapproval when her husband or her children misbehave. She frequently 
communicates her feelings through her facial expressions, posture, and the stressful 
grunting sound she makes when she’s annoyed. Th ose and other nonverbal commu-
nication behaviors clearly convey Marge’s state of mind to anyone who happens to be 
around her. What makes nonverbal behavior such an eff ective form of communica-
tion? We will fi nd out in this section, fi rst by diff erentiating nonverbal communica-
tion from verbal communication and then by examining fi ve of its most important 
characteristics.

What Is Nonverbal Communication?

Nonverbal means just what it sounds like—not verbal. Nonverbal communication 
requires neither words nor language. How, exactly, do we communicate with others, if 
not with words and language?

Th e answer is, in many ways. We can tell a great deal about people by watching 
their facial expressions and listening to their tone of voice. When you listen to your 
doctor tell you the results of your recent blood tests, for instance, you might hear the 
tension in her voice and determine that something is wrong, or you might see the 
pleasant look on her face and conclude that everything is fi ne. We also interpret peo-
ple’s gestures and notice the way they carry themselves. Perhaps you see two people 
punching each other but you determine from their behaviors that they are playing 
rather than genuinely fi ghting.

In addition, we frequently make judgments about people on the basis of their ap-
pearance. While scanning personal ads online, for example, you might be more drawn 
to some people than to others based on their photographs. Sometimes we even per-
ceive others according to the way they use their time and the space around them. 
Perhaps you tried talking to your boss about your recent evaluation, but you felt ig-
nored because he kept looking at his new iPhone. People routinely communicate more 
information through their appearance and nonverbal behaviors than they do through 
language. When it comes to interpersonal communication, looks and actions often do 
speak louder than words.

1

N

Marge Simpson uses her facial 

expressions, posture, and tone 

of voice to communicate her 

feelings about her husband and 

children.
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We can defi ne nonverbal communication, then, as behaviors and characteristics 
that convey meaning without the use of words. Nonverbal communication behaviors 
frequently accompany verbal messages to clarify or reinforce them. For instance, if 
someone asks you for directions to the bookstore and you point and say “It’s that way,” 
your nonverbal behavior (pointing) clarifi es the meaning of your verbal message. In 
contrast, if you just say “It’s that way” without pointing, then your verbal message is 
ambiguous—and not very helpful. At other times, however, nonverbal communica-
tion behaviors convey meaning on their own. For example, if you ask me where the 
bookstore is and I shrug my shoulders, you will probably infer from my behavior that 
I don’t know the answer to your question, even though I never actually said so.

Nonverbal behavior is a powerful way of communicating, and it comes naturally to 
many of us. Yet there’s a lot more to interpreting nonverbal behavior than you might 
think. Th e more you learn about nonverbal communication, the better you will be 
able to understand it.

Five Characteristics 
of Nonverbal Communication

It’s diffi  cult to imagine life without nonverbal communication. Communicating non-
verbally is particularly critical for people who lack language skills, such as infants, who 
can only vocalize without words, and for individuals with certain types of neurological 
problems, such as a stroke, that limit their language use. But even people with language 
ability depend immensely on nonverbal communication. For example, because she 
had only a limited knowledge of Spanish, Bergitta depended on nonverbal behaviors 
while traveling through Bolivia, Uruguay, and Argentina. She was frequently amazed 
at how well she could understand others simply by observing their gestures and facial 
expressions. Her communication was more challenging than it would have been if she 
had known the language, but she was still able to understand—and be understood 
by—others through nonverbal behaviors. Let’s look at fi ve key characteristics of such 
nonverbal communication.

NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION IS PRESENT IN MOST INTERPERSONAL 
CONVERSATIONS. Whether you talk to people one-on-one or in a group, you 
have access not only to the words they speak but also to several dimensions of non-
verbal communication. In many situations, you can watch people’s facial expressions 
for signs of how they’re feeling. For instance, you might tell from his facial expres-
sion that your supervisor is bored at his business lunch and eager to leave. Voice also 
conveys data about a person’s state of mind. At a party, you can determine from the 
tone of her voice when your host is being serious and when she’s kidding. Even the 
way people dress and smell can send you information. Glancing around the room at a 
large business event, you might be able to guess which people are managers and which 
are staff  members by the formality of their clothing. We are fl ooded with nonverbal 
signals in many kinds of social situations.

In other communication contexts, such as talking on the telephone and sending 
e-mail, we don’t have access to as many nonverbal cues as we do in face-to-face con-
versation. We still make use of what’s available, however. Even if we haven’t met those 
to whom we’re speaking on the telephone, for instance, we can make judgments about 
their voices—noticing, for example, how fast they’re talking, how loudly, with what 
tone, and with what type of accent. In electronically mediated communication—such 
as e-mail, instant messaging, and text messaging—we can introduce nonverbal cues 

 nonverbal communica-

tion Behaviors and charac-

teristics that convey meaning 

without the use of words.
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through the use of emoticons, the familiar textual representations of facial expres-
sions (Figure 6.1). Th ere are also other cues to help us make judgments in electronic 
media, such as pauses and the use of all capital letters.

Most of our interpersonal communication includes at least some form of nonver-
bal communication. Going further, when we only have a few nonverbal signals to 
go on, we pay them extra attention. For example, vocal characteristics such as pitch 
and tone are important nonverbal cues in face-to-face conversation, but they are even 
more important on the telephone because so many other nonverbal signals, such as 
facial expressions and gestures, are unavailable to us. By the same token, when people 
lose the ability to use one of their senses to communicate, they typically compensate 

 emoticons Textual 

representations of facial 

expressions.

FIGUR  

readers decipher the sender’s emotions. Interestingly, there are sex differences in 

emoticon use that mirror sex differences in facial expressions during face-to-face 

communication. For instance, women use emoticons more often than men, particularly 

when communicating with other women. In cross-sex communication, though, men 

tend to match women’s use of emotions, but women do not tend to match men’s use 

of them. The sexes also differ in why they use emoticons: Women tend to use them 

primarily to express joy or humor, whereas men are more likely to use them to commu-

nicate sarcasm. Sources: Microsoft, Inc. (2006). The fi rst smiley :-). Retrieved January 19, 2006, from 

http://research.microsoft.com/~mbj/Smiley/Smiley.html; Walther, J. B., & D’Addario, K. (2001). The impacts 

of emoticons on message interpretation in computer-mediated com munication. Social Science Computer 

Review, 19, 324–347; Witmer, D., & Kaztman, S. (1997). On-line smiles: Does gender make a difference in 

the use of graphic accents? Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 2(4). Retrieved May 23, 2000, from 

http://www.ascusc.org/jcmc/vol2/issue4/witmer1.html; Wolf, A. (2000). Emotional expression online: Gen-

der differences in emoticon use. Cyber Psychology & Behavior, 3, 827–833.
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by relying more heavily on their remaining senses. Deaf 
people, for example, pay extra attention to visual cues 
when communicating with others because they are un-
able to interpret vocal characteristics. Similarly, blind 
people often rely more heavily on hearing and touch to 
help them communicate, because they are unable to see 
gestures or facial expressions.

NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION OFTEN CONVEYS 
MORE INFORMATION THAN VERBAL COMMUNI-
CATION. Go to the self-help section of almost any 
bookstore, and open up titles such as How to Read a 
Person Like a Book1 and What You Do Is More Important 
Th an What You Say.2 You’ll probably get the impression 
that nearly all the information people get by communi-
cating with others comes through nonverbal behavior. In 
fact, some unreliable but frequently cited studies have es-
timated that as much as 93 percent of meaning is trans-
mitted nonverbally.3 Nonverbal communication isn’t 
quite that powerful, however. More realistic estimates 
from nonverbal communication scholar Judee Burgoon 
suggest that 65 to 70 percent of meaning comes from nonverbal clues.4 Importantly, 
even Burgoon’s more conservative statistics suggest that people communicate more 
through nonverbal behaviors than words.

Th e most likely reason why nonverbal communication adds up to such a signifi cant 
percentage is that it makes use of many nonverbal channels, which are the various 
behavioral forms that nonverbal communication takes. Some of those channels rely 
on our sense of vision, such as facial expressions, gestures, and personal appearance. 
Vocal characteristics, such as loudness, pitch, and tone of voice, engage our sense of 
hearing. We also use our senses of touch and smell to communicate. We often express 
diff erent messages with a handshake and a hug, and we convey subtle messages about 
attraction to others through our use of smell.

We sometimes rely on clues from nonverbal channels to make sense of a situation 
when talking to others isn’t a good option. As the son of an alcoholic, for instance, 
Rick has learned that his mother Claudia has very unpredictable mood swings. When 
Rick visits his mother, he’s never really sure how she’ll be feeling. Some days, she’s 
outgoing and upbeat; other days, she’s withdrawn and negative. Occasionally, she’ll 
start yelling at the slightest provocation. Over time, Rick has noticed that he can tell 
which mood Claudia is in—cheerful, depressed, or angry—simply by looking at her 
posture and facial expression.

NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION IS USUALLY BELIEVED OVER VERBAL 
COMMUNICATION. It’s not uncommon to get confl icting messages between what 
a person says and does. Most of the time, we believe the nonverbal clues.5

Let’s say you’re waiting for your friend Dante at your favorite bookstore café. When 
he walks in, Dante slumps down on the seat next to you, rolls his eyes, and sighs heav-
ily. You ask him how he’s doing, and he says, “It’s been a great day.” Dante’s verbal 
behavior is sending you one message (“I’m having a great day”), but his nonverbal 
behavior is suggesting something quite diff erent (“I’m having a lousy day”). Which 
of those contradictory messages do you believe? Most of us would put more stock in 
what Dante is doing than in what he is saying. In other words, as multiple studies have 
shown, we would believe his nonverbal message.

 nonverbal channels The 

various behavioral forms that 

nonverbal communication 

takes.

 

once. During a face-to-face conversation, speakers can attend 

to facial expressions, eye behaviors, tone of voice, gestures, 

posture, and touch as sources of information.
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Experts think we put more trust in nonverbal communication because most of 
us believe people have a harder time controlling nonverbal signals than verbal ones. 
Th us, we assume that nonverbal behaviors more accurately refl ect what a person is 
really thinking or feeling. It’s easy for Dante to say he’s having a great day, but if he 
feels frustrated or depressed, it’s probably tougher for him to act as though his day is 
going well. Th erefore, when he slumps, rolls his eyes, and sighs, you probably would 
conclude that his day is going poorly, despite what he says.

Th e human preference for believing nonverbal signals even when they confl ict with 
words is especially critical for detecting deception, because people often display incon-
sistent verbal and nonverbal behaviors when they’re lying. Imagine that Tawny misses 
her group study session for the third time because she overslept, yet she tells her study 
group that she was in the emergency room with a severe migraine. Tawny might feel 
nervous telling such a lie, especially because she knows she could be kicked out of the 
group were she to get caught. Chances are that her nervousness will aff ect her nonver-
bal behavior. She might perspire, get dry in the mouth, sound unusually tense, and 
assume an especially rigid posture. In contrast, if she really had been in the hospital, 
there’s probably no reason she would be nervous telling her study group about it. She 
would be able to explain her medical emergency calmly and apologize for her absence. 
So, if she looks or sounds nervous, those nonverbal messages will contradict her verbal 
message and may convince her group that she’s not telling the truth.

NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION IS THE PRIMARY MEANS OF COMMUNI-
CATING EMOTION. We have a large verbal vocabulary for describing our emo-
tions, but our nonverbal behaviors do it much more effi  ciently. How many times have 
you been able to tell how someone is feeling just by looking at the person? We may not 
always be right about the emotions we sense—and some of us are better than others at 
interpreting people’s emotions—but research shows that humans are acutely sensitive 
to nonverbal emotion cues.6

Emotion is a powerful infl uence on our behavior, and our primary way of commu-
nicating how we feel is through our nonverbal behaviors. Two channels of nonverbal 
behavior that are particularly important in communicating emotion are facial expres-
sions and vocal behaviors.

Humans are highly visually oriented beings, meaning that we tend to pay a great 
deal of attention to people’s facial expressions when we want to fi gure out their emo-
tional state. We take close note of those expressions whether we’re talking to people 
face-to-face, listening to them speak to a group, or even watching them on television. 
On reality TV shows such as American Idol, Project Runway, and Extreme Makeover: 
Home Edition, for instance, producers often shoot close-ups of people’s faces during 
critical moments, to capture emotions in their facial expressions. Most of us can eas-
ily think of the type of facial expression that connotes happiness: Th e eyes tend to be 
wide and bright, and the person tends to be smiling. Th at expression diff ers notably 
from the facial expressions we associate with anger, sadness, surprise, and other emo-
tional states. Th e distinctive patterns we perceive for each are keys to helping us inter-
pret other people’s emotions.

Several studies suggest that facial expressions of these basic emotions are inter-
preted very similarly across cultures.7 In a classic study, psychologist Paul Ekman took 
photographs of people communicating six basic emotions through their facial expres-
sions: happiness, fear, disgust, anger, sadness, and surprise. He then showed the pho-
tos to participants in Chile, Brazil, Argentina, Japan, and the United States. He asked 
the participants to match each photograph with what they believed was the emotion 
being displayed. Ekman then compared the participants from diff erent countries and 
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found that they were equally accurate at describing which emotion was displayed in 
each photograph.8

Similar studies have repeated those results using groups from a range of cultures, 
including Greek, Chinese, Turkish, Malaysian, Ethiopian, Swedish, Italian, Suma-
tran, Estonian, and Scottish.9 Th e degree of similarity in interpretations of emotion 
displays does diff er from culture to culture. It also diff ers from emotion to emotion, 
with facial displays of some emotions, such as happiness, being interpreted more con-
sistently than others, such as fear.10 Overall, however, it appears that facial expressions 
of our most basic emotions are interpreted similarly around the world.

We also pay attention to vocal cues to understand a person’s emotional state. When 
someone is screaming and using harsh vocal tones, we usually infer that he or she is 
angry, whereas laughter and lots of pitch variation suggest happiness or excitement. 
It turns out that we may be more accurate at interpreting emotions through vocal 
cues than through facial expressions.11 Th at appears to be particularly true when the 
vocal channel is the only channel we have access to, such as when we’re speaking 
with someone on the telephone. We don’t necessarily get more information about their 
emotional state from their voice than from their facial expressions, but we might get 
more accurate information.

NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION METACOMMUNICATES. Recall from Chap-
ter 1 that metacommunication is communication about communication and that we 
often metacommunicate verbally. When we use phrases such as “Let me tell you what 
I think “ and “Don’t take this the wrong way,” we are sending messages related to our 
other messages—that is, we’re communicating about our communication. Usually, 

One aspect of reality television 

shows that makes them so 

compelling is the spontaneous 

expression of emotion.
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we do so to avoid misunderstanding and to provide listeners with 
greater clarity about our meaning. Several nonverbal behaviors 

also help us to achieve the goal of communicating clearly.
Suppose, for example, that you’re sitting at the dinner table 

with your sister and she leans over to you, lowers her voice to 
a whisper, and cups her mouth with her hand, as though she’s 
about to tell you a secret. Th at combination of nonverbal be-

haviors sends you the message “What I’m about to say is 
meant for only you to hear.” In other words, her nonverbal 
behavior metacommunicates her intentions to you.

We often use nonverbal behaviors such as facial expres-
sions and gestures to indicate how someone else should 
interpret our messages. For instance, we might smile and 
wink to indicate that we’re being sarcastic or raise our eye-
brows to signal that what we’re saying is very serious. All 
those are examples of how we can use nonverbal cues to 
metacommunicate with others.

Functions of Nonverbal Communication

Later we will see that nonverbal behaviors come in a number of forms, or channels. 
People use those channels for many reasons. Here, let’s look at six common functions 
of nonverbal communication in personal relationships.

MANAGING CONVERSATIONS. Even though conversations involve the exchange 
of verbal communication, we use several nonverbal behaviors to help our conversa-
tions with others go smoothly. In particular, nonverbal cues assist us in inviting, 
maintaining, and ending conversations. I Inviting conversations: Th ree nonverbal cues are especially relevant for inviting 

conversations: personal space, physical appearance, and eye contact. First, you’re 
most likely to initiate conversations with people who are physically closest to you 
rather than with people who are farther away.12 Th erefore, whom you happen 
to be standing by partly determines whom you’ll talk to. Second, you’ll be more 
inclined to initiate conversations with people you fi nd physically attractive.13 
Because attractive people are often sought out as conversational partners, you may 
not always succeed in striking up conversations with them. Th eir physical attrac-
tiveness, though, will often motivate you to try. Finally, you’ll be more likely to 
talk with people who make eye contact with you.14 Conversely, when people avoid 
making eye contact with you, they’re often signaling that they’re unavailable for 
conversation. I Maintaining conversations: During a conversation, you’ll probably use gestures, eye 
contact, and tone of voice as turn-taking signals—nonverbal signs that indicate 
when each person’s speaking turns begin and end. For example, you might raise 
a fi nger, a gesture that indicates you have something to say or that signals that 
you’re not yet fi nished with your speaking turn. Eye contact can serve similar 
turn-taking functions. Research shows that most of us maintain more eye contact 
with a conversational partner when we’re listening than when we’re speaking.15 
You can therefore withhold eye contact while you’re speaking as a way of signaling 
that you’re not yet done with your turn.

 turn-taking signal Non-

verbal behavior that indicates 

when a person’s speaking turn 

begins and ends.

Nonverbal behaviors can be metacommunicative. When a 

friend or relative whispers and covers her mouth with her 

hand, those behaviors convey that what she’s telling you is 

meant to be a secret.
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 I Ending conversations: Changes in eye behavior and posture 
are particularly common strategies for ending a conversation. 
When communication scholar Mark Knapp and his colleagues 
induced experimental participants to try to end conversations, 
the most frequent nonverbal leave-taking behavior was break-
ing eye contact.16 Because we tend to look at people when we’re 
listening to them, one way we can signal that we’re ready for 
a conversation to end is to break eye contact with the other 
person. A second strategy is to angle our posture away from the 
person and toward the direction in which we wish to go. Th at 
behavior, called -positioning, signals that we are preparing to 
leave the site of the conversation.17

EXPRESSING EMOTIONS. Th e fact that many nonverbal hu-
man behaviors communicate information about emotional state 
means that interpreting another person’s emotions can give us im-
portant clues about how best to interact with that person. Th e two 
most expressive nonverbal channels for emotion are facial expres-
sions and vocal behaviors. I Facial expressions of emotion: Many of us “wear” our emotions on our face.18 Facial 

expression is such a central part of our experience as social beings that we begin 
signaling our emotions through facial displays very early in life. For instance, 
studies have shown that infants begin smiling in response to external stimuli, 
such as a pleasant voice and a gentle touch, around the end of the fi rst month of 
life.19 By 10 months of age, most infants smile more in the presence of a parent 
than a stranger, suggesting they are happier when the parent is present.20 I Vocal expressions of emotion: Th e voice is also remarkably emotionally expressive.21 
We sometimes can tell how a person is feeling not by what he or she says but by 
the way his or her voice sounds. Experimental research on vocal displays of emo-
tion has shown that many emotions aff ect the pitch of the voice. Specifi cally, the 
emotions of anger, surprise, happiness, fear, and aff ection tend to cause a higher-
than-normal vocal pitch, whereas 
disgust, boredom, and extreme 
grief are conveyed by a lower vocal 
pitch.22 Sadness, unless it is ex-
treme, typically does not cause the 
pitch of the voice to change.23

MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS. 
Communication plays a central role 
in how most of us maintain our close 
relationships, and nonverbal behaviors 
are especially important for several key 
features of those relationships. Th ose 
behaviors include attraction and af-
fi liation, power and dominance, and 
arousal and relaxation. I Attraction and affi  liation: Many 

nonverbal behaviors send messages 
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of attraction or affi  liation. Researchers call those immediacy behaviors. When 
two people fl irt, for example, they use their eye contact to signal attraction; they 
stand or sit close to each other; they touch each other playfully; and they use 
expressive tones of voice to convey the message that they are interested in each 
other.24 People in many cultures use the same types of behaviors in initial inter-
actions to signal that they are attracted to each other and wish to explore the 
possibility of future interaction.25

In more established relationships, nonverbal behavior is a common means of 
expressing aff ection and love. We hug, kiss, and hold hands with the people we 
love, and we speak to them in softer and higher-pitched tones of voice. Th ose 
kinds of behaviors help to reinforce feelings of affi  liation, intimacy, and love, 
whether with our romantic partners, our family members, or our friends.26 As the 
“Get Connected” box details, we can even use immediacy behaviors when inter-
acting with others online. I Power and dominance: Power is the potential to aff ect another person’s behavior, 
and dominance is the actual exercise of that potential. Adults often convey mes-
sages about their power and status nonverbally. For example, supervisors touch 
subordinates more than subordinates touch superiors, and a powerful person is 
more likely to keep a less-powerful person waiting than vice versa.27

Many of us also use artifacts—objects or visual features of an environment, 
to be examined further below—as status symbols. For instance, we might hang 
college diplomas on our offi  ce walls to signal our level of education or leave our 
expensive cars parked conspicuously in the driveway to signal our wealth. People 
also use nonverbal behaviors to assert dominance and control over others. Teach-
ers do that, for example, when they use a certain look to convey disapproval about 
a child’s behavior. Police offi  cers control drivers’ behaviors when they hold up a 
hand to signal “stop.” Finally, some of us use silence to stop others from continu-
ing to speak when we’re in an uncomfortable conversation. I Arousal and relaxation: Arousal refers to an increase in energy. We experience 
arousal in two fundamentally diff erent ways depending on whether it is accompa-
nied by positive or negative emotions. When it is accompanied by positive emo-
tions, we experience arousal as excitement. Most of us express excitement through 
nonverbal cues such as an increase in eye contact with others, more laughter, 
faster rate of speech, higher vocal pitch and volume, and closer proximity to oth-
ers.28 When arousal is accompanied by negative emotions, however, we experience 
it as anxiety. Feeling anxious tends to cause fi dgeting and random movement, 
nervous smiling or laughter, the use of more gestures and self-adaptors, higher vo-
cal pitch and rate of speech, and the use of more fi ller words.29

Th e opposite of arousal is relaxation, which we feel in situations of decreased 
energy. As with arousal, we experience relaxation in two diff erent ways depending 
on the emotion involved. When relaxation is accompanied by positive emotion, 
we experience it as contentment. Feeling content leads most of us to smile more 
than usual, have a more relaxed posture, and increase our eye contact with and 
proximity to those around us.30

In contrast, when relaxation is accompanied by negative emotion, we experi-
ence it as depression. Some people suff er from clinical depression, a psychiatric 
disorder thought to be caused by problems with chemicals called neurotransmit-
ters, which relay signals between neurons and other cells in the brain.31 Others 
just feel down from time to time, experiencing some of the symptoms of depres-
sion without the underlying psychiatric problems. In either case, feeling depressed 

 immediacy behavior Non-

verbal behavior that conveys 

attraction or affi liation.
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often leads people to smile less, make less frequent eye contact, and use fewer 
gestures and more self-adaptors.32

FORMING IMPRESSIONS. Many of us enjoy people watching while, say, sitting 
in a coff ee shop or waiting at the airport. We pay attention to what individuals look 
and sound like and how they behave, and we use that information to form impres-
sions about them. Th ose impressions are also strongly aff ected by people’s nonverbal 
behaviors. In particular, nonverbal cues infl uence two general types of impressions: 
those related to a person’s demographic characteristics and those related to a person’s 
sociocultural characteristics.

IMMEDIACY IN THE ONLINE CLASSROOM
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 I Demographic impressions: A person’s demographic characteristics include his or 
her age, ethnic background, and sex. Research indicates that on the basis of vi-
sual cues, most of us can accurately classify a person into broad categories for 
age—such as infant, teenager, or elderly adult—and ethnicity—such as Asian, 
Hispanic, or non-Hispanic white.33 Making a fi ner distinction, such as whether 
a woman is 50 or 60 years old or whether a man is Cambodian or Vietnamese, 
is more challenging. Similarly, most people can correctly identify an individual’s 
biological sex by attending to visual cues such as the shape of the face and the 
body, hairstyle, clothing, jewelry, and cosmetics.34

Th e voice is another nonverbal channel that helps us form demographic im-
pressions of others. Vocal behaviors tend to be particularly good clues as to a per-
son’s age, sex, and sexual orientation. As people age, for instance, their vocal pitch 
and rate of speech typically decrease.35 Consequently, many of us can determine a 
person’s age with relative accuracy by listening to the sound of his or her voice.36 
By the same token, women and men’s voices diff er from each other in average 
pitch and vocal quality.37 As a result, listeners can distinguish between male and 
female adult voices with nearly perfect accuracy.38 I Sociocultural impressions: People’s sociocultural characteristics include their socio-
economic status, which is an index of how much money and education a person 
has and how prestigious his or her career is. Th ey also include the cultural and 
co-cultural groups with which people identify.

Personal appearance is usually the most informative nonverbal channel for 
forming sociocultural impressions. When you see a woman in an expensive, tai-
lored business suit, for instance, you’re likely to infer that she is of higher socio-
economic status than a woman wearing torn jeans and a sweatshirt.39 You may 
not be accurate in your impression of those particular women, but the quality of 
a person’s clothing is a relatively reliable visual cue to his or her socioeconomic 
status.40

Many organized co-cultural groups, such as those associated with particular 
sports interests or music preferences, adopt fashions that identify their members. 
You might infer, therefore, that a young man in a football jersey and tennis shoes 
is a sports fan, whereas a young woman in black pants and a black shirt featuring 
a skull and crossbones is into alternative rock.

INFLUENCING OTHERS. You probably fi nd yourself in many social situations in 
which you wish to infl uence others’ behaviors. Perhaps you’re trying to persuade your 
friends to sponsor you in a marathon for cancer research—or you might be trying to 
get a good tip from the diners you’ve been serving. In those and many other contexts, 
you can use nonverbal behaviors to infl uence others. Nonverbal communication can 
be persuasive when it is applied as part of several strategies, including creating cred-
ibility and promoting affi  liation. I Creating credibility: One of the most eff ective strategies for infl uencing other 

people’s behaviors is to project an image of credibility. We often do that by 
adopting a personal appearance that conveys expertise and authority. Consider 
uniforms. A judge’s black robes, a doctor’s white lab coat, and a police offi  cer’s 
badge and uniform all symbolize particular forms of experience and authority.41 
Other nonverbal cues are also infl uential. Speaking loudly, quickly, and expres-
sively, with a good deal of pitch variation, makes a person sound more credible.42 
Th e use of eye contact and gestures that clarify the verbal message also enhances a 
person’s credibility.43 In particular, maintaining eye contact with someone while 
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one is speaking powerfully infl uences 
persuasiveness.44 I Promoting affi  liation: We are more 
persuaded by people we like than by 
people we don’t.45 Nonverbal behav-
iors that promote a sense of affi  liation, 
closeness, and liking can therefore 
enhance our persuasive ability.

One behavior that often contrib-
utes to a sense of affi  liation is touch.46 
Because we share more touch within 
close relationships than casual ones, 
being touched in appropriate, familiar 
ways can make us feel close to others. 
Several experiments have demon-
strated that casual touches—such as 
a brief touch to the hand, forearm, or 
shoulder—make people more likely to 
comply with our requests.47

Affi  liation is also enhanced by in-
teractional synchrony, which is the con-
vergence of two people’s behaviors. When you mirror another person’s posture, 
gestures, facial expressions, or vocal behaviors, you may cause that person subcon-
sciously to perceive you as similar to him or her.48 Th at perception is consequen-
tial for persuasion, because people like people who are similar to themselves.49

CONCEALING INFORMATION. A fi nal function of nonverbal communication is 
to help people conceal information. Despite the cultural adage that “honesty is the 
best policy,” people frequently decide not to be entirely truthful in their conversations 
with others. As we’ll see in Chapter 12, individuals have many reasons for choosing 
to conceal information. Sometimes people lie to benefi t themselves, such as faking 
an illness to get out of work. Sometimes they lie to avoid hurting themselves, such as 
concealing marital infi delity. Often, however, people choose to be deceptive to avoid 
hurting others—for example, by saying they’re happy to receive a gift that they actu-
ally dislike.

One of the most commonly studied facial behaviors that can indicate deception is 
smiling. Most research studies have found that people don’t diff er in how much they 
smile when they’re being honest as opposed to being deceptive. Rather, they diff er in 
how they smile.50

When we’re telling the truth, we’re more likely to use a genuine smile that refl ects 
actual positive emotion. Th at is the kind of smile we display when we hear good news 
or smell a delicious dinner cooking. When we’re being dishonest, we’re more likely 
to use a false smile, one that makes it appear as though we’re happy even though we 
aren’t. Th at is the smile we display when we run into a co-worker we don’t like and 
are trying to appear glad to see him. Both types of smile draw the edges of the mouth 
upward, but a genuine smile also causes the skin around the eyes to wrinkle, whereas 
a false smile does not.

Attempting to conceal information can also infl uence certain vocal behaviors, par-
ticularly the pitch of the voice. Several studies have demonstrated that people speak 
with a higher pitch when they are deceiving than when they’re telling the truth.51 In 

Your personal appearance, 

clothing, and demeanor can 
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one study, for instance, student nurses were asked to watch either a pleasant nature 
fi lm or a grotesque fi lm depicting amputations and burns. After viewing each fi lm, 
the student nurses were told to convince an interviewer that the fi lm they had just 
watched was pleasant and enjoyable. In one condition, therefore, the students were to 
be truthful, and in the other they were to be deceptive. By recording the participants’ 
voices and analyzing them later, the researchers determined that the students’ vocal 
pitch was signifi cantly higher when they were attempting to deceive the interviewer 
than when they were telling the truth.52

Managing conversations, expressing emotions, maintaining relationships, forming 
impressions, infl uencing others, and concealing information are not the only functions 
of nonverbal behavior, but they are among the most valuable. In its own way, each of 
these functions helps us to communicate with others in effi  cient, productive ways.

Ten Channels of Nonverbal 
Communication

Nonverbal communication engages nearly all our senses, so it’s probably no surprise 
that we experience it in so many diff erent forms, or channels. In this section, we 
consider ten channels: facial displays, eye behaviors, movement and gestures, touch 
behaviors, vocal behaviors, the use of smell, the use of space, physical appearance, the 
use of time, and the use of artifacts.

Facial Displays

It’s hard to overstate the importance of facial displays, or facial expressions, in non-
verbal communication. Indeed, according to the principle of facial primacy, the face 
communicates more information than any other channel of nonverbal behavior.53

Th at principle is especially true for three important functions of facial displays: iden-
tity, attractiveness, and emotion.

IDENTITY. Th e face is the most important visual clue that humans use to identify 
one another.54 You usually don’t hang pictures of people’s hands or feet on the wall; 
rather, you hang pictures of their faces, because the appearance of the face is the most 
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reliable clue to identity. It’s your face that appears on your driver’s license and in your 
passport to help authorities identify you. Likewise, it’s your face that appears in your 
high school yearbook to help your classmates remember you.

ATTRACTIVENESS. Th e face also plays a major role in attractiveness. Even though 
we like to think that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” there is remarkable con-
sistency in what people fi nd attractive in faces, both within and across cultures. Two 
properties that appear to be especially important in assessing attractiveness are sym-
metry and proportionality.

Symmetry refers to the similarity between the left and right sides of the face. For 
most of us, the two sides of our face look similar, but they aren’t exactly alike. For 
both women and men, however, attractive faces have greater symmetry than unat-
tractive faces.55 Look at the photos in Figure 6.2 for an example of symmetric and 
asymmetric faces.

Proportionality refers to the relative size of one’s facial features. Is your nose too 
big for your face? Are your ears too small? On a proportional face, all the features are 
of the proper size, not in an absolute sense but relative to one another.

Just as with symmetry, attractive faces have greater proportionality than unattract-
ive ones. Unlike symmetry, which can be measured objectively, proportionality is a 
subjective judgment we make about a person’s face. It makes a diff erence for the attrac-
tiveness of a face, however. Our tendency to fi nd proportional faces attractive is a ma-
jor reason why rhinoplasty, a surgical procedure to alter the size and shape of the nose, 
is one of the most commonly performed cosmetic surgeries in the United States.56

 symmetry The similarity 

between the left and right 

sides of the face or body.

 proportionality The size of 

facial features relative to one 

another.

FIGURE 6.2 Facial Symmetry All else being equal, symmetrical faces are more at-

tractive than asymmetrical faces. Researchers often study facial symmetry by taking a 

photograph of a face and modifying it with computer software to make it appear more 

symmetrical. For instance, the image on the left is an original, unretouched photo of 

an adult man’s face, and the image on the right is a modifi ed version of the same face 

that increases its symmetry. Research indicates that most people would fi nd the face 

on the right more attractive. Which face do you fi nd more attractive? Why?
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Because the nose occupies such a prominent position, making its size more propor-
tional to that of other facial features often enhances a person’s facial attractiveness.

It may seem odd to identify symmetry and proportionality as primary contributors 
to facial attractiveness, because we so often think of attractiveness as a highly indi-
vidual assessment. As the “Fact or Fiction?” box explores, however, we’re much more 
similar than dissimilar when it comes to judging a person’s attractiveness.

EMOTION. Recall from our earlier discussion that nonverbal behaviors commu-
nicate emotions more eff ectively than verbal communication. Because the face is the 
major channel of nonverbal behavior, we should not be surprised to learn that facial 
behavior is our primary means of communicating emotion. Our face enables us to 
make hundreds of diff erent expressions, which we use to convey a host of emotions, 
from happiness, surprise, and determination to anger, fear, sadness, and contempt.

How accurately we decode those emotions from other people’s facial expressions 
depends on several factors. Th e fi rst factor is the emotion itself. As we saw in the 
earlier discussion of facial expressions, certain emotions are easier to decode than oth-
ers. Happiness seems to be the easiest to decode. In one study, for instance, people 
accurately interpreted facial expressions of happiness more often than expressions of 
sadness or surprise.57

Another factor that aff ects our ability to decode messages is sex. In general, women 
tend to be better than men at decoding facial displays of emotion.58 Th at observation 
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is true across diff erent cultures. It might refl ect the fact that in many societies, women 
are taught to be more friendly, supportive, and nurturing than men, so they learn bet-
ter decoding skills as result.59 Finally, people who are very outgoing and extroverted 
tend to be better at interpreting facial emotion displays than people who are shy or 
introverted.60

As a way to convey meaning, facial expressions are also extremely important to peo-
ple who communicate through sign language. In sign language, facial expressions are 
sometimes called nonmanual signals because they work alongside hand signs to help 
express a particular meaning. For instance, when someone asks a yes-or-no question us-
ing sign language, his or her eyes are wide open, the eyebrows are raised, and the head 
and shoulders are pushed forward. Sometimes a person can change the entire meaning 
of a sign just by changing the facial expression that goes with it (Figure 6.3).61

Eye Behaviors

Because the eyes are part of the face, it may strike you as odd that researchers study 
eye behavior separately from facial behavior. However, just as facial behavior commu-
nicates more than any other nonverbal channel, the eyes communicate more than any 
other part of the face—thus, specialists treat oculesics, the study of eye behavior, as a 
separate nonverbal channel.

When people think about eye behavior, eye contact fi rst comes to mind, for good 
reason. Eye contact plays a role in several important types of relational interaction. We 
use eye contact to signal attraction to someone and to infer that someone is attracted 
to us. We use it to gain credibility and to come across as sincere or trustworthy. We 
use it to persuade others and to signal that we are paying attention and understand-
ing what others are saying. We can even use eye contact when we want to intimidate 

 oculesics The study of eye 

behavior.

FIGURE 6.3 Facial Expressions in American Sign Language Facial expression plays a 

vital role in communicating ideas in American Sign Language (ASL). In some instances, 

the same hand sign is associated with different meanings if it is accompanied by 

different facial expressions. Both photographs feature the hand sign for “you,” for 

example, but they involve different facial displays. The photo on the left would be inter-

preted as a question, such as “Are you?” or “Did you?” The photo on the right, how-

ever, would be interpreted as an exclamation, such as “It’s you!” Although the hand 

sign is the same in the two photographs, the meaning differs because of the accompa-

nying facial expression.
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someone or take a dominant or authoritative position in a conversation 
or a group discussion. Indeed, there are few times when we feel as con-
nected to other people—in either positive or negative ways—as when we 
are looking each other in the eyes. As we’ll see later in the chapter, how-
ever, those functions of eye contact often vary by culture.

Another eye behavior that has communicative value is pupil size. Th e 
pupil is the dark spot right in the center of each eye, which you can see in 
a mirror. Your pupils control how much light enters your eyes; as a result, 
they continually change in size. In darker environments, they dilate, or 
open wider, to take in all available light. In brighter environments, they 
contract, or become smaller, to avoid taking in too much light at once. 

What communication researchers fi nd interesting, however, is that your pupils also 
dilate when you look at someone you fi nd physically attractive and when you feel any 
kind of arousal, whether it is a positive response, such as excitement or sexual arousal, 
or a negative response, such as anxiety or fear. Watching how a person’s pupils react 
to diff erent social situations or conversational partners can therefore tell us something 
about his or her interest and arousal.

Movement and Gestures

Th ink about the diff erent ways you can walk. When you’re feeling confi dent, you hold 
your head high and walk with smooth, consistent strides. When you’re nervous, you 
probably walk more timidly, stealing frequent glances at the people around you. Your 
gait, or the way you walk, is one example of how your body movement can communi-
cate a particular message about you to others, such as “I feel proud” or “I feel scared.” 
Th e study of movement is called kinesics.

Now consider how you use your arms and hands to communicate. Perhaps it’s to 
wave at your neighbor when you see her at the grocery store. Maybe it’s to hold up two 
fi ngers to signal that you want two hot dogs at the football game concession stand. Th e 
use of arm and hand movements to communicate is called gesticulation. Research 
indicates that most people—even people who are born blind—use gestures even before 
they begin speaking.62 Communication scholars divide gestures into several forms: I Emblems are any gestures that have a direct verbal translation. Whenever you see 

an emblematic gesture, you should be able to translate it into words. Examples in-
clude the wave for “hello” or “goodbye” and the upright extended palm for “stop.” I Illustrators are gestures that go along with a verbal message to clarify it. If you 
hold up your hands a certain distance apart when you say that fi sh you caught 
was “this big,” your gesture serves as an illustrator to clarify what you mean by 
“this big.” I Aff ect displays are gestures that communicate emotion, or aff ect. Some people 
wring their hands when they’re nervous, and some cover their mouth with their 
hands when they’re surprised. Th ose are both aff ect displays because they coincide 
with particular emotions. I Regulators are gestures that control the fl ow of conversation. One regulator with 
which you’re probably very familiar is raising your hand when you’re in a group 
and wish to speak. Gestures such as that help regulate who is speaking, and when, 
so that communication can fl ow smoothly. I Adaptors are gestures that are used to satisfy some personal need, such as scratch-
ing an itch or picking lint off  one’s shirt. When we do those behaviors to our-
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selves, we call them self-adaptors. When adaptors are directed at others (say, pick-
ing lint off  someone else’s shirt), they’re called other-adaptors.

Touch Behaviors

Touch is the fi rst of our fi ve senses to develop. Even before an infant can see, hear, 
taste, or smell, his or her skin can respond to stimuli in the environment. Touch is the 
only sense without which we cannot survive. No matter how much we may cherish 
our other senses, it’s entirely possible to survive without being able to see, hear, taste, 
or smell. Without our sense of touch, however, we would constantly be susceptible to 
burn, frostbite, and other potentially life-threatening injuries.

Haptics is the study of how we use touch to communicate. In terms of human 
communication, there are fi ve major areas in which touch plays a critical role in con-
veying meaning: aff ection, caregiving, power and control, aggression, and ritual.

AFFECTIONATE TOUCH. Sharing aff ection is one of the 
most important functions of touch. Behaviors such as hug-
ging, kissing, and handholding communicate love, intimacy, 
commitment, and safety; they are commonplace in many ro-
mantic relationships, parent–child relationships, and friend-
ships.63 One reason aff ectionate touch is so important is that 
it contributes to our physical and mental well-being. Infants 
who are regularly cuddled experience faster physical develop-
ment than those who are not, and people who are touched 
during stressful events experience less stress than those who 
are not.64

In recent years, concerns over sexual abuse of children 
have caused many public school districts to adopt strict “no 
touch” policies that prevent teachers, counselors, and other 
school staff  from touching students in any way unless it is a 
medical emergency. As educator Tony Del Prete explains, “In 
an eff ort to keep one step ahead of sexual off enders, more and 
more schools are sending the message to adults—hands off ! 
Touching children in schools has become virtually taboo.”65
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how people use touch to 

communicate.
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Although such zero-tolerance policies are designed to protect children, many ex-
perts have wondered whether preventing children from being touched actually does 
more harm than good. For example, researcher Tiff any Field, an internationally rec-
ognized expert on touch, believes that no-touch policies are “not a good idea, because 
children need touch for survival. Th eir growth and development thrive on touch. And 
how will they learn about love and aff ection if not through touch?”66

CAREGIVING TOUCH. You’re often touched by others while receiving some form 
of care or service. When you get your hair cut, have your teeth cleaned, receive a 
massage, or work with a personal trainer, you’re touched in ways that correspond to 
those activities. Babysitters touch young children while cleaning or dressing them, 
and nursing home employees touch elderly residents while changing a bandage or 
helping them take a medication. Each of those actions is an example of caregiving 
touch because it is done in the course of providing a specifi c type of care or service.

Caregiving touch is distinguished from aff ectionate touch because it doesn’t neces-
sarily refl ect any aff ection or positive emotion for the person being touched. When a 
physician touches you as part of a physical exam, for example, you don’t infer from 
her touch that she has personal feelings for you. Rather, you interpret her touch as 
task-oriented. Your general expectation is that caregiving touch should be limited to 
caregiving contexts. Although you allow a dentist to touch your teeth and gums as 
part of a dental exam, for example, you probably wouldn’t be comfortable allowing 
the same kind of touch if you ran into him at an art fair.

Th e fact that caregiving touch is task-oriented doesn’t mean it isn’t benefi cial. In-
deed, several forms of caregiving touch have important health benefi ts. For instance, 
adolescents and adults who receive therapeutic massage show improvement in a host 
of medical conditions, ranging from depression and stress to asthma, diabetes, can-
cer, multiple sclerosis, and HIV.67 Caregiving touch can also induce calm and relieve 
stress for nursing home residents, as well as patients in a hospital or clinic.68

POWER AND CONTROL TOUCH. Touch is sometimes used to exert power over 
other people’s behavior. We occasionally touch people merely to suggest a certain 
course of behavior, as when the host of a party puts his hand on a guest’s back to lead 
her in a certain direction. In other instances, we touch people to protect them by 
restricting their movement, such as when a nursing aide holds the arm of an elderly 
patient to help him walk without falling.

Although those behaviors involve some degree of control, they are intended to be 
friendly and helpful. In other cases, however, we touch people to control their be-
havior against their wishes. Th at type of touch can constitute a legitimate exercise of 
power, such as when police offi  cers hold a suspect on the ground while applying hand-
cuff s. It can also embody an illegitimate or unlawful exercise of power, such as when 
bullies hold an adolescent immobile to steal from him.

Th e use of control touch became controversial in the United States in 2010 when 
the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) adopted new airport passenger 
screening procedures requiring agents to pat down travelers in very invasive ways while 
searching for weapons. Some believed the searches violated passengers’ privacy rights, 
whereas others considered them to be justifi ed in the service of national security.

AGGRESSIVE TOUCH. Behaviors done to infl ict physical harm—such as punch-
ing, pushing, kicking, slapping, and stabbing—are forms of aggressive touch. Us-
ing touch behaviors to infl ict physical harm on others almost always constitutes a 
criminal act. In fact, in some U.S. states, even acting as though you are going to touch 
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someone to infl ict harm, such as raising your hand as if you’re about to strike, is a 
crime whether you actually touch the person or not. In those states, threatening to hit 
somebody is called “assault,” and hitting the person is called “battery.”

Despite such laws, incidents of violence and abuse using aggressive touch are still 
common, both in North America and in many societies around the world. Research 
indicates that although men are more likely than women to be the victims of violence 
at the hands of a stranger, women are more likely than men to be victimized by a close 
relational partner, such as a spouse.69

RITUALISTIC TOUCH. Some touches are ritualistic, meaning that we do them as 
part of a custom or a tradition. In North America, shaking hands is one such example: 
When we shake hands with people as part of a greeting ritual, we understand that 
the handshake does not convey any particular meaning about the relationship (the 
way that, say, holding hands would). By contrast, the greeting ritual in many cultures 
involves kissing on the lips or on the cheeks; people in those cultures would also 
understand those touches to be part of a ritual, not necessarily expressions of love or 
aff ection. Other ritualistic touches take place in the context of athletics. For example, 
basketball, wrestling, soccer, water polo, and many other sports involve body-to-body 
contact between players.70

Vocal Behaviors

Perhaps you have a high, breathy voice or a deep, booming voice. Maybe you usually 
talk very fast or quite loudly. Perhaps you have an accent that indicates where you grew 
up. And there may be times when you speak with a particular tone of voice to suggest 
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that you are irritated, amused, or bored. We refer to those and other characteristics of 
the voice collectively as vocalics. We also refer to them as paralanguage (meaning 
“beside language”) to indicate that they go along with the words we speak to convey 
meaning.

Some people are surprised to learn that the voice is a channel of nonverbal com-
munication. After all, we speak with our voices, and spoken communication is verbal, 
right? Th at’s true, but the only aspect of spoken communication that is verbal is what 
we say—the words themselves. Everything else about our voices, including the follow-
ing characteristics, is nonverbal. I Pitch: Th e pitch of the voice is an index of how high or deep it sounds. Every 

person’s voice has an average fundamental frequency, which is the pitch one’s voice 
hits the most often. On average, women’s voices have a higher pitch than men’s 
voices, and adults have deeper voices than children. I Infl ection: Th e infl ection in the voice refers to the variation in its pitch. Voices that 
have a great deal of infl ection are usually described as very expressive; those with 
little infl ection are said to be monotone.71 I Volume: Volume is an index of how loud or quiet one’s voice is. Most of us alter 
our vocal volume as the social context demands, such as by speaking quietly 
in a library and more loudly at a crowded reception. Everyone’s voice also has 
an average volume, meaning that some people generally speak more loudly than 
others. I Rate: Th e average adult speaks at a rate of approximately 150 words per minute,72 
but an individual might speak faster when excited or slower when unsure of him-
self or herself. I Filler words: Filler words are non-word sounds such as “umm” or “er” that many 
people use to fi ll the silence during pauses while they’re speaking. If we have to 
pause while speaking—say, to remember the word we want to use or the fact we 
want to describe—we can use fi ller words during the pause to indicate that we 
intend to continue speaking. I Pronunciation: Pronunciation refl ects how correctly a person combines vowel and 
consonant sounds to say a word. For example, how would you pronounce the 
word victuals? Although it looks as though it should be pronounced VIK-TULES, 
its correct pronunciation is VITTLES. I Articulation:. Articulation, or enunciation, refers to how clearly one speaks. People 
who mumble or who speak with their mouth full demonstrate poor articulation. 
In contrast, people whose words are clear and easily understandable are good 
articulators. I Accent: An accent is a pattern of pronouncing vowel and consonant sounds that is 
representative of a particular language or geographic area. Everyone speaks with 
an accent—even you—although individuals typically notice only those accents 
that are diff erent from theirs. I Silence: Silence is the absence of sound. We frequently use silence to convey mean-
ing in conversations.73 For instance, we often become silent when we are unsure 
how to respond to a question or when we have said as much as we wish to about a 
topic. We might also give someone the “silent treatment,” ignoring him or her to 
convey defi ance or disdain.74 Finally, we can use silence to indicate that we do not 
wish to answer a question, perhaps to avoid embarrassment or off ense.75

 vocalics Characteristics of 

the voice.

 paralanguage Vocalic 

behaviors that go along with 

verbal behavior to convey 

meaning.
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The Use of Smell

Of all the channels of nonverbal behavior, you might have the hardest time fi guring 
out what smell has to do with human communication. It turns out that your sense 
of smell, called olfactics, operates subtly but powerfully to infl uence your reactions 
to others. In fact, two phenomena that are central to the human experience and to 
communication—memory and sexual attraction—are profoundly aff ected and regu-
lated by smell.

MEMORIES. Smells can aff ect our communication behavior by infl uencing our 
memories and moods. Have you ever smelled a particular scent—maybe a certain 
food or cologne—and instantly remembered a specifi c person, event, or place? Maybe 
the aroma of banana bread makes you think of your grandmother’s kitchen, or the 
odor of motor oil reminds you of your uncle who used to work on cars. Th ose con-
nections are examples of olfactic association, the tendency of odors to bring to mind 
specifi c memories. Why do olfactic associations matter for communication? It hap-
pens that memories often come with specifi c emotions, so when a smell reminds us 
of a particular person or place, it has the potential to aff ect our mood and behavior.

SEXUAL ATTRACTION. Smell also aff ects our communication by playing a role in 
determining to whom we are sexually attracted. Although you may think of sexual at-
traction as being driven mostly by visual cues—whether you think an individual looks
attractive—in fact, your judgments about a person’s sexual attractiveness are strongly 
aff ected by the way he or she smells to you. More specifi cally, research tells us that 
when we are looking for opposite-sex romantic partners, we are drawn to 
people whose natural body scent is the most diff erent from our own. Why?

If two people have very similar scents, scientists have determined that 
their genes are also very similar, and that similarity can increase the prob-
ability of their producing genetically abnormal children. People produce 
much healthier children when they mate with partners who are genetically 
dissimilar to them. It happens that a person’s natural body scent sends a sig-
nal to your brain that tells you how similar his or her genes are to yours. Th e 
more dissimilar a person’s body odor is to yours, therefore, the more sexually 
attractive you will instinctively judge that individual to be.

Of course, not all instances of sexual attraction coincide with the desire 
to reproduce. Nonetheless, nature has connected smell to sexual attraction to 
help motivate healthy mate choices when procreation is our goal. We don’t 
sniff  out a person’s scent profi le consciously, however.

The Use of Space

When we interact socially, we constantly negotiate our use of space. Th at behavior 
becomes particularly apparent when our personal space is limited. Th ink of being in 
a crowded elevator or on a full airplane. Why do so many of us fi nd such situations to 
be uncomfortable? Th e scientifi c study of spatial use, known as proxemics, explains 
that we each have a preferred amount of personal space that we carry like an invisible 
bubble around us. How much personal space each of us prefers depends on our tem-
perament, the type of situation we’re in, and how well we know the people around us.

Anthropologist Edward T. Hall discovered that in Western cultures, people use 
four spatial zones, or levels of personal distance, when interacting with one another.76

proxemics The study of 

spatial use.

 olfactics The study of the 

sense of smell.
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Intimate distance, which ranges from 0 
to approximately 1½ feet, is the zone we 
willingly occupy with only our closest and 
most intimate friends, family members, 
and romantic partners. With other friends 
and relatives, we typically maintain a per-
sonal distance, which Hall defi ned as 
extending from 1½ to about 4 feet. With 
customers, casual acquaintances, and oth-
ers whom we don’t know very well, we 
occupy a social distance. Th at ranges 
from about 4 to 12 feet and conveys more 
formal, impersonal interaction. Finally, 
public distance typically applies when 
someone is giving a speech or performing 
in front of a large audience. Public dis-
tances are usually 12 to 25 feet or greater, 
depending on the circumstance.

In interpersonal interaction, one fac-
tor that infl uences physical proximity is 
a person’s disability status. Many people 
who do not have physical disabilities stand 
or sit farther away from individuals with 
physical disabilities than they do from 
others. In fact, communication scholars 

Dawn and Charles Braithwaite have suggested that people often shy away from inter-
acting with persons with disabilities in the same way they tend to avoid people from 
other cultures.77 Some researchers think that happens because people are inherently 
cautious around anyone they think of as diff erent from themselves.78

Physical Appearance

Whether we intend to or not, we make all sorts of judgments about people on the basis 
of how they look. In particular, we have a strong predisposition to attribute positive 
qualities to physically attractive people, a tendency researchers refer to as the halo 
eff ect. In other words, when a person looks good, most of us subconsciously assume 
that he or she is good. Indeed, research has shown that we think attractive people are 
friendlier, more competent, and more socially skilled than less attractive people.79

Th ose perceptions translate into some real advantages for attractiveness. For in-
stance, attractive people have higher self-esteem and date more frequently than less 
attractive people.80 We are also nicer and more cooperative toward attractive people 
and more lenient toward attractive criminal defendants.81 So if it seems at times that 
good-looking people get all the breaks, research tells us that is often the case. Much as 
we may like to claim otherwise, most of us are strongly infl uenced by physical appear-
ance when making assessments about other people.

Th at preference for beauty has a dark side, however. Because physical attractiveness 
is so highly valued, some people go to dangerous extremes to achieve it. As you’ll see 
in the “Communication: Dark Side” box, one of the unfortunate eff ects of the quest 
for beauty is the prevalence of eating disorders.
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The Use of Time

Chronemics is the way people use time. You might not immediately think of time 
usage as nonverbal behavior, but the way we give (or refuse to give) our time to others 
can send them important messages about the way we feel about them. Because most of 
us spend our time on the people and activities that matter to us, for instance, the way 
we use time communicates messages about what we value. When we give our time to 
others, we imply that we value those people.

Our use of time also sends messages about power. When you go to see someone 
who is in a position of power over you, such as your supervisor, it is not uncommon to 
be kept waiting. However, you would probably consider it bad form to make a more 
powerful person wait for you. Indeed, the rule seems to be that the time of powerful 
people is more valuable than the time of less powerful people.

 chronemics The use of 

time.
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The Use of Artifacts

Each of us has certain physical environments that we inhabit and control, such as a 
house or an apartment, a residence-hall room, and an offi  ce. Artifacts are the objects 
and visual features within an environment that refl ect who we are and what we like. 
One offi  ce you routinely visit, for instance, may be plush and opulent, with an oak 

desk, leather furniture, soft lighting, and expensive paintings on the walls. An-
other offi  ce may be plain and basic, featuring metal desks and chairs, fl uores-

cent lighting, and bare walls. What messages might those diff erent arti-
facts convey about the occupants of those two offi  ces?

Th e way we place artifacts such as furniture within an environment 
can facilitate or inhibit interpersonal interaction. For example, teachers at 
Phillips Exeter Academy, a private preparatory school in New Hampshire, 
practice the “Harkness method” of teaching, which involves arranging up 
to 12 students and a teacher around an oval table. Th at arrangement is 
meant to diminish the separation between students and teachers, encour-
aging everyone to interact in an open, engaging way. In contrast, people 
who wish to discourage conversation in their offi  ces or work environments 

might place their desks so that their back is to others.
Th e color of our environments can also infl uence nonverbal behavior by 

aff ecting our mood and disposition.82 Specifi cally, “warm” colors such as red, 
orange, and yellow tend to be arousing, whereas “cool” colors such as blues 
and greens have calming eff ects.83 Some researchers have suggested that 
those associations may have been formed early in human history, when in-

dividuals associated blues and greens with nature and nighttime—and therefore with 
being passive—and bright colors with sunshine and daytime—and therefore with 
being active.84

 artifact An object or a vi-

sual feature of an environment 

with communicative value.

Artifacts refl ect who we are and what we 

like. What messages would you infer about 

the owner of this chair?
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Because the ten channels by which we communicate with others nonverbally en-
compass almost all our senses, nonverbal communication is a truly engaging experi-
ence. Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes those nonverbal channels. However, not 
everyone enacts nonverbal behavior in the same ways. As we’ll see in the next section, 
culture and sex are both powerful infl uences on nonverbal communication styles.

Culture, Sex, and Nonverbal 
Communication

Suppose you’ve won an Olympic gold medal. As you stand atop the podium listening 
to your national anthem, with your friends and family beaming with pride from the 
stands, imagine the immense joy you would feel. In which nonverbal behaviors would 
you likely be engaged? How would you stand? What expression would be on your 
face? What gestures might you make?

It’s easy to imagine that everyone would behave the same way you would in that 
situation. Research tells us, however, that our ways of communicating nonverbally are 
aff ected not only by our individual emotions and the demands of the situation but 
also by two major infl uences on nonverbal communication: culture and sex.

Culture Infl uences Nonverbal Communication

Many Americans who tune in to the Olympic Games on TV are surprised by certain 
of the nonverbal behaviors of athletes from diff erent cultures. With regard to greeting 
behaviors, for example, foreign athletes may stand closer to—or farther from—one 
another other than is typical in U.S. culture. Th e reason is that those and many other 
nonverbal behaviors are shaped by the cultural practices with which people are raised.

Consider these many ways in which culture infl uences nonverbal communication: I Emblems: Th e specifi c messages that an emblem symbolizes often vary by culture. 
Th e “come here” gesture commonly used in the United States means “goodbye” 
in China, Italy, and Colombia.85 Gestures such as A-OK, thumbs up, and crossed 
fi ngers have sexual or obscene meanings in many parts of the world.86
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 I Aff ect displays: Some displays of aff ect (emotion) are specifi c to certain cultures. 
In China, for example, women express emotional satisfaction by holding their 
fi ngertips over their closed mouths. Similarly, a man in Uruguay will hold his fi sts 
together and turn them in opposite directions, as if writing out a wet cloth, to 
express anger. I Personal distance: People from Arab countries generally converse with each other 
at closer distances than do U.S. Americans.87 One study found that because 
of diff erences in their preferred conversational distance, Arab college students 
regarded those from the United States as aloof, whereas the American students 
regarded the Arab students as overbearing.88 I Eye contact: In many Western cultures, direct eye contact signifi es that someone 
is sincere, trustworthy, and authoritative, whereas the lack of eye contact elicits 
negative evaluations from others.89 In comparison, some Asian, Latin American, 
and Middle Eastern cultures emphasize the lack of eye contact as a sign of defer-
ence or respect for authority.90 I Facial displays of emotion: Decades of research indicate that people around the 
world express emotions—particularly primary emotions such as happiness, sad-
ness, fear, anger, surprise, and disgust—in highly similar ways.91 What tends 
to diff er across cultures is how expressive people are of emotion, with those in 
individualistic cultures routinely being more emotionally expressive than those in 
collectivistic cultures.92 I Greeting behavior: People in Western countries typically greet social acquaintances 
with a handshake, whereas people in Mediterranean countries usually kiss each 
other on both cheeks. In Asian countries, it is common to greet others by bowing, 
with the longest and lowest bows reserved for the most respected individuals.93 I Time orientations: Recall from Chapter 2 that some cultures—including the 
United States, Canada, Finland, Great Britain, and Germany—are monochronic, 
meaning that they see time as a tangible commodity, expect events to begin “on 
time,” and dislike having their time wasted.94 Other cultures—such as France, 
Brazil, Mexico, and Saudi Arabia—are polychronic, meaning they see time as fl ex-
ible and diff used and don’t necessarily expect punctuality.95 I Touch: People in high-contact cultures, which include France, Mexico, and 
Greece, touch each other signifi cantly more often than do people in low-contact 
cultures, such as Japan, Sweden, and Finland.96 High-contact cultures are also 
characterized by less personal space than low-contact cultures. Research indicates 
that the United States is most accurately classifi ed as a medium-contact culture.97 I Vocalics: Besides their readily notice-

able diff erences in accents, cultures 
also diff er in their use of fi ller words.98 
Although “umm” and “er” are com-
mon fi ller words for English speakers, 
Chinese speakers often say “zhege 
zhege zhege”—which translates to 
“this this this”—as fi ller words.

Importantly, not every nonverbal behav-
ior diff ers by culture. People around the 
world interpret a smile as an expression of 
joy.99 Parents in every known culture speak 

 high-contact culture A 

culture in which people touch 

frequently and maintain little 

personal distance with one 

another.

 low-contact culture A 

culture in which people touch 

infrequently and maintain rel-

atively high levels of personal 

distance with one another.

Parents around the world speak 
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babytalk—soft, high-pitched vocal tones and highly simplifi ed language—to their in-
fants.100 Th e fact that two people come from diff erent cultures doesn’t mean they can’t 
communicate with each other nonverbally. It simply means they should be aware of the 
many ways in which their cultural background is infl uencing how they do so.

Sex Infl uences Nonverbal Communication

A second major infl uence on nonverbal communication is a person’s sex. Women and 
men sometimes react with diff erent nonverbal behaviors—or react to diff erent de-
grees—to the same situation.

One research explanation for why sex aff ects nonverbal behavior is that beginning 
in early childhood, boys and girls are socialized to communicate in gender-specifi c 
ways (masculine for boys, feminine for girls).101 Another explanation is that anatomi-
cal and physiological diff erences between the sexes cause them to behave in diff erent 
ways.102 Both possibilities have received extensive support from research, but not al-
ways for the same behaviors. In other words, sex diff erences in some nonverbal behav-
iors appear to be more infl uenced by socialization than biology, whereas others are 
more aff ected by biology than socialization.

No matter what the reason, sex infl uences several forms of nonverbal communica-
tion, including I Emotional expressiveness: Several studies document that women are more expres-

sive than men with respect to a variety of emotional states, including joy,103 aff ec-
tion,104 sadness,105 and depression.106 Some research indicates that men are more 
expressive than women of anger,107 although other studies have found no sex 
diff erence in anger expression.108 I Eye contact: When communicating with others of their same sex, women engage 
in more eye contact than do men,109 a diff erence that has been demonstrated in 
both the United States and Japan.110 In fact, female pairs use higher amounts 
of gaze than do male pairs when speaking, while listening, and even during si-
lence.111 Research indicates that male–female pairs are similar to female–female 
pairs in terms of eye contact.112 I Personal space: In comparison to men, women are approached more closely, give 
way more readily to others, stand and sit closer to each other, and tolerate more 
violations of their personal space.113 In opposite-sex interactions, men are also 
more likely to violate women’s personal space than women are to violate men’s.114 I Vocalics: On average, men’s voices have a lower average pitch than do women’s. 
Th e primary reason why is that men have a larger voice box and longer vocal 
cords—which produce the sound of the voice—than women do, as a result of 
physiological changes that occur during puberty.115 Research indicates that men 
also use more fi ller words and pauses while speaking than do women.116 I Touch: Among adults, men are more likely to touch women than women are to touch 
men, unless the touch is occurring as part of a greeting (such as a handshake).117 
In same-sex pairs, however, women touch each other more than men do, although 
that sex diff erence is smaller in close friendships than among acquaintances.118 I Appearance: Sex diff erences in appearance are also infl uenced by culture. More-
over, women and men typically adorn themselves in notably diff erent ways. In 
Western cultures, for example, cosmetic use is signifi cantly more common for 
women than for men.119 Also, women and men usually wear diff erent styles of 
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clothing and jewelry and adopt diff erent hairstyles, and those conventions further 
accentuate the diff erences in their appearance.

One of the most eff ective ways to bridge the gap when communicating with people 
of the other sex is to learn to adapt to their nonverbal behavior. Adapting means altering 
our own behavior to be more in line with theirs. Adaptation can be a highly eff ective 
tactic for communicating across the gender divide, but it is a skill that requires practice. 
Check out “Got Skills?” to learn more.

Just as not every nonverbal behavior varies with culture, not every nonverbal behav-
ior diff ers by sex. Perhaps more important is that, as communication scientist Kathryn 
Dindia has suggested, sex diff erences, even when present, aren’t always substantial—
not nearly as signifi cant as popular writer John Gray proposed (see Chapter 2).
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Improving Your Nonverbal 
Communication Skills

In the television comedy series Th e Offi  ce, actor Steve Carell plays Mi-
chael Scott, a socially awkward regional manager of a paper distribution 
company. In conversations with employees and customers, Scott often has 
diffi  culty expressing his emotions, using inappropriate humor to mask 
feelings of insecurity or inadequacy. At the same time, he frequently fails 
to notice when other people react negatively to his communication style. 
Although he tries to get others to like him and even comes across as lik-
able, he is not a particularly skilled nonverbal communicator. Michael 
Scott would be well advised to read this section, in which we explore ways 
of improving two fundamental communication skills: interpreting non-
verbal communication and expressing messages verbally.

Interpreting Nonverbal Communication

We’ve seen that people use nonverbal communication to express many types of mes-
sages, including messages related to emotions and attitudes, power and dominance, 
persuasion, and deception. An important skill for communicators, therefore, is the 
ability to decode, or interpret, other people’s nonverbal behaviors. Th at ability re-
quires two separate but interrelated skills: being sensitive to nonverbal messages and 
deciphering their meaning.

BE SENSITIVE TO NONVERBAL MESSAGES. When your daughter grimaces 
after learning you’re having broccoli for dinner or your son has an excited tone in his 
voice when he describes his last fencing bout, do you notice those nonverbal emotion 
cues? When a competitor at work intentionally keeps you waiting for an appointment 
or seems unusually tense during your conversation, do you pick up on those potential 
signs of dominance or deception?

Sensitivity to such nonverbal behaviors is important because we can’t interpret mes-
sages unless we fi rst take note of them. Although research indicates that some people 
are more nonverbally sensitive by nature than others, you may be able to increase your 
nonverbal sensitivity through mindful awareness.120 When you’re interacting with 
someone, try these approaches: I Remind yourself that as much as two-thirds of the person’s communication is 

being conveyed through nonverbal behaviors. It’s useful to interpret his or her 
words, but remember that nonverbal communication is often more important. I Pay particular attention to facial expressions for signs of what he or she is feeling. Re-
member that the face communicates more emotion than other nonverbal channels do. I Take note of his or her tone of voice and body movements, because those behav-
iors are particularly relevant for signaling dominance and deception.

To the extent that you can remind yourself of these principles when you are interact-
ing with others, you may be able to increase your nonverbal sensitivity.

DECIPHER THE MEANING OF NONVERBAL MESSAGES. Nonverbal messages 
sometimes carry multiple meanings. If you notice a young man smiling, for instance, it 
might mean he’s happy. However, it might also mean that he’s persuading a customer 
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to make a purchase, giving comfort to a relative who has just shared bad news, or fl irt-
ing with his attractive new neighbor.121 If you hear him speaking loudly, it might mean 
he’s excited, or it might mean he’s angry, surprised, or talking with someone who’s hard 
of hearing.

An essential part of interpretation, therefore, is deciphering the meaning of the 
nonverbal behaviors exhibited by the people with whom you’re communicating. Ac-
curately deciphering a nonverbal behavior means taking it to mean what the sender 
intended it to mean.122 Suppose that while you are describing your grandmother’s 
failing health to your friend Vanessa, she squeezes your hand to convey her support. 
If you take her behavior as a gesture of support, then you have accurately deciphered 
her nonverbal message. If you interpret it to mean she’s interested in you romantically, 
however, then you have deciphered her message inaccurately.

To improve your skill at deciphering nonverbal messages, try the following strategies: I Be aware of the situation. Consider both the social situation a person is in and 
what other nonverbal behaviors he or she is enacting. If you notice a man cry-
ing, for instance, your fi rst instinct might be to conclude that he’s sad. Perhaps 
you also notice, however, that he is surrounded by smiling friends and relatives 
who are hugging him and patting him on the back. You even hear him laugh, 
although tears are running down his face. When you take these additional pieces 
of information into consideration, you might take his crying to mean that he is 
happy or relieved rather than sad. I Keep culture in mind. Remember that cultural diff erences sometimes infl uence the 
meaning of a nonverbal message. Th at observation appears to be particularly true 
for gestures and eye behaviors. We’ve seen, for instance, that using the thumbs-up 
gesture or maintaining eye contact while talking with someone can have dif-
ferent meanings in diff erent cultures. Th e more you learn about cultural varia-
tion in nonverbal behaviors, the more accurately you’ll be able to decipher those 
behaviors. I Ask for clarifi cation. When you’re unsure of how accurately you’ve deciphered a 
person’s nonverbal message, consider asking the person. Let’s say you’re describing 

   a new product to a client, and her facial 
expression suggests confusion. Instead of 
assuming you’ve deciphered her expression 
accurately, you might ask her, “Did my de-
scription make sense?” If she replies that she 
found it confusing, then you can explain 
the product again using simpler language. 
Instead, however, she may reply that she 
is developing a headache. In that case the 
expression you deciphered as confusion was 
actually one of discomfort.

Generating and considering more than one 
possible interpretation of a nonverbal behavior 
is a skill you can practice. For starters, try out 
the “Got Skills?” exercise. Practicing your sensi-
tivity and deciphering skills should help you to 
improve your ability to interpret the meaning 
of nonverbal behaviors.123

Keep cultural differences 

in mind when you interpret 

nonverbal behavior. Although 

kissing often conveys romantic 

feelings in Western cultures, 

it is a common component of 

routine social greetings in many 

parts of the world.
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Expressing Nonverbal Messages

Some of us are good at interpreting nonverbal behaviors but not particularly good at 
expressing ourselves nonverbally. Skill in expressing nonverbal messages is valuable for 
the same reason that interpretation skill is: because people communicate more infor-
mation nonverbally than verbally. If you’re skilled at expressing nonverbal messages, 
you’ll therefore be able to communicate with other people more eff ectively and more 
effi  ciently than someone who is less skilled.

Just as with interpretation skills, some people are naturally more expressive, charis-
matic, and outgoing than others.124 To improve your own skill at expressing nonver-
bal messages, try the following: I Learn from others. Spend time with highly expressive people. Some researchers 

have suggested that we can learn how to become more nonverbally expressive by 
being around individuals who are extroverted and charismatic.125 Research also 
suggests that certain professions attract highly expressive people. Th ese professions 
include teachers and lecturers, actors and singers, politicians, salespeople, diplo-
mats, customer service representatives, counselors and therapists, and members 
of the clergy.126 To perform eff ectively in any of those professions, an individual 
must be able to communicate clearly and competently with others. Being nonver-
bally expressive is a key component of competent communication.
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 I Practice being expressive. Take part in games and activities that exercise your non-
verbal expression skills. A good example is charades, a popular game in which you 
act out a word or a phrase without speaking while members of your team try to 
guess the word based on your depiction. Because success in charades depends on 
your ability to depict your word or phrase nonverbally, this game can be a good 
exercise of your expression skill. Another activity that can improve your nonverbal 
expression skills is role playing, which involves acting out the roles of characters in 
a specifi c situation the way you would if you were actually in that situation.

To become skilled at conveying nonverbal messages, you need to do more than 
simply be expressive. You also must learn to express yourself using nonverbal behav-
iors that other people can interpret accurately. Spending time with people who are 
skilled at nonverbal expression may help you learn or improve this ability. Similarly, 
taking part in activities such as charades and role playing can provide you with an op-
portunity to exercise your skills.

One key strategy to improve your skills at nonverbal interpretation and expression 
is to assess how skilled you are now. Take a look at the “Assess Your Skills” box to 
refl ect on and evaluate your interpretation and expression abilities.

a s s e s s  y o u r  S K I L L S
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YOUR NONVERBAL INTERPRETATION 
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ou’ve probably had the experience of feeling as though someone was hearing you 

but not really listening. If so, you most likely felt frustrated. As you might imagine, 

problems with listening are fairly common in interpersonal relationships.1

Those problems arise because listening effectively is more diffi cult than you 

might think. Like other aspects of communication, listening is a skill you have to 

learn and practice. When you listen properly, the activity adds a great deal to the 

quality of your relationships. When you don’t, your communication and relationships 

both suffer.

The Nature of Listening

In 2008 the nonprofi t group StoryCorps instituted the National Day of Lis-
tening to encourage Americans to listen to one another. Th e idea is that on 
the day after Th anksgiving, those who are interested spend one hour record-
ing an interview with a loved one. Among the questions StoryCorps suggests 
posing are “What are some of the most important lessons you have learned in 
life?” and “How would you like to be remembered?” Participants are encour-
aged to archive the recordings of their interviews and to share them with rela-
tives and friends so that everyone can experience the joy of listening.

If you’re like most people, you probably don’t give much thought to how 
well you listen. You can take classes to become a better speaker or better 
writer, but few schools off er courses to improve your listening skills. Yet most 
people spend much more time listening than speaking, writing, or engaging 
in other communicative behaviors. Th at’s one reason why listening eff ectively 
is such a valuable skill.

What Is Listening?

Many people fi nd eff ective listening hard to defi ne. When someone complains “You 
never listen!” what exactly does that mean?

We can defi ne listening as the active process of making meaning out of another 
person’s spoken message.2 Two details about that defi nition are important to note. 
First, listening is an active process. Th at means it isn’t automatic; rather, you have to 
make yourself listen to someone. Second, listening isn’t just about hearing, or receiv-
ing input, but also about creating meaning from what you hear. Even if you and some-
one else are hearing the same message, you may construct diff erent meanings for it, an 
indicator that the two of you are listening diff erently.

To understand that point, imagine you are listening to your brother’s description of 
his new offi  cemate, and you conclude that he fi nds her very competent and likable. Af-
ter listening to the same description, however, your mother concludes that your brother 
feels threatened by his offi  cemate’s intelligence and self-confi dence. Th e two of you 
heard the same description, but you listened to it diff erently. Each of us listens with a 
particular style, and that style infl uences what we hear and what meaning we make of 
it. What’s your listening style? Check out the “Assess Your Skills” box to fi nd out.

1

Y

 listening The active pro-

cess of making meaning out 

of another person’s spoken 

message.

acknowledges the importance of 

effective listening behaviors.
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Listening to someone doesn’t necessarily mean you’re listening eff ectively. Eff ective 
listening involves listening with the conscious and explicit goal of understanding what 
the speaker is attempting to communicate. You might never know for certain whether 
you have understood a speaker’s meaning exactly as he or she intended. However, 
if you’re listening with the goal of understanding the speaker’s meaning as best you 
can, you’re listening eff ectively.

Th ere are several barriers that make eff ective listening diffi  cult, and diff erent situa-
tions call for diff erent types of listening. Understanding those dimensions of listening 
can help you improve your ability to listen eff ectively. Th at’s a worthwhile goal, as 
we’ll consider next.

The Importance of Listening Effectively

One of the reasons it’s important to understand listening is that we do it so much 
of the time. How much of your day do you think you spend listening? In one study, 
researchers Kathryn Dindia and Bonnie Kennedy found that college students spent 
more time listening than engaging in any other communication activity. As shown 
in Figure 7.1, participants spent 50 percent of their waking hours listening.3 In com-
parison, they spent only 20 percent of the time speaking, 13 percent reading, and 12 
percent writing. Overall, then, they spent as much time listening as they did perform-
ing all other communication behaviors combined. Other studies have found similar 
results, at least with college students, suggesting that most of us spend a similar per-
centage of our communication time listening.4

Th e ability to listen eff ectively is important to our 
success in a variety of contexts. For example, good lis-
tening skills are vital in the workplace. Suppose, for in-

stance, th ur em lo ees don’t listen when 
ill soon 

 re drill, not a 
 ight panic, and others might injure 

 rush frantically from their work spaces. 
ple, imagine that your manager at work 
hen her employees warn her about prob-
ith the company’s equipment. As a re-

itical production line breaks down, 
lling operations for a week.
  Th ose examples illustrate how con-
sequential eff ective listening can be in 

the workplace. In a survey of 1,000 
human resource professionals, par-
ticipants ranked listening as the single 
most important quality of eff ective 
managers.5 Th e top 10 qualities ap-
pear in Table 7.1. In other research, 
listening topped the list of the most 
important communication skills in 
families and in personal relation-
ships.6 Indeed, being a good listener 
is vital to just about every social and 
personal bond we have.7

 

 

FIGURE 7.1 Percentages of Various Communication Activities
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Listening well doesn’t aff ect just our relationships; it also has implications for our 
physical health. When a pharmacist gives us instructions about how to take a medica-
tion, for instance, we need to listen carefully, to avoid taking the medication improp-
erly. When a doctor tells us what foods to avoid and when a nurse instructs us about 
caring for a wound, we need to be sure we’ve understood.

If listening skills are so valuable, why don’t we work harder to improve them? One 
reason is that many of us overestimate our listening abilities. In one study, 94 per-
cent of corporate managers rated them-
selves as good or very good at listening, 
whereas not a single one rated himself 
or herself as poor or very poor. Several 
of their employees told quite a diff erent 
story, however: Th ey rated their manag-
ers’ listening skills as weak.8 Studies like 
those indicate that there is little associa-
tion between how good we think we are 
at listening and how good other people 
think we are.9

Some Misconceptions 
About Listening

Are you surprised to learn that people of-
ten overestimate their listening abilities? 
Here are some other misunderstandings 
about the listening process.
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Listening skills are particularly important in the workplace. However, one study 

found that many employees rated their employers’ listening skills as weak.
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MYTH: HEARING IS THE SAME AS LISTENING. Some people use the terms 
hearing and listening interchangeably, but they aren’t the same activity. Hearing is merely 
the perception of sound. Most people hear sounds almost continuously—you hear the 
neighbor’s dogs barking, the television playing in the background, the car alarm that 
wakes you in the middle of the night. Hearing is a passive process that occurs when 
sound waves cause the bones in your inner ear to vibrate and send signals to your brain.

Just because we’re hearing something doesn’t mean we’re listening to it. Unlike 
hearing, listening is an active process of paying attention to a sound, assigning mean-
ing to it, and responding to it. Hearing is a part of that process, but listening requires 
much more than just perceiving the sounds around you.

By the same token, we sometimes listen without hearing, and our understanding 
can be impaired as a result. Th at point is illustrated humorously in a series of televi-
sion ads aired a few years ago by the Cingular/AT&T telephone company. Each ad 
depicted a cell phone call between two people in which they unknowingly lost their 
cellular connection halfway through the conversation. In every case, one speaker in-
terpreted the other’s silence as meaningful, when in fact it was simply the result of 
the dropped call. For instance, just after telling her husband that she was expecting a 
baby, one woman’s call was dropped without her knowledge. Although her husband 
exclaimed his excitement about the pregnancy, all she heard was silence, which she 
incorrectly interpreted as indiff erence or fear on his part. Even though she was trying 
to listen, then, she wasn’t hearing.

MYTH: LISTENING IS NATURAL AND EFFORTLESS. It’s easy to think of lis-
tening as a completely natural, mindless process, much like breathing. However, lis-
tening is a learned skill, not an innate ability like hearing. We have to acquire our 
listening abilities. Just as we are taught to speak, we have to be taught to listen—and 
to listen eff ectively.10 Many of us are taught by our experiences. Perhaps you can recall 
instances when you didn’t listen eff ectively to a supervisor’s instructions about how to 
accomplish a work project, and you made poor decisions as a result. Maybe you have 
been in situations with a romantic partner when you didn’t listen as eff ectively as you 
could have, and an unnecessary argument followed. Good communicators learn from 
their mistakes, so such experiences have probably taught you the importance of eff ec-

tive listening.
We also learn through instruction, such as the 

instruction you are receiving in your interper-
sonal communication course. Th e more you learn 
about what makes listening eff ective and what 
barriers to watch out for, the better equipped 
you’ll be to listen eff ectively to other people.

Th e fact that listening is a skill also means 
that people vary in their listening abilities. Just as 
some people are better athletes, singers, or writ-
ers than others, some people are better listeners 
than others. Finally, as with most skills, you can 
improve your listening ability through education 
and training.11 Counselors and social workers are 
trained to listen eff ectively to clients, a skill that 
improves the quality of services they provide. In 
recent years, medical schools around the United 
States have added coursework and role-play activ-
ities on eff ective listening and other interpersonal 

Recognizing the importance of good listening skills in the health care 

fi eld, several medical schools in the United States have added coursework 

to teach young doctors how to listen effectively to their patients.
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skills to their curricula for training physicians. People in many professions—from 
education and the ministry to customer service and politics—can benefi t from train-
ing in eff ective listening.

MYTH: ALL LISTENERS HEAR THE SAME MESSAGE. We might assume that 
when several people are listening to the same message, they are all hearing and un-
derstanding the message in the same way. As we learned in Chapter 4, however, our 
perceptions of what we see and hear are always limited. Our experiences, our biases, 
and even our gender and culture all infl uence how we create meaning from the infor-
mation we take in.

Th e safer assumption is that all listeners are hearing something slightly diff erent, 
because each of us is fi ltering the message through our own unique experiences and 
biases. As communication scholar Ben Broome points out, even the most skilled lis-
tener can’t “step outside” himself or herself entirely.12 Broome is not implying that no 
one can ever understand another person’s meaning. Rather, he is encouraging us to 
learn to be aware of how diff erent people might interpret and understand the same 
message diff erently.

Culture and Sex Affect Listening Behavior

Cultural messages shape many communication behaviors, and listening is no excep-
tion. In particular, listening behavior appears to be aff ected by how people in a given 
culture think about the importance of time. In individualistic cultures, people often 
look upon time as a resource. For example, Americans commonly say that “time is 
money,” and they view time as a commodity that can be saved, spent, and wasted. 
People in such cultures typically place a premium on effi  ciency and expect others to 
do the same. Th ey value direct, straightforward communication, and listeners become 
impatient with speakers who don’t “get to the point.”13 In contrast, collectivistic cul-
tures such as Korea emphasize social harmony over effi  ciency. As part of their listen-
ing behavior, people in those cultures often pay close attention to nonverbal behaviors 
and contextual cues to determine the meaning of a speaker’s message.14

Fewer studies have focused on sex, but research has identifi ed some diff erences be-
tween women and men in listening behavior. For one, men are more likely than women 
to interrupt someone they are listening to.15 Women have been shown to maintain eye 
contact while listening to their conversational partners more than men do.16 Some com-
mentators have even gone so far as to suggest that women and men have completely 
diff erent styles of listening—but is that true? Check out “Fact or Fiction?” to fi nd out.
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SEX MATTERS: MEN AND WOMEN LISTEN DIFFERENTLY
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Ways of Listening

Until now, we’ve been viewing listening as though it were a single, unifi ed activity. In 
truth, listening eff ectively consists of several stages, all of which are equally important.

Stages of Effective Listening

Judi Brownell, a professor of organizational communication, is an expert on listening 
who developed the HURIER model to describe the six stages of eff ective listening: 
hearing, understanding, remembering, interpreting, evaluating, and responding.17

(“HURIER” is an acronym for those stages.) We don’t necessarily have to enact the 
stages in order; sometimes listening eff ectively requires us to go back and forth among 
them. When we listen eff ectively, however, those are the behaviors we adopt. Let’s take 
a closer look at each one.

HEARING. Recall that hearing is the physical process of perceiving sound. Th at is 
where the listening process begins. As we’ve considered, we can hear someone without 
listening to what he or she is saying. We tend to do so when we’re tired, uninterested 
in what the person is saying, or hearing multiple voices at once as in a crowded restau-
rant. Although we sometimes hear without listening, however, we can’t really listen to 
people unless we can hear them, or at least have access to their words. In computer-
mediated communication, we can also pay close attention to another person’s words 
even if they are written rather than spoken. In face-to-face interaction, though, hear-
ing is the fi rst step in eff ective listening. People with hearing impairments fi nd ways to 
overcome that challenge, such as reading lips and using sign language.

Although hearing another person’s words is the fi rst step in eff ective listening, it can 
also violate the person’s privacy if he or she doesn’t wish to be heard. Advances in com-
munication technology unfortunately make privacy violations common. Check out the 
“Communication: Dark Side” box to learn what to do if you think you’re a victim.

UNDERSTANDING. It’s not enough simply to hear what someone is saying—you 
also have to understand it. To understand means to comprehend the meanings of the 
words and phrases you’re hearing.18 If someone is speaking in a language you don’t 
understand, you might be able to hear that person, but you won’t be able to listen ef-
fectively. Th e same is true when you hear technical language or jargon that is unfamil-
iar to you: Even if the speaker is speaking your language, you can’t eff ectively listen if 
you don’t understand the words. If you’re uncertain whether you understand what a 
speaker is saying, the most eff ective course of action is usually to ask the person ques-
tions to check your understanding.

REMEMBERING. Th e third stage of the HURIER model is remembering, or being 
able to store something in your memory and retrieve it when needed.19 Remember-
ing what you hear is important for interpersonal communication because it can help 
you to avoid awkward situations. For instance, you might have had the embarrassing 
experience of running into someone whose name you couldn’t remember, even though 
you had met the person on several prior occasions. In such interpersonal encounters, 
remembering what you heard previously can help you communicate with others more 
eff ectively.

2

 HURIER model A model of 

effective listening that in-

volves hearing, understanding, 

remembering, interpreting, 

evaluating, and responding.
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Research shows that most people can recall only 25 percent of what they hear—
and of that portion, they remember only about 20 percent of it accurately.20 Th e aver-
age person is therefore not especially good at remembering.

Fortunately, remembering is a skill you can practice and improve. Mnemonic de-
vices are tricks that can improve short- and long-term memory. Such devices come 
in several forms. If you’ve ever studied music, for instance, perhaps you learned to 
recall the lines of the treble staff —EGBDF—by treating the letters as an initialism 
for a phrase, such as “every good boy does fi ne.” You might also develop rhymes to 
help you remember certain rules, such as when spelling in English “i before e, except 
after c.” Another mnemonic device is the acronym, a word formed from the fi rst let-
ters or parts of a compound term. If you remember the elements of Brownell’s eff ec-
tive listening model by learning the word HURIER, you are employing that type of 
mnemonic device. Research suggests that using mnemonic devices can signifi cantly 
enhance memory.21

INTERPRETING. Besides hearing, understanding, and remem-
bering, an eff ective listener must interpret the information he or 
she receives. Th e process of interpreting has two parts. Th e fi rst 
part is paying attention to all the speaker’s verbal and nonver-
bal behaviors so that you can assign meaning to what the per-

son has said. Suppose your friend Maya says, “It’s a beautiful 
day outside.” On the basis of her facial expressions and 

tone of voice, you might interpret this message either as 
sincere—meaning that Maya thinks today’s weather is 

communication
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beautiful—or as sarcastic—meaning she thinks the weather is awful. Th ose are very 
diff erent interpretations of Maya’s message, even though her words are the same.

Th e second part of interpreting is signaling your interpretation of the message to 
the speaker. If you interpret Maya’s statement as sincere, you might smile and say 
you’re looking forward to getting outside to enjoy the great weather. However, if you 
interpret her statement as sarcastic, you might laugh or respond with a sarcastic re-
mark of your own. Signaling not only lets the speaker know you’re following along 
with what he or she is saying but also allows you to confi rm your interpretations. 
Suppose that Maya intended her comment about the weather to be sarcastic but you 
interpreted it as sincere. If you smiled and said you were looking forward to getting 
outside, that response would probably signal to Maya that you have misinterpreted 
the intent of her statement. She might then say, “I was just kidding” to correct your 
interpretation.

EVALUATING. Several events happen at the evaluation stage. For one, you’re judg-
ing whether the speaker’s statements are accurate and true. You’re also separating facts 
from opinions and trying to determine why the speaker is saying what he or she is say-
ing. Finally, you’re considering the speaker’s words in the context of other information 
you have received from that speaker or other sources. All those activities help you to 
be an active, engaged listener rather than a passive recipient of information.

RESPONDING. Th e last stage of eff ective listening is responding, or indicating to 
a speaker that you’re listening. We sometimes call that process giving feedback, and 
we do it both verbally and nonverbally using a variety of strategies.22 Below are seven 
types of listening responses, arranged in order from the most passive to the most ac-
tive strategies: I Stonewalling: Responding with silence and a lack of 

facial expression. Stonewalling often signals a lack of 
interest in what the speaker is saying. I Backchanneling: Nodding your head or using facial ex-
pressions, vocalizations such as “uh-huh,” and verbal 
statements such as “I understand” and “Th at’s very inter-
esting” to let the speaker know you’re paying attention. I Paraphrasing: Restating in your own words what the 
speaker has said, to show that you understand. Check 
out the “Got Skills?” box for tips on practicing that use-
ful skill. I Empathizing: Conveying to the speaker that you under-
stand and share his or her feelings on the topic. I Supporting: Expressing your agreement with the speaker’s 
opinion or point of view. I Analyzing: Providing your own perspective on what the 
speaker has said. I Advising: Communicating advice to the speaker about 
what he or she should think, feel, or do.

Depending on the situation, some of those responses may 
be more useful or appropriate than others. For instance, if 
you’re listening to a friend who has just lost her favorite uncle 

In the HBO series The Sopranos, Tony Soprano (played by 

James Gandolfi ni) was a powerful, dangerous man with a 

large ego and many dark secrets. Dr. Jennifer Melfi  (played 

by Lorraine Bracco) had the daunting task of counseling 

him. During therapy sessions, Dr. Melfi  used backchanneling, 

paraphrasing, and analyzing as effective ways of responding. 

Because of Tony Soprano’s involvement in crime, she was 

often unable to empathize or support and was reluctant to 

advise.
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to heart disease, empathizing and supporting are probably the most helpful responses. 
Stonewalling, backchanneling, or paraphrasing might make it seem as though you 
don’t care about your friend, and analyzing or advising may seem insensitive. In com-
parison, if you’re an accountant listening to a client who is wondering how she can 
make the most of her stock portfolio, then analysis and advice are probably called for.

In addition to the specifi c situation, our cultural expectations infl uence our ideas 
concerning appropriate listening responses, particularly with respect to appropriate 
nonverbal behavior. As we considered in Chapter 6, for instance, most Americans 
expect listeners to maintain eye contact with them while they’re speaking. For that 
reason, they often assume that listeners who look down or away aren’t listening. In 
many Native American cultures, however, looking down or away while listening is a 
sign of respect.23

Th e “At a Glance” box recaps the HURIER model. According to Brownell, the 
model’s six stages characterize eff ective listening no matter why we happen to be lis-
tening. Let’s shift gears a bit and take a look at a closely related topic: the most com-
mon types of listening.

Types of Listening

When we talk about diff erent types of listening, we’re referring to the varying goals 
we have when we listen to other people. Sometimes we listen to learn. At other times, 
our goal is to evaluate. On still other occasions, our goal is to empathize. Th ose goals 
aren’t necessarily distinct; sometimes we listen with more than one of them in mind. 
When we distinguish among types of listening, we therefore are considering what our 
primary listening goal is at a given time.

INFORMATIONAL LISTENING. Much of the listening you engage in during class 
or at work is informational listening, or listening to learn. Whenever you watch the 
news or listen to driving directions or pay attention to a professor’s lecture, you’re en-
gaged in informational listening.

 informational listening 

Listening to learn something.
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Informational listening is both very common and extremely helpful. Indeed, it is 
one of the most important ways we learn. It is also the most passive type of listening. 
When we’re engaged in informational listening, we are simply taking in information. 
Even though we may be listening eff ectively and even taking notes, we are listen-
ing primarily to learn something new rather than to analyze or support the speaker’s 
information.

CRITICAL LISTENING. When your goal is to evaluate or analyze what you’re 
hearing, you are engaged in critical listening. You listen carefully to a commercial to 
determine whether you want to buy the product it’s advertising. You listen to a politi-
cal speech and evaluate the merits of what you’re hearing. You listen critically to your 
mother’s description of her recent medical appointment to determine how worried she 
is about the results of her blood test.

A key point is that “critical” listening doesn’t necessarily mean disapproving of or 
fi nding fault with what you’re hearing. Instead, it means analyzing and evaluating the 
merits of what a speaker is saying. Compared with informational listening, therefore, 
critical listening is a more active, engaging process. It requires you not only to take in 
information but also to assess and judge it. As we will see at the end of this chapter, 

practicing critical listening is one of the best ways of becoming a better listener.

EMPATHIC LISTENING. Perhaps the most challenging form of listen-
ing is empathic listening, which occurs when you are trying to identify 
with the speaker by understanding and experiencing what he or she is 
thinking or feeling.24 When you are talking to a friend who has just his job 
or listening to a family member describe the stress of her divorce, you can 
use empathic listening to give comfort and support.

Eff ective empathic listening requires two skills. Th e fi rst, per-
spective taking, is the ability to understand a situation from 

another individual’s point of view.25 Th e second skill, em-
pathic concern, is the ability to identify how some-

one else is feeling and then experience those 
feelings yourself.26 When you’re listening to 

a co-worker describing his recent 
diagnosis of a particular disease, 
for instance, you can practice per-
spective taking by trying to think 

 critical listening Listening 

with the goal of evaluating or 

analyzing what one hears.

 empathic listening 

Listening in order to experi-

ence what another person is 

thinking or feeling.

AT A GLANCE

Hearing  
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Interpreting  

Evaluating  

Responding  
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about the situation as he is thinking about it. You can practice empathic concern by 
imagining how he must feel and then sharing in those emotions.

Empathic listening is diff erent from sympathetic listening, which means feeling 
sorry for another person. If your neighbors lost their grandson to leukemia, for in-
stance, you might be able to sympathize with them even if you can’t truly understand 
their feelings. In contrast, the goal of empathic listening is to understand a situation 
from the speaker’s perspective and to feel what he or she is feeling. For example, you 
might be listening to a friend who didn’t get into her fi rst-choice graduate school and 
trying to convey that you share her disappointment. Listening empathically is a chal-
lenge, because your perceptions can cause you to focus on how you would be feeling in 
the same situation rather than how the speaker is feeling.

OTHER TYPES OF LISTENING. Informational, critical, and empathic listening 
aren’t the only types of listening in which we engage. For example, we sometimes 
engage in inspirational listening, which is listening in order to be inspired. Th at type 
of listening is common when we’re listening to a sermon or motivational speech. At 
other times, we engage in appreciative listening, which is listening for pure enjoyment. 
We listen appreciatively when someone tells a funny story or sings one of our favorite 
songs. Appreciative listening also comes into play when we watch a TV show or fi lm 
we enjoy, or attend a performance featuring talent we admire. When it comes to in-
terpersonal interaction, however, informational, critical, and empathic listening are 
often the most common and most important types.

Common Barriers 
to Effective Listening

In the movie Th e Break-Up (2006), Brooke Meyers (played by Jennifer Aniston) asks 
her boyfriend Gary Grobowski (played by Vince Vaughn) to bring home a dozen 
lemons for a dinner party she is throwing for their families. Gary doesn’t listen, and 
he brings home only three lemons. Brooke is distressed, because their company is ar-
riving shortly. She expresses her concern to Gary, who continues to watch television 
while talking to her:

Brooke: You got three lemons.

Gary: What my baby wants, my baby gets; you know that.

Brooke: I know, but I wanted 12, baby wanted 12.
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Gary: Why would you want 12 lemons?

Brooke: Because I’m making a 12-lemon centerpiece.

Gary: So no one’s actually even eating them, they’re just show 

lemons?

Brooke: Yeah, they’re just show lemons. To go in the center of the 

table. I’m glad you fi nd that amusing, but I cannot fi ll a vase with 

only three lemons.

Brooke isn’t upset just because she doesn’t have the right number of 
lemons. She’s also upset because Gary didn’t listen to her when she 
asked him to bring home a dozen lemons, and she gets increasingly 
frustrated because he continues watching television during their con-
versation instead of paying attention to her.

Th is scene raises the question, Why are so few of us good listeners? 
One answer is that several problems get in our way, acting as barriers to our ability to 
listen well. In this section, we examine several obstacles to eff ective listening.

Noise

How many stimuli are competing for your attention right now? How many diff erent 
stimuli demand your attention at work when your boss, customers, and co-workers 
all try to talk to you at once? In the context of listening, noise refers to anything that 
distracts you from listening to what you wish to listen to.

Most of us fi nd it more diffi  cult to listen to a conversational partner when there are 
other sounds in the environment, such as a TV or loud music.27 It isn’t just sound that 
can distract us, though. If we’re hungry, tired, or in an environment that is especially 
cold or hot, those infl uences can also qualify as noise because they interfere with our 
ability to listen eff ectively.28

When you’re faced with such distractions, try to focus your attention on your con-
versational partner and listen intently to what he or she is saying. To do so, you must 
be conscious of noise in your environment and identify those factors that are draw-
ing your attention away from your conversation. Eliminating or ignoring those noise 
sources—for example, by turning off  your car radio or ignoring your ringing cell 
phone—will help you focus on your partner. If you’re being distracted by noise that 
you can’t ignore or reduce at the time, you might reschedule your conversation for a 
time when fewer stimuli are competing for your attention.

Pseudolistening and Selective Attention

At one time or another, you’ve probably pretended to be paying attention to someone 
when you weren’t really listening. Th at behavior is called pseudolistening. When you 
pseudolisten, you use feedback behaviors that make it seem as though you’re paying 
attention, even though your mind is elsewhere.

A variation of pseudolistening is selective attention, which means listening only to 
what you want to hear and ignoring the rest.29 When you engage in selective attention, 
you are listening to some parts of a person’s message and pseudolistening to other parts. 
In her job as an insurance adjuster, for instance, Sue-Ann receives an evaluation from 
her supervisor every January. Usually, most of her supervisor’s comments are positive, 
but some of them suggest ways in which Sue-Ann could improve her performance. Th e 
problem is, Sue-Ann doesn’t listen to those suggestions. Instead, she listens selectively, 
paying close attention to her supervisor’s praise and only pretending to listen to her 
critiques.

 pseudolistening Using 

feedback behaviors to give the 

false impression that one is 

listening.

 selective attention 

Listening only to what one 

wants to hear.
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Engaging in pseudolistening and selective attention occurs for many reasons. 
Maybe you’re bored with what the speaker is saying, but you don’t want to seem rude. 
Maybe you don’t understand what you’re hearing, but you’re too embarrassed to admit 
it. Maybe you’re paying attention to something else while someone is talking to you, 
or maybe you simply don’t like what the other person is saying. Whatever the reason, 
pseudolistening and selective attention not only are barriers to eff ective listening but 
also can be a source of frustration for the speakers you’re pretending to listen to. Th is 
frustration arises because people are often aware when others aren’t listening to what 
they’re saying. How do you feel when you know someone is only pretending to listen 
to you or is paying only partial attention to what you’re saying?

Information Overload

A third barrier to eff ective listening is information overload, the state of being over-
whelmed by the huge amount of information one is required to take in every day. We 
talk to people, watch television, listen to the radio, search the Internet, and thumb 
through all sorts of printed matter. At times, the sheer volume of information we have 
to attend to can seem overwhelming. When it does, we fi nd it harder to listen eff ec-
tively to new information.

SOURCES AND EFFECTS OF INFORMATION OVERLOAD. As just one example 
of information overload, consider how many advertising messages you see or hear on 
a daily basis. Th ese might include ads on television, in magazines and newspapers, on 
billboards, on people’s clothing, in junk mail, and during movie previews. You might 
receive ads by fax, hear them on the radio, and fi nd them in product inserts. You per-
haps see them at gas pumps, at automated teller machines, on banners fl ying behind 
airplanes, and on the stickers you peel off  fruit. You might also receive ads in the form 
of e-mail spam and pop-up announcements on the Internet. Researchers have esti-
mated that the average U.S. American is exposed to between 600 and 625 advertising 
messages each day.30

You might conclude that information overload is a product of the digital age, 
which has made overwhelming amounts of information easily available. In fact, the 
term information overload was coined in 1970 by sociologist Alvin Toffl  er in a book 
titled Future Shock, which discussed the downside of rapid technological change.31

Clearly, then, people were experiencing the distracting eff ects of information 
overload even before computer-mediated communication was widely used. 
Th e problem is simply amplifi ed in the digital age, as the “Get Connected” 
box describes.

One of the biggest problems arising from information overload is that it 
can interrupt people’s attention. If you’re e-mailing with an important client, 
for instance, your ability to pay attention to her messages can be compro-
mised repeatedly by each new radio advertisement you hear, each new faxed 
announcement you receive, and each new pop-up ad you see. Th ose inter-
ruptions may seem small and inconsequential, but when you consider their 
eff ects on the entire population over time, they become a signifi cant distrac-
tion. In fact, a 2007 analysis by a New York–based management research 
fi rm estimated the annual cost to U.S. companies of unnecessary interrup-
tions from information overload to be a staggering $650 billion.32

Information overload can be particularly troubling for people with atten-
tion defi cit hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD. People with ADHD are often 
easily distracted and have trouble focusing their attention for very long. Th ey 

 information overload The 

state of being overwhelmed by 

the amount of information one 

takes in.

Information overload can be a particular 

challenge for children with attention 

defi cit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
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are often also overly active and restless.33 ADHD is a developmental disorder whose 
symptoms usually appear during childhood. A majority of children diagnosed with 
ADHD will continue to suff er from it during adulthood.34 Because of their impaired 
ability to focus and their tendency to become easily distracted, people with ADHD 
may have an especially diffi  cult time coping with the volume of information most of 
us encounter every day.

AVOIDING OVERLOAD FROM COMPUTER-MEDIATED AND OTHER SOURCES.
Th ere are several strategies to reduce the distracting eff ects of information overload. 
During meetings and important conversations, for instance, turn off  the ringer on 
your cell phone or PDA so you won’t be distracted by incoming calls, text messages, or 
e-mails. Set fi lters on your e-mail system to reduce spam, and use a pop-up blocker to 
eliminate pop-up ads when you’re online. Contact the Direct Marketing Association 
to have your address removed from junk-mail lists. Use your digital video recorder 
(DVR) to record your favorite TV shows so you can watch them at your convenience 
and skip the commercials. Using such strategies will help reduce the distractions of in-
formation overload and allow you to focus your attention on more important things, 
including your conversational partners.

MANAGING INFORMATION OVERLOAD ONLINE
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Glazing Over

A fourth reason why eff ective listening is challenging is that our minds think so much 
faster than most people talk. Most of us are capable of understanding up to 600 words 
per minute, but the average person speaks fewer than 150 words per minute.35 Th at 
leaves quite a bit of spare time for the mind to wander. We frequently use that time 
to engage in what researchers call glazing over, or daydreaming during the time we 
aren’t actually listening.

For instance, Rochelle picks up her 6-year-old daughter and her 9-year-old son 
every afternoon, and they describe what they did in school during the drive home. 
Although she listens to what they say, Rochelle frequently allows her mind to wander 
during this time. She thinks about the novel she’s reading, daydreams about taking a 
Caribbean vacation, and ponders next week’s grocery list. Because her children speak 
more slowly than she can listen, and because their reports of their school activities are 
similar every day, Rochelle often glazes over when she’s listening to them.

Glazing over is diff erent from pseudolistening, or only pretending to listen. When 
you’re glazing over, you actually are listening to what the speaker is saying—you’re 
just allowing your mind to wander while doing so. Glazing over can lead to at least 
three problems. First, it can cause you to miss important details in what you’re hear-
ing. If you’re glazing over while listening to a lecture in your communication theory 
course, for instance, you might fail to hear a critical piece of information about the 
term paper assignment. Second, glazing over might lead you to listen less critically 
than you normally would. For example, if your mind is wandering while you’re listen-
ing to a salesperson describe the terms of a car loan, you might not realize that the 
deal isn’t as good as it sounds. Finally, glazing over can make it appear to a speaker 
that you aren’t listening to what he or she is saying, even though you are. Conse-
quently, you can come across as inattentive or dismissive. An eff ective listener will 
work to keep his or her focus on what the speaker is saying instead of daydreaming or 
thinking about other topics.

Rebuttal Tendency

Regan has recently started work as a customer service representative for an electronics 
retailer, but his fi rst two weeks on the job have not gone well. He knows he should 
listen nonjudgmentally to customers as they describe their frustrations with the prod-
ucts they bought, and then off er them his assistance and advice. Instead, Regan be-
gins arguing with customers in his mind, even while they’re still speaking. Rather 
than listening carefully to their concerns, Regan jumps to conclusions about what the 
customers have done wrong, and he formulates his response even before the customers 
have stopped talking.

Regan is enacting a rebuttal tendency, which is the propensity to debate a speak-
er’s point and formulate one’s reply while the person is still speaking.36 According to 
research by business professor Steven Golen, thinking only of how one is going to 
respond to a speaker, arguing with the speaker in one’s mind, and jumping to conclu-
sions before the speaker has fi nished talking are all barriers to eff ective listening, for 
two basic reasons.37 First, the rebuttal tendency uses mental energy that should be 
spent paying attention to the speaker. Th at is, it’s diffi  cult to listen eff ectively when 
all one is thinking about is how to respond. Second, by not paying close attention to 
the speaker, a listener can easily miss some of the details that might change how the 
listener responds in the fi rst place.

To understand that second point, consider Regan’s experience during his second 
shift. A customer returned a wireless Internet router she was having trouble installing. 

 glazing over Daydream-

ing during the time not spent 

listening.

 rebuttal tendency The 

tendency to debate a speaker’s 

point and formulate a reply 

while the person is still 

speaking.
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As usual, Regan was quick to conclude that she hadn’t followed the instructions, and 
he was crafting his response as she continued talking. Consequently, he didn’t hear 
her explain that she’d already had a technician guide her through the installation pro-
cedure and inform her that the router was defective. If he had heard that important 
detail, Regan could have exchanged the product quickly and sent the customer on her 
way. Instead, he spent 10 minutes telling her to do what she had already done, leaving 
her frustrated and dissatisfi ed.

Closed-Mindedness

Another barrier to eff ective listening is closed-mindedness, the tendency not to listen 
to anything with which one disagrees.38 Closed-minded individuals refuse to consider 
the merits of a speaker’s point if it confl icts with their own beliefs. Th ey also tend to 
overreact to certain forms of language, such as slang and profanity, and to stop listen-
ing to speakers who use them.39

Many people are closed-minded only about particular issues, not about 
everything. As an educator, for instance, Bella prides herself in being open 
to diverse opinions on a range of topics. When it comes to her religious be-
liefs, however, she is so thoroughly convinced of the merits of her position 
that she refuses even to listen to any religious ideas that she doesn’t already 
accept. For all practical purposes, she closes her mind to the possibility 
that any religious ideas besides her own could have any value whatsoever. 
Many of her fellow teachers fi nd Bella’s closed-mindedness off putting. In 
addition, it prevents Bella not only from learning more about others’ reli-
gious traditions but also from teaching others about her faith, because she 
won’t talk about religion with anyone who doesn’t already share her beliefs.

Bella should remember that we can listen eff ectively to people even 
if we disagree with them. As the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) once 
wrote, “It is the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertain a thought without 
accepting it.” When we refuse even to listen to ideas we disagree with, we limit our 
ability to learn from other people and their experiences. If you fi nd yourself feeling 
closed-minded toward particular ideas, remind yourself that listening to an idea does 
not necessarily mean accepting it.

Competitive Interrupting

Normal conversation is a series of speaking “turns.” You speak for a while, then you 
allow another person to have a turn, and the conversation goes back and forth. Oc-
casionally, though, people talk when it isn’t their turn. People interrupt for many 
reasons. Sometimes, the reason is to express support or enthusiasm for what the other 
person is saying (“Yeah, I agree!”); sometimes it’s to stop the speaker to ask for clari-
fi cation (“Wait, I’m not sure what you mean”); and sometimes it’s even to warn the 
speaker of some impending danger (“Stop! You’re spilling your coff ee!”).

For some people, however, interrupting is a way to dominate a conversation. Re-
searchers use the term competitive interrupting to describe the practice of interject-
ing oneself when other people are speaking in order to take control of the conver-
sation. For those who engage in competitive interrupting, the goal is to ensure that 
they get to speak more than the other person does and that their ideas and perspec-
tives take priority. You can probably think of people who engage in such behavior—
individuals with whom you feel you “can’t get a word in edgewise.”

Research shows that most interruptions aren’t competitive. However, talking with 
a competitive interrupter can be frustrating.40 Some people respond to constant 

 closed-mindedness The 

tendency not to listen to 

anything with which one 

disagrees.

 competitive interrupt-

ing Using interruptions to 

take control of a conversation.

C O M MO N  BA R R I E R S  TO  E F F E C T I V E  L I S T E N I N G      233



interruptions by becoming competitive themselves, thereby turning the conversation 
into a battle of wits. Other people withdraw from the interaction.

Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes the barriers to eff ective listening. Each of those 
barriers can be overcome. With training and practice, most of us can improve our 
abilities to listen well.

Becoming a Better Listener

We’ve looked at several examples of ineff ective listening in this chapter. In the movie 
Th e Break-Up, Gary didn’t listen to Brooke when she said she needed a dozen lemons. 
Regan doesn’t listen eff ectively to his customers’ complaints, and Rochelle glazes over 
when listening to her children describe their school day. Clearly, listening eff ectively 
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can be a challenge. Fortunately, eff ective listening is a skill that can be developed 
through education and practice. Author Mary Lou Casey once wrote that “what peo-
ple really need is a good listening to,” and her sentiment suggests that we can do much 
good in our interpersonal relationships if we sharpen our listening abilities. In this 
section, we’ll look at strategies you can use to improve your skills in informational, 
critical, and empathic listening.

Becoming a Better Informational Listener

When you engage in informational listening, your goal is to understand and learn 
from the speaker’s message. For instance, you might be attending a presentation about 
saving for retirement, or you might be listening to your CEO talk about a merger your 
fi rm has just completed. How can you make the most of such opportunities?

SEPARATE WHAT IS AND ISN’T SAID. One key strategy for improving your in-
formational listening skills is to beware of the tendency to “hear” words or statements 
that aren’t actually said. Th ink about the last time you saw a television com-
mercial for a pain reliever, for instance. A common tactic for advertisers is to 
claim that “nothing is more eff ective” than their product. What do you learn 
from hearing that statement? In other words, how would you paraphrase it?

Th e advertisers are hoping you learn that their particular pain reliever is 
the strongest one available . . . but that’s not really what they said, is it? All 
they said is that nothing is more eff ective, which means there may be several 
other products that are just as eff ective as theirs. It may also mean that all the 
products are equally ineff ective! If you listened to this ad and concluded that 
this product is the most eff ective one available, you arrived at that conclusion 
on your own (although it was defi nitely the conclusion the advertiser wanted 
you to form). When you are engaged in informational listening, be careful 
to distinguish between what is actually being said and what you are simply 
inferring.

Perhaps the most eff ective way to determine whether you have understood a speak-
er’s message is to paraphrase it—to restate the speaker’s message in your own words to 
clarify the meaning of the message. If you paraphrase a statement in a way that accu-
rately refl ects its meaning, speakers tend to reply by confi rming your understanding.

Let’s suppose that while leaving a theater after watching a movie, your roommate 
Chad and you have the following exchange:

Chad: I think we should swing by that new barbecue place on the way home.

You: You want to pick up some dinner?

Chad: Yeah, I’m starving.

You think Chad is trying to imply that he’s hungry and wants to get some food, but 
that isn’t actually what he said. To check your understanding, you therefore para-
phrase his statement by putting it into your own words. Because you understood 
Chad’s statement correctly, he replied by confi rming your interpretation.

Conversely, if you paraphrase a statement in a way that changes its meaning, a 
speaker generally will correct your misunderstanding. Let’s say the exchange with 
Chad goes like this:

Chad: I think we should swing by that new barbecue place on the way home.

You: You want to pick up some dinner?

Chad: No, I want to see if my friend Blake is working tonight.
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In this second instance, your interpretation of Chad’s statement was inaccurate. By 
paraphrasing his statement, you invited him to correct your understanding—and he 
did. Paraphrasing is one of the most effi  cient ways to determine whether you have cor-
rectly distinguished between what a speaker has and has not said.

AVOID THE CONFIRMATION BIAS. Th e confi rmation bias is the tendency to 
pay attention only to information that supports one’s values and beliefs while dis-
counting or ignoring information that doesn’t.41 It becomes a problem for listening 
when it causes us to make up our minds about an issue without paying attention to 
all sides.

Let’s say your close friend Tim is having a confl ict with his girlfriend, Molly. Tim 
confi des in you about the negative things Molly has been saying and doing, and be-
cause he’s your friend, you’re biased toward believing him. When Molly comes to talk 
to you about the situation, you therefore tune her out because you’ve already made up 
your mind that she’s at fault.

In this case, you’re falling victim to the confi rmation bias. Because you’ve made up 
your mind that Tim is behaving fairly, you will pay attention only to information that 
confi rms your belief and will tune out information that doesn’t. Good informational 
listeners are aware that their beliefs are not necessarily accurate. Th erefore, a strategy 
for improving your informational listening skills is to ask yourself whether you have 
listened to all sides of an issue before you form a conclusion, or whether you are simply 
avoiding information that would lead you to question your beliefs.

LISTEN FOR SUBSTANCE MORE THAN FOR STYLE. Th e psychological prin-
ciple called the vividness eff ect refers to the tendency for dramatic, shocking events 
to distort one’s perceptions of reality.42 We watch news coverage of a deadly plane 
crash, for instance, and we become nervous about getting on a plane, even though the 
probability of dying in a plane crash is only about 1 in 8 million.43 Two days after the 
1999 massacre at Columbine High School, 63 percent of Americans surveyed thought 
a shooting at their own child’s school was likely, even though only 10 percent of all 
schools report even one experience of violent crime in a year.44

Th e same eff ect can occur within interpersonal situ-
ations. If your parents went through a traumatic di-
vorce when you were a child, for instance, that ex-
perience may have convinced you that a marriage is 

more likely to fail than is actually the case. Dra-
matic events are more vivid and memorable than 
everyday events, so we pay more attention to them.

You can experience much the same problem during 
informational listening if you focus only on what’s 

most vivid. In class, for instance, you might be 
more entertained by a lecture with dramatic 
stories and fl ashy PowerPoint slides than by 
one that’s dry. Th at doesn’t mean that the 
fl ashy presentation contains better informa-
tion than the dry one or that you’ll learn 
more from it. Similarly, you might love being 
in classes with engaging, humorous teach-
ers. Th at doesn’t necessarily mean, however, 
that you’ll learn more from them than from 
teachers who are disengaged and serious.

 vividness effect The ten-

dency for dramatic, shocking 

events to distort one’s percep-

tion of reality.

 confi rmation bias The 

tendency to pay attention 

only to information that sup-

ports one’s values and beliefs 

while discounting or ignoring 

information that doesn’t.

Good informational listeners 

look past what is dramatic 

and vivid and focus on the 

substance of what they’re 

hearing.
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Being a good informational listener, then, means being able to look past what is 
dramatic and vivid to focus on the substance of what you’re hearing. Th at process be-
gins with being aware of the vividness eff ect and remembering that vivid experiences 
can distort your perceptions. Th e next time you go through a dramatic event or listen 
to a particularly entertaining speaker, ask yourself whether you are listening and pay-
ing attention to accurate information or are being swayed by the drama of the event or 
the charisma of the speaker.

Becoming a Better Critical Listener

Many interpersonal situations require you to assess the credibility of what you’re hear-
ing. Here are three ways to get better at it.

BE A SKEPTIC. Being a good critical listener starts with being skeptical of what 
you hear. Despite its reputation, skepticism isn’t about being cynical or fi nding fault; 
rather, it’s about evaluating the evidence for a claim. Recall from our discussion of the 
confi rmation bias that people often pay attention only to evidence that supports their 
existing beliefs. Being skeptical means setting aside your biases and being willing to 
be persuaded by the merits of the argument and the quality of the evidence. A good 
critical listener doesn’t accept claims blindly. Instead, he or she questions them to de-
termine whether they’re valid.45

Consider the following example. Your co-worker Fahid has come up with a busi-
ness opportunity. He tells you about his plan and asks you to invest in it. If you’re a 
poor critical listener, you may base your decision on how you feel about Fahid or how 
excited you are at the prospect of making money. In contrast, if you’re a good critical 
listener, you’ll set aside your feelings and focus on the merits of Fahid’s idea. Does he 
have a sound business plan? Is there a market for his product? Has he budgeted suf-
fi cient funds for advertising? Did he explain in detail how he would use your invest-
ment? Being a critical listener doesn’t mean that you automatically criticize his plans; 
it does mean that you carefully evaluate them to determine whether they make sense.

EVALUATE A SPEAKER’S CREDIBILITY. 
Besides analyzing the merits of an argument, 
a good critical listener pays attention to the 
speaker’s credibility. Credibility is a measure 
of how reliable and trustworthy someone is. 
All other things being equal, you can gener-
ally presume that information you hear from 
a credible source is more believable than in-
formation you get from a noncredible source.

Several qualities make a speaker more or 
less credible. One is expertise. It makes more 
sense for us to trust a physician’s medical ad-
vice than a professional athlete’s, for instance, 
because the doctor is a medical expert and 
the athlete is not. At the same time, it doesn’t 
make sense to trust a physician for legal or fi -
nancial advice, because he or she isn’t an ex-
pert on law or fi nance.

It’s easy to confuse having expertise with 
having experience. Having experience with 

 skepticism The practice of 

evaluating the evidence for a 

claim.

Good critical listeners practice skepticism by evaluating the merits and the 

evidence for an argument.
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something may give a person credibility on that topic or area, but it doesn’t necessarily 
make the individual an expert. After raising six children, for instance, Hannah is a 
very experienced parent and thus has credibility insofar as she can draw on her many 
experiences to give advice to other moms. However, Hannah isn’t an expert on parent-
ing, because her only source of credibility is her individual experience. For instance, 
she doesn’t have a degree in child development, nor is she a recognized authority on 
parenting issues.

Yet individuals can be experts on topics with which they have no personal experi-
ence. As a board-certifi ed obstetrician and gynecologist, Tyrell is an expert on preg-
nancy and women’s health, even though, as a man, he has no direct experience with 
either. Similarly, Young Li is an outstanding marital therapist who has helped count-

less couples even though she has never been married herself. How can a man 
be a good obstetrician, and a single person be a good marital therapist? Th e 
answer is that they are drawing on their training and expertise to help others, 
not on their individual experiences.

Another characteristic that aff ects a speaker’s credibility is bias. If the speaker 
has a special interest in making you believe some idea or claim, that fact tends 
to reduce his or her credibility. If a tobacco company executive claimed pub-
licly that there were health benefi ts to smoking, for instance, a good critical 
listener would be highly skeptical, because the executive is a biased source.

Sometimes you have to dig below the surface to investigate the source be-
hind a particular idea so that you can meaningfully evaluate the idea’s cred-
ibility. For example, you might be intrigued to hear about a research report 
claiming that using your cell phone while driving does not increase your risk 
of being in a collision. Th e study, you assume, may have been conducted by 
a reputable research team at a major university, a fact that would enhance its 
credibility. After you investigate, however, perhaps you discover that the study 
was funded by a group that lobbies on behalf of the telecommunications indus-
try. Given its purpose, such a group would have a vested interest in the study’s 
producing results that are favorable to cell phone use. Th e fact that a study is 
funded by a group with a vested interest in its results doesn’t necessarily mean 
the study’s conclusions are wrong. However, it does mean that you should be 
skeptical when you are exposed to them.

UNDERSTAND PROBABILITY. Evaluating the merits of a claim means 
speculating about the likelihood that the claim is true. Th at process can be 
tricky, because we sometimes confuse what’s possible with what’s probable, 
and what’s probable with what’s certain. An event or a fact is possible if there’s 
even the slightest chance, however small, that it might be true. To be probable,
a statement has to have greater than a 50 percent chance of being true. A state-
ment is certain only if its likelihood of being true is 100 percent, nothing less. 
An illustration of the relationship among possibility, probability, and certainty 
appears in Figure 7.2.

Take a claim such as “I can survive without water for a month.” Th ere’s 
a possibility that claim could be true, but the likelihood is very small. Th e 
claim certainly isn’t probable, and a good critical listener wouldn’t treat it as 
though it were. In contrast, the statement “I will get married someday” is not 
only possible, it’s also probable, because a very large majority of people marry 
at least once. Does that fact mean that the claim is certain, therefore? Th e 
answer is no, because there’s a chance, however small, that it may not happen. 
For a claim to be certain, there can be absolutely no chance that it isn’t true. 

FIGURE 7.2 Possibility, Probability, 

and Certainty A statement is pos-

sible if its likelihood of being true 

is between 1 percent and 50 per-

cent. It is probable if its likelihood 

of being true is between 51 per-

cent and 99 percent. It is certain 

only if its likelihood of being true is 

100 percent.
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A claim such as “I will die someday” is certain, be-
cause every living creature eventually dies. People who 
are good at critical listening understand the diff erences 
among possibility, probability, and certainty. Th ey bear 
in mind that just because a claim is possible, that doesn’t 
mean it’s worth believing.

Determining the probability of claims you hear isn’t 
always easy. Suppose that Manuel visits his uncle Alfredo, 
who has been a vegetarian for most of his adult life. “If 
you eat red meat, you’ll eventually die of heart disease,” 
Alfredo constantly warns his nieces and nephews.

How should Manuel evaluate the probability of his 
uncle’s claim? He should start by determining whether 
the claim is possible. In this case, it is, because there is a 
possibility that people who eat red meat will die of heart disease. He should then ask 
himself whether the claim is certain. In this case, it isn’t, because many people who 
eat red meat do not die of heart disease. Manuel therefore knows that the chances 
that Alfredo’s claim is true are between 1 percent and 99 percent. Th us, although 
he cannot accept the claim as a certainty, neither can he reject it as an impossibility. 
What he should do is to consider the probability that the claim is true. To determine 
probability, he needs to research the link between heart disease and the consump-
tion of red meat. With that information, he can assess whether Alfredo’s claim is 
probable—that is, true more often than it is false—or improbable—that is, false more 
often than it is true.

Becoming a Better Empathic Listener

Within our relationships, a common goal for listening is to provide empathy and sup-
port. Being a good empathic listener can be diffi  cult at times, but it’s not impossible.

LISTEN NONJUDGMENTALLY. When we listen to learn, and especially when we 
listen to evaluate, we often make judgments about the information we’re taking in. 
Good empathic listening, however, is about being open-minded and nonjudgmental.

Two strategies are particularly helpful. Th e fi rst is to listen without interrupting. 
Being supportive and empathic means letting the other person say what he or she 
needs to say without breaking in. Fight the urge to jump into the conversation, and 
simply listen. Second, don’t off er advice unless asked. When you’re hearing other peo-
ple tell you their problems, your tendency is likely to be to respond with advice on 
how to solve those problems.46 A good empathic listener will remember that people 
aren’t always looking for advice—often, they just want someone to listen to them.

ACKNOWLEDGE FEELINGS. Empathizing involves understanding how someone 
else is feeling and trying to relate to those feelings. It’s not the same thing as sympa-
thizing, which means feeling sorry for the other person. An important strategy for 
good empathic listening, therefore, is to acknowledge a speaker’s feelings and allow 
him or her to continue expressing them.

We do so by responding to speakers with continuer statements, phrases that identify 
the emotions a person is experiencing and allow him or her to communicate them 
further. By contrast, it is important to avoid terminator statements, phrases that fail 
to acknowledge a speaker’s emotions and thereby shut down the person’s opportunity 
to express them. After listening to a patient describe her concerns about the progress 
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of her illness, for instance, empathic physicians can use a continuer statement such as 
“Th at must make you feel very uncertain” or “I can imagine how scary this must be” 
to reassure the patient that they understand and appreciate her feelings. Physicians 
with less empathic ability are more likely to use terminator statements such as “We’re 
doing everything we can” and “You just need to give this some time.” Th ose types of 
responses imply to the patient that her feelings are unimportant.

In a recent study, researchers examined conversations between advanced cancer 
patients and their oncologists.47 With permission, the researchers recorded nearly 400 
conversations between patients and oncologists and listened for times when patients 
expressed negative emotions such as sadness, fear, and anxiety. When those moments 
arose, the researchers found that oncologists replied with continuer statements only 
22 percent of the time. Younger physicians were more likely than older ones to use 
continuers, and female physicians were more likely than male physicians to do so. 
Th ose fi ndings don’t mean that oncologists lack empathy. Rather, the data suggest 
that they may have trouble communicating their empathy through emotionally sup-
portive listening responses. Such responses are particularly important for individuals 
who are struggling with terminal illnesses.

Th ere are times when it may be diffi  cult to empathize with other people. If you 
have never lost a parent, for instance, it would be very diffi  cult for you to understand 
that experience. When you fi nd yourself in such a situation, resist the urge to tell the 
speaker “I know how you feel.” Unless you really do understand the speaker’s experi-
ence, he or she might fi nd your statement disrespectful or insincere, even if you mean 
it as a show of support. Instead, use your listening skills to try to understand how the 
person is feeling. See the “Got Skills?” box to learn more about that skill.

[ L I S T E N I N G  E M P A T H I C A L LY  D U R I N G  G R I E F]
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COMMUNICATE SUPPORT NONVERBALLY. One of the most important aspects 
of being a good empathic listener is to communicate your support nonverbally. When 
you’re listening rather than speaking, your nonverbal behaviors convey your interest, 
understanding, and empathy to the speaker.

Perhaps the most important nonverbal behavior in this situation is eye contact. 
Speakers often watch your eye behaviors to see whether you’re paying attention to 
what they’re saying. If you allow yourself to be distracted by your environment, you 
can convey the message that you aren’t really listening. Other important behaviors 
are your use of facial expressions and touch. A reassuring smile and a warm touch can 
make people feel as though you understand, support, and empathize.48
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motion is a powerful force. When we experience an intense emotion, such as the 

profound sorrow of losing a loved one or the profound joy of reuniting with one, 

it can seem as though our emotions consume us. In some respects, that’s exactly 

what happens: Our emotions are so connected to our body, mind, and behaviors that 

they practically overtake us. Understanding this powerful and often mysterious force 

can therefore help us to appreciate the enormous role it plays in the ways we relate 

to others.

Emotion in Interpersonal 
Communication

So much of what we say, think, and do is aff ected by our emotions; yet we seldom stop 
to consider what emotions are. We realize that emotions cause us to feel and act in 
certain ways, but why? In this section, we’ll defi ne emotions and consider how they 
are related to moods. We’ll then examine specifi c forms of emotions that are joyful 
and aff ectionate, hostile, or sad and anxious, considering their applications to inter-
personal communication as we do.

What Is an Emotion?

Emotion might seem like the kind of phenomenon you can’t really defi ne, but when 
you feel it, you certainly recognize it. Emotions can be powerful, even life-changing, 
experiences, but what kind of experiences are they, exactly? According to researchers, 
an emotion is the body’s multidimensional response to any event that enhances or in-
hibits a person’s goals.1 For example, you feel nervous before a fi nal exam because the 
possibility of failing interferes with your goal of passing it. Doing well on the exam 
makes you happy because your goal has been met; doing poorly makes you angry or 
disappointed because your goal has been inhibited. You feel sad when a cherished pet 
dies because your goal of maintaining a relationship with that pet has been thwarted. 
Basically speaking, emotion is your mind and body’s way of reacting so that meeting 
your goals feels good, and not meeting them feels bad.

EMOTION IS DIFFERENT FROM MOOD. Many people refer to emotions as 
moods (and vice versa), but moods and emotions are diff erent experiences. Whereas 
an emotion is a response to a specifi c event (such as passing an exam or losing a pet), 
a mood is a feeling that has no specifi c identifi able cause.2 You might feel as though 
you’re in a good or a bad mood for no obvious reason. If you can identify the reason 
you feel good or bad, then you’re probably experiencing an emotion rather than a 
mood. Moods also are more persistent, often lasting for days or weeks at a time.3 In 
contrast, most emotions are relatively short-lived.

Emotions come in many forms. Communication scientist and emotion expert 
Laura Guerrero has suggested that we can understand many emotions by placing 
them in one of three categories: (1) joyful and aff ectionate, (2) hostile, or (3) sad and 
anxious.4 Let’s look at some of the specifi c emotions that constitute each category.

1

E

 emotion The body’s mul-

tidimensional response to any 

event that enhances or inhib-

its one’s goals.

 mood A feeling, often 

prolonged, that has no identi-

fi able cause.
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Joyful/Affectionate Emotions: 
Happiness, Love, Passion, and Liking

What makes you happy? If you’re like most people, your personal relationships are 
high on the list.5 Feeling connected to others is a source of profound joy for many 
people, and emotional experiences of joy and happiness play an important role in 
making those relationships rewarding. In this section, we will look at the emotions 
of happiness, love, passion, and liking to understand their functions in interpersonal 
communication.

HAPPINESS. Of all human emotions, happiness is one of the most easily and uni-
versally recognized.6 Happiness is a state of contentment, joy, pleasure, and cheer. 
People in all known cultures display happiness by smiling, laughing, and being ener-
getic, and they all interpret those behaviors as indicating happiness.7

To some extent, happiness begins as an individual experience. When we feel happy, 
however, our tendency is to approach and reconnect with people.8 In other words, 
happiness tends to make us share our joy with others by seeking contact and be-
ing emotionally expressive in our interactions.9 Th ose behaviors, in turn, often make 
the other party happy, so that happiness becomes a truly social experience. Research 
indicates that happiness also contributes to our health and well-being by helping us 
recover from the harmful eff ects of stress.10

LOVE AND PASSION. Love can be easier to recognize than to defi ne. One reason 
is that we experience so many forms of love, including romantic love, love for friends, 
love for family members, love for God, and love for the self. Love is a remarkably 
powerful emotion that motivates people to behave in ways they otherwise would not. 
Love for a romantic partner, for instance, can cause people to quit their jobs, sell their 
homes, and even move thousands of miles to be together. Likewise, people make ex-
traordinary sacrifi ces out of love for their children or love for God. Love, therefore, 
means caring for, feeling attached to, and feeling deeply committed to someone.11

Some forms of love are accompanied by passion, an emotion that mixes feel-
ings of joy and surprise with experiences of excitement and attraction for the target 
of our passion.12 People often feel passion in the early stages of a romantic or sexual 

happiness A state of con-

tentment, joy, pleasure, and 

cheer.

 love The emotion of caring 

for, feeling attached to, and 

feeling deeply committed to 

someone.

 passion A secondary emo-

tion consisting of joy and 

surprise, plus experiences of 

excitement and attraction for 

another.

g  g

those that are joyful or affectionate, those that are hostile, and those that are sad or anxious.
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relationship, when behaviors such as kissing, handholding, 
saying “I love you,” and interacting sexually are novel. Be-
cause passion is partially based on surprise, it is enhanced by 
the novelty of those behaviors.

For the same reason, however, passion also tends to fade as 
people get to know each other better.13 In that way, passion 
acts to bring people together initially so they can discover 
and explore whatever feelings they have for each other. If they 
develop genuine love for each other, their relationship can 
develop and grow even after the experience of passion has 
faded away.14 People can also feel passion in the absence of 
romantic love, as when they feel passionate about an activity 
or a cause.

Love and passion are examples of social emotions, which 
means they typically arise out of our social interactions. Th at 

is, social emotions are usually directed at specifi c people or other social entities (such 
as a pet or a deity). When you love, you love someone in particular. When you feel 
passion, it is for someone or something specifi c.

LIKING. Another example of a social emotion is liking. You might consider liking 
simply to be a less intense form of love—but liking and loving actually are diff erent 
emotions. Is there anyone you would say you love but don’t really like? If so, then you 
already have an understanding of the diff erence between the two.

Whereas love means feeling attachment, caring, and commitment to someone, 
liking is a product of your overall evaluation of another person.15 If you enjoy being 
around someone and generally view his or her personality and behavior positively, 
then you probably like that person even if you wouldn’t say you love him or her. 
Likewise, if there are people you love and feel a sense of commitment to but don’t 
enjoy spending time with, then you probably love those people even though you don’t 
particularly like them.

When we feel liking for others, we often display that emotion using high imme-
diacy behaviors such as smiling, touch, and standing or sitting close to them. We 

also tend to share activities, such as going to movies, 
playing sports, and shopping together, and we make 
an eff ort to spend time with them because we enjoy 

their company.16

Although happiness, love, passion, and liking 
are distinct emotions, they often have simi-
lar eff ects on interpersonal communication. 
Specifi cally, they all motivate us to seek the 
company of others.17 When we feel happy, 
we often want to share our happiness with 
friends and family members by interacting 

with them. When we like, love, or feel pas-
sionate about someone, we enjoy being around 
that person, and we often feel dissatisfi ed 
when we’re apart. In that way, joyful, aff ec-
tionate emotions all act to enhance interper-
sonal communication by drawing us closer to 
the people we care about.

 liking A positive overall 

evaluation of another person.

want to spend time with him or her.

Joyful emotions enhance 

interpersonal communication 

by drawing individuals close to 

each other.
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Hostile Emotions: Anger, Contempt, 
Disgust, Jealousy, and Envy

Joyful, aff ectionate emotions produce positive sensations. However, there are occa-
sions in our relationships when more unpleasant emotions become aroused. In this 
section, we’ll look at fi ve hostile emotions that are common in interpersonal relation-
ships and that can be destructive if they aren’t managed properly: anger, contempt, 
disgust, jealousy, and envy.

ANGER. Anger is an emotional response to perceiving that you have been wronged 
in some way. If another driver cuts you off  in traffi  c, if you get a lower fi nal grade than 
you feel you deserve, or if your signifi cant other forgets your anniversary, you’ll likely 
feel some measure of anger, whether it be mild annoyance or outright rage. When you 
feel angry, your tendency is to attack or enact revenge on whomever you perceive has 
wronged you.18 Th at’s why the communication of anger involves behaviors such as 
yelling, throwing objects, making unpleasant facial expressions, and even physically 
attacking another person.19

Just as experiencing happiness can enhance well-being, research indicates that an-
ger can be harmful to health. Several studies have shown that the stress of feeling and 
expressing anger puts people at elevated risk for coronary heart disease,20 other heart 
problems,21 circulatory disorders,22 and stroke.23 Other research has reported that in-
dividuals who are unable to control their anger have weakened immune systems24 and 
take longer to heal from wounds25 compared with people who manage their anger in 
more positive ways.

Not only do we experience anger toward others, but we also feel angry with our-
selves at times. Self-directed anger can be frustrating and can cause us to punish our-
selves or put ourselves down. Self-anger can also be useful, however, if it motivates us 
to change our behaviors for the better.

CONTEMPT. Contempt leads you to feel that you’re better than someone else. It is 
one of the most harmful emotions for personal relationships.26 People express con-
tempt by insulting or mocking others, putting others down, belittling or making fun 
of others, and signaling that the other person is stupid or incompetent.27 Th ose ac-
tions send messages of judgment, disapproval, and disrespect. Research shows that 
they can trigger a cycle of negative behavior within relationships. Studies by psycholo-
gist John Gottman have found that expressions of contempt from one romantic part-
ner often lead the other to withdraw and become distant—a reaction that can leave 
confl icts unresolved and put the couple at increased risk of breaking up.28

DISGUST. Disgust is the feeling of revulsion you experience when confronted with 
something you fi nd off ensive or repellent.29 Perhaps it’s a foul odor that causes your 
stomach to churn or a message or an image that profoundly off ends you. In either 
case, disgust provokes a strong emotional and physical reaction that motivates you to 
avoid, reject, or expel whatever is disgusting you.30

Many researchers believe disgust developed as an instinctive reaction to prevent us 
from consuming food that is rancid or unclean.31 If you feel disgusted at the thought 
of drinking sour milk or eating bacteria-ridden meat, for instance, that emotional 
response probably protects you from the physical harm that could result if you ate 
those foods.

How is disgust relevant to interpersonal communication? Th e answer is that people 
can feel the same type of repulsion when they are confronted with others whose val-

 anger An emotional re-

sponse to being wronged.

 contempt A feeling of su-

periority over, and disrespect 

for, others.

 disgust A feeling of revul-

sion in reaction to something 

offensive.
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ues, beliefs, or behaviors they abhor.32 Th eir disgust often causes them to avoid inter-
acting with such people and even to avoid artifacts they feel represent them. Research-
ers have found, for instance, that most Americans are unwilling to put on a sweater 
if they believe it was once worn by a convicted murderer.33 Th e connection between 
people’s disgust for the murderer and their rejection for his or her sweater is so strong, 
in fact, that most people remain unwilling to wear the sweater even if it has been com-
pletely unraveled and re-knit.34

JEALOUSY. Many people use the term jealousy interchangeably with the term envy,
or they say that they’re jealous when they really mean they’re envious. Jealousy and 
envy are two diff erent emotions. We experience envy when we want what another per-
son has. For instance, you might feel envious of a friend’s new condo or your brother’s 
new motorbike. Jealousy occurs when people feel that the existence or the quality 
of an important relationship is threatened by a third party.35 You might feel jealous 
when you see your romantic partner fl irting with someone else, for example.

Th e experience of jealousy mixes three emotions: fear (that your relationship is 
being threatened), anger (at the people who are threatening it), and sadness (at the 
thought of losing your relationship). Although we may associate jealousy primarily 
with romantic relationships, we can experience it within the context of other impor-
tant relationships as well. For instance, we may feel jealous if a close friend begins 
spending time with a new friend, even though we don’t usually think of friendship 
as an exclusive relationship.36 What matters in that situation is that we consider our 
relationship with our friend to be important. We tend not to react with jealousy when 
unimportant relationships are threatened.

ENVY. As we just considered, envy occurs when we want what another person 
has.37 For example, you may be envious of your co-worker’s car or the attention your 
sibling gets from your family. We may envy one person’s wealth, another person’s 
intelligence, and another person’s physical attractiveness because we want those at-
tributes for ourselves. As those examples illustrate, envy involves comparing ourselves 
with others and perceiving that we come up short in the comparison.38 We feel envi-
ous only when the object of our comparison is highly relevant to us. We envy another 
person’s car, for instance, only if having a nice car is important to us.39

On its own, envy isn’t always negative. In fact, it can be a good motivator. Envying 
another person’s physique might motivate us to exercise more often. Envying some-
one else’s income could motivate us to do well in school or start our own business.40

Th e problem is that we sometimes harm or impede the people we envy. For instance, 
Collette’s envy at her roommate’s new promotion and higher salary leads her to try 
to get her roommate in trouble at work. She frequently calls and stops by the bank 
where her roommate works because she knows those actions annoy the bank manager 
and refl ect poorly on her roommate. Instead of trying to improve her own work per-
formance, Collette tries to sabotage her roommate’s career. In short, envy can cause 
people to harm others, and in the process they can harm their relationships.

Like joyful emotions, hostile emotions infl uence the ways we communicate interper-
sonally. In contrast to joyful emotions, hostile emotions are often unpleasant and 
challenging for relationships. Anger leads us to attack or to seek revenge. Contempt 
leads us to put others down, and disgust motivates us to avoid them. Jealousy moti-
vates us to attack a perceived rival, and envy can encourage us to harm those we envy.

Regardless of their negative outcomes for relationships, however, those emotions 
are normal aspects of the human experience. Just as it is normal to feel joy and love, 
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thing another person has.
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it is also entirely normal to feel anger, contempt, disgust, jealousy, and envy from 
time to time. What matters for interpersonal communication is how we manage those 
emotions when we feel them. We will examine constructive ways of managing emo-
tions in the fourth section of this chapter.

Sad/Anxious Emotions: Sadness, Depression, 
Grief, Fear, and Social Anxiety

Hostile emotions are unpleasant and often motivate us to hurt others in some way. 
Sad and anxious emotions are no less unpleasant than hostile emotions. In contrast to 
hostile emotions, however, they typically prompt us to withdraw instead of attack—
that is, to shut ourselves off  from others. In that sense, sad and anxious emotions can 
be just as problematic for relationships as hostile emotions. In this section, we will 
look at fi ve types of sad/anxious emotions: sadness, depression, grief, fear, and social 
anxiety.

SADNESS AND DEPRESSION. Sadness, which means feeling unhappy, sorrow-
ful, and discouraged, is most often the result of some form of loss. Indeed, two of 
the most common causes of sadness are the loss of a person and the termination of a 
relationship.41 For instance, we would feel sad about the death of a close friend and 
also about losing our relationship with a loved one because the person has Alzheimer’s 
disease. Like our displays of happiness, expressions of sadness are highly similar across 
cultures. Th ey tend to include frowning, crying, disengaging from routine activities, 
and speaking quietly, slowly, and without energy.42

Some people think of depression simply as extreme sadness, but the two are quite 
diff erent. Sadness is a normal emotional response to loss, and although it is often 
painful, it is relatively short-lived. In contrast, clinical depression is a medically diag-
nosed physical illness that can linger for months or even years and is associated with 
symptoms such as excessive fatigue, insomnia, signifi cant changes in weight, feelings 
of worthlessness, and recurring thoughts of suicide or death.43 Whereas people are 
typically sad about specifi c events, they can be depressed for no apparent reason.

Suff ering from clinical depression can be profoundly debilitating and can contrib-
ute to job loss, divorce, social isolation, and strained relationships with family and 
friends.44 Fortunately, there are several ways of treating depression, including antide-
pressant medications and various forms of counseling and psychotherapy.45 Exercis-
ing46 and keeping a journal47 also help individuals suff ering from depression.

GRIEF. In the movie Rabbit Hole (2010), Nicole Kidman portrays a young mother 
who struggles to come to terms with the death of her 4-year-old son. When a loss is 
profound—such as the loss of a loved one—we experience sadness as grief. According 
to researchers, grief is not an isolated emotional experience so much as it is an emo-
tional process of dealing with a terrible loss.48

Th erapists have suggested that the grieving process comprises fi ve steps. Th e fi rst 
step, denial, means pretending the loss didn’t occur and everything is fi ne. In the next 
step, anger, the grieving person is furious with whoever infl icted the loss, even if that 
person has passed away. Th e third step, bargaining, means off ering deals with a higher 
power to restore what was lost (such as promising to live diff erently if God will take 
away the loss). Th e fourth step is called depression, and although it does not necessarily 
mean suff ering from clinical depression, it entails feeling withdrawn or “numb.” Th e 
fi nal step, acceptance, occurs when the anger, sadness, and mourning have tapered off  

 sadness Emotion involving 

feeling unhappy, sorrowful, 

and discouraged, usually as a 

result of some form of loss.
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cess of dealing with profound 
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and the person accepts the reality of the loss.49 Although each step is a normal part of 
grieving, not every grieving person experiences all fi ve steps or goes through them in 
the same order.

FEAR. Fear is the mind and body’s reaction to perceived danger. Many people fear 
heights, enclosed spaces, snakes, or guns, for instance, because of the perceived dangers 
of falling, being trapped, being bitten, or being shot.50 Fear causes immediate changes 
in our body that are largely controlled by a cluster of neurons in the brain called the 
amygdala.51 When we experience fear, the amygdala causes our heart rate and breath-
ing rate to go up, the pupils of our eyes to dilate, and our stress hormones to rise.52

Th ose physiological changes make us more aware of the potential threat and give 
us extra energy to respond to it.53 Th e amygdala sometimes also causes us to become 
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tense, or “freeze up.” Th at response temporarily immobilizes the body, giving us a 
chance to assess the danger before reacting to it.54 Th e purpose of fear, therefore, is 
to keep us safe from harm. When we experience fear, our tendency is usually to with-
draw from the situation and protect ourselves, at least long enough to fi gure out what 
the danger is and how we can best deal with it.

SOCIAL ANXIETY. From time to time, many people experience social anxiety,
which is the fear of not making a good impression on others.55 Perhaps you’re meet-
ing your romantic partner’s family for the fi rst time and you worry that they won’t 
like you; or you fret about the impression you’ll make on your fi rst day at a new job. 
Maybe you’re afraid you might mess up on a class presentation. Each situation is a 
form of social anxiety, and the behavioral tendency associated with social anxiety is to 
hide or avoid the situation.

Feeling social anxiety from time to time is normal. Check out the “Got Skills?” 
box for ideas about how to reduce it when you experience it. When social anxiety 
becomes chronic and starts to interfere with daily life, it may signify a mental health 
condition known as social anxiety disorder.56 Unlike routine social anxiety, social anxi-
ety disorder often requires treatment with some combination of psychotherapy and 
medication.

Experiencing sadness, depression, grief, fear, or social anxiety often makes us want 
to withdraw from social interaction, for at least two reasons. In the cases of sadness, 
depression, and grief, we may avoid others—or, at least, limit our interactions with 
them—because we need time alone to deal with our emotion. In contrast, when we 
are fearful or socially anxious, withdrawing from others can help us feel protected and 
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safe. When we perceive that others are experiencing sad or anxious emotions, how-
ever, we often want to interact with them more, to convey our care and concern. In 
such cases, it’s important to remember that others may need time to themselves, just 
as we might if we were in the same situation.

The Nature of Emotion

We humans experience a broad range of emotions. Although every emotion is dis-
tinct, we can understand emotions better by examining their common characteristics. 
In this section, we’ll learn that emotions are multidimensional, that they vary in va-
lence and intensity, that they come in primary and secondary forms, and that they are 
sometimes meta-emotions.

Emotions Are Multidimensional

We call emotions multidimensional because every emotion has several components: 
physiological, cognitive, behavioral, social, and cultural. Let’s briefl y consider each.

EMOTIONS ARE PHYSIOLOGICAL. Suppose you’re at home waiting for your 
friend Simone, whom you’ve invited for dinner, to arrive. When she’s 15 minutes late, 
you start to wonder if she’s okay—particularly because she’s always punctual—but 
you fi gure that the rush-hour traffi  c is slowing her down. After an additional half hour 
passes, you begin to fi dget and feel tense, so you try calling her on her cell phone. Af-
ter the fi fth time you’ve called and she hasn’t answered, you get a sick feeling in your 
stomach, and you notice that you’re breathing more heavily than normal. Th en, when 
you fi nally see her pull into your driveway, you immediately begin to feel relaxed as 
your body returns to its normal state.

When you experience emotions, particularly intense ones, your body reacts in 
patterned, predictable ways. Fear, for instance, causes your heart to beat faster, your 
breathing rate to increase, and your pupils to dilate. Your adrenal gland elevates the 
stress hormone cortisol, which increases your blood sugar and suppresses bodily sys-
tems (such as your digestive and reproductive systems) that aren’t essential for fi ghting 
the source of your fear.57 Th ose responses put you in a state of “high alert” so you can 
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deal with whatever is causing you fear. Indeed, the main reason emotions such as fear, 
joy, sadness, and jealousy feel so distinct from one another is that they cause diff erent 
physical changes in the body.58

Th e specifi c bodily changes that accompany each emotion serve a purpose. In 
particular, each emotion causes responses that help the body fi rst to deal with that 
specifi c emotion and then to restore itself to a natural, balanced state. As the “Com-
munication: Light Side” box describes, emotions can even have positive eff ects on our 
health. Th e physiological component of emotion is so strong, in fact, that it can be 
diffi  cult to separate it from the emotion itself. Th at is, most of us wouldn’t be able to 
say we’re truly experiencing joy or surprise or disgust unless we were also experiencing 
the physical changes those emotions bring about.

EMOTIONS ARE COGNITIVE. Although each emotion feels distinct in some 
ways, diff erent emotions can arouse some of the same physical sensations. For in-
stance, both passion and fear cause increases in heart rate, breathing rate, and blood 
pressure. When we experience those reactions, how do we know whether we’re feeling 
fear, passion, or some other emotion entirely? We can identify the true emotion be-
cause our mind steps in and puts an emotional “label” on what we’re feeling.59 Emo-
tions therefore also have a strong cognitive component.

You probably know that to be true if you’ve ever found yourself confused about 
which emotion you’re feeling. Let’s say you’re sitting in class and fi nd yourself unable 
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to concentrate because you’re perspiring, your heart is 
pounding, and you can barely sit still. Th ere’s no obvi-
ous reason why you should be feeling that way—you 
don’t feel upset or nervous or especially excited. So your 
mind begins searching for an explanation. Perhaps you 
think about how you argued with your mother the day 
before and you say to yourself, “I must be more upset 
about that than I thought I was.” Maybe you wonder 
if you’re anxious about an upcoming exam and decide 
for yourself, “I’m obviously feeling stressed about that.” 
Th ose are just two examples of how your mind makes 
inferences about your emotions. You notice how you’re 
feeling physically, and your mind uses the available in-
formation to identify the emotion you must be feeling.

EMOTIONS ARE BEHAVIORAL. In addition to 
being physiological and cognitive events, emotions in-
clude a behavioral component. Specifi cally, they have 

action tendencies, which are the specifi c behaviors each emotion motivates us to 
engage in.60 For example, the action tendency associated with fear is self-protection. 
Th erefore, feeling afraid causes us either to withdraw from a frightening situation or 
to defend ourselves against a threat.61 If we successfully withdraw from or fi ght off  
the source of our fear, then we no longer feel afraid. When we feel angry, our action 
tendency is to attack or to enact revenge on the party that has wronged us.62 When we 
feel joyful, our action tendency is to interact with the people we care about.63

Action tendencies relate to the specifi c behavioral pattern that an emotion moti-
vates us to engage in, but we don’t necessarily always follow that pattern. If you feel 
frightened, for example, you aren’t always able to fi ght the source of your fear or to 
withdraw from it, even though those are the action tendencies associated with fear. As 
another example, regardless of how worried you are concerning your upcoming mid-
year review with your supervisor, you may not be able to avoid it even if you want to.

EMOTIONS ARE SOCIAL AND CULTURAL. Th e emotions we feel in a given situ-
ation are shaped, in many ways, by our society’s beliefs about that situation.64 For in-
stance, many Americans would feel disgust at the thought of eating dogs, cats, snails, 
snakes, camels, guinea pigs, or rats, even though those animals are routinely eaten in 
societies around the world.65 People raised as Hindus would feel similar disgust at the 
thought of eating hamburger—a staple of the U.S. American diet—because cows are 
considered sacred in the Hindu religion.66 

Th ere’s nothing inherently more disgusting about eating one type of animal rather 
than another. What causes some people to feel disgust and others to feel delight are 
the social practices and messages with which they are familiar. Social diff erences in 
emotions can translate into dramatically diff erent behaviors.

Suppose you applied to several universities but didn’t get into your top choice. If 
you grew up in a North American society, you’d probably experience disappointment 
at being turned down, or maybe even anger at yourself for not having prepared better 
for the admissions test. In response to those emotions, you might retake the test the 
following year (in hopes of reapplying to the college of your choice) or accept admis-
sion to a less desirable school. In contrast, if you grew up in Japan, your primary 
emotion in that situation would likely be shame at the dishonor or disgrace you have 
brought upon yourself and your family by failing to achieve admission. In fact, one 
way some people in Japan deal with severe shame is by committing suicide, because 
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the action tendency for shame is to hide or disappear from others.67 Japan has one of 
the world’s highest suicide rates, partly because shame is such a large part of Japan’s 
emotional repertoire.68

See the “At a Glance” box for a summary of the four basic components of emotion.

Emotions Vary in Valence and Intensity

Although an emotional experience is simultaneously physiological, cognitive, behav-
ioral, and sociocultural, emotions are not composed of the same exact combinations 
of those four dimensions. In this section, we will look at two variables that make each 
emotional experience distinctive: valence and intensity.

EMOTIONS VARY IN VALENCE. Perhaps the most fundamental way to classify 
emotions is by their valence, which means whether they are positive or negative. 
Many emotions—such as joy, love, and gratitude—have a positive valence. As a 
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result, we generally enjoy experiencing them. Other emotions—such as anger, fear, 
and contempt—have a negative valence. We fi nd those emotional experiences gener-
ally unpleasant.

In both cases, the physical processes that go along with those emotions are largely 
responsible for why they feel good or bad to us. For instance, a positively valenced 
emotion such as love promotes relaxation, reduces stress, and increases the production 
of feel-good hormones such as oxytocin and dopamine.69 In contrast, a negatively va-
lenced emotion such as anger promotes anxiety, increases blood pressure, and elevates 
levels of stress hormones such as cortisol.70

We can classify most emotions as either positively or negatively valenced, but not 
all. An exception is the emotion of surprise, which is generally considered to have a 
neutral valence.71 When we are happy about a surprise, such as a generous raise, we 
experience surprise positively. When we are unhappy about a surprise, such as a disap-
pointing fi nal grade, we experience it negatively. In either case, it is the focus of our 
surprise—the raise or the grade—and not the emotion of surprise itself that creates 
the positive or negative valence.

EMOTIONS VARY IN INTENSITY. Emotions also vary in their intensity or 
strength. For instance, when Jerome received several voice mail messages from the 
loan offi  cer at his bank, he felt anxious about what it might mean, because he had 
missed a couple of payments on his mortgage. When he called the loan offi  cer and 
was asked to come in right away, Jerome felt worried about what the news would be. 
Finding out that the bank had decided to foreclose on his home made Jerome feel 
genuinely terrifi ed about where he was going to live. Anxiety, worry, and terror are all 
forms of the same emotion—fear—but they diff er from one another in their intensity. 
Anxiety is a mildly intense form of fear, worry is a moderately intense form, and terror 
is a very intense form. Similarly, some experiences might make you annoyed, others 
might make you mad, and still others might make you furious. Th ose are all forms of 
anger, but they diff er in their intensity.

When emotional experiences become overly intense, they can be debilitating. Th at 
means they impair our ability to function. When you’re terrifi ed or furious, for in-
stance, the intensity of those emotions can make it diffi  cult to think or behave ra-
tionally. It can also inhibit your ability to communicate clearly with others, because 
your emotions may be overwhelming you. When you fi nd yourself debilitated by the 
intensity of your emotions, it’s important to recognize that you may not be in control 
of your thoughts or behaviors. In those cases, you should ask for help from someone 
you trust. Th e good news is that extreme emotional intensity rarely lasts for very long, 
so if you have someone who can help you through the emotional experience, you’ll 
soon fi nd that you are no longer debilitated.

Emotions Come in Primary and Secondary Forms

Perhaps you can think of times when you haven’t been certain of which emotions you 
were feeling. One explanation may be that some emotional experiences are mixtures 
of other emotions. You might have learned about the primary colors—red, yellow, 
and blue—when you were a child. Th ey’re called primary because they are not derived 
from other colors. When you combine them, however, you get secondary colors: Red 
and blue make purple; blue and yellow make green; yellow and red make orange. In 
some ways, emotions are the same. Researchers consider particular emotions to be 
primary emotions, meaning they are distinct emotional experiences, not combina-
tions of other emotions.72
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One important feature of primary emotions 
is that people experience and express them in 
fundamentally the same way across cultures. 
Psychologist Paul Ekman has proposed that six 
of the emotions we have surveyed thus far in 
this chapter are primary emotions: joy, sadness, 
anger, fear, surprise, and disgust.73 How does 
he know? Because people in a wide range of cul-
tures—including preliterate cultures minimally 
infl uenced by the Western world—encode and 
decode those emotions similarly.74 In every 
known society, for instance, smiling means joy, 
frowning means sorrow, and scowling means 
anger. Researchers have also found that the pri-
mary emotions have fundamentally the same 
causes everywhere.75 For example, people in all 
cultures feel surprised when unexpected events 
happen, joy when positive events happen, fear 
when they believe something bad is about to 
happen, and sorrow when bad events do occur.

Th e fact that people experience and express primary emotions similarly across cul-
tures suggests that primary emotions are not strongly infl uenced by culture. Rather, 
they may be more innate, which means we’re born with the tendency to experience 
and express primary emotions in particular ways. If so, then primary emotions are 
likely to be directly aff ected by biological structures. Th e body’s limbic system coordi-
nates how the brain and nervous system regulate emotion and motivation. When you 
experience a primary emotion, the limbic system—and particularly the amygdala—is 
actively engaged.76

Th ere is some cultural variation about which emotions are considered to be primary. 
Traditional Hindu beliefs propose nine primary emotions, including amusement, sor-
row, fear, anger, wonder, perseverance, disgust, serenity, and sexual passion.77 Tradi-
tional Chinese culture also recognizes shame and “sad love” (love for former partners) 
as primary. For the most part, however, the primary emotions are more similar than 
diff erent across cultures.

Primary emotions can combine in various ways to produce secondary emotions.
A good example is jealousy, which, as we’ve seen, is a combination of three primary 
emotions: anger, fear, and sadness.78 Many other emotions are also combinations of 
primary emotions, including remorse (a mix of sadness and disgust), contempt (dis-
gust and anger), and awe (surprise and fear).79

Referring to those and other emotions as secondary doesn’t mean they are less 
important than the primary emotions. Later in the chapter we’ll explore how many 
secondary emotions play central roles in the ways people communicate within per-
sonal relationships. Calling an emotion secondary means only that it is made up of a 
combination of primary emotions.

Sometimes Emotions Are Meta-Emotions

Do you enjoy watching scary movies? Have you ever been embarrassed because you 
felt jealous of someone else? Have you felt excited about being in love, or guilty that 
you didn’t feel sad enough when tragedy struck? If your answer to any of those ques-
tions is yes, then you can recall experiencing meta-emotions. You might recall from 
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earlier chapters that metacommunication is communication about communication. 
Similarly, when researchers use the term meta-emotion, they are referring to emotion 
about emotion.80 If you experience joy because of the controlled fear induced by a 
scary movie, for instance, you are feeling one emotion (joy) about another (fear). Your 
joy, therefore, is a meta-emotion. If you feel embarrassed about your jealousy, excited 
about your love, or guilty about your lack of sadness, then your embarrassment, ex-
citement, and guilt are all meta-emotions.81

Meta-emotion includes how we feel about other people’s emotions as well as our 
own. Perhaps you’ve been surprised at a co-worker’s anger, worried about a friend’s 
depression, or happy about a child’s joy. Your surprise, worry, and happiness are meta-
emotions, too, even though they are feelings about someone else’s emotions rather 
than your own.

Meta-emotions are important because they help us understand and refl ect on the 
emotions that we or others are experiencing or not experiencing. If I feel guilty about 
not being sad when a tragic event occurs, then I evidently think I should feel sad even 
though I don’t. My guilt can therefore cause me to refl ect on what the tragedy means 
to me, why I’m not feeling sadder about it, and why I believe I should feel worse. In 
the process, I can come to understand my own emotions better. Similarly, if I feel 
surprised by a co-worker’s anger, my surprise can lead me to consider what emotion I 
expected the co-worker to have and why he or she reacted with anger instead. As a re-
sult of refl ecting on my meta-emotions, I may become better attuned to the emotional 
experiences of others as well as my own.82

Infl uences on Emotional 
Experience and Expression

Several variables aff ect how we experience and express emotions. Th ose infl uences 
include cultural background, display rules, technology, emotional contagion, sex and 
gender, personality, and emotional intelligence.
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Culture

Even though people around the world experience the same range of emotions, cultural 
practices shape the expression of some emotions. For instance, collectivistic cultures 
such as India and Japan discourage people from expressing negative emotions toward 
members of their own culture, but they often condone negative emotions directed at 
people from other cultures.83 Th at pattern is reversed in individualistic cultures such 
as the United States and Canada, which sometimes discourage the expression of nega-
tive emotion toward people from other cultures but often allow it when directed at 
“insiders.”84

Even within the United States, cultural groups vary in their emotional expression. 
For example, Chinese Americans often refl ect the traditional Chinese values of mod-
eration and emotional control by being less demonstrative of their positive and nega-
tive emotions than Americans of European descent.85 In contrast, traditional Mexican 
culture encourages people to express emotions openly, so Mexican Americans tend to 
be more demonstrative of emotion, on average, than European Americans.86

GEOGRAPHY. One factor that curiously appears to infl uence cultural diff erences 
in emotional expression is geography. In 1748, the French political thinker Charles 
de Secondat Montesquieu proposed that living in a warm climate would make people 
more expressive of their emotions than would living in a cold climate.87 Contempo-
rary research has found that to be the case. In a survey of nearly 3,000 college students 
from 26 countries, psychologists James Pennebaker, Bernard Rimé, and Virginia 
Blankenship found that people from southern parts of countries are more emotionally 
expressive than those from northern regions.88 Other research has found that, within 
the United States, people from the South touch each other more frequently than do 
people from the North.89

How do we account for that tendency? Montesquieu explained that warm weather 
causes the skin to relax, allowing nerve endings to become more exposed to pain, 
pleasure, and other sensations. He believed this heightened sensitivity made people 

Montesquieu proposed that 

people are more emotionally 

expressive in warm climates 

than in cold climates, and 

contemporary research has 

supported that idea.

I N F L U E N C E S  O N  E MOT IO N A L  E X P E R I E N C E  A N D  E X P R E S S IO N     261



more attentive to what they were feeling and therefore more likely to express it. In 
comparison, cold weather inhibits the sensitivity of nerves, causing people to be less 
attentive to various sensations and therefore less expressive of what they feel.

CO-CULTURES. Co-cultures can also aff ect how we deal with emotions. Some co-
cultures encourage people to examine their emotions directly and express them freely. 
For example, an artistic co-culture, such as a theater group or a community of sculp-
tors, might encourage the ability to express and respond to emotions for its value in 
the creation and appreciation of those art forms.

Other co-cultures, however, discourage people from dealing openly with their 
emotions. As one example, many military personnel returning from active combat 
duty avoid seeking treatment for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) because they 
perceive that the military co-culture stigmatizes such treatment. PTSD is an anxiety 
disorder that some people develop after experiencing a severely troubling event, such 
as combat or a natural disaster. In a study of soldiers returning to the United States 
from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, medical researchers found that as many as 
77 percent of individuals with signs of PTSD refused treatment, citing their fear of 
being stigmatized by the military as a primary concern.90 Th ose results are signifi cant 
because when PTSD is untreated, it frequently leads to other problems, including 
drug and alcohol abuse.

Display Rules

Another factor infl uencing the expression of emotion is what psychologists Paul Ek-
man and Wallace Friesen call display rules.91 Display rules comprise fi ve unwritten 
codes that govern the ways people manage and express their emotions, and they vary 
according to the individual’s social situation. Display rules include: I Intensifi cation: Exaggerating your emotion to appear as though you are experi-

encing it more intensely than you are. For example, you may pretend to be over-
joyed about seeing an old acquaintance at an event, when in fact you fi nd it only 

   mildly pleasant. In that case, you intensify your emotion to make 
your acquaintance feel good. I De-intensifi cation: Th e opposite of intensifi cation—that is, down-
playing an emotion to appear as though you are experiencing it less 
intensely than you are. You may be extremely angry with a co-worker 
for missing a deadline, but in the presence of your supervisor you 
decide it’s best to seem only mildly annoyed. In that situation, you 
de-intensify your emotion to be polite or to avoid damaging your col-
league’s reputation. I Simulation: Acting as though you’re feeling an emotion that you actu-
ally aren’t experiencing. You may not really care about your neighbor’s 
good news, but you act happy anyway when you hear about it because 
you want to appear supportive. I Inhibition: Th e opposite of simulation—that is, acting as though 
you’re indiff erent or emotionless when you’re actually experiencing an 
emotion. For example, it may make you jealous to see your romantic 
partner fl irting with someone else, but you choose to act as though 
it doesn’t bother you because you don’t want to appear vulnerable in 
front of the other person.
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 I Masking: Expressing one emotion when you are actually experiencing a completely 
diff erent one. You may be sad and nervous when your son or daughter leaves 
home for college, but you behave as though you’re happy so that you don’t spoil 
his or her excitement.

Additional examples of Ekman and Friesen’s fi ve display rules appear in the “At a 
Glance” box.

Technology

Many people use a technological device—such as an iPad or a Black-
Berry—so often that they may not realize how the technology aff ects 
the way they experience and express emotions. In fact, technology in-
fl uences emotional behaviors in at least three ways.

First, as we saw in Chapter 6, text-based communication technolo-
gies, such as e-mail and text messaging, don’t allow us to see or hear 
the nonverbal signals of emotion from our communication partner. 
Th at is, we can’t use the person’s facial expressions or tone of voice to 
fi gure out what he or she is feeling. However, there are other means of 
representing emotions within the text. Th ey include using emoticons, 
which are text-based representations of facial expressions, such as :) 
for a happy face and :/ for a confused face. Th ey also include embed-
ding statements about one’s own emotion into the text. Sometimes 
we do so in abbreviated form, such as writing “j/k,” which stands 
for “just kidding,” to convey that we are joking or being sarcastic. In 
such ways, we compensate for the limitations of channel-lean forms of 
communication on the expression of emotion.

A second way technology aff ects our experience and expression of emotion is by 
increasing our opportunities for sharing emotions. Social networking websites, such 
as Facebook and MySpace, allow us to stay in contact with current friends or to re-
establish contact with old ones. In that way, technology provides us with ongoing op-
portunities to share positive and negative experiences in our lives with others.

In addition, when we go through emotionally challenging experiences, the Internet 
provides multiple opportunities to discuss those experiences with people who have 
also gone through them. We can fi nd online chat rooms and support groups for a wide 
range of emotional experiences, including losing a loved one, dealing with a signifi -
cant job loss or a serious illness, and having to provide care for an elderly relative. In 
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those sites, people express emotions about their situation to others whom they know 
can relate to them, and they listen to the experiences of other people. In such ways, the 
Internet creates many opportunities to share our emotions with other people.

Finally, we experience and share emotions about technology itself. Perhaps you can 
recall feeling anxiety or frustration when your computer malfunctioned or your cell 
phone lost its signal. You may also remember feelings of excitement and joy the fi rst 
time you encountered a new technology, such as a plasma TV or an iPod. Research 
confi rms that many people experience intense and genuine emotions when they are 
interacting with technology.92 Sometimes those emotions even aff ect our relationships 
with others. You may be able to think of times when you’ve felt closer to someone 
while watching television or playing a video game together, for instance.93 In all those 
ways, technology infl uences how we experience emotions—and also how we commu-
nicate them to others.

Emotional Contagion

Th e emotions we feel and express are infl uenced not only by our cultural heritage but 
also by the emotions that individuals around us feel and express in any given situa-
tion. Th at process, called emotional contagion, involves the tendency to mimic other 
people’s experiences and expressions.94 Maybe you’ve noticed, for instance, that when 
there’s one unhappy person in your group, it’s not long before everyone is unhappy. 
Th at’s because emotions are “socially contagious.” Th erefore, being around a cheerful 
person can make you more cheerful, and being around an anxious person can lead 
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you to feel nervous.95 As the “Get Connected” box details, emotional contagion can 
occur even when people are communicating online. Some research has suggested that 
the emotional contagion eff ect is more powerful for negative emotions than for posi-
tive ones, but other studies have found that positive and negative emotions are equally 
contagious.96

Sex and Gender

Biological sex and gender roles infl uence both the experience and the expression of 
emotions. Research shows, for instance, that men are more likely than women to 
report feeling hostile emotions such as anger across a range of cultures. Conversely, 
women are more likely than men to report feelings of fear, sadness, shame, and guilt.97 
Th e consistency of those fi ndings across cultures suggests that such sex diff erences in 
emotional experience may have a biological cause.98

Women and men also diff er in how they express several emotions. Several studies 
have shown, for example, that women are more likely than men to express positive 
emotions such as joy99 and aff ection.100 Women are also more likely than men to 
express sadness and depression.101 Some studies have found that men are more likely 
than women to express anger when they feel it,102 but other research has failed to fi nd 
such a diff erence.103

SEXUAL DIFFERENCE IN JEALOUSY? One emotion for which women and men 
may diff er in both their experience and their expression is jealousy. Several studies 
have found that in personal relationships, men are more likely than women to ex-
perience sexual jealousy (stemming from a partner’s sexual interaction with another 
person), whereas women are more likely than men to experience emotional jealousy 
(stemming from a partner’s emotional connection with another person).104 Research 
fi nds that sex diff erence across cultures105 also indicates that women and men have 
distinctly diff erent patterns of brain activity when imagining sexual and emotional in-
fi delity.106 Other research has found that men 
are more likely than women to express their 
jealousy through behaviors such as confront-
ing the rival, becoming sexually aggressive or 
promiscuous with others, wooing the partner 
back with gifts, or breaking off  the relation-
ship.107 Women, in contrast, tend to express 
their jealousy through behaviors such as im-
proving their own physical appearance, seek-
ing support from others, demanding increased 
commitment from the partner, and trying to 
make the partner jealous himself.108

Not all research has supported those sex 
diff erences in jealousy, however. Some studies 
have suggested that the observed diff erences 
refl ect fl aws in the methodology of measur-
ing jealousy.109 Other studies have shown that 
both sexes experience more anger over sexual 
infi delity but more hurt over emotional infi -
delity.110 Still other research has found that 
women and men diff er from each other when 

Women and men often differ in their experiences of jealousy. According to 

several studies, women are more likely to feel jealous when their partners 

are emotionally unfaithful, but men are more likely to feel jealous when 

their partners are sexually unfaithful.
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they imagine how they would feel if a partner were unfaithful but not when they recall 
how they did feel during an actual experience of infi delity.111 Researchers are likely to 
continue studying and debating sex diff erences in jealousy for some time.112

GENDER ROLES AND EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION. Emotional expression is in-
fl uenced by gender roles as well as by biological sex. Research indicates that individuals 
who classify themselves as andr s (meaning they have both feminine and mascu-
line traits) are more emotionally expressive than are individuals who classify themselves 
as only highly masculine. Th at fi nding appears to be true regardless of the type of emo-
tion being displayed. Androgynous people have also been shown to be more expressive 
than people who are only highly feminine when it comes to certain emotions, such as 
happiness, sadness, and disgust.113

Why might gender role aff ect the expression of emotion? Some scholars believe that 
traditional femininity encourages women to express emotions that help them form re-
lationships (such as happiness) and make them appear vulnerable (such as sadness) but 
to suppress emotions that make them appear dominant (such as anger). Conversely, 
traditional masculinity is thought to encoura e men to express anger but discourage 
them from expressing most other emotions.11  Th e scholars’ observations don’t mean 
that women and men always communicate in those ways. Th ey do suggest, however, 
that traditional gender roles may encourage that type of diff erentiation.

Th ere is evidence that gender roles aff ect not only the expression of emotion but 
the experience of it as well. In one study, for instance, highly feminine women were 
more likely than highly masculine women to experience negative emotions, includ-
ing guilt, sadness, pessimism, and self-dislike. In comparison, highly masculine men 
were more likely than highly feminine men to report experiencing social withdrawal, 
dissatisfaction, and suicidal thoughts.115 In both instances, that is, masculine women 
and feminine men reported more positive emotions.

Th e “Fact or Fiction?” box further explores the infl uence of gender on emotional 
expressiveness.

Personality

In Chapter 3, we explored how personality profoundly infl uences many aspects of life. 
Th e experience of emotion is no exception. Research suggests that three particular 
aspects of personality aff ect the emotion experience: agreeableness, extroversion, and 
neuroticism.116

Agreeableness relates to how pleasant, accommodating, and cooperative you are. 
Compared with the average person, highly agreeable people are happier and are better 
at managing both stress and emotions in general.117 Th ey’re also more likely than oth-
ers to use constructive styles for managing confl ict and are more willing to “lose” an 
argument to preserve a relationship with someone else.118

Extroversion refers to how sociable and outgoing you are. Extroverted people en-
joy social interaction and are often talkative, assertive, and enthusiastic. Extroverted 
people tend to focus on the positive aspects of other people or situations.119 Perhaps as 
a result, extroverted people are happier, on average, than the typical person.120

Finally, neuroticism is the tendency to think negative thoughts about oneself. Un-
like extroverted people, people who are highly neurotic tend to see the worst in situa-
tions and to focus much of their attention on negative events.121 Th us, they are more 
likely than others to experience negative emotions such as anger, guilt, anxiety, and 
depression and are less likely to report being happy.122 Th ey also manage their emo-
tions less successfully than do their less neurotic counterparts.123
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Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence refers to a person’s ability to “perceive and accurately express 
emotions, to use emotion to facilitate thought, to understand emotions, and to man-
age emotions for emotional growth.”124 People with high emotional intelligence are 
aware of their own emotions as well as the emotions of others and pay attention to 
their emotions when making decisions about how to act.125

Few studies have investigated the association between emotional intelligence and 
emotional expressiveness. Th ose that have tend to report that individuals with high 
emotional intelligence are more likely than those with lower levels to express warmth, 
aff ection, and other positive emotions.126 Given what we know about sex diff erences 
in emotional expression, it may not surprise you to learn that women score higher 
than men on measures of emotional intelligence.127

Several studies have found that emotional intelligence is an asset not only in per-
sonal relationships but also in business. For instance, salespeople with high emo-
tional intelligence generate more sales than those with lower emotional intelligence, 
regardless of whether they are selling insurance,128 cosmetics,129 or consulting ser-
vices.130 Using emotional intelligence as a criterion for hiring or promoting people to 
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managerial positions appears to increase their success.131 Moreover, research suggests 
that training existing managers to be more emotionally intelligent can improve pro-
ductivity and decrease employee complaints.132

How emotionally intelligent are you? Take the short quiz in the “Assess Your Skills” 
box to fi nd out.

One condition that inhibits emotional intelligence is alexithymia, a personality 
trait characterized by a relative inability to understand, process, and describe emo-
tions.133 Studies indicate that the prevalence of alexithymia in the general population 
is approximately 5 to 9 percent and that it is equally common among women and 
men.134 Th ose with alexithymia do not understand their own emotions and often 
seem stone-faced, distant, and unconcerned with others’ feelings.135 As a result, they 
may avoid developing emotionally close interpersonal relationships.136 For people in 
established relationships, alexithymia can impair relationship satisfaction by making 
it diffi  cult for partners to understand what each other is feeling.137
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Sharpening Your Emotional 
Communication Skills

As is the case for many communicative behaviors, we can manage the expression of our 
emotions in either positive or negative ways. Denying and suppressing your emotions 
isn’t healthy. In fact, medical research shows it can actually contribute to a host of health 
problems, including asthma, heart disease, and cancer.138 On the other hand, overreact-
ing to your emotions isn’t good for you, either.139 Th e best strategy for dealing with emo-
tions is to fi nd a balance between those two extremes. Th is section will off er some sug-
gestions for improving your ability to manage emotional expression in productive ways.

Identifying Emotions

Perhaps the most important emotional communication skill you can develop is the 
ability to recognize and identify the emotions you’re experiencing.140 Research shows 
that people who can accurately identify which emotion they’re feeling—whether it’s 
anger, nervousness, sadness, shame, or guilt, for instance—are best equipped to man-
age emotions in productive ways.141

To illustrate that point, let’s say that a new co-worker has joined your team and is 
receiving a great deal of praise and attention from your supervisor. As a result, you 
begin to feel jealousy, which, as we have seen, is a combination of anger, sadness, and 
fear. What would happen, though, if you recognized that you were feeling only anger 
and not sadness and fear as well? In that situation, you’d respond only to your anger, 
perhaps by speaking harshly to your supervisor or co-worker. You wouldn’t also deal 
with your fear of losing your supervisor’s favor or your sadness that others might like 
or respect your co-worker more than you. As a result, your sadness and fear would go 
unaddressed, and your expressions of anger would likely be counterproductive.

If you fi nd it diffi  cult to identify your emotions in a given situation, there are at 
least three techniques that might help: Listen to your body, pay attention to your 
thoughts, and take stock of the situation.

LISTEN TO YOUR BODY. First, try paying attention to what your body is doing. 
Recall that emotions cause physiological changes. Although diff erent emotions can 
have similar eff ects on the body, thinking about how your body is reacting to the 

4

 

 

  

 

  

A P P LY  I T

R E F L E C T  O N  I T

L E A R N  I T

S H A R P E N I N G  YO U R  E MOT IO N A L  C O M M U N IC AT IO N  S K I L L S     269



situation may help you determine which emotion you’re experiencing. 
On the basis of your experiences, for instance, you probably know that 
jealousy causes diff erent sensations in your body than joy, disgust, and 
surprise do. Refl ecting on how you feel physically can therefore help 
you determine which emotional experiences you are going through.

PAY ATTENTION TO YOUR THOUGHTS. Emotions aff ect the 
mind as well as the body, so paying attention to your thoughts can 
help you clarify your emotional experiences. Let’s say you’re question-
ing whether a particular situation is making you angry or sad. If you’re 
feeling angry, your thoughts most likely are focused on hurting or 
punishing whoever is the source of your anger. For instance, if you 

notice that you’re imagining yelling or speaking sternly to the person, those thoughts 
probably arise out of anger. In contrast, if you’re feeling sad, your thoughts probably 
are focused on whatever you feel you’re losing, whether it’s a cherished friendship, an 
enjoyable time in your life, or a job you enjoy.

TAKE STOCK OF THE SITUATION. Earlier in this chapter, you learned that emo-
tions are reactions to events that you perceive to interfere with your goals. Unlike a 
mood, therefore, every emotion has a cause. A third strategy you can use to identify 
your emotions is to try to determine what is happening in your situation that you’re 
reacting to.

Suppose, for example, you’re upset but can’t fi gure out whether you’re anxious or 
envious. Take stock of what’s occurring in your environment. Often, you can identify 
which emotion you’re experiencing by considering what might be interfering with 
your goals. Has a recent illness caused you to fall behind in your schoolwork? If so, 
that situation might make you anxious because it’s interfering with your goal of com-
pleting your work. From a diff erent perspective, has a close friend recently become 
engaged? Although that situation might make you happy, it might also make you 
envious if you perceive that your friend has a better romantic relationship than you 
do—a perception that interferes with your goal of having the relationship you want.

Taking stock of the situation can also help you identify the emotions that other 
people are experiencing. Let’s say you notice that your brother seems unusually quiet 
and reserved, but you can’t tell whether he’s angry or worried or just tired. Take stock 
of the situation he’s in and what he might be reacting to in his environment. Th en 
consider how you would feel under the same circumstances. If you know some of his 
wife’s co-workers have recently been laid off  because of budget cuts, for instance, then 
he might be worried about how to provide for his family if his wife loses her job. You 
can then engage in perception checking by saying to your brother, “You seem worried 
about something; are you?” He might reply that he is, or he might instead say, “No, 
I’m actually mad at my neighbor for letting his children leave their toys in my yard.” 
Taking stock of your brother’s situation can give you an idea about what he might be 
feeling, and perception checking can help you determine if you’re correct.

Reappraising Negative Emotions

When you experience a negative emotion, emotional reappraisal is a productive strat-
egy for dealing with it. Emotional reappraisal involves changing the way you think 
about the situation that gave rise to the negative emotion so that the eff ect of the emo-
tion is reduced.142

Let’s say you’re upset with the grade you received on a research paper. Although 
you felt your work was highly original and well written, your instructor’s evaluation 
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didn’t refl ect that opinion. Going to your instructor’s offi  ce while you’re angry and 
distraught, however, may cause you to say or do something that will only make the 
situation worse. Instead, you could wait until you’re less upset to reappraise the situa-
tion and then consider the best way to express your thoughts. You might think more 
analytically about your paper and what you might have done to make it better refl ect 
the assignment. You might remind yourself that your grade isn’t your instructor’s eval-
uation of you as a person but rather of your performance on this one task. You might 
also remind yourself that your instructor was just doing his or her job by grading 
you or that this grade will have only a modest eff ect on your overall academic record. 
Such exercises help you to reappraise an emotional situation and to consider it from 
a broader perspective. Adopting a reappraisal strategy can also reduce your negative 
emotions and help you communicate more eff ectively.143

A technique that is closely related to emotional reappraisal, called reframing, involves 
changing not only the way you think about a negative situation but also the way you 
talk about it. Check out the “Got Skills?” box to learn more about this useful strategy.

Accepting Responsibility for Emotions

You learned in Chapter 5 about the importance of owning your thoughts and feelings—
that is, the importance of acknowledging that you determine your own thoughts 
and emotions by describing them with I-statements (“I feel angry”) rather than you-
statements (“You are making me angry”). Accepting responsibility for emotions is 
challenging because emotions are, after all, reactions to events that aff ect you. When 
someone teases or insults you, for instance, you probably feel hurt. You don’t choose to 
feel hurt, however. Instead, you’re simply reacting to that person’s behavior.
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Th e problem with describing your emotions with you-statements is that such state-
ments fail to acknowledge the part you play in determining how you feel. Instead, 
they simply blame the other person for your emotions, without any prescription for 
change.144 A more productive approach is to say “I feel hurt when you insult me.” Th is 
statement acknowledges that your emotions are your own (I feel hurt . . . ), but it also 
identifi es the specifi c event that causes them ( . . . when you insult me), making it clear 
to the receiver which behaviors you are asking him or her to change.

Separating Emotions from Actions

Emotion and behavior go hand in hand, and most emotions have specifi c action ten-
dencies associated with them. Yet experiencing an emotion doesn’t mean you have to 
act on it. Feeling angry with someone, for example, doesn’t necessarily mean you must 
yell at that person. Likewise, feeling love for someone doesn’t necessarily mean you 
must express it. Just as you “own” your emotions, you also “own” your behaviors. Part 
of being a competent interpersonal communicator is being able to determine the most 
appropriate and most eff ective way for you to act on your emotions.

Before you act on your emotions, it’s generally best to stop and think about the 
possible eff ects of your actions. Let’s say Gerard is worried about how much weight 
his brother-in-law Marcus has gained in the last year. Because of his fear, Gerard feels 
he should talk to Marcus about the health dangers of obesity and encourage him to 
exercise and adopt a low-calorie diet. Before Gerard does so, however, he weighs the 
pros and cons of acting on his fear in this way.

From a positive perspective, Marcus may appreciate knowing how much Gerard 
cares about him. He may also be motivated to reduce his weight, saving himself from 
potentially life-threatening health problems. From the opposite perspective, however, 
Marcus may resent Gerard’s interference. He may tell Gerard to mind his own busi-
ness and even more stubbornly refuse to change his behaviors, a stance that would put 
his health at even greater risk.

Although Gerard’s primary concern is for Marcus’s health, he also does not want 
to embarrass Marcus or jeopardize their relationship. In the end, Gerard decides to 
share his concerns with Marcus’s wife in the hope that she might be able to persuade 
Marcus to lose weight.

Identifying and reappraising emotions, accepting responsibility for emotions, and 
separating emotions from actions are all skills you can learn. Th e more you practice 
those skills, the more adept you’ll become at managing your emotional communication.
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magine what life would be like without friends. Families and romantic relationships 

are important to us, but friends and acquaintances contribute signifi cantly to our 

well-being, too. Sometimes we look to friends for social and emotional support. At 

other times, we seek out our friends when we just want to hang out and relax or 

when we need help making a decision or dealing with a problem. Friends lift our 

spirits and remind us we’re not alone in the world. And, occasionally, they help us 

through traumatic experiences, as the Chilean miners did for one another.

This chapter illustrates the importance of social relationships—such as those 

between friends, close acquaintances, and co-workers—and focuses on how we use 

interpersonal communication to manage those relationships. All relationships are 

social to some extent. Because romantic and familial relationships often meet dif-

ferent social needs than do friendships, acquaintanceships, and workplace relation-

ships, we will reserve those relationships for the next chapter.

Why Social Relationships Matter

Ann Atwater and C. P. Ellis were never destined to become friends. In the 1970s, 
Atwater—a poor African American welfare mother—was a civil rights activist in 
Durham, North Carolina, where Ellis was a leader in the Ku Klux Klan, a violent 
white supremacist organization. During 10 days of community talks about school de-
segregation, Ellis came to believe that both whites and minorities would benefi t from 
desegregation, and he and Atwater became partners in the civil rights movement. 
Th ey also became close personal friends. Together, they struggled against oppression 
and social stereotypes, and they leaned on each other heavily for support. When El-
lis died of Alzheimer’s disease in 2005, Atwater, having lost a dear—and most un-
likely—friend, gave the eulogy at his funeral.

Having strong social ties with friends, neighbors, co-workers, and others improves 
the quality of our life in multiple ways. In this section, we’ll see that we form social 

1
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relationships because we have a strong need to belong. We’ll 
also examine some benefi ts of our social relationships, as well 
as certain costs we incur by maintaining them.

We Form Relationships 
Because We Need to Belong

In his book Personal Relationships and Personal Networks 
(2007), communication scholar Mac Parks wrote: “We hu-
mans are social animals down to our very cells. Nature did 
not make us noble loners.”1 He’s right. One reason social re-
lationships matter is that it’s in our nature to form them. In 
fact, evolutionary psychologists argue that our motivation to-
ward social relationships is innate rather than learned.2 Th at 
fundamental human inclination to bond with others is the 
idea behind psychologist Roy Baumeister’s theory called the 
need to belong.3 Need-to-belong theory posits that each of us is born with a drive to 
seek, form, maintain, and protect strong social relationships. To fulfi ll that drive, we 
use interpersonal communication to form social bonds with others at work, at school, 
in our neighborhoods, in community and religious organizations, on sports teams, in 
online communities, and in other social contexts. According to Baumeister’s theory, 
each of those relationships helps us feel as though we aren’t alone because we belong 
to a social community.

Th e need-to-belong theory also suggests that for us to satisfy our drive for relation-
ships, we need social bonds that are both interactive and emotionally close. For ex-
ample, most of us wouldn’t be satisfi ed if we had emotionally close relationships with 
people with whom we never got to communicate. Being cut off  from social interaction 
can be physically and psychologically devastating. Th at’s one of the reasons why soli-
tary confi nement is considered such a harsh punishment.4 Women and men who are 
deployed for military service,5 and many elderly individuals who live alone,6 also ex-
perience loneliness when they don’t see their families or friends for extended periods.

By the same token, interacting only with people who have no real feelings for us 
would be largely unrewarding as well. Imagine that you moved to a large city where 
you didn’t know anyone. Even though you’d have plenty of interactions with people—
taxi drivers, grocery store clerks, an eye doctor—you wouldn’t encounter anyone you 
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felt close to. Th ose task-oriented relationships would help you to fulfi ll various needs, 
such as getting from one place to another and having your vision checked, but they 
wouldn’t fulfi ll your need to belong because they usually aren’t emotionally close.

Many social relationships do, however, fulfi ll our needs for both interaction and 
emotional closeness. You probably have long-time friends to whom you feel very close 
and with whom you interact regularly. Perhaps you formed some of those friendships 
during your childhood or adolescence. Others you may have formed through school 
or work. Still others may be friendships you formed online. Signifi cantly, research 
indicates that online relationships can be just as emotionally close and involve just as 
much interaction as face-to-face friendships.7 Each of those social relationships can 
help us feel connected to others in a way that we don’t experience when we can’t in-
teract with people we care about or when we don’t care about the people with whom 
we interact. Th e natural need to belong for humans is not the only reason social re-
lationships matter to us, but the need-to-belong theory suggests it’s one of the most 
important ones.

Social Relationships Bring Rewards

Besides fulfi lling our need to belong, social relationships bring us all sorts of rewards. 
In this section, we’ll look briefl y at three types of rewards that are often intertwined in 
our social relationships: emotional, material, and health rewards.

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS BRING EMOTIONAL REWARDS. Friends provide 
us with at least two types of emotional rewards. One is emotional support, or encour-
agement during times of emotional turmoil. Whether you’re going through a serious 
crisis or just having a bad day, friends can provide comfort and empathy to help you 
make it through.8 When Frank’s long-term romantic relationship was falling apart, 
for instance, his group of close friends made sure he knew they were there to listen 
to him and support him. Although the experience was diffi  cult for Frank, his friends’ 
emotional support helped him to cope.

Th e second emotional reward of having friends is happiness. We enjoy interacting 
with friends because it’s fun and relaxing and because our friends entertain us. One 
of Angel’s favorite ways to spend a Friday night, for example, is by inviting her good 
friends over to cook dinner, watch DVDs, and talk about what’s going on in their 

lives. Hanging out with her close friends always makes 
Angel feel good. Indeed, many of our happiest times 
are spent with our close friends around us.9

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS BRING MATERIAL 
REWARDS. A second way social relationships ben-
efi t us is by helping us meet our material needs, such 
as our needs for money, food, shelter, and transporta-
tion. We tend to share those types of resources with 
people to whom we feel close. When you need some-
one to help you move, a place to stay for the weekend, 
or a few dollars to tide you over until payday, you’re 
more likely to have those material needs met if you 
have strong social relationships to draw on than if you 
don’t. You’re also more likely to off er those material 
rewards to your close friends than to strangers or to 
people you don’t know well..
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SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS BRING HEALTH REWARDS. As we saw in the fi rst 
chapter, good social relationships keep us healthy. One study found, for instance, 
that people with a strong social network were twice as likely as those without strong 
relationships to survive after a heart attack.10 In fact, after reviewing more than 60 
published studies on the topic, sociologist James House and his colleagues concluded 
that a lack of strong, positive social relationships is as big a risk factor for premature 
mortality as cigarette smoking, obesity, and elevated blood pressure.11

Th ere are at least two reasons why having good friends may help keep us healthy. 
One reason is that the happiness and relaxation close friendships provide help us to 
ward off  the negative eff ects of stress. We all face sources of stress in our daily lives, 
such as dealing with an illness or worrying if we’ll have enough money to pay our rent. 
Stress can have many negative eff ects on the body, such as causing sleeping problems 
or unhealthy weight gain; increasing the risk for heart disease, stroke, and depression; 
and aggravating conditions such as intestinal disorders and acne.12 Research shows, 
however, that having close, satisfying social relationships acts as a buff er, protecting 
us from overreacting to stressful events.13 Th at doesn’t mean that we don’t experience 
stress when we have strong relationships. Rather, having close friends helps us deal 
with stress in a more eff ective, optimistic way, so that it doesn’t threaten our health as 
much as it otherwise would.14

A second reason why having good friends helps us stay healthy is that friends can 
look out for our safety and well-being. Friends can encourage us to pursue healthy 
behaviors, such as wearing a seatbelt and not driving while intoxicated.15 Th ey can 
prompt us to seek medical attention when we need it, and they can encourage us to 
take preventive measures, such as eating properly and getting the car brakes inspected 
every six months.16 Th ey can exercise with us and hold us accountable for maintain-
ing a healthy weight.17 Finally, if we have a chronic health problem such as diabetes 
or cancer, our friends can help us with the daily tasks of managing those conditions.18

Because they help us to manage stress and look 
out for our welfare, close friends and other so-
cial relations provide us with health rewards. 
Indeed, we might even say that having good 
friends adds years to our life. Learn more by 
checking out the “Fact or Fiction?” box.

Social Relationships 
Carry Costs as Well 
as Rewards

It’s easy to think of the rewards of social re-
lationships: Th ey bring us emotional support, 
help us during times of need, and even make 
us healthier. Friendships and other social rela-
tionships carry costs as well as rewards, how-
ever. Th ink about what it “costs” you to be 
friends with someone. For example, you might 
have to spend time with your friend that you 
would prefer to spend doing something re-
warding by yourself. In addition, you must 
make an emotional investment, particularly 
when your friend needs your support. Th ere friendships.
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can also be material costs associated with doing things together, such as traveling or 
going out to dinner. Finally, friendships often require physical investments as well. 
You may not particularly want to help your friend move into his new apartment, but 
you do it anyway because he’s your friend.

Much of the time, we decide that the rewards of friendship are worth the costs. 
We invest our energies and resources in our friends because they benefi t us. We spend 
our time and money with our friends because we feel happy and entertained by their 
friendship. In some cases, however, the costs of staying in the relationship outweigh 
the rewards. As we’ll see later in this chapter, a social exchange orientation suggests 
that being in that kind of “under-benefi ted” state can motivate people to end relation-
ships—or at least to fi nd them unsatisfying.

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS HELP KEEP US HEALTHY
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Forming and Maintaining 
Social Bonds

We’ve considered why social relationships matter and how they re-
ward us. In this section, we’ll look at several theories that explain 
the various interpersonal forces that work to form and develop so-
cial relationships. Some of those theories help us to understand with 
whom we choose to form social relationships, including

 I Attraction theory, which describes why we are drawn to others

 I Uncertainty reduction theory, which indicates why we initially 
interact with others

 I Predicted outcome value theory, which details why we get to 
know some people and not others

Other theories explain why and how we maintain social relation-
ships once we form them, including

 I Social exchange theories, which indicate how we compare our 
current relationships with our alternatives and how we count our 
costs and benefi ts

 I Relational maintenance behaviors, which are the communication behaviors we 
use to sustain our relationships

Attraction Theory

Th e process of forming most relationships begins with interpersonal attraction,
which is any force that draws people together. You’re probably already familiar with 
the concept of physical attraction, or being drawn to someone because of his or her 
looks. Th ere are at least two other ways to be attracted to a person, though. One is 
social attraction, which means being attracted to someone’s personality. For ex-
ample, you might like your new offi  cemate at work because of her positive attitude. 
Likewise, you might be drawn to a classmate in your communication course because 
he has a great sense of humor. A third kind of attraction is task attraction, or be-
ing attracted to someone’s abilities and dependability.19 You might feel positively to-
ward your new carpool partner because he shows up on time every day, rain or shine. 
Maybe you admire your suitemate because of her excellent karaoke skills. Any or all 
of those types of attraction can draw us to others and make us want to get to know 
them better.

A variety of qualities in a new acquaintance can spark the forces of interpersonal 
attraction. However, research suggests four especially powerful factors: personal ap-
pearance, proximity, similarity, and complementarity.

WE ARE ATTRACTED BY APPEARANCE. When we say a person is attractive, 
we often mean that he or she looks attractive. Humans are highly visually oriented, 
so when we fi nd someone to be physically attractive, we are often motivated to get to 
know that person better. Th ere are at least two reasons why we behave that way. One 
reason is that we value and appreciate physical attractiveness, so we want to be around 
people we consider attractive.20 Another reason is that, throughout history, humans 
have sought physically attractive others as mates. Because attractive people often have 

2

 interpersonal attraction 

Any force that draws 

people together to form 

a relationship.

 physical attraction 

Attraction to someone’s 

physical appearance.

 social attraction Attrac-

tion to someone’s personality.

 task attraction Attraction 

to someone’s abilities and 

dependability.

 

attraction. That might include physical attraction 

(attraction to one’s appearance), social attrac-

tion (attraction to one’s personality), and task 

attraction (attraction to one’s abilities).

F O R M I N G  A N D  M A I N TA I N I N G  S O C I A L  B O N D S     283



particularly healthy genes, children produced with attractive people are likely to be 
healthy, because they will inherit those genes.21

A popular cultural saying is that “beauty is only skin deep.” Th at maxim sug-
gests that physical beauty or attractiveness is superfi cial, meaning that it refl ects only 
people’s outer appearance but off ers no indication of who they are or how they behave. 
Indeed, perhaps you’ve heard someone assert that an individual is physically hand-
some or beautiful but that “it’s what’s on the inside that really counts.” Despite the 
popularity of that belief, however, decades of research demonstrate that in reality we 
pay an enormous amount of attention to physical appearance when we’re forming 
social and personal relationships.22

What makes one person more physically attractive than another is a combination 
of social and genetic characteristics. Some notions of beauty vary widely from culture 
to culture. Consider weight, for example. In North America and Western Europe, 
a thin, physically fi t body type is generally considered the most attractive. In many 
African and Australian tribal cultures, however, an overweight body is considered the 
most attractive, at least for women.23

Cultures also vary in the ways in which they manipulate or mutilate the body to 
achieve physical attractiveness. One example is the practice of wearing lip plates. Girls 
in the Mursai of southern Ethiopia and the Mebêngôkre Indians of Brazil have their 
lips pierced at a young age and a large wooden or clay plate inserted into the hole. As 
the girls grow older, their lip plates are increased in size, and those with the largest 
plates are considered the most desirable as mates.24 Similarly, women in the Padaung 
tribe of Myanmar often wear metal rings around their necks to make their necks 
appear longer than they are. Women with the longest necks are considered the most 
attractive and most desirable as mates.25

Other aspects of physical attractiveness are cross-cultural. For instance, people 
around the world prefer bodies and faces that are symmetrical—similar on the left 
and right sides—and that have features that are proportional in size to one another. 
Across cultures, men are also attracted to women who appear healthy and young, 
because those characteristics signal their ability to produce healthy off spring.26

Similarly, women across cultures are attracted to men who look powerful and ap-
pear to have resources, because those characteristics signal their ability to provide for 
a family.27

Some standards of beauty—

such as the preferred body 

type—vary from culture to 

culture.
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WE ARE ATTRACTED BY PROXIMITY. Another important predictor of attrac-
tion is proximity, which refers to how closely together people live or work and how 
often they interact. We’re more likely to form and maintain social relationships with 
people we see often than with people we don’t.28 We tend to know our next-door 
neighbors better than the neighbors down the road, and we’re more likely to become 
friends and maintain friendships with our classmates and co-workers than with peo-
ple we rarely see.

Some researchers have suggested that the Internet has reduced the infl uence of phys-
ical proximity on attraction. With chat rooms, instant messaging, and other forms of 
online interaction, we’re free to develop friendships with virtually anyone, no matter 
how geographically distant they are. Indeed, research has shown that a vast majority of 
Internet users have formed social relationships with people they met online.29

As the “Get Connected” box explores, off ering socially oriented comments allows 
people in online college courses—who often haven’t met in real life—to get to know 
one another and to develop a sense of community. Websites such as Facebook and 
MySpace allow us to make friends and communicate with them regularly, even if they 
live in diff erent cities or diff erent countries. Although our choices of online friends 
may still be infl uenced by physical appearance and our perceived similarity, they need 
not be bound by physical proximity.

WE ARE ATTRACTED BY SIMILARITY. You’ve probably had the experience of 
getting to know someone and marveling at how much you have in common. When 
we meet people with backgrounds, experiences, beliefs, and interests similar to our 
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own, we fi nd them to be comfortable and familiar; sometimes it’s almost as if we al-
ready know them. It turns out that we fi nd similarity to be very attractive. Research 
shows we’re more likely to form social relationships with people who are similar to, 
rather than diff erent from, ourselves.30

We fi nd similarity to be attractive for at least two reasons. One reason is that we 
often fi nd social validation in people who are similar to us. Liking people who are 
similar to us is, in a way, like liking ourselves. You might be especially drawn to 
people who share your hobbies, your sense of humor, or your way of seeing the world, 
for instance, because those people make you feel better about who you are.31 We don’t 
necessarily think about that at a conscious level, but it may nonetheless be one of the 
reasons we fi nd similarity attractive.

A second reason we fi nd similarity attractive is that it is in our genetic interests 
to do so.32 For our primitive ancestors, similarity—particularly in physical appear-
ance and behavior—was one of the most reliable ways to distinguish relatives from 
nonrelatives. Th at was important, because two people who look and behave similarly 
are more likely to share genetic material with each other than are two people who 
look and behave diff erently. And humans, like many other species, are motivated to 
help those with whom they share genetic material. Th at is why, for instance, we love 
our own children more than we love other people’s children and why we give more 
of our resources to family members than to strangers.33 When we help our genetic 
relatives, we help our own genes survive into future generations. Again, we don’t so 
consciously. Rather, researchers believe that over millennia, humans have developed 
the motivation to help their genetic relatives because it ensures the survival of their 
own genes.34

WE ARE ATTRACTED BY COMPLEMENTARITY. Of course, no one is exactly like 
you—we all diff er from one another in various ways. We may believe that opposites 
attract, but in reality similarity is often more attractive than diff erence. Even though 
we’re attracted to similarity, however, we can also be attracted to people who are dif-
ferent from ourselves if we see their diff erences as complementary—that is, as benefi -
cial to ourselves because they provide a quality we lack. Someone who’s shy might 
be drawn to a more outgoing person because that friend can help him become more 
sociable. A person who prefers to plan activities ahead of time might be attracted to a 
friend who’s more spontaneous.

In the movie I Love You, Man 

(2009), Peter and Sydney fi nd 

their similarities—and their 

differences—attractive.
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Th e key to attraction based on complementarity is that the 
people involved have to see their diff erences as positive. We 
may not be drawn to people with religious beliefs or political 
orientations that are radically diff erent from our own, for in-
stance. If we are convinced our beliefs and orientations are cor-
rect, we may see such diff erences as negative. Because religious 
beliefs and political orientations often refl ect our fundamental 
ways of viewing the world, we may look upon opposing view-
points as threatening to our own, and that perspective may de-
crease our attraction to someone else. If we enjoy engaging in 
other ways of thinking, however, then we may see diff erences 
in beliefs and orientations as complementary, and we thus 
might view a person with dissimilar beliefs as attractive—and 
as a potential friend.35

Uncertainty Reduction Theory

A second major theory of why we form relationships focuses 
not on interpersonal attraction but on the uncertainty we feel 
when we don’t know others very well. Let’s say you meet some-
one and want to get to know the person better. What does it 
mean to get to know someone? According to communication 
scholars Charles Berger and Richard Calabrese, it means re-
ducing our level of uncertainty about the person.36

When you fi rst meet a new co-worker, for instance, you 
don’t know much about her, so your uncertainty about her is high. Berger and Cala-
brese’s uncertainty reduction theory suggests that you will fi nd uncertainty to be 
unpleasant, so you’ll be motivated to reduce your uncertainty by using communica-
tion behaviors to get to know her. At fi rst, you’ll probably talk about basic informa-
tion, such as where she lives or what she likes to do in her spare time. As you get to 
know her better, she will probably disclose more personal information about herself. 
You may also learn about her by paying attention to nonverbal cues, such as her per-
sonal appearance, voice, and gestures. According to uncertainty reduction theory, 
each new piece of information you gain reduces your uncertainty more.

Importantly, uncertainty reduction theory also suggests that the less uncertain 
you are, the more you will like the person. Because we dislike being uncertain about 
people, we will like people more as our uncertainty about them is decreased. Th e rela-
tionship between liking and uncertainty, as refl ected in uncertainty reduction theory, 
is illustrated in Figure 9.1.

Predicted Outcome Value Theory

You have just read that as your uncertainty about your new co-worker is reduced, you 
probably will like her more. What happens, however, if you don’t like the informa-
tion you learn about her? Will you still like her more or want to get to know her bet-
ter? Communication professor Michael Sunnafrank off ered a slightly diff erent way to 
think about how we form relationships. In his predicted outcome value theory, he 
suggested that when we fi rst communicate with others, we try to determine whether 
continued communication with them will be worth our eff ort.37

If we like what we learn about someone during our initial conversations, we predict 
positive outcomes for future communication with that person, meaning we will want 

 uncertainty reduction 

theory A theory suggesting 

that people are motivated to 

reduce their uncertainty about 

others.

 predicted outcome value 

theory A theory predicting 

that we form relationships 

when we think the effort will 

be worth it.

FIGURE 9.1 Uncertainty Reduction Theory Accord-

ing to uncertainty reduction theory, as uncertainty 
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to get to know the person better. In contrast, 
if we don’t like what we learn about someone 
during our initial conversations, we predict 
negative outcomes for future communica-
tion, and we won’t be motivated to continue 
to get to know him or her.38

Th ere are many reasons why we might 
predict positive outcomes when we fi rst 
communicate with a particular individual. 
We might fi nd that we have many things 
in common with her or that she has a great 
sense of humor and is fun to be around. We 
might also fi nd that she is very knowledge-
able about something we’re interested in, 
such as kayaking or designing web pages, so 
we can learn more about those hobbies by 

being around her. If we value those qualities, then Sunnafrank’s theory 
predicts that we will engage in communication behaviors aimed at getting 
to know her better, such as increasing verbal communication and nonver-
bal immediacy around her.39

In other cases, we might predict negative outcomes when we fi rst get 
to know someone. After spending time with a new acquaintance, for in-
stance, we might discover that she’s always criticizing people, she’s boring, 
or she’s very defensive. If we dislike those qualities, predicted outcome 
value theory proposes that we will reduce our verbal and nonverbal com-
munication with her or avoid her altogether. Figure 9.2 illustrates the pro-
cess of predicted outcome value theory.

Understanding Relationship Formation

Attraction theory, uncertainty reduction theory, and predicted outcome 
value theory all help us to understand how, and with whom, we form so-
cial relationships. According to attraction theory, we want to get to know 
people when we feel some measure of physical, social, or task attraction 
to them. Any of those forms of attraction will motivate us to engage in 
approach behaviors, which are communication behaviors that signal in-
terest in another person. Approach behaviors include verbal statements, 
such as introducing yourself to someone and asking about him or her. 

Th ey also include nonverbal actions, such as smiling and maintaining eye contact 
with the person. We use such communication behaviors to express our desire to get to 
know others, and attraction theory predicts that they are the result of physical, social, 
and/or task attraction.

According to uncertainty reduction theory, the primary purpose of engaging in 
approach behaviors is to collect information about the other person to reduce our un-
certainty about him or her. Th e more our uncertainty is reduced, the more we will like 
the person. As we have seen, that assumption might be true if most of what we learn 
about the person is positive. What if we fi nd out, however, that he or she is bigoted, 
obnoxious, or dull? According to uncertainty reduction theory, we may still like the 
person more because our uncertainty has been reduced.

According to predicted outcome value theory, however, we should like the person 
less, because the outcomes we’d predict from knowing him or her would seem less 
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positive. As a result, we should no longer be motivated to engage in approach behav-
iors with the person. Rather, we would likely engage in avoidance behaviors, which 
are communication behaviors that signal a lack of interest in someone else. As with 
approach behaviors, avoidance behaviors include both verbal actions, such as saying 
“please leave me alone,” and nonverbal behaviors, such as avoiding eye contact with 
the person and not spending time with him or her. According to predicted outcome 
value theory, therefore, we’re motivated to form relationships with people only when 
the initial information we learn about them is positive.

Yet merely forming a social relationship doesn’t necessarily mean we’ll want to 
maintain it. Some friendships start strong but fade over time, whereas others grow 
and fl ourish. Two theoretical traditions in particular—cost/benefi t theories and the 
concept of relational maintenance behaviors—help us understand why and how we 
maintain social relationships.

Theories About Costs and Benefi ts

Suppose you’ve been drawn to someone, you’ve gotten to know her, and the two of 
you have become friends. At that point, you’ve completed the process of forming a 
social relationship. How will you decide whether you want to stay in the relationship 
or let it die out? One way is by examining the give-and-take of relational costs and 
benefi ts.

Recall that relationships carry costs as well as rewards. You invest certain resources 
in a friendship, such as your time, attention, and money. In return, you receive certain 
benefi ts from it, such as emotional support, entertainment, and help. Two specifi c 
theories—social exchange theory and equity theory— help us understand how those 
costs and benefi ts infl uence which relationships we are most likely to maintain.

SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY AND RELATIONSHIP FORMATION. Th e guid-
ing principle of social exchange theory is that people seek to maintain relationships 
in which their benefi ts outweigh their costs.40 Th ink of your relationship with a 
neighbor. Th ere are costs involved in being neighborly. You have to be willing to help 
when needed, and you may experience a loss of privacy if your neighbor is aware of 
your comings and goings. Th ere are also benefi ts to a neighborly relationship, such as 
knowing someone can watch your home when you’re away and having someone close 
by whose company you enjoy. Th e question, according to social exchange theory, is 
whether you think the benefi ts outweigh the costs. If you do, then you’re likely to 
maintain that relationship; if not, then you’re less inclined to maintain it.

An important concept in social exchange theory is your comparison level, your 
realistic expectation of what you want and think you deserve from a relationship. Your 
expectations are based on both your experiences with social relationships and the pre-
vailing cultural norms for such relationships. Perhaps you think neighbors should be 
friendly and should help you out when you need it but otherwise should mind their 
own business. Th ose ideas would form part of your comparison level for your own 
neighborly relationships. Similarly, you might believe that friends should care about 
your well-being, always keep your secrets, and support you even when they disagree 
with your decisions. Th ose desires and expectations would be part of your comparison 
level for your own friendships.

Equally important is your comparison level for alternatives. Th at concept refers 
to your beliefs concerning how good or bad your current relationship is compared 
with your perceived options. Are you satisfi ed with your neighborly relationships, or 
do you think you could fi nd better neighbors if you moved? Likewise, are you happy 
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with your current friendships, or do you think you’d be 
better off  fi nding new friends? Social exchange theory 
suggests that we maintain relationships when we believe 
that doing so is better than an alternative, such as ending 
the relationships or fi nding new ones. In contrast, we’re 
most likely to end relationships if we believe staying in 
them is worse than our alternatives.

Research suggests that in some relationships, your 
comparison level for a particular relationship will strongly 
infl uence how satisfi ed you are in that relationship.41 
Your comparison level for alternatives, however, will more 
strongly infl uence whether that relationship will last. Even 
satisfying friendships can end if the alternatives are more 
appealing. In comparison, sometimes unsatisfying friend-
ships endure over time. Figure 9.3 shows the association 
between the comparison level and the comparison level 
for alternatives.

Let’s say your friend Clarissa has a great sense of hu-
mor, enjoys many of the same activities you do, and is 
always willing to listen when you have a problem. To the 
extent that you value those characteristics, you would 
perceive your friendship with her as matching your com-
parison level for friendships. Perhaps Clarissa also has a 

tendency to gossip and speak badly of other people when she’s around you. Not only 
do you fi nd that behavior unappealing, but it makes you wonder what she says about 
you behind your back. You have also seen Clarissa behave dishonestly, such as when 
she accused one of her classmates of stealing even when she knew he hadn’t. If you 
fi nd dishonesty and a tendency to gossip to be unattractive qualities, you might per-
ceive that your friendship doesn’t meet your comparison level for friendships. Indeed, 
you might consider ending your friendship with Clarissa after you see her behave in 
those ways. Social exchange theory, however, argues that you’d fi rst have to consider 
how attractive your alternatives are.

Suppose you ended your friendship with Clarissa. In that case, you’d no longer 
have to put up with her gossiping and dishonesty. At the same time, however, you 
would also lose what you value about her as a friend, including her good humor and 
her willingness to listen. If you have other friends who provide you with the same 
benefi ts—or if you believe you could make such friends—then you might decide it’s 
worth ending your relationship with Clarissa. In that situation, you’ve decided that 
your comparison level for alternatives exceeds your comparison level. Because you 
think you’d be better off  without having Clarissa as a friend, you would likely end that 
relationship, according to social exchange theory.

Conversely, suppose you don’t have other friends who benefi t you the way that Cla-
rissa does. Maybe you’ve just moved to the area, and she’s your only real friend. You 
might conclude that even though you dislike some of her behaviors, you’re still better 
off  maintaining your friendship than ending it. In that situation, you’ve decided that 
your comparison level exceeds your comparison level for alternatives. Because you 
believe you’d be better off  keeping Clarissa as a friend, you would likely maintain that 
relationship.

One major contribution of social exchange theory is that it provides an explanation 
for why people maintain relationships that appear to be costly. For instance, peo-
ple frequently wonder why anyone would stay in an abusive friendship. Any type of 
abuse—whether physical, psychological, or emotional—represents a cost, rather than 
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a benefi t, of being in a relationship. For the person being abused, however, the choice 
between maintaining or ending the abusive relationship is rarely as simple as it ap-
pears to outsiders. Some victims of abuse believe that the other person’s positive quali-
ties compensate for his or her negative ones; thus, they have a favorable comparison 
level. Other victims believe that the costs of ending the relationship—which might 
include loneliness, loss of other friends, and even the threat of violence—exceed the 
costs of staying in the relationship. In that case, their comparison level exceeds their 
comparison level for alternatives. Th ey acknowledge that the relationship is bad, but 
they’re convinced that the consequences of ending it would be worse.

EQUITY THEORY AND RELATIONSHIP FORMATION. If you think of social re-
lationships as having costs and rewards, then it’s easy to see that both people in a given 
relationship might not benefi t equally. Imagine your friend Chandra is always text 
messaging you about her problems but never has time to listen to you about yours. 
She’s getting the benefi t of your time and attention without the cost of giving her own 
time and attention to you. In contrast, you are putting more into the friendship than 
you’re getting from it.

In that situation, Chandra is over-benefi ted and you are under-benefi ted. Ac-
cording to equity theory, that arrangement is a recipe for trouble.42 Equity theory 
borrows the concepts of cost and reward from social exchange theory and extends 
them by defi ning a good relationship as one in which your ratio of costs and rewards 
is equal to your partner’s. It’s fi ne if you’re working harder on your relationship than 
your friend is, as long as you’re getting more out of it than she does. For example, if 
you’re doing all the cooking every night but Chandra is letting you share her apart-
ment for free, you’re probably getting more out of the friendship than Chandra is, 
even though you may be putting more eff ort into it.

If the two of you get the same level of benefi t but your costs are greater than your 
partner’s, equity theory predicts you won’t want to maintain that relationship. Th at 
observation doesn’t mean that relationships have to be equitable at every moment or in 
every instance. It does suggest, however, that they must be equitable in the long run.

To illustrate that point, let’s say you meet your friend Braden regularly for dinner, 
and he picks up the check almost every time. Assuming you and he derive the same 
pleasure from each other’s company, that would seem to be a friendship in which 
Braden is under-benefi ted and you are over-benefi ted. Let’s also say, though, that you 
bought airplane tickets for his grandparents so they could attend his college gradua-
tion ceremony. Monetarily, that one contribution equaled the value of several dinners. 
Th us, your fi nancial investments in your friendship are equal in the long run.

Relational Maintenance Behaviors

Social exchange theory and equity theory explain why we choose to maintain relation-
ships. In contrast, the concept of relational maintenance behaviors explains how we 
maintain them. Let’s imagine now that you’ve made friends with someone and you’re 
both satisfi ed with the costs and benefi ts of your friendship. You’ll want to maintain 
your relationship so that it continues to grow and thrive. How do you accomplish 
that? Communication researchers Laura Staff ord and Dan Canary have found that we 
use fi ve primary relational maintenance behaviors: positivity, openness, assurances, 
social networks, and sharing tasks.43

POSITIVITY. Behaviors that entail positivity make others feel comfortable around 
us. Positivity behaviors include acting friendly and cheerful, being courteous, and re-
fraining from criticizing other people. People who engage in positivity behaviors smile 
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frequently, express their aff ection and appreciation for others, and don’t complain. In 
other words, they’re pleasant and fun to be around. As you might guess, those types of 
behaviors tend to make people well liked.44 In contrast, behaviors such as complain-
ing, being critical of others, and pouting when things don’t go one’s way refl ect low 
positivity.

OPENNESS. Openness describes a person’s willingness to talk with his or her friend 
or relational partner about their relationship. People who use that relational mainte-
nance strategy are likely to disclose their thoughts and feelings, ask how their friend 
feels about the relationship, and confi de in their friend. Although it’s possible to have 
too much openness in a relationship, an optimal amount will help maintain the rela-
tionship and keep it strong.45 When people refuse to share their thoughts and feelings 
with others or don’t reciprocate others’ disclosures, they are displaying low amounts 
of openness.

ASSURANCES. Staff ord and Canary defi ne assurances as verbal and nonverbal be-
haviors that people use to illustrate their faithfulness and commitment to others. A 
statement such as “Of course I’ll help you; you’re my best friend” sends the message 
that the communicator is committed to the relationship, and it reassures the friend 
or partner that the relationship has a future.46 In contrast, when individuals don’t 
acknowledge the importance of their friendships, they convey the message that they 
aren’t very committed to them. Practice your ability to give assurances by checking 
out the “Got Skills?” box.

SOCIAL NETWORKS. Th e term social networks refers to all the friendships and 
family relationships one has. An important relational maintenance behavior is to share 
one’s social networks with another person. Two close friends, for instance, are likely 
to know each other’s families, co-workers, and other friends. When that happens, we 
say that the friends’ social networks have converged. Research shows that convergence 
is an important way to keep relationships stable and strong.47 Individuals undermine 
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that convergence when they speak poorly of the friends and relatives of their friends or 
actively avoid spending time with them.

SHARING TASKS. As the term suggests, sharing tasks means performing one’s fair 
share of the work in a friendship. If your friend gives you a ride to the airport when-
ever you need it, for example, then it’s only fair that you help her paint her apartment 
when she asks. If your roommate cooks you dinner, it would be fair for you to do the 
dishes afterward. As we’ve seen, being in a social relationship requires investments of 
energy and eff ort. One way of maintaining a relationship, then, is to make certain the 
two parties are contributing equally.48 When you expect your friends to do favors for 
you without reciprocating, you are not sharing tasks equally.

Understanding Relationship Maintenance

To understand social relationships, we need to examine both why people maintain 
such relationships and how they maintain them. Social exchange theory and equity 
theory both explain why people maintain their relationships by focusing on the re-
wards and costs of those relationships. As we’ve considered, your social relationships 
bring you certain rewards, such as pleasure, safety, and material help, and they also 
invoke certain costs, such as your time, attention, and fi nancial resources. Are the 
rewards you get from a particular relationship worth the costs of that relationship? So-
cial exchange theory and equity theory both help you answer that question, although 
they do it in slightly diff erent ways.

SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY AND RELATIONSHIP MAINTENANCE. Social 
exchange theory leads us to compare the costs and rewards of our current relationships 
with those of our alternatives. Suppose you are deciding whether to maintain a relation-
ship with your friend Betsy. One alternative would be simply to end that friendship. 
Another option would be to replace her with a diff erent friend. According to social ex-
change theory, whether you stick with Betsy or adopt one of those alternatives depends 
on your perception of the costs and rewards associated with each option. From the per-
spective of this theory, you ultimately will choose the option that benefi ts you most.

EQUITY THEORY AND RELATIONSHIP MAINTENANCE. In contrast to social 
exchange theory, equity theory leads us to compare how much the current relationship 
costs and rewards ourselves with how much it costs and rewards our partner. If you’re 
debating whether to stay friends with Betsy, you would therefore consider how your 
ratio of costs and rewards compares with hers. What you’re striving for, according to 
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equity theory, is a balance between your own cost/benefi t ratio and Betsy’s. From the 
perspective of this theory, we prefer relationships in which we receive benefi ts equal 
to—not greater than or less than—those of our partners.

SHIFTS IN COSTS AND BENEFITS. Importantly, some of the characteristics we 
think of as benefi ts can turn into costs. In the movie Mrs. Doubtfi re, Miranda Hillard 
(played by Sally Field) separates from her husband, Daniel (played by Robin Wil-
liams). She then hires a housekeeper named Mrs. Doubtfi re who, unbeknownst to her, 
is actually her husband in disguise. In a conversation with Mrs. Doubtfi re, Miranda 
describes Daniel as having a wonderful sense of humor and the ability to make her 
laugh. Early in their marriage, she regarded that trait as a benefi t. Over time, however, 
Daniel’s inability to take himself or his parental responsibilities seriously took its toll 
on her patience. In other words, his humorous nature, which Miranda had previously 
considered a benefi t, had become a cost.

Of course, the opposite is also true: Costs can turn into benefi ts. For example, 
you may regard a friend’s political views to be a cost if they are radically diff erent 
from yours, because you feel irritated and defensive when he expresses them. Over 
time, you may come to realize that his ideas have expanded your way of thinking and 
helped you to understand certain political issues. What you fi rst regarded as a cost to 
your friendship may now seem like a benefi t.

In summary, once we form relationships, we maintain them through our communi-
cation behaviors. Some of the most important types of relationship maintenance be-
haviors are behaving positively, being open, giving our partner assurances, involving 
our partner in our social networks, and sharing tasks. Additional ways of maintaining 
one’s social relationships include doing favors for a friend and always asking the friend 
about his or her day. Many friends also maintain their relationships by participating 
together in their shared interests, such as watching sporting events, going to movies, 
and trying out new recipes.49 In various ways, each of those behaviors conveys one’s 
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appreciation and value of a friend, as well as enjoyment of the person’s company. Be-
cause friendships are largely voluntary, feeling appreciated and valued can motivate 
individuals to stay in them.

Characteristics of Friendships

Your various friendships are likely as diff erent and individual as your 
friends themselves. Some of those friendships are probably long-term and 
seem almost like family ties. Others may be specifi c to certain contexts, 
such as work, school, and the place where you volunteer. Yet even though 
each is unique in some ways, nearly all friendships have certain qualities 
in common. In this section, we take a look at fi ve common characteristics 
of friendships.

Friendships Are Voluntary

One of the defi ning characteristics of friendship is that it is voluntary.50 
We choose our friends and they choose us, and we don’t have to be friends 
with anyone we don’t want to be. Th at’s part of what makes a friendship 
so special: Both friends are in the relationship by choice.

Friendship is voluntary, but that doesn’t mean we choose our friends 
arbitrarily. As we learned in the previous theoretical discussions about re-
lationship formation and maintenance, attraction and the balance of costs 
and rewards all aff ect whom we pursue and maintain as friends.

Th e fact that friendships are voluntary also doesn’t mean that they 
fl ourish on their own. On the contrary, they require communication be-
haviors on our part and on the part of our friends. Not only do we have 
to interact with others to form friendships in the fi rst place, we also have 
to use relationship maintenance behaviors such as positivity, openness, 
assurances, network convergence, and sharing tasks to maintain them.
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Since friendship is voluntary, does that mean we should strive to have as many 
friends as possible? Friends certainly bring us many benefi ts, but in some contexts—
such as on a Facebook page—it might be possible to have too many friends, as the 
“Communication: Light Side” box explains.

Friendships Are Usually Between Peers

A second important characteristic of friendship is that it is usually a relationship be-
tween equals. A peer is someone similar in power or status to oneself. Your instructors, 
boss, and parents aren’t your peers because those people all exercise some measure of 
control over you, at least temporarily. Most of us conceive of friendship as a relationship 
with peers—that is, people who are our equals, no more or less powerful than we are.

Does that mean we can’t become friends with our instructors, boss, and parents? 
Not at all—in fact, many of us consider those people to be very good friends. We can 
have satisfying friendships with individuals who have some type of power over us. 
Th ose relationships can also be complicated, however. When a friend exercises power 
over you, it can cause confl icts between the voluntary nature of your friendship and 
the involuntary nature of your parent–child, teacher–student, or employer–employee 
relationship. For instance, a professor who is also your friend may vacillate between 
giving you a good grade and giving you the poorer grade you might have earned. In 
such a situation, he may feel that the expectations of your friendship and the expecta-
tions of your professional relationship are in confl ict.

 peer Someone of similar 

power or status.

communication
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Friendships Are Governed by Rules

In some ways, a friendship is like a social contract to which both parties agree. By be-
ing someone’s friend, you acknowledge—at least implicitly—that you expect certain 
things from that person and that he or she can expect certain things from you. Th ose 
expectations are possible because friendships have rules. Even if the rules aren’t explic-
itly stated, most people within a given society usually know and understand them.51

As you’ll see in the “At a Glance” box, researchers have identifi ed and studied many 
of the underlying rules of friendship. Some of these rules relate to specifi c behaviors 
(such as standing up for your friends and not publicly criticizing them), whereas others 
relate to the way you should think or feel about your friends (trusting them and not 
being jealous of their other friendships). Perhaps you’ve been in a friendship in which 
one or more of those implicit rules was broken. For example, maybe a friend has been 
criticizing you behind your back or has consistently failed to show up when you made 
plans together. Just as with communication rules in general—discussed in Chapter 
1—friendship rules often become explicit only when someone violates them. As re-
search tells us, most people agree there are right and wrong ways to treat friends.52

Friendships Differ by Sex

You’ve probably noticed some diff erences between the friendships you have with 
women and the ones you have with men. In fact, researchers have written volumes 
about sex diff erences and similarities in friendships and friendship behaviors. In this 
section, we examine those diff erences and similarities separately for same-sex and 
opposite-sex friendships.

AT A GLANCE

Researchers Michael Argyle and Monika Henderson have confirmed that people have certain 

rules for friendships. When the parties to the relationship observe those rules, the friendships 

tend to be stronger. Here are some of the most important friendship rules Argyle and 

Henderson found. What rules would you add to this list?
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SAME-SEX FRIENDS. One of the most consistent fi ndings concerning same-sex 
friendships is that women and men value diff erent aspects of their respective friend-
ships. Essentially, friendships among women tend to place greater emphasis on con-
versational and emotional expressiveness, whereas men’s friendships focus on shared 
activities and interests.53

Best friends Juanita and Lindsay, for instance, frequently get together just to talk 
and catch up. Th eir visits often include sharing their feelings about what’s going on 
in their lives. During those talks, Juanita and Lindsay listen to each other and express 
their support and aff ection for each other. Sometimes, they engage in an activity while 
they talk, such as attending Lindsay’s daughter’s basketball game or driving to the bus 
station to pick up Juanita’s sister; sometimes, they simply talk. Juanita and Lindsay 
agree that their ability to share, disclose, and express feelings with each other is what 
makes their friendship satisfying.

In contrast, when Alex thinks about his closest male friends, he thinks of Jake, his 
golfi ng buddy, and Davin, his patrol partner on the police force. Th e time he spends 
with those friends almost always revolves around some type of activity. With Jake, it’s 
usually playing a round of golf and then having nachos and beer at a sports bar. With 
Davin, it’s working together during the many hours they spend on patrol. Alex feels 
close to each friend because he enjoys their company when they are engaged in these 
activities.

Signifi cantly, Alex’s time with Davin and Jake allows them to talk about what’s 
happening in their lives. During a long patrol shift, for instance, Alex and Davin 
frequently talk about their children’s activities and their plans for the future. Simi-
larly, during a recent round of golf, Jake told Alex how much he missed his recently 
deceased father. Most often, though, Alex and his friends simply enjoy the time they 
spend together doing activities, even if their time together doesn’t involve much con-
versation. For Alex, it’s the doing, not the talking, that makes a friendship close.

Although research has confi rmed that those sex diff erences exist, it has also iden-
tifi ed two important qualifi cations about these diff erences. First, as with nearly all 
sex diff erences in behavior, those diff erences in same-sex friendships are just aver-
ages. Th ey don’t characterize all friendships. Some women’s friendships focus more on 
shared activities than on conversation, and some men routinely share personal con-
versations with their male friends even if they aren’t engaged in an activity together.

Second, the fact that women’s and men’s relationships diff er does not mean that 
friendships are more important to one sex than to the other. Some people believe that 

Studies show that men’s 

friendships often focus on 

shared activity, whereas 

women’s friendships often 

privilege shared conversation. 

Men and women often value 

opposite-sex friendships as 

opportunities to communicate 

in ways that are important to 

the other sex.
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because women self-disclose more to one another than men do, women’s friendships 
are closer and more satisfying than men’s are. In fact, however, research has demon-
strated that women and men report equal levels of closeness in their same-sex friend-
ships.54 What diff ers between the sexes is simply the characteristics that make those 
friendships close. For women, the key characteristic is shared conversation; for men, 
it’s shared activity.

OPPOSITE-SEX FRIENDS. What do we know about opposite-sex friendships? Re-
search suggests that both men and women value those relationships as a chance to see 
things from each other’s perspective.55 Opposite-sex friendships can provide opportu-
nities for men to be emotionally expressive and for women to enjoy shared activities 
that their same-sex friendships do not.56

In addition, many opposite-sex friends feel some degree of physical or romantic 
attraction toward each other,57 and they often communicate in ways that resemble ro-
mantic relationships, such as by fl irting with each other58 and sharing sexual humor.59 
In fact, a study of more than 300 American college students conducted by commu-
nication scientists Walid Afi fi  and Sandra Faulkner found that half of the students 
reported having engaged in sexual activity with a nonromantic opposite-sex friend.60 
Although some research has suggested that sexual activity changes the fundamental 
nature of an opposite-sex friendship from platonic to romantic,61 more than half of 
the students in Afi fi  and Faulkner’s study who had engaged in sexual activity with an 
opposite-sex friend reported no such change in the nature of their relationship.

Whether they are attracted to each other or not, many opposite-sex friends have 
specifi c reasons for not wanting their friendship to evolve into a romantic relationship. 
In surveys of more than 600 American college students, communication scholars 
Susan Messman, Dan Canary, and Kimberly Hause discovered that people keep their 
opposite-sex friendships nonromantic for six primary reasons:62

 I Th ey aren’t physically attracted to their friend.

 I Th eir relatives and other friends wouldn’t approve of a romantic relationship with 
the friend.

 I Th ey aren’t ready to be in a romantic relationship.

 I Th ey want to protect their existing friendship.

 I Th ey fear being disappointed or hurt.

 I Th ey are concerned about a third party, such as a sibling, who is romantically 
interested in the friend.

Studies show that overall, both women and men consider their same-sex friends to 
be more loyal and helpful than their opposite-sex counterparts.63 At the same time, 
however, opposite-sex friendships allow women and men to enjoy those aspects of 
friendship most valued by the other sex. Th us, it appears that same-sex and opposite-
sex friendships off er unique rewards.

Friendships Have a Life Span

As important as friendships are to us, most are not permanent. Rather, as with most 
relationships, friendships have a life span: Th ey are initiated, they are maintained, and 
eventually many of them end. Communication scholar and friendship expert William 
Rawlins has proposed that most friendships move through a life span consisting of six 
stages.64
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Suppose two strangers, Naya and Emily, have been called for jury duty on the 
same day, and they meet in the jurors’ waiting lounge. Let’s see how their relationship 
might progress through Rawlins’s six stages.

 I Role-limited interaction: At the role-limited interaction stage, Naya and Emily meet 
and interact for the fi rst time. Because they are strangers at this stage, their com-
munication follows social and cultural norms for interaction between strangers. 
Th ey are civil and polite but share little personal information.

 I Friendly relations: After chatting for a while, Naya and Emily may enter the 
friendly relations stage. At that point, their conversation becomes friendlier. For 
example, they may share personal stories or anecdotes. Naya and Emily may in-
tend for their friendly interaction simply to make their wait in the jurors’ lounge 
more enjoyable. However, it can also be an invitation for friendship.

 I Moves toward friendship: Suppose Emily e-mails Naya the following week to ask if 
she’d like to go to an art gallery opening. Emily’s invitation can signal progression 
to the moves toward friendship stage. At this stage, Naya and Emily’s communica-
tion becomes more social and less bound by norms and rules.

 I Nascent friendship: If Naya and Emily continue getting together and enjoying 
their interactions, they may enter the nascent iendship stage. At that point, they 
begin to think of themselves as friends. Th eir communication continues to be-
come more personal and less prescribed.

 I Stabilized iendship: Over time, Naya and Emily’s relationship may progress to 
the stabilized friendship stage. At that point, they consider their friendship to be 
fully established. Th ey trust each other strongly and may even adjust their atti-
tudes and opinions to be more in line with each other’s.

 I Waning iendship: After many years of close friendship, Naya and Emily may enter 
the waning friendship stage. Th at stage marks the decline of their friendship. Th eir 
friendship may simply become more distant and casual, or it may end altogether.

Th ere are many reasons why a friendship comes to an end.65 Research suggests that 
we can divide those reasons into two general categories: events that cause friends to 
dislike each other, and changes in life circumstances that decrease opportunities for 
communication and attention. Let’s look at each situation.
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FRIENDS CAN GROW TO DISLIKE EACH OTHER. Some friendships 
end because the friends no longer like each other. Although two people 
initially may have become friends because of their perceived similarity 
or their social attraction to each other, they can develop negative feelings 
toward each other that cause them to end their friendship. Studies have 
demonstrated that negative feelings are most likely to arise when one friend:

 I Constantly nags or criticizes the other

 I Betrays the other’s confi dence or trust

 I Behaves in a hostile or physically violent way around the other

 I Begins abusing alcohol or other drugs

 I Fails to provide help or support when the other friend needs it

 I Becomes intolerant of the other friend’s romantic partner or 
other friends

 I Feels he or she no longer has anything in common with the 
other friend

We don’t necessarily terminate friendships on the basis of a single negative event. 
When a friend repeatedly wrongs us, however, we might grow to dislike him or her 
over time. Th at change in feelings can lead us to end the friendship.66 In such cases, 
we might decide to confront the individual directly and make it clear that we no 
longer wish to be friends. In other cases, we might decide simply to reduce our com-
munication with the person by avoiding him or her.

FRIENDS’ LIFE CIRCUMSTANCES CAN CHANGE. Although friendships some-
times end because of negative feelings, many friends simply “drift apart.” As our lives 
change and evolve, we may have less opportunity to interact with particular friends. 
Th at doesn’t necessarily mean we develop any negative feelings for them. It does mean, 
however, that some friendships end simply from lack of attention.

According to research, one of the most common life changes that can end a friend-
ship is physical separation.67 Recall that physical proximity is one of the main reasons 
we’re attracted to potential friends. Friendships are relatively easy to maintain with 
people you see all the time. If one friend moves away, however, keeping up the friend-
ship becomes much more of a challenge.68 Friends may keep in touch for a while after 
being separated, but their communication often declines over time, causing them to 
lose track of each other.

Other changes in life circumstances can also cause friendships to fade. When one 
friend gets married or has a baby, for instance, his or her attention is understandably 
diverted toward the new spouse or child. As a result, he or she has less time and op-
portunity to interact with friends. Th e demands of work or school can also make it 
diffi  cult to spend time with friends. Experiencing a chronic illness can likewise limit 
opportunities to see friends. Th at may be particularly true with illnesses that impair 
social abilities, such as depression and chronic anxiety.

It is important to note that in those situations we don’t necessarily want the friend-
ship to end. Rather, we may simply no longer have the necessary time, energy, and 
attention to maintain it. If the friend is particularly important to us, however, we can 
use our communication and relational maintenance behaviors to keep the friendship 
going. It may take only an occasional phone call or e-mail message to maintain con-
tact and let a friend know we still care about him or her. We can even use the Internet 
to help us restore communication with friends with whom we’ve lost touch.
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Social Relationships 
in the Workplace

Nearly all of us will be employed at some point in our lives, and our jobs will require 
us to interact with other people. It’s therefore realistic to assume that most of us will 
have to relate to and communicate with people we know from work, whether they are 
co-workers, superiors, subordinates, or customers. In fact, many public agencies and 
private corporations expect their employees to communicate with one another in well-
defi ned ways. Th ose expectations might include communicating honestly, treating 
people with dignity, listening to others, and being open to other people’s opinions. All 
such communication behaviors contribute to a civil and respectful work environment. 
Th ey can also make it easier for employees to form workplace friendships.69

As you may know from experience, friendships at work can be a double-edged 
sword. On the one hand, having friends at work is great, because friends can make 
the workday pleasant and help and support you when you need it. On the other hand, 
friendship roles and work roles often confl ict. For instance, your workplace friends 
might wish to chat with you, but if you have tasks to complete by a tight deadline, you 
might not have time for them.

Workplace friendships can also be more challenging to control than regular friend-
ships. As a part of our job, we are usually required to see and interact with our super-
visors, co-workers, and customers whether we want to or not. Interaction with regular 
friends, in contrast, is usually voluntary and easier to control. If you have an argument 
with a regular friend, for example, you can choose to avoid him or her for a period of 
time while you both cool down. Because of your work responsibilities, however, you 
may not have that option with workplace friends.

To deal successfully with the challenges of workplace friendships, it’s important to 
understand their dynamics. Let’s examine those dynamics in three specifi c workplace 
relationships: between co-workers, between superiors and subordinates, and with clients.

Social Relationships with Co-Workers

You are probably most likely to form workplace friendships with your immediate co-
workers. One reason that is true is that co-workers are usually peers rather than supe-
riors or subordinates, so their levels of power and responsibility are similar to yours.70

Another reason is that immediate co-workers share with you common experiences, 
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such as working for the same company, the same depart-
ment, and the same supervisor. In addition, you probably 
spend a great deal of time with your co-workers, perhaps 
even more than you spend with your friends outside work. 
Th ose characteristics can form a ready-made basis for 
friendship.71

Research has shown that the quality of people’s friend-
ships with their co-workers aff ects their job satisfaction.72 
All other things being equal, the closer you are to your 
co-workers, the happier you are at work.

As benefi cial as friendships with co-workers are, how-
ever, they are also very challenging. Th e reason that is true 
is that the relationship has both a social dimension and a 
task dimension, and those diff erent aspects of the friend-
ship frequently come into confl ict. Th e social dimension 
is your personal relationship with the co-worker; the task 
dimension is your professional relationship. Let’s say, for 
example, that you’re friends with your co-worker Kellie, who’s up for a promotion. As 
her friend, you want her to have the promotion, but as her co-worker, you don’t believe 
she has really earned it. It’s easy to see how those mixed feelings could be troublesome 
for your friendship.

Clearly, then, to maintain friendships with your co-workers, you need to balance 
the personal and professional sides of the relationships at all times. For instance, you 
might decide it’s important to tell Kellie you support her, to voice enthusiasm if she 
receives the promotion, and to express disappointment if she doesn’t, because she’s 
your friend. Even though you don’t feel she has earned the promotion, your friendship 
with Kellie may motivate you to be supportive of her anyway.

Alternatively, you might remind Kellie that the promotion is very competitive, that 
she is competing with employees who have more experience and seniority than she 
does, and that she shouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t get it. You might even say “I’m 
telling you this as your co-worker” to make it clear that you are speaking from the 
perspective of your professional relationship rather than your personal one. Which ap-
proach you choose will probably depend on how close your friendship is and on what 
your experiences with similar situations have been.

Social Relationships Between 
Superiors and Subordinates

As challenging as friendships among co-workers can be, friendships between superiors 
and subordinates are considerably more complicated, because they include a power 
diff erence that co-worker friendships generally do not have.73 Recall that one of the 
defi ning characteristics of friendship is that it’s a relationship between equals. So, when 
two friends are a supervisor and an employee, the power diff erence between them in-
troduces a task dimension that friendships between co-workers usually don’t have.

Genuine friendships between superiors and subordinates certainly aren’t impos-
sible to form or maintain. Indeed, research shows that being friends with your boss 
usually adds to your job satisfaction.74 Th at makes sense: If you like your supervisor, 
you’ll probably enjoy working for him or her.

Th e challenge arises because what’s best for the superior–subordinate relationship 
isn’t always what’s best for the friendship. If you’re the employee, you might dislike or 

-

friendships is important to overall job satisfaction. As 

benefi cial as they are, however, workplace friendships can be 

challenging to maintain.
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disagree with your boss’s decisions concerning the company’s policies or future direc-
tion, particularly when those decisions aff ect you. Conversely, if you’re the supervisor, 
you may agonize about such decisions because you realize that what’s best for the 
company is not always what’s best for each individual employee.

To understand those stresses, imagine that your supervisor announces that the 
company will reduce the clerical staff  on whom you depend to get your work done. 
Now imagine that to accommodate a new business strategy, your boss cancels a 
promotional campaign you’ve been developing, including a photo shoot you were 
looking forward to. In such cases, it can be hard not to take your boss’s actions per-
sonally, and that kind of response can strain your friendship.75 In a study of superior–
subordinate friendships, communication scholar Th eodore Zorn found that superiors 
commonly experienced those types of tensions between their work responsibilities and 
their friendships with subordinates.76

Given all those strains, you may be wondering whether friendships between su-
periors and subordinates are ultimately doomed. In fact, despite the challenges, such 
friendships are possible to maintain. Th at is especially true if both parties acknowl-
edge that their friendship and their work relationship might confl ict and agree to keep 
those relationships separate as best they can.

It’s often best if people in power-imbalanced friendships acknowledge the poten-
tial confl icts their friendships can entail and discuss them directly, particularly if 
they started their relationship as peers, and one of them was later promoted. By ac-
knowledging the potential for confl icts and establishing their expectations for how to 
address them before they occur, a supervisor and employee can lay the groundwork 
for a successful friendship. Th at doesn’t mean they won’t experience the tensions that 
often accompany that type of relationship. Rather, it means they can agree ahead of 
time on how to handle those tensions so that the strains don’t damage either their 
professional relationship or their friendship. Refer to the “Got Skills?” box for tips 
on how to do so.

One situation that’s extremely problematic for superior–subordinate relationships 
is the case in which the subordinate feels he or she has been sexually harassed. In 
the United States, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) defi nes 
sexual harassment as unsolicited, unwelcome behavior of a sexual nature. You might 
intend to be friendly or supportive by putting your arm around a subordinate, for in-
stance, but if the subordinate feels uncomfortable by your behavior, it may constitute 
harassment.

According to the EEOC, sexual harassment can occur in two forms. Th e fi rst, 
known as quid pro quo (Latin for “this for that”), happens when a supervisor off ers 
an employee rewards in exchange for sexual favors. A statement such as “I’ll give you 
tomorrow off  if you have a drink with me tonight” can qualify as quid pro quo ha-
rassment if it is directed at a subordinate. Th e second form, known as hostile work 
environment, occurs when work conditions are sexually off ensive or intimidating. 
Telling sexually suggestive jokes when both men and women are present or making 
derogatory comments about a person’s sexual orientation can qualify as hostile work 
environment harassment.

Sexual harassment is a serious and pervasive problem in many organizations, 
and its victims often suff er long-term emotional and psychological harm. Compe-
tent communicators must consider how other people might interpret their verbal 
and nonverbal behaviors in the organizational context. How well could you identify 
sexual harassment if you saw or heard about it? Go to the “Assess Your Skills” box to 
fi nd out.
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Social Relationships with Clients

In most professions, you’ll interact with customers. For instance, you may sell your 
company’s products to the same retail stores or medical offi  ces each month and get to 
know the buyers there. Likewise, you may work for a fi nancial or technology fi rm that 
off ers ongoing consulting services to long-term business clients. Depending on the 
nature of your job, you may have clients you see or talk to regularly, so it’s reasonable 
to expect that you may form social relationships with some of them.77 Th ose relation-
ships can be highly rewarding personally, and they can also benefi t your organization 
because they can be a major reason why your customers continue to buy from you or 
your company.78 After all, most of us prefer dealing with a salesperson or a service 
provider with whom we have developed a comfortable and trusting relationship.

At the same time, friendships with customers invoke some of the same task–social 
tensions that friendships with co-workers, employers, and employees do. Your cus-
tomers may be your friends, but they still expect you to furnish a high-quality product 
or service, and you still expect them to provide full and prompt payment. If either 
party doesn’t uphold its end of the bargain, then the customer–provider relationship 
can be disrupted, and the friendship can suff er.

[ S E P A R A T I N G  S O C I A L  A N D  T A S K  D I M E N S I O N S 
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To avoid such tensions, some companies encourage employees not to develop per-
sonal friendships with customers. Although it may be very important to treat custom-
ers in a friendly way, many businesses recognize that the feelings of loyalty and favor 
we often have for friends can interfere with the professional relationship. When Deion 
took a position as a sales representative for a cable television company, for instance, 
he became close friends with several of his clients. Because he liked them, he began 
giving them steep discounts on their cable service that other customers didn’t receive. 
Because they liked him, they consistently gave him the highest possible scores on 
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customer satisfaction surveys. Th ose special deals and preferential 
evaluations continued for almost a year before Deion’s regional 
manager realized what was happening. She reprimanded Deion 
for allowing his friendships with his clients to compromise his 
professional relationships with them.

Th e separation of personal and professional relationships is par-
ticularly important in the health care setting. In the United States, 
ethical guidelines issued by the American College of Physicians 
discourage doctors from treating friends, relatives, intimate part-
ners, and other individuals with whom they have close personal re-
lationships.79 Th e reasoning behind those guidelines is that a doc-
tor’s professional judgment and objectivity could be compromised 
by his or her personal feelings for the patient. If that happens, the 
doctor may not make proper decisions about the patient’s condi-
tion or treatment, putting the patient’s health at risk.

Like friendships between superiors and subordinates, friend-
ships with customers need to have clear boundaries between per-
sonal and professional relationships. While conducting business, 
treat those friends as you would any other customers, and ask them 
to treat you as they would any other provider. A personal friend-
ship with customers can be successful if the friends agree that 
their professional relationship is separate and should be treated 
professionally.

Having friends and other social relationships enriches us in many ways. English poet 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge once wrote that “friendship is a sheltering tree” to convey how 
friends can shield and protect us from many of the stresses of life. With friends, our 
lives are safer, happier, and more meaningful than they otherwise would be.
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t’s diffi cult to overstate the signifi cance of our intimate relationships. We may have 

many close friends, co-workers, and other acquaintances in our lives, but our rela-

tionships with romantic partners and family members are special. Those are the peo-

ple whose lives affect us the most and with whom we share our deepest sorrows and 

greatest joys. We usually invest more in, and feel more committed to, romantic and 

family relationships than any others. Those intimate relationships shape our lives 

in unique and important ways. Family life and romantic relationships also influence 

each other. Growing up in a family gives most of us our first exposure to the concept 

of personal relationships and our first examples of romantic unions. Moreover, the ro-

mantic relationships we form in adulthood often serve as the basis for starting new 

families. Thus, although romantic and familial relationships are different in some 

important respects, there is often an intimate connection between the two.

The Nature of Intimate 
Relationships

Many people think specifically of romantic relationships when they hear the word 
intimate, but intimacy is about more than just romance. Intimacy means signifi cant 
emotional closeness that we experience in a relationship, whether romantic or not. 
Some common characteristics of intimate relationships are that they require deep 
commitment, foster interdependence, require continuous investment, and spark dia-
lectical tensions.

Intimate Relationships 
Require Deep Commitment

After being diagnosed with advanced pancreatic cancer in 2008 that would eventually 
claim his life, actor Patrick Swayze relied heavily on the commitment of his wife of 
34 years, Lisa Niemi. During the 20 months of his illness and treatment, Niemi 
helped her husband deal with physical and emotional turmoil, and she was at his side 
when he died in September 2009.

Like Niemi, most of us are more committed to our intimate relationships than 
we are to our other relationships. For instance, we may be more willing to put aside 
minor diff erences and make compromises to preserve our intimate relationships. 
Commitment is our desire to stay in a relationship no matter what happens. When 
people are committed to each other, they assume they have a future together. Th at 
assumption is important because most intimate relationships—such as families and 
romantic relationships—experience conflict and distress from time to time. What 
allows us to deal with those diffi  cult times is the belief that our relationship will sur-
vive them.

Our intimate relationships usually include some level of emotional commitment, a 
sense of responsibility for each other’s feelings and emotional well-being. For example, 
it’s your emotional commitment to your romantic partner that leads you to listen to 
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his or her problems, even if they seem trivial. Our intimate relationships also involve a 
level of social commitment, which motivates us to spend time together, to compromise, 
to be generous with praise, and to avoid petty conflict. In some romantic relation
ships, social commitment takes the form of spending time with a partner’s friend
or family members even if one doesn’t enjoy their company. Finally, some intimate 
relationships are bound by legal and financial commitments, which are more formal 
expressions of people’s obligations to each other. Parents have a legal responsibility 
to provide housing, food, clothing, health care, and education for their children who 
are minors, and family members often take on financial obligations to care for rela-
tives who are aging or who have specific physical or mental needs. No matter what 
forms it takes, commitment is one of the foundations of intimate relationships.

Although deep commitment is important for many relationships, people can 
take commitment too far. At an extreme level, commitment can turn into obses-
sion, a topic explored in “Communication: Dark Side.”

Intimate Relationships Foster Interdependence

Another hallmark of intimate relationships is that they include high degrees of inter
dependence, meaning that what happens to one person aff ects everyone else in the 
relationship. Because people in families and romantic relationships depend on one 
another, one person’s actions influence others. For instance, how parents use their 
time and money depends not only on themselves but also on their children’s needs. 
Likewise, how children perform in school and how they treat their siblings also aff ects 
their parents. Parents and children are therefore interdependent. So are romantic part-
ners: If a woman is off ered a job promotion that requires her to relocate, for example, 
her decision will aff ect her romantic partner as much as it will aff ect her. Th e essence 
of interdependence is the idea that our actions influence other people’s lives as much 
as they influence our own.

Almost all relationships have some measure of interdependence. What distin-
guishes intimate relationships is their degree of interdependence. You may feel very 
close to your best friend, but you probably wouldn’t sell your house and move if his 
job were relocated. If your supervisor at work broke her leg, you might send flowers 
or visit her in the hospital, but you probably wouldn’t off er her round-the-clock care.

Like most social relationships, friendships and work relationships are interdepen-
dent to a degree. What usually sets our romantic and familial relationships apart, 
however, is their higher level of interdependence. Th at higher degree of interdepen-
dence often motivates us to engage in greater relational maintenance behaviors than 
we do with friends or co-workers.

Intimate Relationships 
Require Continuous Investment

Compared with other relationships, intimate relationships usually also have a higher 
degree of investment—that is, the commitment of one’s energies and other resources 
to those relationships, particularly resources such as time, money, and attention. We 
also expect to benefit from that investment—think of our expectations from financial 
investments, for instance—but know we cannot retrieve the resources we’ve dedicated 
to the relationship if it comes to an end. For example, if we drift apart from our sib-
lings during adulthood, we may retain memories of our relationships, but we cannot 
retrieve the time, attention, and material resources we invested in them.
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People in romantic relationships are often especially aware of how much—and how 
equitably—they are each investing in the relationship. Research shows that romantic 
partners are happiest when they feel they are both investing in their relationship to 
the same degree.1 If you think you’re putting more time or resources into your rela-
tionship than your partner is, it’s easy to feel resentful. Th e most satisfying intimate 
relationships appear to be those in which both parties are investing equally.

Intimate Relationships Spark 
Dialectical Tensions

Have you ever felt as though you wanted to be closer to someone, but you also wanted 
to maintain your individuality? In your relationships, have you wished to have more 
self-disclosure but still wanted to keep some thoughts private? Maybe you enjoy nov-

communication

CROSSING THE LINE: WHEN COMMITMENT BECOMES OBSESSION
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elty and surprise in your relationships, but 
you also want them to be stable and pre-
dictable. If you can relate to such feelings, 
you have experienced what relationship re-
searchers call dialectical tensions—con-
fl icts between two important but oppos-
ing needs or desires. Dialectical tensions 
are common in intimate relationships.2 
Within families, romantic relationships, 
and even friendships, three dialectical ten-
sions in particular often arise.

AUTONOMY VERSUS CONNECTION. 
A common tension in intimate relations is 
between autonomy—the feeling of wanting 
to be one’s own person—and connection—
the desire to be close to others. People often 
experience that tension with their children. 
Especially as children enter adolescence, it’s natural for them to desire greater auton-
omy. After all, adolescence is the period of life when teenagers begin to develop inde-
pendent identities and make decisions for themselves.3 Many adolescents, however, still 
want to be emotionally close to their parents. Even as they are learning to behave like 
adults, they still need and crave the security of family closeness. In fact, it’s not uncom-
mon for parents and children to experience that dialectical tension for some time, even 
as the children grow into adulthood.

OPENNESS VERSUS CLOSEDNESS. Another common dialectical tension is the 
conflict between openness—the desire for disclosure and honesty—and closedness—
the desire to keep certain facts, thoughts, or ideas to oneself. Suppose your brother 
asks you how your new relationship is going. On one hand, you might want to confide 
in him as a way of reinforcing your closeness to him. On the other hand, you might 
feel it’s best to keep some of the details to yourself out of respect for your partner’s pri-
vacy. In other words, part of you desires openness, and another part desires closedness.

PREDICTABILITY VERSUS NOVELTY. In addition, many intimate relationships 
experience conflict between predictability—the desire for consistency and stability—
and novelty—the desire for fresh, new experiences. After nearly 20 years of marriage, 
for instance, Pauline and Victor were so settled into their routines that their relation-
ship had become highly predictable. Such predictability could be comforting, but at 
times it made their marriage feel stale and left them longing for new experiences. Th ey 
found that trying something new—such as taking a foreign language class together or 
volunteering at a soup kitchen—provided a refreshing change from the predictability 
of their life together. By the same token, however, they recognized that predictability 
gave their relationship an orderliness and certainty that they both appreciated.

Researchers believe that dialectical tensions are a normal part of any close, interdepen-
dent relationship and that they become problematic only when people fail to manage 
them properly. You can read about several strategies that relational partners use to 
manage dialectical tensions in Table 10.1.

It’s not uncommon for family members and individuals in romantic relationships 
to try several of these strategies. If you do so in your own intimate relationships, 

 dialectical tensions Con-
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negotiating dialectical tensions 

in our relationships often 

requires us to go back and forth 

between two opposing desires.
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you may find some of these techniques more eff ective than others. Improving your 
communication in intimate relationships doesn’t require you to adopt specific strate-
gies and ignore others. Rather, if you’re aware of the diff erent options for managing 
dialectical tensions, then you can choose the ones that work best for you.

Communicating in Romantic 
Relationships

Th e most intimate of intimate relationships is often the one we share with a romantic 
partner. Romantic relationships—particularly significant, long-term ones—engage 
people mentally, emotionally, physically, financially, and even spiritually, and they 
often play a substantial role in people’s social experiences. As noted earlier, they are 
also often the foundation for beginning new families. In this section we survey the 
characteristics of romantic relationships and the stages involved in the formation and 
dissolution of such unions, and we look at communication behaviors that signifi cantly 
infl uence romantic partners’ satisfaction with their relationship.

Characteristics of Romantic Relationships

In April 2011, Prince William of Wales married his longtime girlfriend, Kate Middle-
ton. As second in line to the British throne—and presumably a future king—William 
is expected by custom and social tradition to marry and produce children to ensure 
the continuation of his royal line. His obligations aside, however, the prince would 
most likely marry anyway, as forming romantic relationships is a nearly universal hu-
man experience. Like William and Kate, some 95 percent of us will get married at 
least once in life, and many of those who don’t marry will have at least one significant, 
marriagelike romantic relationship.4

Marriages and long-term relationships are very important to our health and well-
being. Multiple studies have shown, for instance, that married people live longer5 and 
healthier6 lives than people who never marry. One reason for those fi ndings is that 
marriage reduces a person’s likelihood of engaging in risky health behaviors. In line 
with that idea, research demonstrates that married people, compared with unmar-
ried people, drink less7 and are less likely to use illicit drugs such as marijuana.8

Th ey are also less likely to suff er from mental illnesses such as depression.9 Several 
studies have shown that the health benefits of marriage are greater for men than for 
women.10 However, women are also healthier if married than if single, particularly if 
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they are unemployed and lack the social support and financial resources employment 
provides.11

People in every known society form romantic unions. Although many romantic re-
lationships share certain characteristics, there is also diversity among them. Let’s look 
at variations in the extent to which romantic relationships are exclusive, voluntary, 
based on love, composed of opposite-sex partners, and permanent.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS AND EXCLUSIVITY. One common expectation 
for romantic relationships is that they are exclusive. Usually, exclusivity takes the form 
of monogamy, which means being in only one romantic relationship at a time and 
avoiding romantic or sexual involvement with people outside the relationship. Exclu-
sivity is an expression of commitment and faithfulness that romantic partners share 
and trust each other to uphold. As a result, relational infidelity, which means having 
romantic or sexual interaction with someone outside of one’s romantic relationship, is 
often an emotionally traumatic experience for the partner who is wronged.

Not all romantic partners expect their relationship to be exclusive, however. In-
stead, some couples choose to have “open” relationship in which romantic and/or 
sexual involvement with people outside the relationship is accepted.12 Although it’s 
diffi  cult to know exactly how common that type of relationship is, research indicates 
that open relationships are observed between heterosexuals,13 bisexuals,14 gay men,15

and lesbians alike.16

Not only are some romantic relationships not exclusive, but exclusivity isn’t always 
an expectation for marriage. In fact, many countries—primarily in Africa and south-

ern Asia—allow the practice of polygamy, in which one person is married to 
two or more spouses at the same time. Some people in open or polygamous 
relationships report that they appreciate the closeness and intimacy they share 
with multiple partners. Others indicate that feelings of jealousy and resentment 
can lead to increased conflict in such relationships.17

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS AND VOLUNTARINESS. Another com-
mon expectation for romantic relationships is that they are voluntary, meaning 
that people choose for themselves whether to become romantically involved—
and if they decide to, they, and not others, select their romantic partner. Th at 
expectation presumes that a relationship is strong and satisfying only if both 
partners have freely chosen to participate in it. One indicator of that expec-
tation in the United States is the abundance of online and in-person dating 
services, which allow customers to browse the profiles of prospective partners 
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and choose those with whom they want to make contact. In fact, one such service—
Match.com—claims more than 20 million registered clients.18

Even if people enter into romantic relationships voluntarily, they do not always stay 
in them voluntarily. Indeed, research shows that many people are unhappy in their 
relationships but stay in them anyway.19 According to relationship scholars Denise 
Previti and Paul Amato, the most common reasons people stay in relationships invol-
untarily are

 ■ Th ey want to provide stability for their children.

 ■ Th eir religious beliefs disallow separation or divorce.

 ■ Th ey are concerned about the fi nancial implications of separating.

 ■ Th ey see no positive alternatives to their current relationship.20

In much of the world, however, it is common for other people—usually parents—
to select a person’s romantic partner. According to the practice of arranged mar-
riage (which is most common in the Middle East and other parts of Asia and Africa), 
people are expected to marry the partner their parents select for them. Sometimes, 
children can reject their parents’ selection of a spouse, in which case the parents look 
for someone else. In other cases, children may be pressured to marry the person their 
parents have chosen for them. In either situation, an arranged marriage is not entirely 
voluntary.

Th e fact that arranged marriages aren’t voluntary doesn’t necessarily mean that 
people whose marriages are arranged are dissatisfied with the relationship. Indeed, 
people who expect their marriages to be arranged might prefer this practice to the 
task of choosing a spouse on their own. For people who expect to choose their own 
romantic partner, however, the practice of arranged marriage would likely decrease 
their satisfaction with their relationships.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS AND LOVE. In much of the Western world, people 
think of marriage and other romantic relationships as being based on love. In individu-
alist societies such as the United States and Canada, that is, people tend to believe not 
only that they should get to choose their romantic partner but that their choice should 

be based on love and attraction.21 Indeed, the typical American wed-
ding ceremony (whether religious or civil) emphasizes the impor-
tance of love in the marital relationship, whereas the lack of love is 
frequently cited as a reason why relationships fail.22

Whether or not they love each other, however, some people en-
ter into romantic relationships for other reasons. Some form relationships 

for fi nancial stability.23 Others establish relationships to gain, consolidate, 
or protect power,24 such as when members of royal or politically powerful 
families intermarry.

Would you marry someone you didn’t love? Many people in collectiv-
istic societies would say yes. In countries such as China and India, for in-
stance, the choice of a spouse has more to do with the wishes and preferences 
of family and social groups than it does with love, even if the marriage 

isn’t arranged. One study found that only half of the participants in 
India and Pakistan felt that love was necessary for marriage, whereas 
96 percent of the U.S. American participants did.25 Sociologist 

Frances Hsu explained that when considering marriage, “an American 
asks, ‘How does my heart feel?’ A Chinese [person] asks, ‘What will other 

people say?’”26
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As family studies scholar Stephanie Coontz points out, the connection between 
love and marriage is a historically recent trend, even in Western cultures.27 She argues 
that although romantic love has existed throughout the ages, societies began thinking 
of love as a basis for marriage only within the last three centuries. Coontz explains 
that before that time, some societies believed that love should develop after marriage, 
and many others thought love had no place at all in marriage. Th inking of marriage 
primarily as a romantic relationship is therefore a recent development.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS AND SEXUALITY. People form romantic relation-
ships with others whether they are heterosexual or homosexual. In many ways, people 
often communicate similarly in same- and opposite-sex romantic relationships.28

Both kinds of relationships value intimacy and equality between partners.29 Th ey 
both experience conflict30 and do so over similar topics.31 Th ey both seek emotional 
support from family members and friends.32 Further, they both negotiate how to ac-
complish mundane needs, such as everyday household chores.33 Research indicates, 
in fact, that people in same-sex romantic relationships report levels of relationship 
satisfaction equal to those of opposite-sex dating, engaged, and married couples.34

Despite those similarities, same- and opposite-sex romantic relationships in most 
parts of the world diff er with respect to their legal recognition. In the United States 
and abroad, the question of whether same-sex romantic partners should be allowed 
to marry has been socially and politically controversial for decades. People in many 
same-sex relationships live as domestic partners, often owning joint property and rais-
ing children together, so many have demanded the right to legally marry. Supporters 
of same-sex marriage argue that people should be permitted to marry whomever they 
love and that it is discriminatory to deny marriage rights to people based on their sex. 
Opponents say that marriage is inherently a reproductive relationship and that allow-
ing same-sex couples to marry threatens the sanctity of marriage and the family. Th e 
issue is likely to remain controversial for some time.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS AND PERMANENCE. People often conceive of 
marriage and other long-term romantic relationships as permanent. Th at expectation 
is reflected in the fact that traditional wedding vows in many parts of the world em-
phasize the permanence of marriage. Th e vow “till death do us part” captures this sen-

timent by suggesting that once spouses are mar-
ried, they will stay together for life. Th e results 
of a recent survey of 300 marriage license appli-
cants illustrate this idea. Even though respon-
dents correctly noted that a large percentage of 
new marriages end in divorce, every single re-
spondent said the likelihood that his or her own 
marriage would end in divorce was zero!35

Many marriages do last for many years, 
thanks in part to the large number of ways in 
which societies promote, protect, and reward 
marriages. In the United States, for instance, 
federal law provides spouses a number of benefits 
that are often denied to couples who are not le-
gally married. Many of those benefits relate to 
communication and the maintenance of mar-
riage and family relationships.36 Here are just 
a few:

Same-sex marriage is a 

controversial issue in the United 

States and abroad.
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 ■ Spousal privilege: Communication between spouses is privileged, just like doctor–
patient and attorney–client communication.

 ■ Visitation: Marriage gives spouses rights of visitation if one spouse is hospitalized 
or imprisoned.

 ■ Stepchildren: Stepparents have legal status with stepchildren only if they are le-
gally married to the children’s parent.

 ■ Cohabitation on controlled properties: Marriage allows spouses to live together on 
military bases and other controlled properties.

 ■ Medical and burial decisions: Spouses have the ability to make medical decisions 
for each other and to make burial or cremation decisions when one of them dies.

 ■ Domestic violence protection: If one spouse is abusive or violent, the other spouse 
can request domestic violence protection orders from a court.

Many marriages and romantic relationships don’t last, however. After a period of 
time together, romantic partners often find that they no longer share the same goals or 
feel the same level of attraction toward each other. Th ey may also have developed ro-
mantic feelings for someone else and may choose to end their current relationship to de-
velop a relationship with that person. No matter the cause, many romantic relationships 
end. We examine the process of dissolving romantic relationships later in this chapter.

Getting In: Forming Romantic Relationships

Romantic relationships don’t develop overnight. Like many important relationships, 
they evolve, and researchers have found that people follow fairly consistent steps when 
they form romantic relationships. Communication scholar Mark Knapp, for instance, 
has suggested that relationship formation involves five stages: initiating, experiment-
ing, intensifying, integrating, and bonding (Figure 10.1).37

INITIATING. Th e initiating stage occurs when people meet and interact for the 
first time. For instance, you may make eye contact with someone on the first day 
of class and decide to introduce yourself, or you might fi nd yourself sitting next to 

FIGURE 10.1 According to Professor Mark Knapp, people form relationships in five 

stages.
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when people meet and inter-

act for the first time.
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someone on an airplane and strike up a conversation. “What’s your name?” and 
“Where are you from?” are common questions people ask at this initial stage.

EXPERIMENTING. When you meet someone in whom you’re initially interested, 
you might move to the experimenting stage, during which you have conversations to 
learn more about that person. Individuals at the experimenting stage might ask ques-
tions such as “What movies do you like?” and “What do you do for fun?” to gain basic 
information about a potential partner. Th is stage helps individuals decide if they have 
enough in common to move the relationship forward.

INTENSIFYING. During the intens ing stage, people move from being ac-
quaintances to being close friends. Th ey spend more time together and might begin 
to meet each other’s friends. Th ey start to share intimate information with each other, 
such as their fears, future goals, and secrets about the past. Th ey also increase their 
commitment to the relationship and may express that commitment verbally through 
statements such as “You’re really important to me.”

INTEGRATING. Th e integrating stage occurs when a deep commitment has 
formed, and the partners share a strong sense that the relationship has its own identity. 
At that stage, the partners’ lives become integrated with each other, and they also be-
gin to think of themselves as a pair—not just “you” and “I” but “we.” Others start ex-
pecting to see the two individuals together and begin referring to the pair as a couple.

BONDING. Th e final stage in Knapp’s model of relationship development is the 
bonding stage, in which the partners make a public announcement of their com-
mitment to each other. Th at might involve moving in together, getting engaged, or 
having a commitment ceremony. Beyond serving as a public expression of a couple’s 
commitment, bonding also allows individuals to gain the support and approval of 
people in their social networks.

A brief summary of the five stages of relationship development appears in the “At 
a Glance” box.

INDIVIDUAL AND CULTURAL VARIATIONS IN RELATIONSHIP FORMATION.
Not every couple goes through the stages of relationship development in the same way. 
Some may stay at the experimenting stage for a long time before moving into the in-
tensifying stage. Others may progress through the stages very quickly. Still others may 
go as far as the integrating stage but put off  the bonding stage. Researchers have found 
that same-sex romantic relationships develop according to the same kinds of steps.38

 integrating stage The 

stage of relationship develop-

ment when a deep commit-

ment has formed, and there is 

a strong sense that the rela-

tionship has its own identity.

 bonding stage The stage 

of relationship development 

when the partners publicly an-

nounce their commitment.

 experimenting stage The 

stage of relationship develop-

ment when individuals have 

conversations to learn more 

about each other.

 intensifying stage The 

stage of relationship develop-

ment when individuals move 

from being acquaintances to 

being close friends.

AT A GLANCE

Initiating 

Experimenting 

Intensifying 

Integrating 

Bonding 



C O M M U N IC AT I N G  I N  R O M A N T IC  R E L AT IO N S H I P S     325

Relationship formation is not necessarily the same in all cultures. In countries that 
practice arranged marriage, for instance, the process of forming a marital relationship 
would look much diff erent. It would include negotiation and decision making by the 
parents and less input (if any) from the children. In countries where polygamy is com-
mon, the integration and bonding stages would also look diff erent, because one per-
son may be joining multiple spouses at once. As noted earlier in the chapter, cultures 
vary in their expectations about romantic relationships—and as their expectations 
diff er, so do their ways of forming relationships.

Differing Relational Types 
Among Romantic Couples

Even if people follow the same basic path toward developing their romantic relation-
ships, they won’t necessarily end up with the same type of relationship. Rather, research 
on marital relationships indicates that romantic couples embody distinct relational 
types. Communication researcher Mary Anne Fitzpatrick has spent many years study-
ing patterns of marital communication. Her work suggests that people form and main-
tain marriages by relying on marital schemata, which represent their cognitive models 
for what marriage is and should be.39 Fitzpatrick’s research has found that three types 
of marriages are especially common: traditional, separate, and independent.40

 ■ Traditional couples take a culturally conventional approach to marriage. Th ey 
believe in gender-typical divisions of labor in which wives are in charge of house-
work and childrearing, and husbands are responsible for home repair and auto 
maintenance. When conflict arises, spouses in traditional couples engage in it 
rather than avoid it.

 ■ Separate couples are similar to couples in traditional marriages except that 
the spouses are autonomous rather than interdependent. Th ey often have their 
own interests and social networks, and they think of themselves as separate 

Polygamy is common in many 

countries.
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  individuals rather than as one couple. 
Because of their lack of interdependence, 
spouses in separate couples generally 
don’t engage in conflict. Even when they 
disagree, they tend to ignore conflict 
rather than dealing with it directly.

 ■  Independent couples see themselves as 
being independent of social expecta-
tions for marriage. Th ey don’t necessar-
ily believe in conventional gender roles 
or divisions of labor, so the wife might 
support the family financially while the 
husband stays home with the children. 
Although these couples consider them-
selves to be independent of cultural 
norms, they are highly interdependent. 
As a result, they engage in conflict when 
it arises.

Fitzpatrick also found that in about half 
the couples she has studied, the husband 
and wife don’t agree as to whether their 

marriage is traditional, separate, or independent. She refers to couples in which the 
two spouses have diff ering beliefs about their marriage as mixed couples. Th e most 
common type of mixed couple is one in which the wife’s expectations match those of 
traditional couples, and the husband’s expectations match those of separate couples. 
Communication patterns in mixed couples most likely reflect the particular expecta-
tions each spouse holds.

Romantic relationships are as individual as the people who compose them, and 
several of the ways they diff er are related to communication behaviors. In the next 
section, we’ll take a brief look at various ways people communicate in their romantic 
relationships.

Interpersonal Communication 
in Romantic Relationships

We can learn about the quality of romantic relationships by looking at how the two 
partners communicate with each other. Four communication behaviors have particular 
influence on romantic partners’ satisfaction with their relationship: confl ict management, 
privacy management, emotional communication, and instrumental communication.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS VARY IN HOW THEY HANDLE CONFLICT.
Conflict is a common characteristic of many romantic relationships. Communication 
scholars William Wilmot and Joyce Hocker defi ne confl ict as “an expressed struggle 
between at least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, scarce 
resources, and interference from the other party in achieving their goals.”41 Partners 
in a romantic relationship can have confl icts about many issues, including how they 
spend their time and money, raise their children, manage their personal and profes-
sional obligations, and enact their sex life. Although confl ict isn’t fun, it isn’t necessar-
ily bad for a relationship. Th e way couples handle conflict—rather than the amount of 
conflict they experience—is what influences the success of their relationship.

necessarily end up with the same type of relationship. According to marriage 

expert Mary Anne Fitzpatrick, three fundamental types of marriage are 
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Much of what we know about how romantic partners handle conflict comes from 
research on marriage. For instance, social psychologist and marital therapist John 
Gottman has spent many years studying how spouses communicate during conflict 
episodes.42 His work suggests marital couples can be classified into four groups, de-
pending on how they handle conflict:43

 ■ Validating couples talk about their disagreements openly and cooperatively. In 
such couples, spouses communicate respect for each other’s opinions even when 
they disagree with them. Th ey stay calm, even when discussing hotly contested 
topics. Th ey also use humor and expressions of positive emotion to defuse the ten-
sion that conflict can create.

 ■ Volatile couples also talk about their disagreements openly, but in a way that is 
competitive rather than cooperative. Th at is, each spouse tries to persuade the 
other to adopt his or her point of view. Conflicts in such couples tend to be 
marked with expressions of negative rather than positive emotion. However, those 
conflicts are often followed by intense periods of aff ection and “making up.”

 ■ Conflict-avoiding couples deal with their disagreements indirectly rather than 
openly. To avoid the discomfort of engaging in conflict directly, these couples try 
to defuse negative emotion and focus on their similarities. Th ey feel there is little 
to be gained by engaging in conflict directly, believing that most problems will 
resolve themselves. Th ey often “agree to disagree,” a tactic that allows them to 
sidestep conflict but that can leave their points of disagreement unresolved.

 ■ Hostile couples experience frequent and intense conflict. During conflict episodes, 
hostile couples use negative emotion displays, such as harsh tones of voice and 
facial expressions of anger or frustration. Th ey also engage in personal attacks that 
include insults, sarcasm, name calling, blaming, and other forms of criticism.

Although Gottman developed his categories with reference to married couples, 
more recent work by researchers Th omas Holman and Mark Jarvis has indicated that 
the same categories also apply to unmarried heterosexual couples.44 Less research has 
been conducted on the conflict communication of lesbian and gay couples. Gottman’s 
studies have identified some diff erences in the conflict styles of homosexual and het-
erosexual couples, however. Specifically, his research has found that compared with 
heterosexual couples, gay and lesbian couples

 ■ Use more humor and positive emotion during 
conflict conversations

 ■ Are less likely to become hostile after a conflict

 ■ Use fewer displays of dominance and power during 
a conflict episode

 ■ Are less likely to take conflict personally

 ■ Stay calmer emotionally and physiologically during 
conflict

For many romantic relationships, conflict is unpleas-
ant but unavoidable. We will further probe successful 
strategies for managing it in Chapter 11.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS VARY IN HOW THEY 
HANDLE PRIVACY. In every romantic relationship, 
the partners must choose for themselves how to manage 

Gottman’s research has found 

that same-sex couples deal with 

confl ict slightly differently than 

do heterosexual couples.
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information they consider to be private. When Kali and Neal were having diffi  culty 
conceiving a child, for instance, they carefully considered whom they were going to 
tell. Neal felt the information was no one’s business but theirs and preferred to keep 
it private. Kali wanted to tell her family and close friends, because she needed their 
emotional support. Th eir problems conceiving were causing enough stress in the re-
lationship already; disagreeing on whether to keep them private was only making 
matters more stressful.

Communication scientist Sandra Petronio believes everyone experiences ten-
sions between disclosing certain information and keeping it private. She developed 
communication privacy management (CPM) theory to explain how individuals 
and  couples manage those tensions.45 CPM theory maintains that Kali and Neal 
jointly own the information about their problems. Th e information belongs to them, 
and so they must decide whether to keep it to themselves or share it with others.

Individuals and couples vary in their approach to privacy. Some of us are “open 
books”—that is, uninhibited about disclosing private information to others. Others 
are discreet, sharing private information only with a select few. Research indicates that 
some of us are simply more inclined than others to disclose private information. In most 
cases, however, our decisions about sharing information are influenced by the people to 
whom we are disclosing it, by how much we trust them, and by how much they have 
disclosed to us.46 No matter what our reasons for disclosing to others, we should always 
be cognizant of information that a romantic partner expects us to keep private.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS VARY IN HOW THEY HANDLE EMOTIONAL 
COMMUNICATION. Emotional communication is an important part of most ro-
mantic relationships. Research tells us that how romantic partners express emotion to 
each other can say a lot about the quality of their relationship.47 Specifically, it refl ects 
how satisfied the partners are with each other.48

Suppose for example that Anita and her husband Jonah have been married for eight 
years. Th ey co-own a home where they run a small pottery studio and raise Jonah’s 
twin girls from his previous marriage. Th ey have their challenges just like any couple, 
but they are both highly satisfied with their relationship. Now suppose that Brad and 
Lynne live across the street from Anita and Jonah. Th ey have been together for almost 
10 years but have separated twice in that time. Th eir most recent separation lasted 
seven months and would have ended their relationship permanently were it not for 
pressure from Lynne’s family for the couple to work out its diff erences. Both Brad and 
Lynne would describe their relationship as very unsatisfying.

According to research, one of the most noticeable diff erences in the communica-
tion patterns of these two couples is in their expression of emotion. Over the course 
of several studies, social psychologists John Gottman and Robert Levenson have 
identified two patterns of emotional communication that diff erentiate happy from 
unhappy couples.

First, happy partners such as Anita and Jonah communicate more positive emotion 
and less negative emotion with each other than do unhappy partners such as Brad and 
Lynne.49 In particular, people in satisfying relationships express more aff ection, use 
more humor, and communicate more assurances or verbal expressions of their com-
mitment to the relationship. In contrast, people in dissatisfying relationships express 
more anger, contempt, sadness, and hostility.50 Gottman and Levenson’s work has 
found, specifi cally, that people in satisfying couples maintain a ratio of fi ve positive 
behaviors for every one negative behavior.51

Th e second pattern of emotional communication Gottman and Levenson identified 
is that unhappy couples are more likely than happy couples to reciprocate expressions 
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of negative emotion.52 When Lynne criticizes or expresses anger toward Brad, for ex-
ample, he often reciprocates her behavior by expressing criticism or anger back at her. 
Th at type of response escalates the negativity in their conversation. As a result, the 
partners often find it diffi  cult to address the issues underlying their conflict because 
they are so focused on the negative emotions they’re communicating. In comparison, 
people in happy couples are more likely to respond to negative expressions with posi-
tive or neutral ones. Check out the “Got Skills?” box for tips on generating neutral 
responses to negative emotional expressions.

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS VARY IN HOW THEY HANDLE INSTRUMENTAL 
COMMUNICATION. People in most romantic relationships communicate with 
each other about many instrumental, day-to-day topics, such as who’s making dinner 
and who’s taking the children to soccer practice.53 Th e fact that instrumental com-
munication addresses the necessary daily tasks couples face explains why it is one of 
the most common forms of communication between romantic partners.54 It can also 
be one of the most contentious issues couples face, because romantic partners often 
disagree over the division of responsibilities for instrumental tasks.55
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How partners negotiate the division of everyday tasks mat-
ters for their relationship for at least two reasons. First, day-
to-day tasks such as cleaning, cooking, and childcare need to 
be completed, so most couples cannot leave decisions about 
who will do them to chance. Second, the way in which part-
ners divide mundane, everyday tasks often reflects the balance 
of power within their relationship.56 If one partner assumes 
greater power and control than the other, that partner is in a 
greater position to dictate how tasks will be divided. If instead 
both partners see themselves as equally powerful, the division 
of instrumental tasks can be more equitable.57

Romantic relationships vary greatly in how the partners 
communicate about the division of day-to-day tasks. In oppo-
site-sex relationships, people who believe in traditional gender-
role behaviors will often divide instrumental tasks along stereo-
typical gender lines.58 Th us, men perform tasks such as yard 
maintenance and auto repair, whereas women take responsi-
bility for meal preparation and childcare. In contrast, partners 
who do not necessarily adopt traditional gender-role behaviors 
frequently have conflict over how instrumental tasks should be 
divided.59 Specifi cally, women often wish their partners would 
take greater responsibility for household tasks and childcare 
than they actually do.60 Compared to men, women are more 
likely than men to feel that the division of instrumental tasks is 
unfair, and those feelings reduce their relational satisfaction.61

With regard to same-sex relationships, recent research has 
speculated that homosexual partners may divide instrumen-
tal tasks more equitably than opposite-sex partners, with each 
same-sex partner sharing in both stereotypically masculine 
and stereotypically feminine responsibilities. In a survey of 

113 same-sex romantic couples from around the United States, communication pro-
fessor Justin Boren discovered that such a pattern was common, particularly among 
couples who were highly satisfied with their relationships.62

Getting Out: 
Ending Romantic 
Relationships

Just as romantic relationships develop 
over time, they also come apart over time. 
Communication researcher Mark Knapp 
has described five stages that relationships 
go through when they end: diff erentiat-
ing, circumscribing, stagnating, avoid-
ing, and terminating (Figure 10.2).63

DIFFERENTIATING STAGE. Part-
ners in any romantic relationship are 
similar to each other in some ways and 

reflects the balance of power in their relationship.

FIGURE 10.2 Professor Mark Knapp suggests that relationships go 

through five distinct stages when they end.
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diff erent in other ways. In happy, stable relationships, partners see their diff erences as 
complementary. At the diff erentiating stage, however, they begin to see their diff er-
ences as undesirable or annoying.

CIRCUMSCRIBING STAGE. When romantic partners enter the circumscribing 
stage, they begin to decrease the quality and the quantity of their communication 
with each other. Th eir purpose in doing so is to avoid dealing with conflicts.64 At 
the circumscribing stage, partners start spending more time apart.65 When they’re 
together, they usually don’t talk about problems, disagreements, or sensitive issues in 
their relationship and instead focus on safe topics and issues about which they agree.

STAGNATING STAGE. If circumscribing progresses to the point where the part-
ners are barely speaking to each other, the relationship enters the stagnating stage, 
at which time the relationship stops growing and the partners feel as if they are just 
“going through the motions.” Partners avoid communicating about anything impor-
tant because they fear it will only lead to conflict. Many relationships stay stagnant for 
long periods of time.

AVOIDING STAGE. When partners decide they are no longer willing to live in a 
stagnant relationship, they enter the avoiding stage, during which they create physi-
cal and emotional distance between themselves. Some partners take a direct route to 
creating distance, such as by moving out of the house or saying “I can’t be around you 
right now.” Others create distance indirectly, such as by making up excuses for be-
ing apart (“I have company in town all next week, so I won’t be able to see you”) and 
curtailing availability to the other person by screening phone calls or not responding 
to instant messages.

TERMINATING STAGE. Th e last stage in Knapp’s model of relationship dissolu-
tion is the terminating stage, at which point the relationship is offi  cially judged to be 
over. In nonmarital relationships, that usually involves one or both partners’ moving 
out if the couple shared a residence. It also involves dividing property, announcing to 
friends and family that the relationship has ended, and negotiating the rules of any fu-
ture contact between the partners. For legally married partners, relational termination 
means getting a divorce, the legal discontinu-
ation of the marriage. In the United States to-
day, approximately 40 percent of all marriages 
end in divorce.66

Th e decision to end a romantic relationship 
is a significant one. It often requires a substan-
tial reorganization of the family, and it can 
take an enormous mental and emotional toll, 
particularly on children. Research shows that 
children can be negatively aff ected by divorce 
well into their adulthood.67 Th at isn’t always 
the case, though. When the romantic relation-
ship is highly conflicted, neglectful, or abusive, 
for instance, children and their parents are of-
ten better off  after the relationship ends.68

Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes the five 
stages of relationship dissolution.
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Communicating in Families

It’s hard to overestimate the importance of families in our lives. For most of us, our 
fi rst relationships are with our family members. Familial relationships can provide 
us with a feeling of belonging, a sense of our own history, and a measure of uncon-
ditional love and support we cannot find anywhere else. Growing up in a family also 
introduces us to the concept of relationships and can help us form mental models for 
how to engage in friendships and romantic relationships in adolescence and adult-
hood. Yet families can also be a source of great frustration and heartache—and many 
family relationships experience both peace and conflict. Th e depth of our engagement 
with families, and the fact that they can be both so positive and so negative, make 
families one of our most important intimate relationships.

In this section, we’ll examine what makes a family a family and what characteris-
tics familial relationships often share. We’ll also survey types of family structures and 
discover what communication issues are common in family relationships.

What Makes a Family?

If you were asked to draw a picture of your family, whom would you choose to in-
clude? Some people might be obvious options, such as your parents, spouse, siblings, 
and children. How about your grandparents? Nieces and nephews? In-laws? What 
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about your stepsiblings? Maybe there are close friends or longtime neighbors whom 
you think of as family—would you include them as well?

Even researchers have diffi  culty defi ning exactly what makes a family a family, yet 
many scholars agree that most family relationships have one or more of three impor-
tant characteristics: genetic ties, legal obligations, and role behaviors.

GENETIC TIES. Many family members are related “by blood,” meaning they share 
a specified proportion of their genetic material. For instance, you share about 50 per-
cent of your genes with your biological mother, biological father, and each full biologi-
cal sibling (or 100 percent if you’re an identical twin or identical triplet). With your 
grandparents, aunts and uncles, and any half-siblings, you share about 25 percent of 
your genes, and with cousins, it’s about 12.5 percent.

Although many family relationships include genetic ties, some do not. Consider 
that we typically share zero percent of our genes with our spouses, steprelatives, and 
adopted relatives, yet we generally consider them to be family. Moreover, although 
sharing a genetic tie makes two people biological relatives, it does not necessarily 
mean they share a social or an emotional relationship. People who were adopted as 
infants, for example, may not even know their genetic parents and may consider their 
adoptive parents to be their family. Social networking sites such as Facebook and 
MySpace are helping some adopted children reunite with their birth parents, as the 
“Get Connected” box explains. Clearly, however, a genetic tie is not the only element 
that defines family relationships. Rather, families share other characteristics as well.

LEGAL OBLIGATIONS. Another aspect of many family relationships is that they 
involve legal bonds. For example, parents have many legal obligations toward their 
minor children, and neglecting their responsibilities to house, feed, educate, and care 
for their children is a crime.69 Furthermore, marriage is the most heavily regulated 
family relationship from a legal perspective—in the United States, well over a thou-
sand diff erent federal laws govern some aspect of marriage.70

What makes a family a family? 

According to researchers, most 

family relationships have at 

least one of three fundamental 

characteristics: genetic ties, 

legal obligations, and role 

behaviors.
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Th e law also regulates adoptive relationships and domestic partnerships, and even 
stepfamily relationships are aff ected by the laws regulating the stepparents’ marriages. 
Th e existence of a legal bond is therefore another characteristic of many family rela-
tionships. Family members often feel they have responsibilities to one another even 
without the law’s saying so, but laws formalize those responsibilities and help to en-
sure that they are met.

ROLE BEHAVIORS. Regardless of whether a relationship is bound by genetic or le-
gal ties, many people believe the most important characteristic that defines it as famil-
ial is that the individuals in it act like a family. According to that idea, there are cer-
tain behaviors or roles that family members are expected to enact. Th ose may include 
living together, taking care of and loving one another, and representing themselves as 
a family to outsiders. People who enact such behaviors and who think of themselves as 
family are therefore family, according to that defi nition.

Th e three fundamental dimensions of a family we’ve considered—genetic, legal, and 
role—are not mutually exclusive, and some relationships, such as parental relation-
ships, include all of them. Rather, they are characteristics that often help to defi ne 
a relationship as familial. How researchers define family is important, because that 
defi nition determines, in part, which relationships family scholars study and which 
they do not. How you define family is also important, because that can influence your 
decisions about whom you invite to significant occasions in your life, with whom you 
will share resources, and to whom you will entrust secrets or sensitive information.

FINDING MOM AND DAD ON FACEBOOK
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Types of Families

One of the reasons it can be tricky to talk about families is that they come in so many 
forms. Let’s begin to sort those out by distinguishing between what researchers label 
family of origin and family of procreation. Family of origin is the family one grows 
up in, so it typically consists of one’s parents or stepparents and siblings. Family of 
procreation is the family one starts as an adult, and it consists of a spouse or romantic 
partner and/or any children raised as one’s own. Most adults would say they belong to 
both a family of origin and a family of procreation; others, however, may identify with 
only one type of family or with neither type.

Families of origin and families of procreation themselves both develop in many 
forms. Perhaps the most traditional profi le consists of a married woman and man and 
their biological children. Researchers often call that confi guration a nuclear family,
and it is the traditional family form in the United States. Is the nuclear family still the 
most common type today? See the “Fact or Fiction?” box to fi nd out.71

One family type that is becoming increasingly common is the blended family, with 
two adult partners (who may be married or cohabiting and of the same or opposite 
sex) raising children who are not the biological off spring of both partners. Th e chil-
dren may be adopted, or they may be the biological off spring of one of the parents and 
the stepchildren of the other.

STILL GOING NUCLEAR: THE AVERAGE AMERICAN 

FAMILY REMAINS A NUCLEAR FAMILY
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 family of origin The family 

in which one grows up (often 

consisting of one’s parents 

and siblings).

 family of procreation The 

family one starts as an adult 

(often consisting of one’s 

spouse and children).
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A third family form is the single-parent family, in which one adult raises one or 
more children. As in blended families, the children may be the parent’s biological 
off spring or they may be adopted children or stepchildren. Th ere are more than 
11 million single-parent families in the United States, and nearly 10 million of those 
are headed by a single mother.72 A fourth family form, the extended family, includes 
relatives such as grandparents, cousins, aunts and uncles, and other individuals whom 
a person considers to be part of his or her family. Individuals may or may not interact 
with their extended family on a regular basis, but research shows extended-family 
relationships can be a significant part of their family experience.73

Communication Issues in Families

As in all significant relationships, communication plays a big part in making or break-
ing family relationships. Let’s examine four communication issues that families com-
monly deal with: roles, rituals, stories, and secrets.

FAMILY ROLES. Family roles embody the functions individuals serve in the fam-
ily system. One person may be the problem solver; another might act as the family 
jokester or the family peacemaker. One sibling may be the troublemaker, whereas 
another may serve as the caregiver. Importantly, family roles are diff erent from family 
positions, such as father and daughter, which are based on the structure of our rela-
tionships with others. Roles are based not on relationship structures but rather on the 
social and emotional functions an individual’s behavior serves within the family.

Family roles often become particularly relevant when the family is in conflict. Ex-
pert family therapist Virginia Satir has suggested that four roles become especially 
common during conflict episodes.74 Th e first role is the blamer, who holds others re-
sponsible for whatever goes wrong but accepts no responsibility for his or her own 
behaviors. A second role is the placater, the peacemaker who will go to any lengths to 
reduce conflict. Th at person may simply agree with whatever anyone says to keep oth-
ers from getting angry. A third role is the computer, who attempts to use logic and rea-
son—rather than emotion—to defuse the situation. Finally, there’s the distracter, who 
makes random, irrelevant comments so that the rest of the family will forget about the 
confl ict. Each role leads people to communicate in diff erent ways. Some role behaviors, 
such as computing and placating, can be useful for resolving conflict or at least for pre-
venting it from escalating. Th e behavior of blamers and distracters, on the other hand, 
might make confl ict worse by taking attention away from the topic of the confl ict.

Family roles can evolve over time. Early in the movie Garden State (2004), Andrew 
Largeman (played by Zach Bra  oids conflict to keep peace in his family. As the 
film progresses, however, he encourages others to express their feelings, even if they 
are negative. How have your own family roles evolved?

FAMILY RITUALS. Many families have their own important traditions. One fam-
ily’s tradition might be to spend every Th anksgiving serving turkey dinners at a shelter 
for homeless veterans. Another’s tradition might be to attend drag races together every 
summer. We call those traditions family rituals, or repetitive activities that have spe-
cial meaning. Rituals serve a variety of functions in family interactions, among them 
reinforcing a family’s values and providing a sense of belonging. A family ritual such 
as an annual road trip isn’t just about the trip; it’s also about spending time together, 
creating memories, and emphasizing how important family relationships are.

According to communication scholars Dawn Braithwaite, Leslie Baxter, and An-
neliese Harper, rituals can be especially important in blended families comprising 

 rituals Repetitive behav-

iors that have special meaning 

for a group or relationship.
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stepparents and stepchildren. Th eir research 
found that people often “import” rituals 
from their original family into their blended 
family.75 Sometimes the blended family re-
tains or adapts these rituals; sometimes it 
does not. For instance, Braithwaite and her 
colleagues described one family in which a 
widowed mother and her children would 
have a pizza “picnic” in the living room on 
a regular basis. Th e children would cuddle 
with the mother on the couch, eat pizza, 
and talk, and everyone considered it to be 
a special time. When the mother remarried 
and acquired stepchildren, however, the 
ritual stopped, perhaps because the stepchil-
dren would have been uncomfortable tak-
ing part.

Braithwaite and colleagues also found that it’s important for blended families to 
develop their own rituals. In one such family, a young man described how his new 
stepfather began a ritual of watching the Super Bowl with his brother and him. Ac-
cording to this young man, that ritual served as a means of promoting communica-
tion with his stepfather: “It gave us something in common and we could talk about 
sports. It gave us a link. We both understood things, so we could eventually talk about 
other things more freely. . . . I almost started thinking of him as my dad.”76

FAMILY STORIES. Many of us can think of particular stories we’ve heard over and 
over again from family members. Maybe your grandparents were fond of describing 
how they overcame hardships when they were first married, and your parents have 
a favorite story about your childhood antics. Even an event that was stressful or un-
pleasant at the time but turned out well, such as getting a flat tire during a vacation, 
can serve a reassuring or cautionary function when it becomes part of the family. 
Stories are common in families, and communication scholar Elizabeth Stone suggests 
that they do more than provide entertainment. Family stories, she says, give families 
a sense of their history, express what family members expect of one another, and rein-
force connections across diff erent generations.77

Family stories tend to have at least two characteristics in common. First, they’re told 
and retold, often over long periods of time. In that way, they become part of a family’s 
collective knowledge: After a while, nearly everyone in the family has heard each story 
over and over. Second, family stories convey an underlying message about the family, 
such as “We are proud,” “We overcome adversity,” or “We stick together no matter what.”

FAMILY SECRETS. Many families have secrets they intentionally keep hidden. 
Th ose secrets often contain information the family considers private and inappropri-
ate for sharing with outsiders, such as details of religious practices, health or legal 
issues, family conflicts, or financial information. Keeping family secrets doesn’t just 
protect private family information, though; it also reinforces the family’s identity and 
exclusivity, because only family members are allowed to know the secrets.78

Secrets can also be kept within families. For instance, Marco may not want his 
parents to know he has moved in with his girlfriend, so he swears his sister to secrecy. 
Erin and Tammy may not want their young children to know that Tammy has breast 
cancer, so they agree to keep it secret. Individuals choose to keep secrets from other 

spending time together, creating memories, and reinforcing family bonds.
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family members for many reasons, such as avoiding embarrassment or conflict, pro-
tecting another person’s feelings, and maintaining a sense of autonomy and privacy.

Roles, rituals, stories, and secrets all serve as ways for family members to build and 
reinforce their interpersonal relationships. Next we consider how the emotional tone 
of our interpersonal relationships—family and other—shapes those relationships and 
our feelings about them.

 

  

A P P LY  I T
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L E A R N  I T

Creating a Positive 
Communication Climate

Perhaps you’ve noticed that each of your intimate relationships has its own “person-
ality.” You might call on diff erent family members depending on whether you need 
social support, require a critical ear, or just feel like kicking back. Maybe you feel 
comfortable teasing and being teased by your romantic partner, or maybe you take his 
or her teasing personally. Researchers refer to the emotional tone of a relationship as 
its communication climate.

Communication climate refl ects how you feel about the relationships you’re in. 
Studies show that having a positive communication climate is benefi cial for a broad 
range of relationships, including those in marriage,79 in families,80 in friendships,81 

in the workplace,82 and in educational settings.83 Communication climate is even 
important for the quality of computer-mediated interactions, such as ones you might 
have with online friends or virtual work partners.84 How can you contribute to posi-
tive communication climates in your own relationships? We’ll examine three impor-
tant skills in this section.

Using Confi rming Messages and Minimizing 
Disconfi rming Messages

One way to contribute to positive communication climates is to practice using con-
fi rming messages, behaviors that convey value for other people. Communication re-
searchers have identifi ed three types of confi rming messages, described here in order 
from least to most confi rming:

 ■ Recognition: Th e most basic act of confi rmation is to recognize that another person 
exists and is worthy of your attention. Replying to a text message from a sibling, 

4

 communication climate 
The emotional tone of a 

 relationship.

 confi rming messages 
Behaviors that indicate 

how much we value another 

person.
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calling to ask about a friend’s day, and making eye con-
tact with a new acquaintance you see in class are all ways 
of sending the message “I recognize that you matter.” In 
contrast, going out of your way to avoid a chatty neighbor 
and failing to respond to an e-mail message from a relative 
you fi nd annoying are acts of disconfi rmation.

Although recognition is the most foundational confi r-
mation behavior, it can have profound eff ects. A poignant 
example comes from the suicide note of a man in his 
30s who, before walking to San Francisco’s Golden Gate 
bridge to jump to his death, left behind a note saying “I’m 
going to walk to the bridge. If one person smiles at me 
on the way, I will not jump.”85 Recognition is essential to 
individuals because our need to belong is so great.

 I Acknowledgement: A more positive form of confi rmation is to acknowledge an-
other person’s feelings and thoughts. You engage in acts of acknowledgement 
when you ask someone’s opinion, solicit someone’s ideas, or inquire about some-
one’s feelings. Just as important as asking for that information is listening actively 
to what the person says. Using active listening behaviors, such as paraphrasing 
and asking follow-up questions, conveys the message that you are paying close 
attention to what the person says. Research shows that people feel greater confi r-
mation when they perceive that others are listening to their ideas—even if they 
disagree with them—than when they perceive that others aren’t really listening.86

 ■ Endorsement: Many of the people with whom you communicate appreciate be-
ing listened to, even if you ultimately disagree with their ideas. Th e most posi-
tive form of confi rmation, however, is to provide endorsement, which is a signal 
that you agree with what another person has said. On some occasions, you may 
endorse another’s message fully, as when expressing complete agreement with an 
opinion. On other occasions, you may provide partial endorsement, as when you 
tell a friend that you agree with her feelings but not necessarily with her actions. 
Research suggests that people in positive, stable intimate relationships seek and 
take advantage of opportunities to off er endorsement to each other.87

If some statements qualify as confi rming messages, then others constitute discon-
fi rming messages, behaviors that imply a lack of regard for another person. We of-
ten let disconfi rming messages slip out when we’re ill, fatigued, or grumpy. Research 
indicates, however, that minimizing the number of disconfi rming messages we use 
in our intimate relationships is important for the satisfaction and stability of those 
relationships.88

Communication researchers have identifi ed several types of disconfi rming mes-
sages, described here in order from most to least disconfi rming:

 ■ Impervious response: As we have noted, the most fundamental act of confi rmation 
is to recognize others. In contrast, we disconfi rm others when we enact an imper-
vious response, which means ignoring those people altogether. Even disagreeing 
passionately with another’s opinion implies that you acknowledge the person 
off ering the opinion. However, adopting an impervious response sends the mes-
sage “I don’t care enough about you even to recognize your existence,” which can 
make people feel neglected and unimportant.89

 ■ Verbal abuse: Verbal abuse is an overt form of disconfi rming message that involves 
using words to hurt people emotionally and psychologically. Calling someone 
derogatory names, off ering insults or put-downs, making sarcastic remarks about 

—  

what they’re saying—sends a confi rming message.

 disconfi rming messages 
Behaviors that imply a lack of 

regard for another person.



340    C H A P T E R  1 0  I N T E R P E R S O N A L  C O M M U N IC AT IO N  I N  R O M A N T IC  A N D  FA M I LY  R E L AT IO N S H I P S

 

complaining sends a disconfi rming message, however.

 someone’s appearance or intelligence, and 
threatening physical harm are all examples of 
verbal abuse. Verbal abuse causes many signifi -
cant problems in close relationships, particu-
larly when the recipients of the verbal abuse are 
children. 90

 ■ Generalized complaining: In a confl ict situation, 
off ering specifi c complaints often helps by fo-
cusing the conversation on particular problems. 
In contrast, off ering generalized complaints—
complaints that simply indict the other person’s 
value or character—is unhelpful and discon-
fi rming. Messages such as “Why can’t you be 
more like your brother?” and “You never think 
of anyone but yourself” usually do little beyond 
making the recipient feel unvalued.

 ■ Irrelevant response: An irrelevant response entails replying to someone’s message 
with a completely unrelated statement. Suppose your spouse says, “We really need 
to work out a schedule for the kids’ soccer practices next week” and you reply by 
saying “Don’t forget it’s my mom’s birthday on Saturday.” Your reply isn’t only off -
topic; it also conveys the message that you don’t care enough about your spouse to 
pay attention to his or her words.

 ■ Impersonal response: You enact an impersonal response when you reply to some-
one’s words with a cliché that conveys no real empathy. After your sister confi des 
in you about her recent struggles with depression, for instance, you shrug your 
shoulders and say, “Well, life’s a struggle. Th ese are stressful times we’re living 
in.” Whereas an irrelevant response implies that you aren’t paying attention to 
another’s message, an impersonal response implies that you are indiff erent to that 
message.

Using confi rming messages in your own relationships is an eff ective way to create 
positive communication climates. To do so, however, you must be able to distinguish 
between confi rming and disconfi rming statements. Check out the “Assess Your Skills” 
box to see how well you can make the distinction now.

Avoiding Making Others Defensive

Several years ago, communication researcher Jack Gibb determined that commu-
nication climates alternate bet  
ness is a feeling of excessive con
against the threat of criticism o
to one’s ego. People often fee
sive, for instance, when other
fun of something they’re sen
about, such as their weight, inc
or physical attractiveness. In co  
supportiveness is a person’s fe
assurance that others care abou
will protect him or her. Peopl
supported when others encour
age them and express concern 
for their well-being.

 defensiveness Excessive 

concern with guarding oneself 

against the threat of criticism.

 supportiveness A person’s 

feeling of assurance that oth-

ers care about and will protect 

him or her.
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In intimate relationships, feeling defensive is a sign of a negative communication 
climate. As we’ll see in Chapter 11, in fact, reacting defensively to confl ict is among 
the strongest signals that a marriage is headed for divorce.92 One strategy for building 
positive communication climates, therefore, is to avoid creating feelings of defensive-
ness in other people.

According to Gibb, communication plays a central role in shaping both defensive 
and supportive communication climates. When you use defensive messages in your 
personal relationships, you create emotional and psychological distance between oth-
ers and yourself, increasing the likelihood that others will react defensively. In con-
trast, supportive messages focus on the content of the conversation without making 
others feel attacked.

Gibb identifi ed six types of messages that promote defensiveness in interpersonal 
communication and six contrasting types of messages that promote supportiveness. 
For each pair below, we’ll examine fi rst the defensive message type and then the sup-
portive message type that should be used instead.

 I Evaluation versus description: Evaluative messages express an opinion on the value 
or worth of another person’s behaviors. Descriptive messages provide detail about 
the person’s behaviors without passing judgment.

Evaluative:  “Th is is the worst article you’ve ever written.”

Descriptive: “Th ere are some opportunities for improvement in this article.”

a s s e s s  y o u r  S K I L L S

  

 

  

 

 

  

 

   

 

 

   

  

  

  

 

HOW WELL CAN YOU SPOT A CONFIRMING MESSAGE?
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 ■ Control versus problem orientation: Control-oriented messages manipulate others 
to act only a specifi c way. Problem-oriented messages encourage collaboration and 
creative thinking.

Control-oriented: “You can’t watch TV right now; my show is on.”

Problem-oriented: “Let’s fi gure out a way we can both watch what we want.”

 ■ St  versus spontaneity: Strategic messages withhold information in an attempt 
to control the listener. Spontaneous messages express thoughts and desires openly 
and honestly, without a hidden agenda.

Strategic: “Are you busy next weekend?”

Spontaneous: “I’m planning a hike for next Saturday; want to come?”

 ■ Neutrality versus empathy: Neutral statements imply a lack of concern for the well-
being of others. Empathic statements convey concern for what others are feeling 
and experiencing.

Neutral: “Not everything goes the way you want; that’s life.”

Empathic: “I’m sorry your plans fell through; you must be disappointed.”

 ■ Superiority versus equality: Messages of superiority encourage division and an “us 
versus them” mentality. Messages of equality emphasize inclusiveness and mini-
mize status diff erences between people.

Superior: “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

Equal:  “Th at’s an interesting approach; I’ve never thought about this situation 
in that way before.”

 ■ Certainty versus provisionalism: Messages of certainty off er infl exible conclusions 
with no room for debate. Provisional messages off er ideas fl exibly, in the hope of 
generating dialogue.

Certain: “You’re wrong.”

Provisional:  “What leads you to believe that? Is it possible that the source of 
your information is mistaken?”

Gibb’s model suggests that using the supportive version of each type of message will 
help reduce or prevent defensiveness in others—and thus contribute to a more positive 
communication climate.

Providing Effective Feedback

A third way to contribute to a positive communication climate in your intimate rela-
tionships is to provide eff ective feedback during conversations. Recall that feedback 
includes the verbal and nonverbal behaviors through which you convey your attention 
to a person’s message. Feedback is eff ective only when it matches what the speaker 
wants or needs. Th us, providing eff ective feedback requires you to assess the situation 
and determine what type of reply is called for, whether non-evaluative or evaluative.

NON-EVALUATIVE FEEDBACK. When relatives and close friends describe their 
problems to you, you may have the tendency to respond by off ering your assessments of 
the situation and your suggestions for fi xing it. People do often ask their loved ones for 
advice—but frequently what they want instead is simply to be heard and understood. 
Th ose cases call for you to provide non-evaluative feedback, a reply that withholds 
assessment of what the speaker has said or done. By using non-evaluative feedback, you 
can gain information about a situation and help others work through their feelings.

 non-evaluative feed-
back A reply that withholds 

assessment of what the 

speaker has said or done.



C R E AT I N G  A  P O S I T I V E  C O M M U N IC AT IO N  C L I M AT E     343

For example, suppose your sister Sara has shared with you 
her frustrations about being unable to conceive a child with her 
husband Kris. Th ree techniques of non-evaluative feedback that 
you could use are to probe, to paraphrase, and to off er support.

 ■ Probe: Probing means asking questions that will give you 
more information about what the person is experiencing. 
In Sara’s case, you might ask whether she has explored the 
option of fertility treatments or considered the possibility of 
adoption. You might also inquire about how she and Kris 
are handling the situation emotionally. When probing, it is 
useful to ask specifi c rather than general questions. It is also 
helpful to pay attention not only to what the person says but also to nonverbal 
signals, such as facial expressions and tone of voice.

Example:  “What have your doctors told you about in vitro fertilization as an 
option?”

 ■ Paraphrase: Paraphrasing—repeating what someone has said in your own 
words—is an eff ective form of non-evaluative feedback for two reasons. First, 
it assures the person that you are paying attention and following along with the 
conversation. Second, it provides an opportunity for the other person to correct 
any misunderstandings you may have about what he or she said.

Example:  “It sounds as if you’re really interested in pursing in vitro 
fertilization, but Kris is worried about how eff ective it would be.”

 ■ Off er support: Off ering support includes sharing your perceptions of the situa-
tion and confi rming the validity of the problem. Even if you disagree with Sara’s 
perspective or believe you would handle her situation diff erently, you can say so 
without implying that her feelings are wrong or invalid. Convey the message that 
you respect her decisions even though yours might diff er.

Example:  “I can certainly understand how hard this must be for you and Kris. 
I’m not sure what I would do in your situation—but you have my 
support whatever you decide to do.”

Probing, paraphrasing, and off ering support are all ways of conveying interest in 
what Sara has said without expressing your assessment or judgment. It bears repeating 
that when people share problems or concerns with others, non-evaluative feedback is 
often all they’re seeking in return. Th erefore, unless someone has specifi cally asked for 
your opinion on how to address a problem or concern, you may create a more positive 
communication climate simply by providing non-evaluative feedback.

EVALUATIVE FEEDBACK. Th ere are situations, of course, when others want or 
need your input. In those circumstances, you can use evaluative feedback, a reply 
that off ers an assessment of what the speaker has said or done. Evaluative feedback is 
useful for reinforcing desirable behaviors and for changing or inhibiting undesirable 
behaviors.

Let’s suppose your nephew Luke has asked you to read and off er feedback on his 
term paper for his high school literature class. Off ering eff ective evaluative feedback 
can involve one or both of two steps: to provide praise and to criticize constructively.

 ■ Provide praise: Remember that evaluating something isn’t just about identifying 
its shortcomings; it’s also about noting its strengths. Th erefore, start by praising 
what Luke has done well. Praise is often most eff ective when it is particular, so 

 evaluative feedback 
A reply that offers an assess-

ment of what the speaker has 

said or done.

they aren’t always looking 

for suggestions. Often, they 

simply want to be heard. Non-

evaluative responses allow you 

to engage in the conversation 

without making assessments.



344    C H A P T E R  1 0  I N T E R P E R S O N A L  C O M M U N IC AT IO N  I N  R O M A N T IC  A N D  FA M I LY  R E L AT IO N S H I P S

describe specifi cally how he has succeeded and why it matters. Even if you fi nd 
only one aspect of the term paper to praise, doing so will likely make Luke more 
open to your suggestions for change.

Example:  “I really like your introduction. You do a good job of getting 
people’s attention and previewing what you plan to cover. Great job 
with that!”

 ■ Criticize constructively: If your evaluation is entirely positive, then praise is all that 
is required. However, if you have negative assessments to share, then it’s impor-
tant to criticize constructively. Criticizing constructively doesn’t mean pointing 
out what’s wrong; it means pointing out what can be made better and off ering ideas 
for improvement. Before off ering constructive criticism, make sure that the person 
wants your feedback. Unsolicited criticism is rarely welcome, but in the case of 
the term paper, you know that Luke has asked for your input. Focus your com-
ments only on the behavior you have been asked to evaluate, and off er them in the 
form of suggestions for improvement.

Example:  “Let’s make the body of your paper as good as your introduction is. 
If you discuss your third main point fi rst, I think that will help your 
points fl ow more smoothly.”

Notice that you are focusing specifi cally on the merits of your nephew’s paper when 
providing both praise and constructive criticism. Off ering praise helps Luke appreci-
ate what he has already done well, establishing a point of comparison that is helpful 
when he is trying to improve other parts of his paper. Constructive criticism identifi es 
specifi c parts of the paper that can benefi t from his additional attention and eff ort. By 
focusing on what Luke can improve—instead of what he has done wrong—you send 
the implicit message that improvement is possible. Th at message is vital, because it is 
never constructive to criticize something that a person cannot change. Check out the 
“Got Skills?” box for practice in providing evaluative feedback.

[ G I V I N G  E V A L U A T I V E  F E E D B A C K]

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

CONSIDER: 



 

 

A P P LY  I T

R E F L E C T  O N  I T

L E A R N  I T

MASTER the chapter

All relationships can benefi t from eff orts to improve their communication climates. 
Such eff orts are especially useful in romantic and familial relationships, however, be-
cause those relationships infl uence our happiness and well-being so directly. So, in 
your own relationships, practice communication behaviors that express confi rming 
messages, avoid making others feel awkward, and give eff ective feedback. You’ll likely 
see the communication climate of those relationships improve as you take these steps.
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lmost every relationship experiences confl ict from time to time. Managing confl ict 

can be productive, but it is also very challenging. As you’ll see in this chapter, 

though, confl ict management is a normal part of our interactions with others. You 

can learn to deal with confl ict constructively if you have the appropriate skills. Sev-

eral features of this chapter will help you develop those skills.

The Nature of 
Interpersonal Confl ict

What exactly is confl ict, and what is it like to experience confl ict in relationships? In 
this section, we will defi ne interpersonal confl ict and identify the characteristics all 
confl icts have in common. Th en we will take a look at some of the many ways people 
think about confl ict in their relationships.

Defi ning Interpersonal Confl ict

You may recall from Chapter 10 that communication scholars William Wilmot and 
Joyce Hocker defi ne interpersonal confl ict as “an expressed struggle between at least 
two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, scarce resources, and 
interference from the other party in achieving their goals.”1 According to Wilmot 
and Hocker, an interaction must have all those elements to qualify as interpersonal 
confl ict. Let’s focus in on the key elements in their defi nition.

CONFLICT IS AN EXPRESSED STRUGGLE. Having a confl ict means more than 
just disagreeing. You may disagree with President Obama’s foreign policies or your 
children’s taste in music, but you don’t really have a confl ict until you’ve made the 

1

A

 interpersonal confl ict An 

expressed struggle between 

interdependent parties who 

perceive incompatible goals, 

scarce resources, and interfer-

ence from one another.

Confl ict is often communicated 

verbally, but it can also be 

conveyed with nonverbal 

behaviors that express anger, 

concern, or disappointment.
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other person aware of your feelings. Confl ict, therefore, is a behavior. Sometimes we 
express our disagreements verbally, but we can also express them through a nonverbal 
behavior such as a mean look or a harsh tone of voice.

CONFLICT OCCURS BETWEEN INTERDEPENDENT PARTIES. Although all 
confl icts involve disagreements, a disagreement becomes a confl ict only if the parties 
depend on each other in some way—that is, if the actions of each party aff ect the 
well-being of the other. You may have noticed that confl ict is particularly common in 
relationships with high degrees of interdependence, such as those you have with your 
parents, children, instructors, bosses, and close friends. If two parties are completely 
independent of each other, then even though they may disagree, their disagreement 
isn’t considered to be an interpersonal confl ict.

It’s possible to have confl icts within yourself as well. For example, you might oc-
casionally feel confl icted about how you spend your time. Perhaps part of you thinks 
you should spend more time with your friends and family, but another part of you 
thinks you should devote more time to your schoolwork. Th is is confl ict, but it isn’t 
interpersonal confl ict. Rather, it’s intrapersonal, because it is occurring within yourself. 
Th erefore, it operates outside the realm of interpersonal confl ict.

CONFLICT IS ABOUT GOALS THE PARTIES SEE AS INCOMPATIBLE. Con-
fl ict stems from perceiving that our goals are incompatible with another person’s goals. 
Labeling goals as “incompatible” doesn’t simply mean that they are diff erent. Rather, 
two goals are incompatible when it’s impossible to satisfy both of them. You want to 
change lanes on the freeway, but the driver next to you won’t let you in. You want 
to spend your tax refund on a new fl at-screen television, but your spouse wants to 
spend it on a family vacation.

Note that the fi rst sentence in the previous paragraph explicitly refers to our percep-
tions that our goals are incompatible. In reality, it may be possible to resolve the confl ict 
in a manner that allows both parties to achieve their goals. (See the discussion of con-
fl ict strategies later in the chapter.) Th e point here is that parties in a confl ict perceive 
that their goals are mutually exclusive, even if that perception is not objectively true.

CONFLICT ARISES OVER PERCEIVED SCARCE RESOURCES. Th ere’s little 
sense in fi ghting over something one has in abundance. Rather, people tend to have 
confl ict over resources they perceive to be limited. Many relational partners have con-
fl ict over money, for instance. When individuals feel they don’t have enough money 
for everything they need and want, they can easily have confl ict over how to spend the 
money they do have.

Time is another resource that people often perceive to be scarce. Th erefore, people 
frequently engage in confl icts over how they should spend their time. Perhaps your ro-
mantic partner wants you to split your vacation time between hiking and being with 
his or her family. If you perceive that you don’t have adequate time for both activities, 
then you can experience confl ict over how you will spend your time.

CONFLICT INCLUDES INTERFERENCE. Two parties might have opposing goals 
with respect to some issue, but they won’t have genuine confl ict until they act in ways 
that prevent each other from achieving their goals. You might disapprove of your 
roommate’s smoking habit, for instance, but you won’t have true confl ict until you 
behave in ways that interfere with his habit. Complaining about his smoking, for 
instance, might diminish the enjoyment he derives from it. Hiding his cigarettes or 
throwing them out would make it more diffi  cult for him to smoke. In either case, you 
are interfering with your roommate’s ability to achieve his goal.
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Thinking About Interpersonal Confl ict

When you think about your own experiences with interpersonal confl ict, what words 
or images come to mind? It turns out that people often think about confl ict using 
fi gurative language, such as metaphors.2 Researchers have identifi ed a number of 
metaphors people use to describe confl ict. Refl ect on how well each of the follow-
ing common metaphors about confl ict refl ects the way you view your own confl ict 
experiences:

 I Confl ict is a war. Confl ict is a series of battles, with winners and losers.

 I Confl ict is an explosion. Confl ict is like hearing a time bomb ticking and then 
watching something blow up.

 I Confl ict is a trial. Each side presents its arguments and evidence, and whoever 
argues best wins the confl ict.

 I Confl ict is a stru le. Confl ict is a diffi  cult and ongoing part of life.

 I Confl ict is an act of nature. Confl ict simply happens to people; it cannot be pre-
vented or controlled.

 I Confl ict is an animal behavior. Only the strong survive; confl ict is a natural part of 
all creatures’ lives.

 I Confl ict is a mess. Confl ict is messy, and it contaminates other aspects of life.

 I Confl ict is miscommunication. Confl ict stems from misunderstandings and break-
downs in communication.

 I Confl ict is a game. Confl ict is a fun competition in which participants test their 
skills against each other.

 I Confl ict is a heroic adventure. Confl ict is about taking risks and conquering new 
territory.

 I Confl ict is a balancing act. Engaging in confl ict is like juggling or walking a tight-
rope; one wrong move can spell disaster.

 I Confl ict is a bargaining table. Confl ict brings people together for a collective 
purpose.

 I Confl ict is a tide. Confl ict ebbs and fl ows; on the basis of experience, we can pre-
dict when it is likely to occur.

 I Confl ict is a dance. Partners learn how to “move” with each other through their 
confl ict episodes.

 I Confl ict is a garden. Experiences of confl ict represent seeds for the future; if cared 
for, they will result in a worthwhile harvest.

As you can see, those metaphors represent a wide variety of ideas. Some images are 
inherently negative, but others could be considered neutral or even positive. Can you 

imagine how the way you think about confl ict might aff ect your 
experience of it? For instance, if you think of confl ict as a game, 
a dance, or a garden, might you experience it diff erently than if 
you think of it as a war, a struggle, or a mess?

Researchers have found that the way we interpret or “frame” 
a confl ict can greatly aff ect the way we experience it and the 
communication choices we make to manage it.3 While argu-
ing with his co-worker Madison over use of the company car, 
for instance, Russell suddenly realized that Madison was 
smiling in the midst of their heated discussion. Her smiling 

Two parties can be engaged 

in the same confl ict but 

might frame the confl ict quite 

differently. Do you think of 

confl ict as a trial? As an animal 

behavior? As a dance? As a 

balancing act? As a war? As a 

game?
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made him even angrier, because he felt she wasn’t taking him seriously. Th e angrier he 
got, however, the more she smiled. Only during a conversation weeks later did they 
learn that they frame confl ict quite diff erently: Russell frames confl ict as a war, but 
Madison frames it as a game.

One result of that diff erence is that Madison probably experienced less stress over 
the confl ict than Russell did. Because Madison sees confl ict as a fun competition 
rather than as a battle between winners and losers, she didn’t necessarily feel threat-
ened or distressed by what Russell said. Instead, she interpreted his comments as chal-
lenges that tested her interpersonal skills. In contrast, because Russell frames confl ict 
as a war, he interpreted every statement from Madison as an attempt to defeat him. 
As a result, he fi nds interpersonal confl ict to be stressful and threatening in a way that 
Madison does not.

Because the way we frame a confl ict can infl uence our experience of it, many thera-
pists encourage people to reframe their confl icts. Reframing means changing the way 
you think about an interpersonal situation so that you adopt a more useful frame.4 For 
instance, a therapist or a counselor could help Russell reframe his confl icts with his 
co-workers so that he sees them as an adventure, a balancing act, or a dance instead 
of as a war.

Confl ict in Personal Relationships

Confl ict occurs at many social levels. Communities, organizations, and certainly na-
tions have confl ict with one another. Interpersonal confl ict, however, often aff ects our 
lives more directly and more intimately than confl icts at those broader levels. In this 
section, we will examine several characteristics of interpersonal confl ict and identify 
topics most likely to spur confl ict in our personal relationships. Next, we will survey 
the ways that gender and culture infl uence confl ict. We will conclude by considering 
why confl ict seems to be especially common when we’re communicating online.

Characteristics of Interpersonal Confl ict

Although we have confl icts over diff erent issues with diff erent people, we can make 
some general observations that apply to all interpersonal confl ict. In this section, we’ll 
look at fi ve basic characteristics of confl ict in personal relationships.
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CONFLICT IS NATURAL. Most of us would be hard-pressed to think of a single 
important relationship in which we don’t have confl ict from time to time. Confl ict 
is a normal, natural part of relating to others. Maybe you enjoy listening to music at 
night, whereas your housemates prefer quiet. Perhaps you feel you’ve earned a raise at 
work, but your boss disagrees. Almost every signifi cant relationship—especially those 
with close friends, relatives, and romantic partners—is bound to experience confl ict 
once in a while.

Having confl ict with someone doesn’t necessarily mean your relationship is un-
healthy or distressed. Indeed, the presence of confl ict indicates you have an interde-
pendent relationship. It means you aff ect each other; if you didn’t, you’d have no need 
for confl ict in the fi rst place. So, confl ict itself isn’t a bad thing. In fact, as we’ll see 
later in this chapter, if we handle confl ict productively, it can produce positive out-
comes. What matters is how people handle their confl icts. Later in this chapter, we’ll 
explore useful strategies for managing confl ict.

CONFLICT HAS CONTENT, RELATIONAL, AND PROCEDURAL DIMENSIONS.
In personal relationships, confl icts often focus on a specifi c point of contention, but 
on a deeper level they also have broader implications for the relationship itself. To il-
lustrate that point, let’s suppose Marc fi nds out Amber, his teenage daughter, has been 
stealing his credit card out of his wallet to participate in online gambling. When Marc 
confronts Amber about the situation, they argue about the dishonesty of stealing and 
the risks of gambling. Th ose are the content dimensions of the confl ict, the specifi c top-
ics from which the confl ict arose.

Even when Amber promises to change her behaviors, however, Marc doesn’t feel 
completely satisfi ed with the outcome of their argument. Th e reason is that there are 

also relational dimensions to the confl ict, which are the 
implications the confl ict has for the relationship. Marc 
feels that Amber has shown disrespect by stealing from 
him and that he can no longer trust her. Th at dimension 
of the confl ict is not so much about the content of their 
argument (Amber shouldn’t steal or gamble) as it is about 
the nature of their relationship. Although Marc may be 
successful in changing Amber’s behavior, repairing the 
damage to their mutual respect and trust may require 
much more time and a much greater eff ort.

Confl ict also has procedural dimensions, which are the 
rules or expectations individuals follow for how to en-
gage in confl ict. Suppose Marc believes confl ict should 
be dealt with straightforwardly through open and honest 
discussion, whereas Amber prefers to avoid confl ict, hop-
ing that disagreements will resolve themselves. Marc and 
Amber may have a diffi  cult time managing their confl ict 
if they adopt such contrasting procedures. In essence, 
they are attempting to play the same game by completely 
diff erent rules.

When people adopt dramatically diff erent procedures for managing confl ict, they 
often wind up engaging in metaconfl ict, which is confl ict about confl ict itself. “You 
always run away from disagreements,” Marc might say to Amber. She might respond, 
“Well, you want to have a fi ght about every little issue—sometimes you just have to 
let things go!” Notice here that Marc and Amber are no longer arguing about Amber’s 
stealing and gambling but about how they engage in confl ict in the fi rst place. Th eir 

 metaconfl ict Confl ict 

about confl ict.
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metaconfl ict is the result of approaching confl ict with dramatically dif-
ferent expectations or rules. An illustration of the content, relational, and 
procedural dimensions of confl ict appears in Figure 11.1.

CONFLICT CAN BE DIRECT OR INDIRECT. In 
many instances, people deal with their confl icts di-
rectly and openly. When Maria and Sofi e disagree on 
where to spend the holidays, for example, they have a 
series of arguments in which each one tries to persuade 
the other to adopt her point of view. When Rosemary 
grounds her son for using drugs, they argue openly 
about the seriousness of his behavior and the severity of his punishment.

People can also express confl ict indirectly. Instead of dealing with their confl icts 
openly, for instance, individuals may behave in ways that are hurtful or vengeful to-
ward others. Jade is upset with her boyfriend, so she deliberately fl irts with other men 
in front of him. Tamir is angry at his wife for inviting her parents to dinner, so he 
spends the whole evening playing solitaire on his computer. Th ose behaviors express 
confl ict, but in an indirect way that prevents the confl ict from being resolved.

When you are experiencing confl ict with another person, which is better: to deal 
with the confl ict openly and directly, or to deal with it indirectly? Th at’s a complex 
question, and the answer is that neither approach is better in every situation. Han-
dling confl ict directly can lead to quicker resolution, but it may also cause the confl ict 
to escalate and become even more serious. Conversely, dealing with confl ict indirectly 
may be easier and more comfortable, but it can also leave the confl ict unresolved for a 
longer period of time. Which approach is better depends on the situation, what your 
goals are, with whom you’re having the confl ict, and how important the outcome of 
the confl ict is to you. Later in this chapter, we’ll discuss several strategies for engaging 
in confl ict when you experience it.

CONFLICT CAN BE HARMFUL. Experiencing confl ict doesn’t usually feel good, 
so it may not surprise you to learn that confl ict can be harmful to your well-being 
when you don’t manage it properly. In one study, for instance, psychologists video-
taped 150 healthy married couples discussing a contentious topic for six minutes. Two 
days later, they took a CT scan of each spouse’s chest. Th ey found that husbands who 
had been overly controlling and wives who had been overly hostile during the confl ict 
episode exhibited a greater degree of hardening of the arteries than husbands and 
wives who didn’t display those behaviors.5

Other studies have demonstrated that engaging in confl ict often causes the body to 
produce a stress response by increasing the level of stress hormones6 and natural killer 
cells7 in the bloodstream. As one experiment illustrated, the stress created by confl ict 
can even cause wounds to heal more slowly than they otherwise would, especially if 
the people in confl ict behave in a negative, hostile way toward each other.8 As these 
and other investigations show, the ways that people handle confl icts, particularly in 
their romantic relationships, have far-reaching implications for their health.9

Confl ict is particularly harmful to personal well-being when it escalates into ag-
gression and violence.10 Researchers estimate that over the past two decades, as many 
as half of all marital, cohabiting, and dating relationships have involved some combi-
nation of verbal, physical, and/or sexual aggression.11 One study found that 12 per-
cent of women and 11 percent of men had committed at least one violent act—such 
as slapping, kicking, or punching—against their romantic partner during a confl ict 
episode within the previous year.12

FIGURE 11.1 The Three Distinct Dimensions of 

Interpersonal Confl ict
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In such relationships, aggression is often the result of one person’s attempts to 
dominate an argument—and, by extension, to dominate the partner.13 Although the 
victims of relational aggression are most likely to be women, men are also victimized, 
by both male and female romantic partners.14 Research shows that violence during 
confl ict is approximately as common in gay and lesbian relationships as in heterosex-
ual ones.15 Certain situations appear to give rise to aggression more often than others, 
such as when one partner is intoxicated; see the “Communication: Dark Side” box.

One of the most surprising fi ndings concerning aggression is that it doesn’t always 
lead to dissatisfaction in relationships.16 In fact, people in abusive relationships often 
see their partners’ physical aggression as a sign of love, and they are frequently quick to 

communication
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forgive their partners’ aggressive behaviors or even to blame themselves.
statement isn’t suggesting that aggression is good for relationships. O  
contrary, over time aggression frequently leads to an erosion of trust, h
ness, and self-esteem among its victims.18 Recipients of aggression, how  
aren’t always quick to end their relationships with the aggressors. Rat
they sometimes report relational satisfaction despite the aggression.19

CONFLICT CAN BE BENEFICIAL. It’s relatively easy to identify  
negative features of confl ict: It’s stressful, it can damage health, and i
lead to aggression and violence. When confl ict is managed well, ho  
it can have certain benefi ts. Working through a confl ict in a positive
structive manner can help two people learn more about each other an
relationship.20 It may also lead them to a more satisfactory solution t  
problem than either could have come up with alone. Th ose benefi ts m
pend on whether only one party in an interpersonal confl ict—or both p
has the skills to manage it well.

Managing confl ict constructively can also help to prevent small prob  
escalating into larger ones. Let’s say your co-worker complains to yo
about his girlfriend while you’re trying to get your work done. Instea
ing the problem, however, you just let it annoy you day after day unti  
explode at him, yelling, causing a scene, and eventually being reprima
boss. Simply addressing the situation when it fi rst arose would likely have alleviated 
much of your frustration and prevented that small annoyance from turning into a 
confl ict with your co-worker.

Over time, the ability to handle confl icts positively may give people more con-
fi dence in their communication skills and in the strength of their interpersonal re-
lationships. Research on married couples has shown that spouses who engage in 
constructive confl ict behaviors—such as avoiding criticizing their spouses and being 
responsive to each other’s concerns—are happier with their relationships21 and more 
satisfi ed with the outcomes of their confl icts than spouses who don’t.22 It may be 
that handling confl ict constructively makes couples satisfi ed, or that satisfi ed couples 
handle confl ict in a constructive manner. In either case, relationship satisfaction and 
constructive confl ict management are strongly connected.

Successful resolution of confl icts can be very benefi cial, but can every confl ict be 
resolved? Take a look at the “Fact or Fiction?” box to fi nd out.

The Most Common Sources of Confl ict

Like relationships themselves, confl icts come in all shapes and sizes. What are some 
of the most typical issues people fi ght about? In one study, communication scholar 
Larry Erbert asked spouses to report the most common sources of confl ict in their 
marriage.23 You might be surprised to learn that men and women identifi ed the same 
three leading sources of confl ict. Th e most common was personal criticisms, or spouses’ 
complaints or criticisms of each other’s undesirable behaviors or bad habits (such as 
smoking or excessive drinking). Almost 20 percent of the couples Erbert interviewed 
mentioned personal criticisms as a common source of confl ict.

Th e second-most-frequent answer, at 13 percent, was fi nances, or confl icts about 
money. It’s not uncommon for spouses to disagree about how their money should be 
spent, saved, or invested. Further, because money is a scarce resource for many people, 
confl icts over fi nances can be particularly diffi  cult.

Although victims of relational 

violence are most likely to 

be women, men are also 

victimized, by both male and 

female romantic partners.
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Th ird on the list was household chores, or confl icts over the division of labor. Spouses 
have to negotiate how to divide up tasks such as cleaning, cooking, gardening, and 
car maintenance, and many couples fi nd it easy to disagree about who should take 
on which responsibilities. Confl ict can also emerge when spouses fail to meet their 
responsibilities, because both spouses suff er when the laundry doesn’t get washed or 
the lawn doesn’t get mowed.

In his study, Erbert found that personal criticisms, fi nances, and household chores 
together accounted for approximately 42 percent of all the confl ict topics mentioned. 
Other common sources of confl ict for married couples were their children, employ-
ment, in-laws, sex, how they should spend holidays and vacations, how they should 
spend their time in general, and how they communicate with each other.24 Studies 
have also shown that the major topics of confl ict are nearly identical for gay, lesbian, 
and heterosexual couples.25

Many studies have focused on confl ict in romantic relationships because of the 
high degree of interdependence that characterizes those relationships. We experi-

ence confl ict in a host of relationships, however. Many of us routinely 
 confl ict with superiors or subordinates, neighbors, parents or 
ldren, co-workers, instructors, and other people with whom we 

nterdependent. Like confl icts with romantic partners, many of 
se confl icts center on issues of power, respect, and the distribu-

f resources such as money and time.26 We will look specifi cally 
he central role of power in the next section.

How Sex and Gender Affect Confl ict

It’s almost cliché to say that sex and gender play an important 
role in confl ict. Indeed, television shows such as Modern Fam-
ily and How I Met Your Mother and movies such as Life as We 
Know It and Scott Pilgrim vs. the World base their humor on 

IF YOU TRY HARD ENOUGH, YOU CAN RESOLVE 
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the idea that women and men have diffi  culty 
understanding each other—a problem that 
creates situation after situation that is ripe 
for confl ict. Although diff erences in their be-
haviors and ways of thinking can certainly 
be sources of confl ict, women and men often 
have the added challenge of dealing with con-
fl ict in systematically diff erent ways.

As we saw in Chapter 2, traditional gen-
der socialization confl ates sex and gender by 
teaching men to adopt masculine traits and 
behaviors and women to adopt feminine traits 
and behaviors. At least in North American 
societies, traditional gender socialization has 
encouraged women to “play nice” by avoiding confl ict and sacrifi cing their own goals 
in order to accommodate the goals of others. Conversely, men are often encouraged to 
engage in confl ict directly, using competitive or even aggressive behaviors to achieve 
victory. At the same time, however, men are often taught not to hurt women.27

Th ose messages about gender can create challenges for both women and men when 
it comes to managing confl ict. Some women may feel that engaging in confl ict overtly 
is contrary to the feminine gender role, so they adopt less direct tactics to achieve their 
goals. One such tactic is passive aggression, in which individuals hide their aggres-
sion in seemingly innocent behaviors.

Consider the case of Chelsea, who becomes irritated when her boyfriend answers 
his cell phone whenever it rings, even while they’re out to dinner. Instead of telling 
him how she feels, Chelsea expresses her irritation passively by sometimes failing to 
answer the phone when he calls. She then calls him back later and claims she hadn’t 
heard the phone ring. In this way, Chelsea avoids overt confl ict by behaving aggres-
sively (ignoring her boyfriend’s calls) but in a seemingly innocent manner (claiming 
she didn’t hear the phone). As we’ll see later in the chapter, however, women may also 
believe that they must fi ght for whatever resources are available to them, particularly 
when they feel they are in a less-powerful position than men.

Society’s messages to men about confl ict may encourage them to engage in confl ict 
overtly—possibly aggressively—even in situations when a subtler, less direct approach 
could be just as eff ective. Because men are taught to engage in confl ict directly but 
also not to hurt women, they may feel particularly confl icted about how to act dur-
ing confl ict episodes with women. Men often resolve that quandary by disengaging, 
thereby leaving the confl ict unresolved. Psychologist John Gottman uses the term 
stonewalling to describe that pattern of withdrawal. As we’ll consider later in this 
chapter, stonewalling can be a particularly problematic behavior for couples.

In opposite-sex romantic relationships, traditional gender messages often encour-
age partners to adopt a demand–withdraw pattern, in which one partner (typi-
cally the woman) makes demands (“We need to talk about the problems in our rela-
tionship”), and the other partner (usually the man) responds by withdrawing (“I don’t 
want to talk about it”).28 Even though this pattern of behavior largely conforms to 
typical North American gender roles, research indicates that those gender-related be-
havior diff erences are especially common in dissatisfi ed, distressed relationships.29 
One possible reason that demand–withdrawal is particularly common in distressed 
relationships is that if one partner usually withdraws from the conversation, then 
the confl ict is unlikely to be resolved. Over time unresolved confl ict can lead to 
dissatisfaction.
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Women and men appear to deal with confl ict in much the same ways, whether 
they are heterosexual or homosexual. Research has found that lesbian and gay couples 
use strategies similar to those used by heterosexuals to deal with confl ict.30 As fam-
ily communication researchers John Caughlin and Anita Vangelisti have suggested, 
however, gay and lesbian couples are also likely to experience potential sources of con-
fl ict that seldom affl  ict straight couples.31 For one, lesbian and gay partners may have 
confl ict over whom to tell, and how much to tell, about their sexual orientation.32 If 
one partner is “out” to family and friends while the other partner conceals his or her 
sexual orientation, that discrepancy can lead to confl icts related to a couple’s social 
relationships and their long-term plans. Gay and lesbian adults may also encounter 
discrimination and prejudice from their families, co-workers, or neighbors, which can 
cause considerable distress and make routine confl icts about other matters seem more 
substantial than they are.33

How Culture Affects Confl ict

Just as gender messages encourage people to handle confl icts in particular ways, so do 
cultural messages. Th at is, the values and norms individuals learn from their culture 
can shape the way they respond to confl ict with members of their own culture.

Some scholars believe the most important cultural factor is whether one’s culture 
is individualistic or collectivistic.34 As you’ll recall from Chapter 2, people raised in 
individualistic cultures are taught to value the rights, needs, and goals of the indi-
vidual. Th ey learn that it is acceptable to disagree with others, and they are encour-
aged to stand up for themselves in the face of confl ict.35 In contrast, people raised in 
collectivistic cultures are taught that the group’s priorities take precedence over the 
individual’s and that maintaining group harmony takes precedence over pursuing in-
dividual success. Th us, they are more likely to manage confl ict through avoiding the 
disagreement, yielding to the other person’s wishes, or asking a neutral party to me-
diate the confl ict, because those strategies can help preserve harmony.36 Th ey would 
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probably consider the direct, overt behaviors that people in individualistic cultures 
often use to manage confl ict to be insensitive or rude.

A second cultural dimension that infl uences how people manage confl ict is whether 
the culture is low context or high context.37 People in low-context cultures (such as 
the United States) value communication that is explicit, direct, and literal. When they 
engage in confl ict with one another, they therefore expect all parties to be clear about 
the source of the disagreement and up front about their suggestions for resolution. In 
comparison, people in high-context cultures (such as Japan) value subtlety, deriving 
much of the meaning in their conversations from social conventions and nonverbal 
expressions. When they experience confl ict with one another, they place a premium 
on saving face and not embarrassing the other party. As a result, they tend to discuss 
disagreements indirectly, without direct accusations or direct requests for action.38

Clearly, then, those cultural dimensions—individualism versus collectivism and 
high context versus low context—lead people to resolve confl icts in diff erent ways. 
Th ose diff erences are often magnifi ed when confl icts arise between people from diff er-
ent cultures. Suppose that Gerry, who was raised in an individualistic culture, is having 
confl ict with Kenan, who was raised in a collectivistic culture. Kenan will likely try to 
manage the confl ict in a way that preserves harmony in the relationships and avoids of-
fending or embarrassing Gerry. He may therefore be distraught if Gerry approaches the 
confl ict in the direct, adversarial way that is common in his culture. Conversely, Gerry 
may feel that Kenan’s more indirect way of engaging in confl ict implies that Kenan 
doesn’t care about the confl ict or its outcome.

When two people approach a confl ict with dramatically diff erent values and norms, 
they are likely to misunderstand each other’s behaviors, and that misunderstanding 
can exacerbate the confl ict.39 By learning about the norms and behaviors of other cul-
tures and interacting with people from diff erent cultural backgrounds, however, indi-
viduals can improve their ability to handle intercultural confl ict in constructive ways.

Confl ict Online

Confl ict is common in face-to-face settings, but it can seem especially frequent when 
people communicate online. One reason is that computer-mediated communication 
has a disinhibition eff ect, meaning that it removes constraints and thus invites peo-
ple to say or do things that they wouldn’t in person.40 Let’s suppose Saika gets an 
e-mail from her supervisor saying that he is rejecting her vacation request for next 
month. Saika feels angry, particularly because she worked overtime last month while 
her supervisor was on vacation. Because Saika reads her supervisor’s words online 
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instead of hearing them in person, she feels less inhibited about express-
ing her anger. As a result of her disinhibition, she sends her supervisor an 
e-mail reply fi lled with angry, infl ammatory statements that she would 
never make to him in person. Saika’s behavior causes her supervisor great 
distress—and thus intensifi es their confl ict.

Researchers suggest several strategies for handling potential confl icts in 
online contexts. First, don’t respond right away. Instead, give yourself sev-
eral hours to calm down and collect your thoughts. (Of course, that advice 
often applies to confl icts that occur in person as well.) Because e-mail puts 
your words in print right in front of another person, however, you may 
feel compelled to reply immediately, when instead you should take time 
to cool down fi rst.

Second, clarify anything that might be misunderstood instead of assum-
ing that you know what the other person meant by his or her statements. 
Th ird, put yourself in the other person’s shoes, and think about how he or she 
would react to your response. Finally, use emoticons to express your tone, if 
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it’s appropriate, so that your reader knows when you’re upset, when you’re surprised, 
and when you’re kidding.41

Check out “Assess Your Skills” on the preceding page for additional recommenda-
tions on avoiding the pitfalls of disinhibition.

Power and Confl ict

We have defi ned confl ict as an expressed struggle between interdependent parties who 
perceive their goals as incompatible. Just because two parties are interdependent, how-
ever, doesn’t mean that they are equally powerful. Indeed, confl ict often occurs in re-
lationships in which one person—say, a parent or a supervisor—has more power than 
the other—say, a child or an employee. Confl ict often involves a struggle for power 
between two parties, with each party trying to exercise as much infl uence or control 
over the situation as possible. Power and confl ict are thus inextricably linked.

In this section, we will defi ne power and examine some of its characteristics, par-
ticularly as they relate to the experience of confl ict. We will also consider various 
forms of power and probe how gender and culture infl uence the expression of power 
in personal relationships.

Characteristics of Power

Power is the ability to manipulate, infl uence, or control other people or events.42

Certain people have more power than others. Nevertheless, we all possess some power, 
and we exercise it whenever we fi nd ourselves in confl ict with others. Let’s look at fi ve 
characteristics of power that will help us understand its relationship to confl ict.

POWER IS CONTEXT-SPECIFIC. Most forms of power are relevant only in spe-
cifi c situations. Your boss has power over you at work, for instance, but he doesn’t 
have the right to tell you what to do when you’re at home. His infl uence over you is 
confi ned to the work environment. Similarly, your doctor has the power to give you 
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medical advice and prescribe medical treatments, but she doesn’t have the right to 
advise you on your fi nances, education, or religious beliefs, because those areas are 
outside her sphere of infl uence. As such examples illustrate, power is almost always 
confi ned to certain realms or contexts.

POWER IS ALWAYS PRESENT. Even though power is context-specifi c, some form 
of power is relevant to every interpersonal interaction. When two people have roughly 
equal power in their relationship, such as friends, they have a symmetrical relation-
ship. Conversely, when one person has more power than the other, such as a teacher 
and a student, the parties have a complementary relationship. Th e way two people 
interact with each other depends, in part, on whether their relationship is symmetrical 
or complementary. For instance, you might say or do things with a friend that you 
wouldn’t say or do with a teacher. Keep in mind, though, that the power balance of a 
relationship can change over time. Parents and children usually have complementary 
relationships when the children are young, for example, but as the children become 
adults, their relationships often become more symmetrical.

POWER INFLUENCES COMMUNICATION. Th e symmetrical or complementary 
nature of relationships often infl uences the way people communicate. Many years 
ago, communication researchers Philip Ericson and L. Edna Rogers proposed that 
relational power is refl ected in three specifi c types of verbal messages people use (Fig-
ure 11.2).43 A one-up message expresses dominance and an attempt to control the 
relationship. One-up messages often take the form of commands, such as “Do the 
dishes,” “E-mail me your report,” or “Stop making so much noise.” A one-down 
message communicates submission to or acceptance of another person’s decision-
making ability. Examples include questions such as “Where would you like to go 
for dinner?” and statements of assent such as “Whatever you’d like is fi ne with me.” 

 one-up message A verbal 

message through which the 

speaker attempts to exert 

dominance or gain control over 
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FIGURE 11.2 Relational Power and Verbal Messages One-up messages convey dominance and con-

trol. One-down messages express submission or resignation. One-across messages communicate a 

desire to neutralize relational power.
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Finally, a one-across message is neither dominant nor submissive and conveys a de-
sire to neutralize relational control. One-across messages often take the form of state-
ments of fact, such as “Dad needs a new lawn mower” and “Th ere are many brands to 
choose from.”

People in symmetrical relationships often communicate using the same types of 
messages.44 Th ey might both use one-up messages (“Put away the groceries.” “I’ll put 
them away when I feel like it”). Th ey might both use one-down messages (“Do you 
have any suggestions for what to wear tonight?” “I’m sure whatever you choose will 
look great”). Finally, they might both use one-across messages (“Th ere are so many 
good movies showing in town right now.” “And several good plays as well”). In each 
case, their communication refl ects the fact that neither party exercises power over the 
other. Check out “Got Skills?” for practice with one-across messages.

In contrast, people in complementary relationships frequently communicate using 
diff erent types of statements. One person might use a one-up message (“Try searching 
for airfares online”), and the other might respond with a one-down message (“Th at’s 
a great idea; thanks for the suggestion”). Alternatively, one partner might express a 
one-down message (“What should we get Grandma for her birthday?”), and the other 
might reply with a one-up message (“Let’s get her some new DVDs”). In complemen-
tary relationships, one-up or one-down messages can also precede one-across mes-
sages. In response to a one-up message, for instance (“I think we should have pasta 
for dinner”), a partner might respond with a one-across message (“Th at’s one option”). 
Th at move can signal that the partner doesn’t wish to be dominated or controlled.

POWER CAN BE POSITIVE OR NEGATIVE. Th ere’s nothing inherently good or 
bad about power. Rather, as with confl ict, the way people handle power makes it posi-
tive or negative. Even complementary relationships in which there is a large diff erence 
in power can be highly satisfying if they meet two conditions. First, the two parties 
must agree on the power arrangement. If the less-powerful person begins to question 
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or challenge the other person’s power (as when adolescents assert their independence 
from their parents), the relationship can become dissatisfying. Second, the powerful 
person should exercise his or her power ethically and responsibly, in ways that benefi t 
both parties. When one party in a relationship abuses power by serving only personal 
needs or desires or improving his or her situation at the other party’s expense, resent-
ment and dissatisfaction can arise.

POWER AND CONFLICT INFLUENCE EACH OTHER. At their core, many con-
fl icts are struggles for power. Siblings who fi ght over control of the television remote, 
neighbors who fi ght over their property boundaries, and drivers fi ghting for the few 
remaining spaces in a parking lot are all clashing over power: Who has the right to 
control resources?

Just as power infl uences confl ict, confl ict can also infl uence the balance and exer-
cise of power. Let’s say that after Shawn turns 15, he has confl ict with his parents over 
household rules. As a result, his parents give him a later curfew and greater fl exibility in 
deciding where he goes and with whom. Th at development—which was the direct result 
of Shawn’s confl ict with his parents—changed the balance of power in the parent–child 
relationship, with Shawn acquiring more control over his own life.

So far, we’ve talked about power as if it were a singular entity. In fact, power comes 
in many forms, as we’ll see next.

Forms of Power

People exercise infl uence or control over others in many ways. In a now-classic study, 
social psychologists John French and Bertram Raven classifi ed power into fi ve specifi c 
forms: reward, coercive, referent, legitimate, and expert power.45 As we take a closer 
look at those forms, remember that they aren’t mutually exclusive; rather, one person 
may exercise multiple forms of power in a given situation.

REWARD POWER. As its name implies, reward power operates when one party 
has the ability to reward the other in some way. Your supervisor has power over you, 
for instance, because she pays you and can promote you for doing what she says. In 
that case, your pay and the possibility for advancement are the rewards. Similarly, 
judges on talent shows such as Dancing with the Stars and American Idol have reward 
power because they determine who will advance in those contests.

COERCIVE POWER. Th e opposite of reward power is coercive power, or power 
that derives from the ability to punish. When you go to court, for example, the judge 
has power over you because he can punish you with fi nes or imprisonment for not 
doing as he says. Parents and employers often have both reward power and coercive 
power over their children or their employees; they can provide rewards for good be-
havior and issue punishments for bad behavior.

REFERENT POWER. French and Raven used the term referent power to refer 
to the power of attraction, noting that people tend to comply with requests made 
by those whom they like, admire, or fi nd attractive in some way. For instance, you 
might recognize that you work harder for instructors you like than for those you dis-
like. Similarly, you may be persuaded to buy products if they are endorsed by celebri-
ties you admire. Perhaps you prefer Revlon cosmetics because you like Halle Berry 
or you’re partial to Subway sandwiches because you admire Michael Phelps. Th ose 
examples involve complementary relationships. Referent power can also operate in 
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symmetrical relationships, however. For instance, you might 
comply with requests from your friends because you like them 
and want to please them.

LEGITIMATE POWER. People exercise legitimate power
when their status or position gives them the right to make re-
quests with which others must comply. If a police offi  cer sig-
nals you to pull your car over, you comply because you per-
ceive that the offi  cer has a legitimate right to make you do 
so. When you travel by air, you follow the instructions of the 
airport screeners, fl ight attendants, and pilots because you per-
ceive that their positions give them certain authorities over you 
in that context.

EXPERT POWER. Th e last form on French and Raven’s list 
is expert power, which operates when we comply with the 
directions of people we perceive to be experts in a particular area. We follow the 
advice of a doctor, a professor, a stockbroker, or an electrician because we recognize 
that their training and experience give them expertise we ourselves don’t have. In 
the fi lm Th e King’s Speech (2010), speech therapist Lionel Logue (played by Geoff rey 
Rush) exercised expert power when helping Britain’s King George VI (played by Co-
lin Firth) overcome his debilitating stammer. Like other forms of power, expert power 
is context-specifi c. You consult your stockbroker for fi nancial advice, for example, but 
you wouldn’t ask him how to fi x your sink, because that goes beyond his expertise.

As we considered earlier, diff erent forms of power often operate together. We’ve seen 
that parents have both reward and coercive power over their children, for instance, but 
they often have other forms of power as well. Th ey have referent power if their children 
obey them out of respect or admiration. Th ey have legitimate power when they exercise 
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control on the basis of their position (“Because I’m your mother, that’s why!”). Finally, 
they have expert power when they teach their children how to drive or balance a check-
book. Th e “At a Glance” box provides a quick reference to help you remember French 
and Raven’s fi ve forms of power.

Sex, Gender, and Power

Few factors infl uence the experience of power more than sex and gender. Across 
cultures and time periods, societies have defi ned male–female relationships largely 
in terms of men’s power over women. Th e virtually universal practice of patriarchy,
which structures social units such as families and communities so that men control 
the resources, has allowed men throughout history to exercise political, religious, and 
economic power over women.46 As a result, women historically have experienced more 
limited access to education, lower-quality health care, fewer economic opportunities, 
and more limited political involvement.47

Th ose inequities persist in many parts of the world, including the United States. 
According to the United Nations, only 16.8 percent of elected political representa-
tives in the United States are women. Worldwide, the number is only slightly higher: 
18.4 percent.48 Women and men have equal employment rates in fewer than half the 
world’s countries, and they have equal literacy rates in only a third of the countries. 
Finally, in a large majority of countries, women earn less than 70 percent of what men 
in comparable jobs earn.49

Traditional gender roles reinforce the inequitable division of power between women 
and men. As we saw in Chapter 2, stereotypical femininity emphasizes characteristics 
such as passivity, submissiveness, and accommodation, whereas stereotypical mascu-
linity prizes strength, control, and dominance. To the extent that men and women 
identify strongly with masculine and feminine gender roles, the inequitable distribu-
tion of power may be refl ected in their interpersonal behavior. For instance, men may 
take for granted that what they say at work or at home will matter to those around 
them. Th ey may also express dominance through verbal aggression, using words to 
attack or demean people around them.50 In contrast, if women have less power than 
men or perceive they do, they may be less likely to assume that other people will take 
their words or ideas seriously.51 Th ey may also be inclined to exercise power in more 
covert ways, such as through passive-aggressive behavior.

As women gain positions of power and infl uence, gender inequities in power may be 
eroded. As of 2011, several nations had a female head of state, including Liberia, Ger-
many, Iceland, Costa Rica, and Brazil (Table 11.1). In the U.S. government, women 
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have assumed unprecedented positions of power in the past three decades, including 
Secretary of State (Condoleeza Rice, Hillary Clinton), Speaker of the House of Rep-
resentatives (Nancy Pelosi), and Secretary of Homeland Security (Janet Napolitano).

People who have studied the association between confl ict and health have con-
cluded that power aff ects women and men diff erently. In one study, a team of re-
searchers led by human ecology professor Timothy Loving took a novel approach to 
measuring power relations in married couples.52 Th e researchers selected 72 couples 
and instructed each spouse to complete measures indicating how much he or she loved 
the other. Th ey then checked how closely each person’s response matched that of his 
or her spouse. To determine the spouses’ relative power, the researchers applied the 
principle of least interest. Th at principle states that the partner who is less invested in 
the relationship is the more powerful partner, because he or she has less to lose by leav-
ing the relationship.53

In their study, the researchers used love as the measure of investment. If the wife 
and husband reported relatively equal love scores, the researchers considered them to 
have equal power. When the husband’s love score was signifi cantly higher than his 
wife’s, the researchers concluded that the wife had more power. Conversely, when the 
wife’s love score was signifi cantly higher than her husband’s, then the husband was 
more powerful.

Th e researchers then instructed each couple to engage in a confl ict conversation 
while they monitored the stress hormone levels of all the participants. Th e results 
indicated that being in a power-balanced marriage benefi ted women and men by pro-
tecting them against an increase in the stress hormone ACTH. Th e same pattern was 
observed in marriages in which the wife was deemed more powerful. In marriages 
in which the husband was deemed more powerful, however, women’s ACTH levels 
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rose signifi cantly, indicating increased stress. Among the same group, however, men’s 
ACTH levels dropped signifi cantly, indicating reduced stress.

In sum, then, men experienced no increase in stress as a result of marital confl ict 
under any circumstances. Moreover, when men argued with less-powerful wives, their 
stress actually decreased. One possible explanation for those results is that because 
men historically have enjoyed power in social aff airs and relationships, they may sub-
consciously not perceive marital confl ict to be threatening and stressful, even when 
they have less power in the relationship.

Like men, women didn’t experience increased stress as a result of confl ict when 
they had equal power with or more power than their spouse. Unlike men, however, 
they did react stressfully to confl ict when they had less power. Because of their less-
powerful position, the wives in the study may have felt more threatened and insecure 
as a result of confl ict, causing their stress to elevate. ACTH is only one hormone that 
reacts to stress, however, so the results might have been diff erent had the researchers 
utilized other indicators of stress.

Culture and Power

Cultural practices and beliefs also aff ect the ways in which people exercise power in 
personal relationships. Remember from Chapter 2 that one dimension along which 
cultures diff er is their power distance. High-power-distance cultures are characterized 
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by an uneven distribution of power. In those cultures, certain social groups—such as 
royalty, the upper class, and the ruling political party—have considerably more power 
than the average citizen. Moreover, people in high-power-distance cultures are social-
ized to view the unequal distribution of power as normal or even desirable. Upper-class 
citizens are treated with respect and privilege, whereas citizens of lesser status are taught 
to behave humbly.54 In particular, lower-status citizens are not expected to question 
or challenge the decisions, opinions, or directions of the ruling class. When all social 
groups accept that arrangement, then the society can avoid many potential confl icts.55

One example of that type of power division is India’s caste system, in which people are 
born into social groups, or castes, that largely dictate with whom they can associate.

In contrast, low-power-distance cultures exhibit a more equal distribution of power 
among social groups. Although some social groups may have somewhat more power 
than others, the prevailing belief among citizens is that all people are inherently 
equal and that power diff erences between groups should be small. One result of 
that cultural belief is that people from low-power-distance cultures are more 
likely than their counterparts in high-power-distance cultures to question au-
thority and to engage in confl ict with teachers, supervisors, politicians, and 
others who exercise power over them.

Another diff erence is that people in low-power-distance cultures often 
believe they have greater control over the course of their life. Whereas 
people in high-power-distance cultures are often raised to believe their so-
cial class determines their life course, many people in low-power-distance 
cultures are socialized to believe they can achieve whatever they set their 
minds to. In the United States, for instance, there are many examples of 
people, such as Bill Clinton and Oprah Winfrey, who have risen from 
humble beginnings to positions of great power and infl uence. As politician Adlai Ste-
venson, former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, once noted, “In America, 
anyone can become president.”

To the extent they believe their social class doesn’t dictate their lives, people in low-
power-distance cultures may be more likely than their counterparts in high-power-
distance cultures to engage in confl ict with anyone they perceive to be oppressive. 
As the “Get Connected” box on the preceding page describes, college students in the 
United Kingdom did just that in 2010 when they used social-networking technology 
to organize protests against the government.
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Managing Interpersonal Confl ict

Th ere are almost as many ways to handle confl ict as there are topics about which to 
disagree. When you experience confl ict in your personal relationships, you need to 
decide how to manage and resolve them. Sometimes you choose your behaviors wisely, 
and sometimes you choose poorly, but your actions almost always have an eff ect on 
your relationships. We’ll begin this section by looking at some particularly problem-
atic confl ict behaviors. We’ll then examine fi ve general strategies you can use to man-
age confl ict successfully.

Problematic Behaviors During Confl ict

Earlier in this chapter, we learned that it isn’t confl ict itself that is necessarily damag-
ing to our relationships; rather, it’s the way we handle confl ict that matters. Whereas 
some relational partners manage confl ict maturely and constructively, others deal 
with it so poorly that it jeopardizes the relationship itself. Which behaviors are the 
problematic ones?

To fi nd out, psychologist John Gottman has spent years studying how spouses 
and partners interact with each other during confl ict episodes. Conventional wisdom 
might suggest that couples who fi ght frequently are most likely to split up. In fact, 
Gottman’s research has found otherwise. According to Gottman, how couples argue,
and not how frequently they argue, predicts their chances for staying together.56 Gott-
man’s work has identifi ed four specifi c behaviors that are warning signs for separation 
or divorce: criticism, contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling. Gottman refers to 
those behaviors as the “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse” to indicate that they signal 
distress.57 Let’s take a closer look at each of those problematic behaviors.

CRITICISM. According to Gottman, the fi rst warning sign occurs when partners 
engage in criticism or complaints about each other. Criticism isn’t always bad, but it 
becomes counterproductive when it focuses on people’s personality or character rather 
than on their behavior. Statements such as “You always have to be right” and “You 
never listen” focus on attacking the person and assigning blame.

Criticisms also tend to be global statements about a person’s value or virtue instead 
of specifi c critiques about the topic of the confl ict. Instead of saying “You should be 
more attentive when I describe my feelings to you,” for instance, a distressed partner 
might say “You never think of anyone but yourself.” Because criticisms so often come 
across as personal attacks instead of as accurate descriptions of the sources of confl ict, 
they tend to infl ame confl ict situations. At that point, criticism becomes a sign of a 
distressed relationship.

Criticism can also be counterproductive when partners engage in gunnysacking—
that is, privately “saving up” their past grievances and then bringing them up all at 
once.58 When Enrique criticized his wife Sonja for spending too much money on their 
children’s school clothes, for example, Sonja responded by criticizing Enrique for past 
off enses she had not previously discussed with him. “You think I’m wasteful?” she 
replied. “What about all the money you wasted on that stupid fi shing trip last year? 
And while we’re on the subject, don’t think I didn’t notice that money you transferred 
out of our savings account last month without asking me. What’d you waste that on? 

4

 criticism The expression 

of complaints about another 

party.
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Another piece of overpriced art for your 
offi  ce? You expect me to be careful with 
money while you’ve been wasting it ever 
since we got married!”

Each of Sonja’s grievances may have 
merit. Nevertheless, her response to En-
rique’s criticism is unproductive. By bring-
ing up all her criticisms at once, Sonja is 
defl ecting attention from their current 
confl ict, with the likely result that the 
current confl ict will remain unresolved.

CONTEMPT. A second warning sign occurs when partners show contempt for each 
other by insulting each other and attacking each other’s self-worth. Th at behavior can 
include calling each other names (“You stupid idiot”), using sarcasm or mockery to 
make fun of the other person, and using nonverbal behaviors that suggest a low opin-
ion of the other person, such as eye rolling and sneering. It can also include ridiculing 
the person in front of others and encouraging others to do the same.

Regardless of its form, contempt functions to put down and degrade the other per-
son. Research indicates that responding to confl ict with this type of hostile behavior 
often increases physical stress in the partners, which can impair their health.59

DEFENSIVENESS. A third danger sign is that partners become defensive during 
their confl ict. Defensiveness means seeing oneself as a victim and denying respon-
sibility for one’s own behaviors. Instead of listening to their partners’ concerns and 
acknowledging that they need to change certain behaviors, defensive people whine 
(“It’s not fair”), make excuses (“It’s not my fault”), and respond to complaints with 
complaints (“Maybe I spend too much money, but you never make time for the kids 
and me”). People are particularly prone to feel defensive about criticisms when they 
recognize that the criticisms have merit but they don’t want to accept the responsibil-
ity for changing their behaviors.

STONEWALLING. Th e last of Gottman’s “Four Horsemen” is stonewalling, or 
withdrawing from a conversation or an interaction. People who stonewall will often 
act as though they are “shutting down”; that is, they stop looking at their partners, 
they stop speaking, and they stop responding to what their partners are saying. In 
some cases, they even physically leave the room to end the conversation. Th e reason for 
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their departure isn’t to calm down, which might be an eff ective 
strategy. Rather, it is to shut off  the conversation entirely.

Gottman’s research has suggested that people stonewall 
when they feel emotionally and psychologically fl ooded, or 
incapable of engaging in the conversation any longer. Unfor-
tunately, when one partner stonewalls, it becomes almost im-
possible for the couple to resolve its disagreements. Research 
has also shown that when husbands stonewall during a con-
fl ict, their wives often experience signifi cant increases in the 
stress hormones cortisol and norepinephrine.60

Strategies for Managing 
Confl ict Successfully

Gottman’s work shows that criticizing, showing contempt, 
becoming defensive, and engaging in stonewalling aren’t pro-
ductive ways of handling confl ict. Because you can’t escape 
confl ict, what alternatives do you have for managing it prop-
erly? According to researchers Robert Blake and Jane Mou-
ton, your options for dealing with confl ict are based on two 
underlying dimensions: your concern for your own needs and 
desires, and your concern for the other party’s needs and de-
sires.61 When plotted on a graph (Figure 11.3), those dimen-

sions give rise to fi ve major strategies for engaging in confl ict: competing, avoiding, 
accommodating, compromising, and collaborating.

As we look at each of those strategies in this section, keep in mind that confl ict 
itself is neither inherently positive nor inherently negative. Rather, it is neutral. What 
determines whether it is good or bad is the strategy you adopt for handling it. Some of 
the strategies we examine here might seem more constructive to you than others, but 
none of them is the right choice in every situation. Instead, in a given set of circum-
stances, any particular strategy can be the best option.

COMPETING. Th e competing style represents a high concern for your own needs 
and desires and a low concern for those of the other party. Your goal is to win the con-
fl ict while the other person loses. Engaging confl ict in this style is much like playing 
football. Th ere are no “tie games”—one team’s win is the other team’s loss.
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FIGURE 11.3 When concern for self and concern for 

other are juxtaposed, they give rise to fi ve strategies 

for engaging in confl ict: competing, avoiding, accom-

modating, collaborating, and compromising.

 competing A strategy for 

managing confl ict in which 

one’s goal is to win while the 

other party loses.

When you adopt the competing 

style of confl ict, your goal is to 

win while the other party loses.
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Th e competing style might be appropriate in situations when there is a concrete 
outcome that cannot be shared, as when two people are competing for the same job. 
Ongoing competition can also enhance relationships, as long as relational partners 
view competition as a positive rather than negative aspect of their relationships.62 
Competition becomes problematic when it starts leading to feelings of resentment or 
desires to get even with the other person.63

AVOIDING. A very diff erent approach to confl ict is the avoiding style, which 
involves a low concern for both the self and the other. Adopting this style means 
ignoring the confl ict and hoping it will go away on its own. Whereas stonewalling 
means withdrawing from the conversation in the middle of a confl ict episode, avoid-
ing means failing to engage the confl ict in the fi rst place. Often, however, confl icts 
that are avoided simply become worse.

Some people choose avoidance because they are uncomfortable engaging in con-
fl ict; others choose it because they don’t care enough about the outcome of the confl ict 
to bother. Avoiding confl ict isn’t always the wrong choice; many people in satisfying 
relationships choose to ignore or avoid certain points of contention in order to main-
tain harmony.64 When avoidance becomes the primary way of managing confl ict, 
however, it often leaves important confl icts unresolved, a situation that leads to dis-
satisfying relationships.65

ACCOMMODATING. Accommodating is the opposite of competing. Th is style in-
volves demonstrating a high concern for the other party but a low concern for the self. 
In the accommodating style, your goal is to sacrifi ce so that the other party wins and 
you lose. Sometimes people accommodate to “keep the peace” in their relationships. 
Th at strategy may work well in the short term. In the long term, continually accom-
modating the other party can make an individual feel resentful.

Culture plays an important role in the use of accommodation. In collectivistic so-
cieties (such as many Asian societies), accommodating in response to confl ict is often 
expected and is viewed as respectful or noble.66 In contrast, people in individualistic 
societies (such as the United States) may be seen as weak or spineless if they consis-
tently accommodate others.

COMPROMISING. Compromising involves a moderate concern for everyone’s 
needs and desires. In this strategy, both parties give up something in order to gain 
something. Neither party gets exactly what he or she wants, but all parties leave the 
confl ict having gained something valuable.

Let’s say you’re negotiating a job off er and you want a higher salary than the em-
ployer wants to pay. Th rough your negotiation, you agree to accept a lower salary than 
you originally wanted, and the employer agrees to give you an extra week of vacation 
in return. Neither of you got exactly what you wanted, but you each got something 
you valued in return for giving up something else.

Compromising takes time and patience, but it often leads to better outcomes than 
competing, avoiding, or accommodating. Th e “Got Skills?” box on the following page 
off ers suggestions for practicing compromise during a confl ict.

COLLABORATING. Th e collaborating style represents a high concern for both 
your partner’s needs and your own. Th e goal is to arrive at a win–win situation that 
maximizes both parties’ gains. After they had their fi rst child, for instance, Mick 
and Laura felt the strain of paying for day care while Mick worked and Laura went 
to school. Th eir collaborative solution was for Mick to reduce his work hours and for 
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CONSIDER: 
 
 

AT A GLANCE

Carla and Ben, sister and brother, have each saved $1,500 to put toward a car. 

Their parents can add only enough money to buy one car, not two, so Carla is in conflict 

with Ben over who should get that money. Here are examples of five different 

approaches Carla might take when engaging this conflict:

Competing   

Avoiding     

Accommodating   

Compromising   

Collaborating    
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Laura to enroll in online courses so at least one of them would be home every day. 
Th e money they saved in day care made up for the income they lost because of Mick’s 
reduced hours. Moreover, both Laura and Mick felt better because they were able to 
care for their child themselves.

Collaborating probably sounds like the ideal way to handle confl ict—and in many 
situations, it is. It can also require a great deal of energy, patience, and imagination. 
Although it might seem like the best approach, it can also be the most diffi  cult.

How might each of those strategies operate in real life? Th e “At a Glance” box (on page 
375) highlights one confl ict—two siblings fi ghting over who is going to get a new 
car—and illustrates how each of those approaches can be employed when engaging 
in the confl ict.
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CHAPTER PREVIEW

FEEL ING THE PAIN OF DISHONEST Y

 

 

Deceptive 
Communication12
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o one likes being lied to. When we fi nd out someone has deceived us, we feel angry 

and taken advantage of. Although those feelings of betrayal and violation can occur 

in all relationships, they can be particularly strong—and painful—when the decep-

tion occurs in the context of a close relationship, as it did for Amanda and Stuart. 

Deception hurts us emotionally, and it erodes our trust in others, as the “Communi-

cation: Dark Side” box explains.1

Yet are you completely honest all the time? Do you ever pretend you’re happy to 

see someone, just to avoid hurting that person’s feelings? How about those times 

you say “Sorry, I have plans” when you don’t really have plans, but you want to get 

out of something you don’t want to do? Most of us would have to admit we don’t 

always tell “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.” But being polite, 

tactful, or discreet isn’t really the same thing as lying. Is it?

The Nature of 
Interpersonal Deception

You don’t have to look far to fi nd high-profi le examples of deception. In 2009, New 
York Yankees infi elder Alex Rodriguez became the most prominent baseball player yet 
to admit to using performance-enhancing drugs, a charge he had squarely denied be-
fore that time. Th e previous year, track star Marion Jones was sentenced to six months 
in prison for lying to investigators about using steroids, a confession that also cost 
Jones her fi ve Olympic medals. From politicians to advertisers to professional athletes, 
it seems that many people in our world attempt to benefi t personally by deceiving 
others.

Whatever our personal feelings may be about the value of honesty, the reality is 
that most people conceal the truth on a regular basis.2 To respect the privacy of a co-
worker who is in treatment for alcohol addiction, for instance, you may tell her clients 

that she’s away from work on a “special assignment.” By the same token, you 
may tell your 12-year-old nephew that he did a “wonderful job” perform-
ing in his school musical, even though he can barely carry a tune, because 
you want to encourage him. Sometimes, in fact, we even reprimand peo-
ple for telling the truth. When children make straightforward comments 
about other people (“You smell funny,” “Your teeth are really yellow”), we 

usually teach them it is impolite to say such things, even though they are 
expressing honest opinions.
We might agree that lying is wrong if we do it to hurt someone, but what if 

we do it to avoid hurting someone?3 We may choose not to think of politeness or 
discretion as examples of lying, because words such as lying and deception have nega-
tive connotations. However, even when their intentions are admirable, people often 
misrepresent the truth to achieve them.4 When we think of lying as a misrepresenta-
tion of the truth—no matter what the intention—we realize that deception is often a 
part of everyday social interaction.

1

N
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Th roughout this chapter, it’s important to keep an open mind and think of de-
ception as just one of many communication processes you’re learning about in this 
class. Th at doesn’t mean you should check your morals or beliefs at the door. On the 
contrary, how you think about the value of honesty, reliability, and integrity helps to 
defi ne who you are as a human being. Many people believe that honesty is truly the 
best policy. Nearly all the major world religions promote the virtue of honesty and 
condemn deceptive behavior.

Remember, though, that studying something 
isn’t the same as condoning it. Whether or not 
you are ethically or morally opposed to 
lying, understanding deception helps 
you to become a better communi-
cator.5 In fact, the more you know 
about deception, the better you may 
become at detecting it.

Most of us would probably de-
fi ne deception as “making state-
ments that aren’t true,” and we 
might associate it with actions 
such as fi bbing, misleading, exaggerating, 

communication

HURTING THE ONES WE LOVE: 

DECEPTION CAN DESTROY TRUST
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ASK YOURSELF I I

The Girl Scout Law

I will do my best to be

 honest and fair,

 friendly and helpful,

 considerate and caring,

 courageous and strong, and

 responsible for what I say and do,

and to

 respect myself and others,

 respect authority,

 use resources wisely,

 make the world a better place, and

 be a sister to every Girl Scout.
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stretching the truth, concealing the truth, and telling white lies. None of those types of 
deception, however, represents a fully adequate defi nition. After all, people can be de-
ceptive by leaving out parts of a story or by giving vague, ambiguous answers to ques-
tions. Neither of those scenarios requires saying anything that technically isn’t true.

Defi ning Deception

According to communication researchers, deception occurs when a speaker transmits 
information knowingly and intentionally for the purpose of creating a false belief 
in the receiver. In other words, if you communicate in a way that is meant to make 
someone believe a fact or form an impression you know to be untrue, then you are 
engaging in deception.

We can think of deceptive acts as falling along a continuum from high-stakes lies 
to low-stakes lies. High-stakes lies are those for which the penalties for getting caught 
are severe.6 Many high-stakes lies are forms of fraud, which means they are misrep-
resentations of facts for the sake of material gain. Some types of fraudulent lies are 
(1) misrepresenting your identity by forging someone else’s signature on checks or 
other documents; (2) impersonating a physician, a police offi  cer, or some other li-
censed professional; (3) engaging in insider trading by using privileged information to 
make stock sales or purchases; (4) underreporting your income on your tax returns; 
and (5) fi ling false insurance claims. Each of those actions is a high-stakes lie because 
the penalty for getting caught can include steep fi nes and imprisonment. Th e same 
can be said for perjury, or lying under oath, which constitutes a felony.

In addition to carrying legal penalties, high-stakes lies can also carry signifi cant 
personal penalties. For example, lying to your spouse to cover up an aff air or lying to 
your boss about a substantial mistake you made would also qualify as a high-stakes 
lie because you could destroy your marriage or lose your job if your lie were to be 
revealed.7

On the other end of the continuum are low-stakes lies, for which the penalties for 
getting caught are comparatively mild. Th ose lies, sometimes called “white lies,” of-
ten serve to avoid embarrassing people and hurting their feelings. Some examples of 
low-stakes lies are (1) telling a friend you “love the graduation gift” she gave you when 
you actually don’t like it; (2) assuring your brother and sister-in-law that helping them 
move “is no problem,” even though it’s inconvenient for you; (3) claiming that you 
arrived late to your haircut appointment because you “ran into heavy traffi  c on the 

way” when in fact you left your house late; and (4) saying “nice to 
meet you” to your newest co-worker even though he makes a bad 
fi rst impression on you.

In many cases, the only real penalty for being caught in a low-
stakes lie is emotional discomfort. If your hairdresser discovers 
you actually weren’t late for your appointment because of traffi  c, 
for instance, you’ll probably feel slightly guilty for having told 
the lie and slightly embarrassed at being discovered. Th ose emo-

tions will probably be temporary, though, and it’s unlikely that 
more serious consequences will follow.

Many other deceptive acts fall somewhere along 
the continuum between high-stakes and low-

stakes lies. Suppose, for instance, that while tak-
ing the midterm exam in your marketing class, 
you notice your friend Soren cheating on the 
test. After reading Soren’s exam, the professor 
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and intentional transmission 

of information to create a 

false belief in the hearer.

Some forms of deception 

might be called high-stakes 

lies because the penalties for 

getting caught are severe. 

Consequences of such lies 
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destroying your marriage, and 

even being sentenced to prison.
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suspects him of cheating but doesn’t have direct proof. She contacts several students—
including you—to ask if you witnessed anyone cheating on the test. Because Soren is 
your friend, you say no. What penalties do you suff er if you are caught in that lie? Per-
haps the professor gives you a failing grade on the exam, making it impossible for you 
to earn a grade higher than C in the class. Th at penalty is certainly more severe than 
just feeling guilty or embarrassed, but it isn’t as severe as losing your job, your marriage, 
or your freedom. Lies of that sort might therefore be considered middle-stakes lies.

The Elements of Deception

In summary, to qualify as deception, a communicative act must have three basic 
elements: I Th e sender must know the information is false. I Th e sender must be transmitting the information on purpose. I Th e sender must be attempting to make the receiver believe the information.

Importantly, a behavior must exhibit all three characteristics to be considered deceptive.
Our defi nition of deception excludes certain situations, which we now consider. 

You probably encounter such situations from time to time in your social interactions.

YOU AREN’T LYING IF YOU BELIEVE THAT WHAT YOU’RE SAYING IS TRUE. 
Suppose you ask me how long a nautical mile is, and I tell you it’s 1,920 meters. Th at 
answer refl ects what I honestly think. It’s also untrue—a nautical mile is actually 
1,852 meters. (You should know better than to ask a communication professor such 
questions.) So, I gave you false information. Did I transmit the information on pur-
pose? Yes: You asked and I answered. Did I intend for you to believe the information? 
Of course. Nevertheless, according to our defi nition I wasn’t being deceptive because 
I didn’t know the information was false.

YOU AREN’T LYING IF YOU DON’T INTEND FOR OTHERS TO BELIEVE 
WHAT YOU’RE SAYING. Quite often, you make statements you don’t mean for 
other people to take literally, such as “I’m so hungry I could eat a horse” and “I’m so 
tired I could sleep ’til Tuesday.” You’ve probably never actually been that hungry or 
that tired—and if you say something like that, most people who hear you will under-
stand that you don’t literally mean what you’re saying. If you say “It’s raining cats and 
dogs,” you know that felines and canines aren’t actually falling from the sky; thus, the 
literal information is false. Nevertheless, you aren’t being deceptive in that situation, 
because when you use such idioms you’re not trying to make others believe the false 
information. Many forms of teasing and sarcasm also are not meant to be taken liter-
ally. We can usually tell by people’s facial expressions or tone of voice when they are 
joking and don’t expect us to believe them.

YOU CANNOT LIE TO YOURSELF. From time to time, you may try to 
make yourself believe facts or ideas that you know aren’t true. When you re-
alize such attempts didn’t work, you may say, “I was just deceiving myself.” 
According to our defi nition, however, it is impossible for people to deceive 
themselves. You certainly attempt to change your opinions or beliefs on var-
ious issues; sometimes you’re successful and sometimes not. Recall, however, 
that for a communicative act to qualify as deception, the sender—knowing 
the information is false—must attempt to make the receiver believe it is true.
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Th e problem with trying to deceive yourself is that the sender and the receiver are 
the same person—you—and you can’t logically believe that something is true while 
at the same time knowing that it is false. Th e moment you believe your lie, in other 
words, it stops being a lie, because the sender now believes the information to be true. 
You might try to trick yourself from time to time; for example, you might set all your 
clocks and your watch 10 minutes fast so that you’re never late. However, the process 
of deception requires that the sender and the receiver be diff erent people.

Two additional characteristics of our defi nition of deception deserve attention. First, 
deception involves the transmission of information, not just the transmission of words.
Words convey information, of course, but, as we have discussed, so do nonverbal be-
haviors. Th us, it is possible to be deceptive without ever saying a word.

Imagine, for instance, that David and Aileen are living together as romantic part-
ners but haven’t yet told Aileen’s family. Whenever her parents come to visit, David 
and Aileen therefore must alter their apartment to give the impression that they are 
simply roommates. Th us, they take down any photos showing the two of them to-
gether. David moves out of the master bedroom and into the guest room, which is 
referred to as “his” room. Th rough their actions, Aileen and David give the impression 
that they are simply two friends sharing an apartment. Even though they don’t specifi -
cally say they aren’t romantic partners, their actions convey that deceptive message.

Th e other characteristic of the defi nition of deception is that it doesn’t mention 
anything about motive. Th e reason someone is deceiving another person has nothing 
to do with whether that person is being deceptive. Th at point is important because 
we sometimes think deception isn’t really deception if we do it for the “right” reasons. 
While treating an adolescent in critical condition after a car crash, for instance, a 
physician may choose not to tell him that his friend died in the accident because she’s 
worried the stress and grief will compromise the victim’s recovery. Similarly, a detec-
tive may give a homicide victim’s relatives only a vague description of the crime, omit-
ting details he believes they would fi nd upsetting. In other circumstances, you may 
have deceived other people to help them—or, at least, to avoid hurting them—and 
felt justifi ed in doing so.

In fact, people have several motives for engaging in deception, many of which are 
altruistic. Deception is deception, however, whether we consider it justifi ed or not. 
Lying, even to save someone’s life, is still lying.

Interpersonal Deception 
as a Common Occurrence

Deception is relatively common in interpersonal communication. Research indicates 
that it is especially frequent when we are attempting to be polite and when we are 
communicating online. Let’s take a closer look at each of those situations.

DECEPTION IS A COMMON COMPONENT OF POLITENESS. As several of our 
examples of deception have illustrated, one of the most common reasons people lie is 
to be polite and to avoid hurting others.8 An important component of being polite, 
after all, is making others feel appreciated, whether one genuinely appreciates them or 
not.9 Behaving politely therefore means trying not to cause off ense.

In their attempts to be polite, people frequently make statements that express ap-
preciation and steer clear of off ense, even if those statements are misleading. For ex-
ample, Ally is unimpressed on her fi rst date with Rich, but she doesn’t want to hurt 

Mild deception often acts as a 

social lubricant, helping people 
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his feelings, so she says, “I had fun; we should do this again,” even though she doesn’t 
mean it. Carma feels uncomfortable attending church with her mother-in-law when-
ever she visits, but she doesn’t want to off end her, so she says, “I’d love to go,” even 
though she doesn’t want to.

Deceptions committed in the service of politeness help maintain social harmony 
and avoid disruptions in relationships. Imagine what interpersonal communication 
would be like if everyone told the complete, unedited truth about everything. People 
would no longer hold back their opinions about you or your behavior, no matter how 
hurtful those opinions would be to you. It’s easy to imagine that such a situation 
would do more to damage relationships than to enhance them.

Even if we have moral objections to lying, some researchers believe that deception 
can serve as a “social lubricant” by decreasing friction between people and helping 
them get along.10 Psychologist Leonard Saxe argues that people who are obsessed with 
being totally honest might become socially isolated because others would see them as 
impolite and lacking in social skill.11

DECEPTION IS ESPECIALLY COMMON WHEN COMMUNICATING ONLINE.
Research suggests that deception also occurs more frequently during computer-
mediated communication. One possible explanation for that pattern is that online 
communication doesn’t involve face-to-face contact and so the communicators can 
hide their identities, particularly if they use screen names. Th at anonymity protects pri-
vacy, but it also enables people to exaggerate or falsify aspects of their online identities, 
such as their age, educational level, ethnicity, and income.12 Some online communica-
tors even engage in gender switching, in which they pretend to be a member of the other 
sex.13 Check out the “Get Connected” box for more details about online deception.

OFFICE E-MAIL IS LOADED WITH LIES

W   

 

 

 

 I
  I  

 

 

 

 

T H E  N AT U R E  O F  I N T E R P E R S O N A L  D E C E P T IO N      387



Striking examples of online deception occur on dating 
websites, where subscribers post personal information with 
the hope of attracting potential romantic partners. Profi les 
on dating sites typically ask for information about the sub-
scriber’s height, weight, personal appearance, profession, ed-
ucation, hobbies, interests, and preferences in a prospective 
partner. Perhaps not surprisingly, deception is common on 
those sites. In fact, research has found that as many as 20 
percent of online daters admit to lying about some aspect of 
their personal profi le. When people are asked how many other 
people they believe are being deceptive, however, that fi gure 
jumps to nearly 90 percent.14

What do online daters lie about? For women, the major ar-
eas of deception are age, weight, and physical appearance. For 
men, they are educational level, income, height, age, and even 
marital status. (Research suggests that at least 13 percent of 
men on dating websites are married.)15 Why is such lying so 
common? Th e answer is that online daters are looking for 
a partner, and so they want their profi le to be as attractive 
as possible, even if it isn’t entirely accurate. Unfortunately, 
their belief that being completely truthful would hurt their 

chances may be justifi ed. At least one study found that the more honest people were in 
describing themselves, the less success they had in fi nding dates online.16

Why, exactly, might someone choose to lie, either online or in person? We’ll take a 
look at some of the most common reasons for deception in the next section.

The Diversity of Deceptive Acts

We’ve seen that lying can’t occur by accident. Whenever people attempt to deceive 
others, they therefore must have a reason. In the examples we have considered thus 
far, people practiced deception for a number of reasons. Communication research 
confi rms that people have many motivations for lying. You may view some of those 
motivations to be reprehensible—for example, lying to hurt someone. You may fi nd 
others to be acceptable under some circumstances—for example, lying to avoid hurt-
ing someone.17
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Some Reasons Why People Deceive

Let’s consider some of the most common reasons why people engage in deception, and 
look at a brief example of each. Can you think of any other motives to add to this list?18 I Some lies benefi t the hearer. To make your friend feel good, you say you like her 

new haircut even though you don’t because it doesn’t match her overall style.19 I Some lies help you get to know someone. You invent an excuse to interact with some-
one just so that you can get to know the person. I Some lies protect your privacy. Your co-worker asks how you are, and even though 
you’re having problems at home, you say “fi ne” because you don’t want to discuss 
your domestic situation with her. I Some lies help you avoid confl ict. Your romantic partner asks if you want to go 
with him to a party and you say that you do—even though you don’t—to avoid 
a fi ght. I Some lies make you look better. At your class reunion, you exaggerate facts about 
your education and income level to appear more successful than you are.20 I Some lies help you avoid punishment. You are stopped for speeding and tell the of-
fi cer you didn’t know what the speed limit was—when you actually did—hoping 
you won’t get a ticket. I Some lies help you protect yourself from distress. When your aunt invites you to 
Th anksgiving dinner, you make up a story about having other plans so that you 
don’t have to listen to your uncle’s inevitable criticisms of you. I Some lies help you get revenge on someone. To get back at a former romantic part-
ner for cheating on you, you spread false rumors about that person to his or her 
friends. I Some lies help you hurt someone for no reason. Out of boredom one night, you make 
up a rumor about one of your classmates and begin posting it on various class 
listservs. I Some lies protect you or your livelihood. Out of fear of social rejection or employ-
ment discrimination, you deny having a mental illness, even though you are cur-
rently being treated for one. I Some lies amuse you. During a conversation with the 
person sitting next to you on a long fl ight, you tell her 
completely made-up stories about yourself.21

Whatever people’s motives for lying, there are many 
ways to deceive beyond simply making up information that 
is entirely untrue. For instance, telling your dentist you have 
been fl ossing regularly when in fact you haven’t is one way to 
lie, but there are others as well. In fact, deceptive acts fall into 
two categories: acts of simulation and acts of dissimulation. 
Let’s take a closer look at each.

Some Deceptive Acts Are Acts of Simulation

When people provide information that isn’t true, they are engaging in acts of simula-
tion. Making up an excuse to break a date, telling a potential employer that you have 
a master’s degree when you don’t, and telling a friend you like his new car when you 
really think it’s quite unattractive are all acts of simulation. In each of those examples, 

One of the many reasons people 
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Are you ever less than honest 
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gerating facts for the purpose 

of misleading others.
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you’re conveying a message you know isn’t true for the purpose of getting your listener 
to believe it. People can engage in simulation through two diff erent kinds of behav-
iors: falsifi cation and exaggeration.

PEOPLE CAN LIE THROUGH FALSIFICATION. Falsifi cation is outright lying—
in other words, communicating false information as though it were true. Suppose, for 
example, that Ramón is applying for an apartment and he indicates on his application 
that he has rented before, when in fact he never has. In that case, Ramón has falsi-
fi ed his application; he has presented information that he knows to be false as though 
it were true. Similarly, if Sarah tells Annette that she is excited about the concert to 
which she is taking Annette for her birthday when she is actually dreading it, she is 
also falsifying. Even though Sarah has lied to benefi t Annette—whereas Ramón has 
lied to benefi t himself—they have both used falsifi cation.

Studies have shown that falsifi cation is one of the most common ways that people 
deceive others. In a diary study, for instance, communication scientist Sandra Metts 
found that people used falsifi cation in almost half (48 percent) of their deception 
attempts.22

PEOPLE CAN LIE THROUGH EXAGGERATION. Another act of simulation is 
exaggeration, in which a person takes a fact that is true in principle and overstates 
it. Suppose, for example, you’re interviewing for a job, and you exaggerate the level of 
responsibility you had at your last job to make it seem as though you’re more qualifi ed 
than you are. You may give completely true statements about what your responsi-
bilities were, but you may overstate the level of those responsibilities to create a more 
favorable impression.23 You might be tempted to think exaggeration isn’t a form of 
deception. In fact, it does intentionally mislead others, so it is deceptive.

Some Deceptive Acts Are Acts of Dissimulation

When we engage in acts of simulation, we make statements or convey ideas that aren’t 
true. In contrast, in acts of dissimulation we fail to convey information that, if 
known, would change the nature of our story. People can engage in dissimulation in 
two ways: through omission and through equivocation.

 falsifi cation A form of de-

ception that involves present-

ing false, fabricated informa-

tion as though it were true.

 exaggeration A form of 

deception that involves infl at-

ing or overstating facts.

 acts of dissimulation 
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of the story if they were 

known.

Job candidates sometimes 

exaggerate the details of 
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exaggeration is a fairly common 
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390    C H A P T E R  1 2  D E C E P T I V E  C O M M U N IC AT IO N



PEOPLE CAN LIE THROUGH OMISSION.
Omission simply means leaving out particular de-
tails of a story to create a false impression. Suppose 
Lukas is a salesperson who is attempting to sell a 
used car to Martha, an elderly woman living on a 
fi xed income. While going over the details of the 
sale, Lukas tells Martha that “this car has 11,425 
miles on it, it comes with a one-year limited war-
ranty, and your car payment will be $185.” He then 
indicates where she should sign to accept the agree-
ment. Martha signs and takes the car home, only 
to discover later that her car payment is $185 every 
two weeks. When Lukas said her payment would be 
$185, she assumed that meant per month. Martha 
quickly realized she could not aff ord to keep the car, 
and she felt angry with Lukas for deceiving her.

Strictly speaking, everything Lukas told Martha 
was true—the car payment was, in fact, $185. Th ere-
fore, was Lukas being deceptive? Absolutely, because 
in all likelihood he knew Martha would assume that 
he was quoting the amount of her monthly payment 
and not her biweekly payment. Th erefore, he knowingly created a false impression in 
Martha’s mind, not by what he said but by what he did not say. Lukas may have told 
the truth, but he did not tell the whole truth, and the end eff ect was deceptive.

PEOPLE CAN LIE THROUGH EQUIVOCATION. Equivocation means express-
ing information that is so vague or ambiguous that it creates the impression it has 
communicated a message it hasn’t actually conveyed. Suppose Rena asks her waiter 
whether he thinks the pasta primavera is a good choice for dinner, and the waiter says, 
“It’s one of our most popular dishes.” Rena interprets that response to mean he thinks 
the pasta dish is a good choice. In fact, he never actually said that, did he?

Instead of answering Rena’s question directly, her waiter gave an ambiguous re-
sponse that he knew she would interpret as positive. Th at is an example of equivo-
cation. Just like omission, equivocation deliberately creates a false impression, so it 
qualifi es as a form of deception.

A brief review of the four primary forms of deception appears in the “At a Glance” 
box. Check out the “Got Skills?” box on the following page to practice your ability to 
identify those forms of deception in a conversation.

 omission A form of decep-

tion that involves leaving 

consequential details out of 

one’s story.

 equivocation A form of 

deception that involves giving 

vague, ambiguous answers to 

a question to create the false 

impression that one has an-

swered it.

Is it best to lie through omission to people if the truth would hurt 

them? That was the question facing Vince Vaughn’s character in The 

Dilemma (2011).
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Finding out that you’ve been lied to can be distressing. You may feel as though the 
off ender has violated your trust and irreparably harmed your relationship. You may also 
feel angry at being lied to—and perhaps even embarrassed that you believed the lie. 
Th ose negative feelings are probably magnifi ed when the deceiver is someone to whom 
you are emotionally close, such as a family member, a good friend, or a romantic partner.

Th e distress generated by discovering they have been lied to makes many people 
eager to learn how to detect deception in others. Can you tell when you’re being lied 
to? What are the best behaviors to look for as clues to deception? What makes certain 
people better liars than others? Let’s explore each of those key questions.
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Communication Behaviors 
and Deception

Th e Fox television series Lie to Me depicts a psychologist who assists government agen-
cies and law enforcement offi  cials in separating deception from truth. Although the 
psychologist on the show—Dr. Cal Lightman—is fi ctional, his character is based on 
the real-life psychologist Dr. Paul Ekman, whose research has identifi ed many of the 
verbal and nonverbal communication behaviors that are common in deceptive acts. 
As dramatized in the show, detecting deception successfully requires knowing what 
clues to look and listen for.

How good are you at distinguishing truth from deception? Before you answer, con-
sider the following experiment. I put two average students, Machiko and Jody, in 
separate rooms. I go into the fi rst room and tell Machiko how I spent my summer 
vacation. Meanwhile, Jody is alone in another room, doing nothing. Afterward, we 
all come back together, and I ask both Machiko and Jody whether I’m lying about my 
summer vacation.

Machiko could hear everything I said, listen to my tone of voice, and watch my body 
language to evaluate the believability of my story. Jody, however, was in another room 
and has no idea what I have said. Who will be more accurate in determining whether I 
have lied? Machiko, right? After all, Jody has no clue as to what I said and might as well 
fl ip a coin—at least that would provide a 50 percent chance of being right.

Th e truth is that Machiko would be more accurate, but not by much. Whereas 
Jody had a 50 percent chance of being right just by fl ipping a coin, Machiko’s chance 
of being right—even after being in the room, hearing my story, and watching my 
body language—is only 55 percent, just slightly better than if Machiko hadn’t been there 
at all. Research has shown that under normal conditions, the average person can de-
tect deception about 55 percent of the time.24 Even police interrogators, psychiatrists, 
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customs offi  cials, and polygraph examin-
ers, whom you might expect to be good 
at detecting deception, typically do little 
better than the average person.25

Detecting Deception 
Is Diffi cult

Why don’t we do any better than chance 
at detecting deception? One reason is that 
we often look for the wrong clues. How 
many times have you heard, for instance, 
that a lack of eye contact is the surest sign 
you’re being lied to? In fact, that idea isn’t 
true, as we’ll see shortly. Obviously, the 
more attention we focus on the wrong 
clues to deception, the less we focus on the 

right clues. Paying attention to the wrong clues will keep us from being accurate much 
of the time.26

A second reason we’re not very good lie detectors is that most of us want to believe 
most of what we hear. Unless we have a reason not to, we tend to believe what other 
people tell us. Researchers call that tendency the truth bias.27 Why is the truth bias 
our default position? One reason is that we generally expect our communication with 
others to be pleasant, and being lied to can be very unpleasant.28 Another reason is 
that it takes a great deal of mental energy to question everything we hear, so it’s much 
easier for us to believe what we’re told, unless we have a specifi c reason not to.29

Even though the average ability to detect deception is around 55 percent, we might 
do better if we know what to look for and what not to look for in people’s behaviors. 
What are the clues that best indicate someone is lying?

Some Behaviors Are Common 
During Acts of Deception

For a long time, scientists in various disciplines tried to discover a foolproof method 
for detecting lies. So far, research has identifi ed only a small number of behaviors that 
show any consistent relationship with deception, and none of them characterizes every 
lie or every liar.30 Let’s now take a look at some of the verbal and nonverbal behaviors 
that show reliable associations with lying, and identify some behaviors that do not.

FALSE INFORMATION IS OFTEN INCONSISTENT. One of the most straight-
forward clues to deception is inconsistency in the information presented. Let’s say you 
call in sick to work on Friday so that you can leave town early for a weekend beach 
trip. While you’re swimming on Saturday, however, your sunscreen washes off , and 
your boss sees you back at work on Monday with an obvious sunburn. Th at situation 
creates information inconsistency: Th e visual information provided by your appear-
ance contradicts your story about being sick at home. Moreover, because it’s hard to 
fake a sunburn, your boss correctly infers that you faked your illness.

Sometimes liars betray themselves with information inconsistency, and sometimes 
other people betray them. In fact, communication scholars Hee Sun Park, Timothy 
Levine, Steven McCornack, Kelly Morrison, and Merissa Ferrara have discovered that 

 truth bias The tendency 

to believe what someone says, 

in the absence of a reason 

not to.
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information provided by third parties is one of the most 
common ways people fi nd out they’ve been lied to.31 Re-
ferring to our previous example, suppose you didn’t get 
sunburned, but your boss’s daughter also happened to be 
at the beach and later innocently mentioned to her father 
that she had seen you. Clearly, she wasn’t trying to get 
you into trouble. However, because her information was 
inconsistent with your story about being sick, the impli-
cation was that you did not tell the truth.

DECEIVERS OFTEN COMMIT SPEECH ERRORS.
When people are telling lies, they often make more 
speech errors than usual. Speech errors include behaviors 
such as taking excessively long pauses in the middle of a 
conversation (while thinking up a story), using numerous 
vocal fi llers such as “um” and “uh,” starting to speak but 
then stopping abruptly, and taking an extra long time to 
respond to people’s questions.32

Why are deceivers more prone to making those errors? Th e answer is that people 
often feel guilty or nervous (or both) when they are lying, and those emotions can 
cause their speech patterns to become less fl uent than normal.33 Th e key is knowing 
how smooth and fl uent a person’s speech usually is, so that you can discern when that 
person is making more speech errors than he or she typically does.

DECEPTION OFTEN INCREASES VOCAL PITCH. As discussed in Chapter 6, 
vocal pitch describes how high or low a person’s voice is. Sometimes, such as when 
you wake up in the morning, your pitch is lower than normal and your voice sounds 
deeper than usual. When you feel nervous, excited, or agitated, the opposite occurs: 
Your pitch sounds higher than normal.34

Because people often become stressed or nervous when they’re being deceptive, 
their pitch tends to rise.35 Moreover, because they may not even be aware they are 
speaking in a higher pitch than normal, increased vocal pitch can be a particularly 
good clue to deception. A study by communication researchers Joyce Bauchner, Elyse 
Kaplan, and Gerald Miller found that vocal characteristics such as pitch are more reli-
able clues to deception than any other nonverbal behavior.36

TWO EYE BEHAVIORS ARE ASSOCIATED WITH LYING. Th e “Fact or Fic-
tion?” box explores how a lack of eye contact is a very poor clue that someone is lying. 
Much better indicators of deception are eye blinking and pupil dilation (or widening). 
If you are like the average person, you blink about 15 to 20 times per minute to keep 
a consistent layer of moisture on the surface of the eyes.37 When you feel nervous or 
anxious, however—the way you might if you were lying to someone—you blink more 
often, as a way for your body to expend your nervous energy.38 In addition, your pu-
pils dilate when you get nervous or aroused.39 Several studies have demonstrated that 
when people are telling lies, their pupils dilate more than usual.40

LIARS OFTEN USE FALSE SMILES. On average, people don’t smile any more or 
any less than normal when lying.41 What tends to change, however, is the type of smile 
people use during deception. Specifi cally, deceivers are more likely than truth tellers 
to use a false smile, the kind of smile people wear when they want to look happier than 
they really are.42 One of the distinctive features of genuine smiles is that they cause 
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the skin at the sides of the eyes to wrinkle. In contrast, false smiles don’t, so the upper 
and lower halves of the face seem inconsistent with each other. People often use false 
smiles when they’re feeling distressed but are trying to hide it, as they might if they 
feel nervous or guilty about lying.

MANY LIARS USE MINIMAL BODY MOVEMENT. When we get nervous, many 
of us move around more—we may fi dget or pace back and forth more than usual. Th at 
is our body’s way of getting rid of nervous energy, so it might seem reasonable to ex-
pect that people exhibit more of such random movement when they’re lying than when 
they’re telling the truth. Surprisingly, research tells us just the opposite: Deceivers exhibit 
fewer body movements than truth tellers do. In particular, communication studies have 
found that compared with truth tellers, deceivers display fewer hand and fi nger move-
ments,43 fewer forward leans,44 fewer gestures,45 and fewer leg and foot movements.46

Why do deceivers move less rather than more? One possible explanation is that 
to avoid getting caught, deceivers may try so hard to prevent themselves from pac-
ing or fi dgeting that they end up appearing rigid or tense. Another possible reason is 
that there are so many things to think about while lying (such as whether the story is 
believable and whether the hearer seems suspicious) that people simply don’t pay as 
much attention to their nonverbal behaviors as they normally do.

Th e “At a Glance” box summarizes what research tells us about communication be-
haviors people use while lying. Before we move on, it’s important to remember two 
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things about this list of behaviors. Th e fi rst is that these are not the only behaviors 
related to deception. Rather, they’re just some of the behaviors that communication 
research has identifi ed as reliable clues to lying. Second, none of these clues is fool-
proof. Even though people tend to make more speech errors, use more false smiles, 
blink more frequently, exhibit a higher vocal pitch, and move less when they lie, they 
may do all those behaviors for other reasons as well. Communication scientists have 
not yet discovered any foolproof clues to deception, and chances are good that they 
never will.47 Practice your ability to detect deception by doing the activity in the “Got 
Skills?” box on the following page.

Now that we’ve examined some of the behaviors to look for to detect deception, 
such as information inconsistency, and some of the behaviors to ignore, such as eye 
contact, let’s take a look at the various factors that infl uence our skill at detecting lies 
when we communicate interpersonally.

AT A GLANCE

Here’s a review of how several behaviors tend to be affected by one’s attempts 

to deceive. A “+” sign means the behavior usually increases during deception; 

a “–” sign means it usually decreases. “NC” means the behavior usually doesn’t 

increase or decrease during deceptive acts.
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Detecting Lies in 
Different Contexts

Many characteristics of people or communication situations can make it either harder 
or easier for us to tell we’re being lied to. Two examples are how familiar we are with 
the other person and how interactive our conversation is. We’ll review a number of 
these characteristics in this section. Use this information in your interpersonal com-
munication to improve your skill at detecting deceit.

Before reading this section, complete the short quiz in “Assess Your Skills.” Th at 
exercise will help you identify your assumptions about deception detection so that you 
can highlight what you learn in this section.

4
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Familiarity Affects Detection Success

Is it easier to detect deception when you are talking to strangers or to friends? On 
the one hand, you might be tempted to say “friends” because you know them better. 
You know how they normally speak and act, so it’s easy to tell when they’re not being 
themselves. On the other hand, you might reason that because the truth bias is stron-
ger for friends than for strangers,48 you are more likely to believe what you hear from 
a friend than from a stranger. Th us, you are more likely to scrutinize strangers than 
friends for signs of deception. Depending on your perspective, then, both answers are 
plausible. So, which one is correct?

To solve this puzzle, communication scientists conducted an experiment in which 
individual participants made false or misleading statements to another person.49 Half 
of the participants were paired with a close friend, and the other half with a stranger. 
After the conversations were concluded, the friends and the strangers were asked to 
report how truthful they thought the participants were being. Th e results showed that 
people were more accurate at detecting deception by strangers than by friends. In 
other words, the participants lied more successfully to their friends than they did to 
strangers. Th e researchers concluded that the truth bias prevented friends from notic-
ing when they were being deceived.
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Expressive People Are Better Liars

You probably know people who are very expressive; they tend to be outgoing, uninhib-
ited, and very demonstrative of their emotions. According to several studies, expressive 
people are more successful at deception than unexpressive people, for at least two rea-
sons.50 First, expressive people tend to be more aware and in better control of their own 
communication behaviors than unexpressive people. Th erefore, the conversational style 
they adopt when they are lying may appear to be more fl uent and normal.51

Second, expressive communicators tend to be more aware of other people’s behav-
iors, so they may be more skilled at anticipating a hearer’s suspicion and correcting 
their behavior to allay those suspicions.52 Th at doesn’t necessarily mean that expres-
sive people lie more often than unexpressive people.53 But it does mean that they tend 
to be better at it when they do lie.

Culture Matters, but Only Sometimes

We’ve seen that the average person detects deception only about 55 percent of the time. 
Most studies of detection ability, however, have involved speakers and listeners who 
share the same cultural background. What if you’re listening to someone whose culture 
is diff erent from yours? Would that diff erence make it harder to detect deception?

Common sense suggests so, because you may not be fa-
miliar with another culture’s communication practices. If 
you’re not familiar with the way a person behaves when com-
municating under normal circumstances, then how can you 
identify changes in those behaviors when the person is lying? 
In line with that assumption, an early research study con-
cluded that people are in fact much more accurate at detect-
ing deception within cultures than between cultures.54

In that study, however, participants were required to 
judge deception solely on the basis of visual cues. Th ey 
watched videos of two people in a conversation but were un-
able to hear what those people were saying. As a result, they 
were unable to detect information inconsistency or listen for 
vocal cues. Rather, they had to base their judgments entirely 
on the behaviors they could see.

Th e researchers later repeated the study, but this time they 
allowed the participants to hear what the speakers were say-
ing. When they did so, they discovered that the participants 

were equally able to detect deception by speakers of their own culture and speakers of 
other cultures.55 We can likely conclude from those results that cultural diff erences can 
aff ect our ability to detect deception, but only when we have limited access to what the 
speaker is saying. In normal face-to-face conversation, culture appears to matter less.

Motivation Doesn’t Always Help

Suppose you felt that you had to lie but the consequences of getting caught were 
severe, such as being expelled from school or going to jail. You’d probably be highly 
motivated to lie successfully—but would that help or hurt you? We often perform 
better when we’re highly motivated. According to social psychologist Bella DePaulo, 
however, that observation doesn’t apply to lying. Her hypothesis, called the motiva-
tion impairment eff ect, maintains that when people are engaged in high-stakes lies, 

 motivation impairment 

effect A hypothesis that 

motivation to succeed in a lie 

will impair a deceiver’s verbal 

performance, making the lie 

less likely to be believed.

,

culture makes little difference in our ability to detect 

deception.
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their motivation to succeed will backfi re by making their nonverbal performance less 
believable than normal.56

Why does that happen? Th e answer is that when the consequences of getting 
caught in a lie are severe, we experience a great deal of nervous energy, which we 
have to control if we are to succeed in being deceptive. Th e harder we try to control 
our nervous energy, however, the more rigid, insincere, and unnatural we can end up 
looking and sounding. Put simply, when people tell high-stakes lies, their motivation 
to succeed ultimately will impair their success.57 In contrast, because low-stakes lies 
don’t produce the same degree of nervous arousal, DePaulo’s theory does not predict 
that motivation to succeed will backfi re when people attempt a low-stakes lie.

Suspicion May Not Improve Detection Ability

When we feel suspicious about what someone is telling us, we tend to scrutinize that 
person’s behavior and message more than usual. Th erefore, it seems logical to assume 
we are better able to detect deception when we’re suspicious than when we aren’t. Th at 
doesn’t seem to be the case, however. Research tells us that even though suspicion 
causes people to think they’re being lied to, it doesn’t always make them any better 
at spotting deception.58 In fact, some studies have shown that suspicion can actually 
make people worse at detecting lies, not better.59

One reason why suspicion might impair our detection ability is suggested by in-
terpersonal deception theory, proposed by scholars David Buller and Judee Burgoon.60 
Interpersonal deception theory argues that skilled liars can detect when people are 
suspicious and then adapt their behavior to appear more honest.

Suppose, for instance, that Eliah’s new doctor asks him how often he exercises. 
To make a good impression, Eliah exaggerates, saying he swims at least four times a 
week. He can immediately tell that his doctor is suspicious of his answer, so he adapts 
his behavior to make himself appear honest. He makes certain he is speaking with a 
normal vocal pitch and without committing excessive speech errors. He avoids ner-
vous laughter, false smiles, and excessive blinking. He makes sure that he is moving 
and gesturing normally. Because he notices his doctor’s suspicion, that is, he can make 
certain that he is communicating in ways that signal honesty rather than deception. 
As a result, his doctor eventually believes Eliah, even though he is being dishonest.

Another reason why suspicion can reduce our ability to detect deception is what 
researchers call the Othello error. Th at error occurs when a listener’s suspicion makes 
a truthful speaker appear to be lying even though she or he isn’t. Let’s say Maggie is 
explaining to a school nurse that her 6-year-old son bruised the side of his face by 
falling off  his bed. Because the nurse sees physically abused children frequently, she 
has suspicions about the truthfulness of Maggie’s account. Maggie senses the nurse’s 
suspicions and gets nervous and fl ustered. She begins to fi dget, makes speech errors, 
and uses false smiles. Noticing those behaviors, the nurse concludes that Maggie is 
lying. Maggie, however, is being completely truthful. She looks and sounds deceptive 
only because the nurse’s obvious suspicion has made her nervous. In that instance, the 
nurse has been inaccurate in detecting deception—not by believing a lie but by failing 
to believe the truth.61

Noninteractive Contexts Are Best for Detection

Suppose Stan’s regional manager directed him to fi le a report about the company’s 
quarterly earnings with the state auditor’s offi  ce. He told Stan that the report wasn’t 
due for six weeks but that it needed to be fi led by the deadline or the company would 

The motivation impairment 

effect explains that when 

people attempt high-stakes lies, 

their motivation to succeed 

can backfi re, causing them to 

behave nervously and therefore 

to appear dishonest.
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incur fi nancial penalties. With so much time before the deadline, Stan kept putting 
the assignment aside, focusing on more pressing projects. By the time he remembered 
it, it was three days overdue.

Fearing that his negligence might cost him his job, Stan chooses to lie to his man-
ager about why the report was late. He has several options for how to deliver his lie: 
He could do it in person, over the telephone, by leaving a voice mail message, or by 
sending an e-mail. Which option gives him the best chance for success? On the one 
hand, we might say that an interactive context, such as a face-to-face or telephone 
conversation, helps Stan the most, because he can watch and listen for signs of suspi-
cion from his manager and then adapt his behavior accordingly. On the other hand, 
a noninteractive context, such as voice mail or e-mail, may be best because it gives 
Stan the most control over his message.

Communication researchers have found that lies are more likely to succeed in an 
interactive context than in a noninteractive one—but only when the speaker is ly-
ing to a stranger.62 Apparently, interacting directly with speakers makes people more 
likely to believe what those speakers are saying. One possible explanation for that 
fi nding is that interactivity helps create a sense of connection with someone else that 
is lacking in noninteractive contexts. In addition, when people are engaged in conver-
sations, they pay more attention to their own communication behaviors than to the 
behaviors of others. Consequently, listeners might be less likely to notice any signs of 
deception displayed by the speaker.63

If, however, the speaker and the hearer are already friends, then the interactivity 
of the context doesn’t seem to matter. In those cases, lies are equally successful in 
interactive and noninteractive contexts. Perhaps if friends already feel an emotional 
connection with each other, then communicating in interactive contexts no longer 
provides an advantage.

Familiarity, expressiveness, culture, mo-
tivation, suspicion, and interactivity cer-
tainly aren’t the only characteristics that 
infl uence our detection skills. Yet each 
of those factors can play an important 
role in our ability to detect deception 
successfully.

Although deception is relatively com-
mon in interpersonal communication, it 
can sometimes cause great distress. When 
deception is discovered in a personal re-
lationship, it can lead to confl ict and to 
feelings of anger and betrayal. We often 
fi nd it diffi  cult to forgive people who have 
lied to us, let alone to trust them again.

In this chapter, you’ve been introduced 
to many skills for detecting interpersonal 
deception, and previous chapters have in-
troduced you to skills for managing con-
fl ict and maintaining your interpersonal 
relationships. Armed with those skills, 
you may fi nd it easier to respond to the 
emotional distress of deception and to re-
pair the emotional damage it can cause.

interactive context 

A context for communicating 

in which participants can see 

and/or hear each other and 

react to each other in real 

time (for example, face-to-

face conversation, telephone 

conversation).

noninteractive context 

A context for communicating 

in which the participants can-

not react to each other in real 

time (for example, a voice mail 

message, an e-mail message).

When people communicate with strangers, they are less likely to be caught 

lying if they’re talking face-to-face than if they’re exchanging e-mail messages. 

Interactivity heightens our truth bias, but only with strangers. With friends, the 

mode of communication doesn’t affect the ability to detect lying.
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A
accommodating A strategy for 
managing confl ict that involves 
giving in to the other party’s needs 
and desires while subordinating 
one’s own.

action tendencies Biologically 
based motives toward specifi c 
behavioral responses to emotions.

Forms of 
deception that involve omitting 
certain details that would change 
the nature of the story if they were 
known.

Forms of de-
ception that involve fabricating 
information or exaggerating facts 
for the purpose of misleading 
others.

adaptor A gesture used to satisfy 
a personal need.

A gesture that com-
municates emotion.

Language 
having more than one possible 
meaning.

A cluster of neurons in 
the brain that largely controls the 
body’s fear response.

A gender role distin-
guished by a combination of mas-
culine and feminine characteristics.

An emotional response to 
being wronged.

approach behaviors Commu-
nication behaviors that signal 
one’s interest in getting to know 
someone.

An object or a visual 
feature of an environment with 
communicative value.

A sexual orientation 
characterized by a general lack of 
interest in sex.

An explanation for an 
observed behavior.

autonomy face The need to avoid 
being imposed upon by others.

Communi-
cation behaviors that signal one’s 
lack of interest in getting to know 
someone.

avoiding A strategy for managing 
confl ict that involves ignoring or 
failing to deal with the confl ict.

avoiding stage The stage of rela-
tionship dissolution when partners 
create physical and emotional 
distance between themselves.

B
A sexual orientation 

characterized by sexual interest in 
both women and men.

bonding stage The stage of rela-
tionship development when the 
partners publicly announce their 
commitment.

The range of topics 
about which one person self-
discloses to another.

C
A pathway through 

which messages are conveyed.

A com-
munication context involving few 
channels at once.

A commu-
nication context involving many 
channels at once.

The use of time.

The stage 
of relationship dissolution char-
acterized by decreased quality 
and quantity of communication 
between partners.

The tendency 
not to listen to anything with 
which one disagrees.

Groups of people who 
share values, customs, and norms 
related to mutual interests or char-
acteristics beyond their national 
citizenship.

coercive power Power based on 
the ability to punish.

The ability 
to understand a given situation in 
multiple ways.

A strategy for 
managing confl ict that involves 
working toward a solution that 
meets both parties’ needs.

A culture 
that places greater emphasis on 
loyalty to the family, workplace, 
or community than on the needs 
of the individual.

A desire to stay in a 
relationship.

communication climate The 
emotional tone of a relationship.

communication codes Verbal 
and nonverbal behaviors, such as 
idioms and gestures, that charac-
terize a culture and distinguish it 
from other cultures.

Communicating in ways that are 
effective and appropriate for a 
given situation.

Theory 
that explains how people manage 
the tension between privacy and 
disclosure.

A person’s 
realistic expectation of what the 
person wants and thinks he or she 
deserves from a relationship.

A person’s assessment of how good 
his or her current relationship is, 
compared with other options.

competence face The need to be 
respected and viewed as compe-
tent and intelligent.

A strategy for manag-
ing confl ict in which one’s goal is 
to win while the other party loses.

Using 
interruptions to take control of a 
conversation.

A relationship between parties of 
unequal power.

compromising A strategy for 
managing confl ict in which both 
parties give up something they 
want so that both can receive 
something they want.

confi bias The tendency 
to pay attention only to informa-
tion that supports one’s values and 
beliefs while discounting or ignor-
ing information that doesn’t.

confi rming Behaviors 
that indicate how much we value 
another person.

A word’s 
implied or secondary meaning, in 
addition to its literal meaning.

contempt A feeling of superiority 
over, and disrespect for, others; 
the expression of insults and at-
tacks on another’s self-worth.

Literal infor-
mation that is communicated by 
a message.

context The physical or psycho-
logical environment in which 
communication occurs.

The extent to which 
others fi nd someone’s words and 
actions trustworthy.

Listening with 
the goal of evaluating or analyzing 
what one hears.

criticism The expression of com-
plaints about another party.

The system of learned 
and shared symbols, language, 
values, and norms that distin-
guish one group of people from 
another.

D
The knowing and 

intentional transmission of infor-
mation to create a false belief in 
the hearer.

decode To interpret or give mean-
ing to a message.

Language that harms 
a person’s reputation or image.

defensiveness Excessive concern 
with guarding oneself against the 
threat of criticism; the tendency 
to deny the validity of criticisms 
directed at the self.

A pattern of behavior in which 
one party makes demands and the 
other party withdraws from the 
conversation.

A word’s 
literal meaning or dictionary 
defi nition.

Glossary
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depression A physical illness 
involving excessive fatigue, insom-
nia, changes in weight, feelings of 
worthlessness, and/or thoughts of 
suicide or death.

depth The intimacy of the topics 
about which one person self-
discloses to another.

Conflicts 
between two important but op-
posing needs or desires.

The stage 
of relationship dissolution when 
partners begin to see their differ-
ences as undesirable or annoying.

 rming Behav-
iors that imply a lack of regard for 
another person.

A feeling of revulsion in 
reaction to something offensive.

The tendency 
to say or do things in one environ-
ment (such as online) that one 
would not say or do in most other 
environments.

Unwritten codes 
that govern the ways people man-
age and express emotions.

divorce The legal discontinuation 
of a marriage.

dyad A pair of people.

E
Unable to take an-

other person’s perspective.

emblem A gesture with a direct 
verbal translation.

emoticons Textual representa-
tions of facial expressions.

emotion The body’s multidimen-
sional response to any event that 
enhances or inhibits one’s goals.

The ten-
dency to mimic the emotional 
experiences and expressions of 
others.

The 
ability to perceive and understand 
emotions, use emotions to facili-
tate thought, and manage emo-
tions constructively.

The pro-
cess of changing how one thinks 
about the situation that gave rise to 
a negative emotion so that the ef-
fect of the emotion is diminished.

empathic listening Listening in 
order to experience what another 
person is thinking or feeling.

empathy The ability to think and 
feel as others do. 

encode To put an idea into lan-
guage or gesture.

The desire for something 
another person has.

A theory predict-
ing that a good relationship is one 
in which a person’s ratio of costs 
and rewards is equal to that of the 
person’s partner.

A form of decep-
tion that involves giving vague, 
ambiguous answers to a question 
to create the false impression that 
one has answered it.

ethics A code of morality or a set 
of ideas about what is right.

An individual’s per-
ception of his or her ancestry or 
heritage.

ethnocentrism Systematic prefer-
ence for characteristics of one’s 
own culture.

ethos A speaker’s respectabil-
ity, trustworthiness, and moral 
character.

euphemism A vague, mild 
expression that symbolizes some-
thing more blunt or harsh.

A reply that 
offers an assessment of what the 
speaker has said or done.

A form of deception 
that involves infl ating or overstat-
ing facts.

The stage 
of relationship development when 
individuals have conversations to 
learn more about each other.

expert power Power that derives 
from one’s expertise, talent, train-
ing, specialized knowledge, or 
experience.

A rule about behavior 
that has been clearly articulated.

Verbal communi-
cation whose purpose is to express 
emotions and build relationships.

F
face A person’s desired public 
image.

Components of one’s 
desired public image.

face-threatening act Any behav-
ior that threatens one or more face 
needs.

facework The behaviors one uses 
to project one’s desired public im-
age to others.

The use of facial 
expression for communication.

A form of deception 
that involves presenting false, 
fabricated information as though 
it were true.

The family in 
which one grows up (often consist-
ing of one’s parents and siblings).

The fam-
ily one starts as an adult (often 
consisting of one’s spouse and 
children).

The mind and body’s reac-
tion to perceived danger.

feedback Verbal and nonverbal 
responses to a message.

The need to feel 
liked and accepted by others.

A gender role, typically 
assigned to women, that emphasizes 
expressive, nurturing behavior.

The tendency to attribute others’ 
behaviors to internal rather than 
external causes.

G
gender role A set of expectations 
for appropriate behavior that a 
culture typically assigns to an 
individual based on his or her 
biological sex.

The use of arm and 
hand movements to communicate.

Daydreaming dur-
ing the time not spent listening.

gossip The sharing of an indi-
vidual’s personal information with 
a third party without the indi-
vidual’s consent.

The emotional process of 
dealing with profound loss.

H
The tendency to at-

tribute positive qualities to physi-
cally attractive people.

happiness A state of content-
ment, joy, pleasure, and cheer.

The study of how people 
use touch to communicate.

hate speech A form of profanity 
meant to degrade, intimidate, or 
dehumanize groups of people.

A sexual orienta-
tion characterized by sexual inter-
est in members of the other sex.

A culture in 
which people touch frequently and 
maintain little personal distance 
with one another.

high-context culture A culture 
in which verbal communication 
is often ambiguous, and meaning 
is drawn from contextual cues, 
such as facial expressions and tone 
of voice.

A culture in which much or most 
of the power is concentrated in a 
few people, such as royalty or a 
ruling political party.

A sexual orienta-
tion characterized by sexual inter-
est in members of one’s own sex.

A model of 
effective listening that involves 
hearing, understanding, remem-
bering, interpreting, evaluating, 
and responding.

I
See self-concept.

A gesture that enhances 
or clarifi es a verbal message.

image The way one wishes to be 
seen or perceived by others.

The process 
of projecting one’s desired public 
image.

Nonverbal 
behavior that conveys attraction 
or affi liation.

A rule about be-
havior that has not been clearly 
articulated but is nonetheless 
understood.

A culture 
that emphasizes individuality and 
responsibility to oneself.

Having romantic or 
sexual interaction with some-
one outside of one’s romantic 
relationship.

The state of 
being overwhelmed by the amount 
of information one takes in.

Listening 
to learn something.

in-group A group of people with 
whom one identifies.

The stage of 
relationship development when 
people meet and interact for the 
first time.

Practical, 
everyday needs.

Verbal commu-
nication whose purpose is to solve 
problems and accomplish tasks.

The stage of 
relationship development when 
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a deep commitment has formed, 
and there is a strong sense that the 
relationship has its own identity.

The stage of 
relationship development when 
individuals move from being ac-
quaintances to being close friends.

A context for 
communicating in which par-
ticipants can see and/or hear each 
other and react to each other in real 
time (for example, face-to-face con-
versation, telephone conversation).

interdependence A state in which 
each person’s behaviors affect 
everyone else in the relationship.

Any 
force that draws people together to 
form a relationship.

 
Communication that occurs be-
tween two people within the con-
text of their relationship and that, 
as it evolves, helps them to negoti-
ate and define their relationship.

 ict An ex-
pressed struggle between interde-
pendent parties who perceive in-
compatible goals, scarce resources, 
and interference from one another.

The 
process of making meaning from 
the people in our environment 
and our relationships with them.

interpretation The process of 
assigning meaning to information 
that has been selected for atten-
tion and organized.

Signifi cant emotional 
closeness experienced in a 
relationship.

The distance 
most people in Western cultures 
maintain with intimate partners; 
ranges from 0 to 1½ feet.

Communication with oneself.

The resources we put 
into our relationships.

A statement that 
claims ownership of one’s 
thoughts or feelings.

J
The perception that 

the existence or the quality of an 
important relationship is being 
threatened by a third party.

A visual represen-
tation of components of the self 

that are known or unknown to the 
self and to others.

K
The study of movement.

L
A structured system of 

symbols used for communicating 
meaning.

Power based on 
one’s legitimate status or position.

libel A defamatory statement 
made in print or in some other 
fi xed medium.

A positive overall evalua-
tion of another person.

The active process of 
making meaning out of another 
person’s spoken message.

Terms that carry 
strongly positive or strongly nega-
tive connotations.

logos Listeners’ ability to reason.

love The emotion of caring for, 
feeling attached to, and feeling 
deeply committed to someone.

A culture in 
which people touch infrequently 
and maintain relatively high levels 
of personal distance with one 
another.

A culture in 
which verbal communication is 
expected to be explicit and is often 
interpreted literally.

A culture in which power is not 
highly concentrated in specific 
groups of people.

M
A gender role, 

typically assigned to men, that 
emphasizes strength, dominance, 
competition, and logical thinking.

Communi-
cation from one source to a large 
audience.

message Verbal and nonverbal 
elements of communication to 
which people give meaning.

Communi-
cation about communication.

Confl ict about 
confl ict.

An emotion about 
emotion.

model A formal description of a 
process.

A concept that 
treats time as a finite commodity 
that can be earned, saved, spent, 
and wasted.

Being in only one 
romantic relationship at a time 
and avoiding romantic or sexual 
involvement with others outside 
the relationship.

mood A feeling, often prolonged, 
that has no identifi able cause.

 
A hypothesis that motivation to 
succeed in a lie will impair a de-
ceiver’s verbal performance, mak-
ing the lie less likely to be believed.

N
An individual’s status 

as a citizen of a particular country.

One’s need to 
give and receive expressions of love 
and appreciation.

One’s need to 
maintain a degree of infl uence in 
one’s relationships.

need for inclusion One’s need 
to belong to a social group and be 
included in the activities of others.

need to belong A hypothesis 
that says each of us is born with a 
fundamental drive to seek, form, 
maintain, and protect strong 
social relationships.

The tendency to 
focus heavily on a person’s nega-
tive attributes when forming a 
perception.

noise Anything that interferes 
with the encoding or decoding of 
a message.

A reply 
that withholds assessment of what 
the speaker has said or done.

A context 
for communicating in which the 
participants cannot react to each 
other in real time (for example, 
a voice mail message, an e-mail 
message).

The various 
behavioral forms that nonverbal 
communication takes.

Be-
haviors and characteristics that 
convey meaning without the use 
of words.

A social 
expectation that resources and 
favors provided to one person in 

a relationship should be recipro-
cated by that person.

O
The study of eye 

behavior.

The study of the sense 
of smell.

omission A form of deception 
that involves leaving consequential 
details out of one’s story.

A verbal 
message that seeks to neutralize 
relational control and power.

A verbal mes-
sage that refl ects acceptance of, or 
submission to, another person’s 
power.

one-up message A verbal message 
through which the speaker at-
tempts to exert dominance or gain 
control over the listener.

onomatopoeia A word formed 
by imitating the sound associated 
with its meaning.

The process of 
categorizing information that has 
been selected for attention.

out-group A group of people with 
whom one does not identify.

The tendency to 
attribute a range of behaviors to a 
single characteristic of a person.

over-benefi ted The state in which 
one’s relational rewards exceed 
one’s relational costs.

P
Vocalic behaviors 

that go along with verbal behavior 
to convey meaning.

A secondary emotion 
consisting of joy and surprise, 
plus experiences of excitement and 
attraction for another.

A pattern of 
behaving vengefully while denying 
that one has aggressive feelings.

Listeners’ emotions.

peer Someone of similar power 
or status.

perception The process of mak-
ing meaning from the things we 
experience in the environment.

A predisposition 
to perceive only what we want or 
expect to perceive.

The distance 
most people in Western cultures 
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maintain with friends and rela-
tives; ranges from 1½ to 4 feet.

The pattern of be-
haviors and ways of thinking that 
characterize a person.

Attraction to 
someone’s physical appearance.

polychronic A concept that treats 
time as an infinite resource rather 
than a finite commodity.

A practice in which 
one person is married to two or 
more spouses at once.

The tendency 
to focus heavily on a person’s 
positive attributes when forming a 
perception.

power The ability to manipulate, 
infl uence, or control other people 
or events.

A theory predicting that we form 
relationships when we think the 
effort will be worth it.

The tendency to 
emphasize the first impression 
over later impressions when form-
ing a perception.

Distinct 
emotional experiences not con-
sisting of combinations of other 
emotions.

A form of language 
considered vulgar, rude, or ob-
scene in the context in which it 
is used.

The size of facial 
features relative to one another.

The study of spatial use.

pseudolistening Using feedback 
behaviors to give the false impres-
sion that one is listening.

The distance 
most people in Western cultures 
maintain with public fi gures dur-
ing a performance; ranges from 
12 to 25 feet or more.

R
To make judgments about 

the world based on evidence rather 
than emotion or intuition.

The tendency 
to debate a speaker’s point and 
formulate a reply while the person 
is still speaking.

receiver The party who interprets 
a message.

The tendency to 
emphasize the most recent impres-
sion over earlier impressions when 
forming a perception.

reference groups The groups of 
people with whom one compares 
oneself in the process of social 
comparison.

referent power Power that derives 
from one’s attraction to or admira-
tion for another.

The process 
whereby a person’s self-concept 
is influenced by his or her beliefs 
concerning what other people 
think of the person.

A gesture that controls 
the fl ow of conversation.

Signals 
about the relationship in which a 
message is being communicated.

Behaviors used to maintain and 
strengthen personal relationships.

Power that derives 
from the ability to reward.

Repetitive behaviors that 
have special meaning for a group 
or relationship.

S
sadness Emotion involving 
feeling unhappy, sorrowful, and 
discouraged, usually as a result of 
some form of loss.

The idea 
that language infl uences the ways 
that members of a culture see and 
think about the world.

Emotions 
composed of combinations of 
primary emotions.

The process of attend-
ing to a stimulus. 

Listening only 
to what one wants to hear.

self-concept The set of stable 
ideas a person has about who he or 
she is; also known as identity.

The act of giving 
others information about oneself 
that one believes they do not 
already have.

self-esteem One’s subjective 
evaluation of one’s value and 
worth as a person.

An ex-
pectation that gives rise to behav-

iors that cause the expectation to 
come true.

self-monitoring Awareness of 
one’s behavior and how it affects 
others.

The tendency to 
attribute one’s successes to inter-
nal causes and one’s failures to 
external causes.

A character-
istic determining the sex or sexes 
to which someone is sexually 
attracted.

skepticism The practice of evalu-
ating the evidence for a claim.

A defamatory statement 
made aloud.

Informal, unconventional 
words that are often understood 
only by others in a particular 
subculture.

Communication occurring within 
small groups of three or more 
people.

Fear of not making 
a good impression on others.

Attraction to 
someone’s personality.

The process of 
comparing oneself with others.

The distance most 
people in Western cultures main-
tain with casual acquaintances; 
ranges from 4 to 12 feet.

A theory 
predicting that people seek to 
form and maintain relationships 
in which the benefi ts outweigh 
the costs.

A theory that predicts that as rela-
tionships develop, communication 
increases in breadth and depth.

A group of people who 
share symbols, language, values, 
and norms.

The originator of a 
thought or an idea.

The stage of 
relationship dissolution when the 
relationship stops growing and the 
partners are barely communicat-
ing with each other.

Generalizations about 
groups of people that are applied 
to individual members of those 
groups.

stigma A characteristic that 
discredits a person, making him 

or her be seen as abnormal or 
undesirable.

Withdrawing from 
a conversation or an interaction.

A person’s feeling 
of assurance that others care about 
and will protect him or her.

A representation of an idea.

A 
relationship between parties of 
equal power.

The similarity between 
the left and right sides of the face 
or body.

T
Attraction to some-

one’s abilities and dependability.

terminating stage The stage of 
relationship dissolution when 
the relationship is deemed to be 
offi cially over.

The tendency to 
believe what someone says, in the 
absence of a reason not to.

Nonverbal 
behavior that indicates when a 
person’s speaking turn begins and 
ends.

U
The de-

gree to which people try to avoid 
situations that are unstructured, 
unclear, or unpredictable.

A theory suggesting that people 
are motivated to reduce their 
uncertainty about others.

 ted The state in 
which one’s relational costs exceed 
one’s relational rewards.

V
The positivity or negativ-

ity of an emotion.

The tendency 
for dramatic, shocking events to 
distort one’s perception of reality.

Characteristics of the 
voice.

Y
A statement that 

shifts responsibility for one’s own 
thoughts or feelings to the listener.
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instrumental needs met by, 

8–9
intrapersonal, 22
listening, 216–241
mass, 22
nature of, 9–13
percentages of various 

activities of, 218f
physical needs met by, 4–5
relational needs met by, 6
romantic relationship, 319–332
the self and, 71–102
sexual orientation and, 55–57
six characteristics of, 13–18
small group, 22
social penetration theory on 

relationships and, 95–96f
spiritual needs met by, 7–8
time spent on online, 4t
See also interpersonal 

communication; 
messages; nonverbal 
communication; online 
communication

communication accommodation 
theory, 156

communication breakdown, 19
communication characteristics

governed by explicit and 
implicit rules, 17–18

intentional or unintentional 
message, 17

literal meanings and 
relationship implications, 
15–17

multiple channels, 13
people give communication its 

meaning, 15
perceptual fi lters, 14–15

communication climate
avoiding making others 

defensive, 340–342

using confi rming messages, 
338–340, 341

minimizing disconfi rming 
messages, 339–340

providing effective feedback, 
342–345

communication codes
idioms, 48
jargon, 48, 163–164
See also gestures/movements

communication competence
ability to build your, 25–26
characteristics of individuals 

with, 27–31
effective and appropriate 

communication as, 26–27
communication models

assessing the, 12–13
communication 

accommodation theory, 
156

communication as action, 
10f, 12

communication as interaction, 
10–11f, 13

communication as 
transaction, 12f, 13

Gibb’s defensiveness and 
supportiveness, 340–342

HURIER model of listening, 
223–226

interpersonal deception 
theory, 401

marital schemata, 325–326
motivation impairment effect, 

400–401
three human communication, 

9–13
See also model; social 

relationship theories
communication myths

communication can break 
down, 19

communication is inherently 
good, 19–20

communication will solve any 
problem, 19

everyone is an expert in 
communication, 18

more communication is 
always better, 20–21

comparison level, 289, 290f
comparison level for alternatives, 

289–290f
competence face, 92, 93
competent communicators

adaptability, 28
cognitive complexity, 28–30
empathy, 28, 29
ethics of, 30
self-awareness, 27, 31

competing
defi nition of, 374, 376
managing confl ict by, 

374–375
competitive interrupting, 

233–234

complementary attraction, 
286–287

compromising
defi nition of, 375, 376
managing confl ict by, 

375–376
confi rmation bias, 236
confi rming messages, 338–339, 

341
confl ict

benefi ts of, 357
comparing heterosexual and 

lesbian and gay couples, 
327

differing ways that romantic 
relationships handle, 
326–327

family roles during, 336
harm done by, 355–357
infl uence on each other by 

power and, 366
interpersonal, 349–377
intrapersonal, 351
Marriage Advice (iPod app) 

on marital, 349
as signal of marriage headed 

for divorce, 341
See also anger

confl ict management
interpersonal, 372–377
Marriage Advice (iPod app) 

for, 349
problematic behaviors 

creating barriers to, 
372–374

strategies for successful, 
374–376

confl ict-avoiding couples, 327
connection versus autonomy, 317
connotative meaning, 147
contempt

defi nition of, 249, 373
as hostile emotion, 249
as problematic behavior 

during confl ict, 373
content dimension of confl ict, 

354, 355f
content dimension of message

description of, 15
metacommunication to 

distinguish relational 
from, 16–17

content-oriented listening style, 
217

context
channel-lean, 13
channel-rich, 13
deception, 399–402
defi nition of communication, 

11
language as bound by, 150
perception and being mindful 

of, 133–134
continuer statements, 239
controllability of behavior, 

125–126
conversational overload, 231
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conversations
competitive interrupting 

during, 233–234
demand-withdraw pattern of, 

359–360
nonverbal management of, 

184–185
passive aggression, 359
regulator gesture controlling, 

194
stonewalling, 225, 373–374
turn-taking signals during, 

184
cool colors, 202
Cool Hand Luke (fi lm), 19
Coontz, Stephanie, 322
Cooper, Sheldon, 9
cosmetic use, 205
Crazy Heart (fi lm), 356f
credibility

defi nition of, 156
evaluating a speaker’s, 

237–238
factors that infl uence, 156–158
nonverbal communication, 

181–182, 188–189
critical listening, 227
criticism

defi nition of, 372
as problematic behavior 

during confl ict, 372–373
See also defensiveness

Crocker, Jennifer, 86
CSI (TV show), 53
cultural awareness 

communicating with, 42–43
cultural differences

assessing your sensitivity 
to, 50

effects of on communication, 
43–50

emotions as shaped by, 
256–257

Fact or Fiction? on 
perceptions of beauty 
and, 192, 284

interpersonal confl ict and, 
360–361

kissing, 208
power infl uenced by, 370–371
Santiago Ventura case and 

assumptions in, 35–36
spatial zones, 199–200
uncertainty avoidance, 47, 49
variations in romantic 

relationship formation, 
324–325

cultural intolerance, 38
cultural norms

defi nition of, 41
on politeness from several 

cultures, 41
culture components

language, 40
norms, 41
symbols, 40
values, 40

culture shock, 37
culture(s)

acquiring a, 38
being mindful of our 

perceptions of, 133
as component of emotions, 

256–257
components of, 39–41
deception context of, 400
defi ning, 36
ethnocentrism preference for 

own, 37
Facebook, 39
gender, 57–58
high-contact versus low-

contact, 204
how gender varies by time 

and, 53–54
how interpersonal confl ict is 

affected, 360–361
in-groups and out-groups, 37
individualistic and 

collectivistic, 44, 49, 361
infl uence on perceptual 

accuracy by, 114–115
language as bound by, 150
low- and high-context, 45, 49
low- and high-power-distance, 

45–46, 49, 370–371
Maori, 44
masculine and feminine, 

46–47, 49
monochronic and 

polychronic, 47, 49, 204
nonverbal communication 

infl uenced by, 203–205
self-concept development and 

role of, 77
self-disclosure impacted by, 99
spatial zones related to 

different, 199–200
summary of seven aspects 

of, 49
uncertainty avoidance 

differences in, 47, 49
See also values

Cupach, William, 20, 316
cyberstalking, 316

D
Daly, John, 157
Dancing with the Stars (TV show), 

366
Davis, Michael, 215
Davis, Taryn, 215
de-intensifi cation display rule, 

262, 263
Dead Man Walking (fi lm), 239
deaf co-culture, 42
deception

behaviors detecting, 393–398
as common component of 

politeness, 386–387
defi ning, 384–385
detected through nonverbal 

behavior, 182

elements of, 385–386
ethics related to, 386
moral disengagement in, 387
online gender switching, 387
smiling as form of, 189, 

395–396
some reasons why people 

engage in, 389
trust destroyed by, 383
See also truth

deception contexts
cultural, 400
expressive people are better 

liars, 400
familiarity affects detection 

success, 399
interpersonal deception 

theory, 401
noninteractive, 401–402

deception detection
assessing your skills at, 398, 

399
diffi culty of, 394
motivation impairment effect, 

400–401
Othello error barrier to, 401
strategies for, 394–397
truth bias as barrier to, 394, 

399
deception detection strategies

inconsistency of false 
information, 394–395, 
397

liars often use false smiles, 
395–396, 397

minimal body movement, 
396–397

speech errors, 395, 397
testing your skills at, 398, 399
two eye behaviors associated 

with lying, 395, 397
vocal pitch increases, 395, 397

deception diversity
acts of dissimulation, 

390–392
acts of simulation, 389–390
equivocation, 391, 392
exaggeration, 390, 391, 392
falsifi cation, 390, 391
omission, 391, 392

deceptive communication
behaviors of, 393–397
detecting lies in different 

contexts, 398–403
diversity of deceptive acts and, 

388–392
nature of interpersonal, 

382–388
Nothing But the Truth (TV 

show) revelation of, 381
online, 387–388

defamation, 164–165
defense mechanism, 93
defensiveness

defi nition of, 340, 373
family communication 

climate, 340–341

as problematic behavior 
during confl ict, 373

types of messages that convey, 
341–342

See also criticism
Del Prete, Tony, 195
demand-withdraw pattern, 

359–360
demographic characteristics, 188
denial strategy, 318
denotative meaning, 147
DePaulo, Bella, 400
depression

defi nition of, 251
relaxation and, 186–187

depth (self-disclosure topics), 
96–97

dialectical tensions
autonomy versus connection, 

317
defi nition of, 316–317
openness versus closedness, 

317
predictability versus novelty, 

317
strategies for managing, 318

dialects, 156
DiCaprio, Leonardo, 90
Diesel, Carol, 157
differentiating stage of 

relationship dissolution, 
330–331, 332

The Dilemma (fi lm), 391f
Dindia, Kathryn, 58, 99, 206, 218
direct confl ict, 355
Direct Marketing Association, 231
direct perception checking, 

135–136
disconfi rming messages, 339–340
disgust, 249–250
disinhibition effect, 102, 361–362
disorientation strategy, 318
display rules

defi nition of, 262
emotional expression, 

262–263
divorce

ethics of disclosing probability 
of, 373

marital confl ict as signal of, 
341

rates of, 331, 332
See also marriage

domestic violence
aggressive touch as part of, 

197
male and female victims of, 

357
protection from, 323

doublespeak, 163
Dr. Phil (TV show), 19
Dragnet (TV show), 134
Drop Dead Diva (TV show), 82f
dyad

defi nition of, 23
interpersonal communication 

research focus on, 23
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E
e-mail deception, 387–388
EAR (digital voice recorder), 62
Eat Pray Love (fi lm), 21
eating disorders, 201
Economic Stimulus Act (2008), 

148
An Education (fi lm), 123f
egocentric/egocentrism, 121–122
Ekman, Paul, 393
Elizabeth II (Queen of England), 

177
Ellis, C. P., 278
emblems, 194, 203
emoticons, 180f
emotion components

behavioral, 256
cognitive, 255–256
physiological, 254–255
social and cultural, 256–257

emotional appeals examples, 154t
emotional communication

defi nition of, 64
examining infl uences on 

expression of, 260–269
gendered, 64–65
how romantic relationships 

handle, 328–329
improving your skills for, 

269–272
nonverbal, 182–183, 185

emotional communication skills
accepting responsibility for 

emotions, 271–272
identifying emotions, 269–270
reappraising negative 

emotions, 270–271
separating emotions from 

actions, 272
emotional contagion

in cyberspace, 264
description of, 264–265

emotional expression
cultural and geographical 

infl uences on, 261–262
display rules, 262–263
emotional contagion infl uence 

on, 264–265
emotional intelligence 

infl uence on, 267–268
personality infl uence on, 266
responding to negative, 329
sex and gender infl uence on, 

265–266, 267
technology infl uence on, 

263–264
emotional intelligence

assessing your, 268
defi nition of, 267
emotional expression and role 

of, 267
emotional jealousy, 265
emotional reappraisal, 270–271
emotions

accepting responsibility for 
your, 271–272

affect display communicating, 
194

alexithymia inability to 
understand, 268

anger, 249
appealing to pathos or, 154
cultural infl uences on facial 

displays of, 204
decoding facial displays, 

192–193
defi nition of, 246
differentiating mood from, 

246
display rules for, 262–263
hostile, 249–251
identifying your, 269–270
jealousy, 250, 265–266
joyful/affectionate, 247–248
love, 128, 247–248, 321–322
meta-emotions, 259–260
multidimensional components 

of, 254–257
nonverbal communication of, 

182–183, 185
primary and secondary forms 

of, 258–259
reality television focus on 

showing, 182–183
reappraising negative, 

270–271
sadness/anxious, 251–254
separating from actions, 272
variations in valence and 

intensity, 257–258
empathic listening

American Widow Project, 215
description of, 227–228
during grief, 240

empathizing, 225
empathy

as competent communication 
component, 28

defi nition of, 28
How Empathic Are You? 

assessment, 29
encode, 10
endorsement, 339
enunciation (or articulation), 198
environment

family communication 
climate, 338–345

hostile work, 304
nonverbal communication of 

colors of, 202
envy, 250
Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission (EEOC), 
304

equity theory, 291, 293–294
equivocation, 156–157, 391
ethics

assessing divorce probability 
during therapy, 373

behavior based on stereotypes, 
117

benevolent versus malicious 
lies, 392

collectivistic versus 
individualistic cultural 
perspective on, 44

component communication 
guided by, 30–31

controllability of behavior, 
125

deception and related, 386
defi nition of, 30
detecting deception through 

nonverbal behavior, 182
euphemisms, 163
friendships with customers, 

305
natural language experiment 

(13th century) lacking 
in, 5

passive-aggressive way to deal 
with confl ict, 355

practices of persuasion, 153
same-sex marriage rights, 322
self-disclosure and, 101
self-monitors and, 79

ethnicity, 38
ethnocentrism, 37
ethos, 154
euphemism language, 162–163
evaluative feedback, 343–345
exaggeration, 390, 391
experimenting stage of 

relationship development, 
324

expert power, 367–368
explicit rules, 17–18
expressing nonverbal messages, 

209–210
expression skills assessment, 210
expressive talk, 59–61
extended family, 336
Extreme Makeover (TV show), 182
extroversion, 266
eye behaviors

associated with lying, 395
blinking, 395, 397
as nonverbal channel, 

193–194
oculesics study of, 193
pupil dilation (or widening), 

395, 397
See also nonverbal 

communication; social 
behaviors

eye contact
avoiding conversation through 

lack of, 184
credibility through, 188–189
cultural infl uences on norms 

of, 204
ending conversations through, 

185
Fact or Fiction? on deception 

revealed through, 396, 
397

immediacy behavior using, 
186

sex/gender differences in, 205
as turn-taking signal, 184

F
face, 92
face needs, 92
face recognition, 121f
face threats, 92–93
face-threatening act, 93–94
Facebook, 39, 263, 285, 333, 334
facework, 92, 93
facial displays

of attractiveness, 191f–192
cultural infl uences on, 204
defi nition of, 190
of emotion, 192–193f
of identity, 190–191

facial expressions
in American Sign Language 

(ASL), 193f
used to deceive, 189
emoticon textual 

representations of, 108f
nonverbal communication 

through, 178
See also smiling

factual claims
description and responses to, 

169–170
distinguishing opinions from, 

170
false smiles, 395–396, 397
falsifi cation, 390, 391, 392
families

cell phones and stressed-out, 
20

communication issues in, 
336–338

Fact or Fiction? on nuclear, 
335

reuniting children with birth 
parents, 333, 334

types of, 335–336
family characteristics

genetic ties, 333
legal obligations, 333–334
role behaviors, 334–335

family communication
creating positive climate for, 

338–345
family rituals, 336–337
family roles, 336
family secrets, 337–338
family stories, 337

family communication climate
avoiding making others 

defensive, 340–342
using confi rming messages, 

338–340, 341
minimizing disconfi rming 

messages, 339–340
providing effective feedback, 

342–345
family of origin, 335
family of procreation, 335
family rituals, 336–337
family roles, 336

blamer, 336
computer, 336
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distracter, 336
placater, 336

family secrets, 337–338
family stories, 337
family types

blended, 335
extended, 336
family of origin, 335
family of procreation, 335
nuclear, 335
single-parent, 336

Father Knows Best (TV show), 53
Faulkner, Sandra, 299
fear

arousal produced by, 256
defi nition of, 252

feedback
defi nition of, 11
evaluative, 343–345
family communication, 

342–345
HURIER model of listening 

on responding with, 
225–226

interaction model example of 
written, 13

non-evaluative, 342–343
feelings of acknowledgement, 

239–240
fellowship face, 92, 93
feminine culture, 46–47, 49
feminine gender role, 52–53
femininity, 52–53
Ferrara, Merissa, 394
Field, Sally, 294f
Field, Tiffany, 5
fi ller words, 198, 204, 395
fi rst impressions

primacy effect governing, 
118

recency effect emphasizing 
most recent impression 
over, 118–119

Fitzpatrick, Mary Anne, 325, 326
fl aming (online), 362
fraud, 384
Frederick II (German emperor), 5
Friday, Sgt. Joe (TV character), 

134f
friends

growing to dislike one 
another, 301

opposite-sex, 299
same-sex, 298–299
when life circumstances 

change, 301
Friends (TV show), 14–15
friendship characteristics

governed by rules, 297
sex/gender differences, 

297–299
usually between peers, 296
voluntary, 295–296

friendships
characteristics of, 295–302
forged through interpersonal 

communication, 277

health benefi ts of, 24–25
investment made in close, 

281–282
lack of explicit rules for male, 

17–18
life span of, 299–301
as “sheltering tree,” 307
workplace, 302–307
See also social relationships

fundamental attribution errors, 
127–129, 131

Future Shock (Toffl er), 230

G
Gandolfi ni, James, 225f
Garden State (fi lm), 336
gays

common sources of confl ict of 
couples, 358

comparing confl ict in 
heterosexual couples and, 
327

defi nition of, 55
relationship satisfaction of, 56

gender cultures, 57–58
gender roles

androgynous, 53
communication and, 52–54
cultural perspectives on, 

46–47
defi nition of, 51f, 52
emotional expression and, 266
feminine, 46–47, 52–53
masculine, 46–47, 52
self-concept development 

and, 77
self-disclosure impacted by, 99
variations by time and 

culture, 53–54
See also biological sex; sex 

differences; social roles
gender switching deception, 387
gendered communication

affectionate behavior and, 
65–66

emotional, 64–65
explanations for, 57–58
expressive and instrumental 

talk, 59–61
language and power, 61–62
linguistic styles, 62–63
nonverbal, 63–66
touch and body movement, 

63–64
verbal, 57–63

generalizations (stereotype), 
116–117

generalized complaining, 340
genuine smiles, 395–396, 397
geography infl uence on emotions, 

261–262
George VI (King of England), 367f
gesticulation, 194
gestures/movements

as communication codes, 
48–49

credibility through, 188
cultural infl uences on, 

203–204
deceivers and minimal, 

396–397
minimal body movement of 

deceivers, 396–397
power of even small, 178
various forms of, 194–195
See also communication 

codes
get connected. See online 

communication
Gibb, Jack, 340–342
Gibb’s defensiveness and 

supportiveness model, 
340–342

Gilbert, Elizabeth, 22f
The Girl Scout Law, 383
Gladwell, Malcolm, 187
glazing over, 232, 234
Glee (TV show), 245
Glenn, Norval, 6
Goffman, Erving, 88
Goldschmidt, Myra, 88
The Good Wife (TV show), 54, 

312f
Gordon, Albert, 64
gossip, 102
Gottman, John, 327, 328, 372, 

373, 374
Gouldner, Alvin, 98
Grandin, Temple, 80f
Gray, John, 57, 206
greeting behavior, 204
grief

defi nition of, 251–252
empathic listening during, 

240
fi ve steps of grieving and, 

251–252
groups

in-group, 37, 38
India’s caste system dictating 

social, 371
out-group, 37, 38
reference, 79

Gyllenhaal, Jake, 313

H
Hall, Edward T., 43, 199
halo effect, 200
Hanks, Tom, 279
happiness

defi nition of, 247
Fact or Fiction? on the 

Internet bringing us, 25
marital happiness predictor 

of, 6
relationship between self-

esteem and, 85t
haptics, 195
“Harkness method” of teaching, 

202
Harper, Anneliese, 336
hate crime laws, 166f

hate speech, 165–166
Hathaway, Anne, 313
Hause, Kimberly, 299
Hawaii Five-O (TV show), 54
Hayakawa, Samuel, 149
healing language, 143–144, 

159–161, 167
health

benefi ts of positive emotions 
for, 255

communication relationship 
to, 4–5

culture shock impact on, 37
interpersonal communication 

used to improve, 24–25
marriage benefi ts for, 

319–320
social relationships benefi ts 

to, 24–25, 281, 282
Hendrick, Clyde, 128
Hendrick, Susan, 128
Herold, Anita, 61
heterosexuality

comparing confl ict in gay and 
lesbian couples versus, 
327

defi nition of, 55
relationship satisfaction of, 56

high-contact cultures, 204
high-context culture, 45, 49
high-power-distance culture, 

45–46, 49, 370–371
high-stakes lies, 384
HIV-positive status

disclosure, 91
stigma attached to, 5, 90

HIV-positive stigma, 5
Hocker, Joyce, 326
Hofstede, Geert, 43, 47
Holman, Thomas, 327
homosexuality

defi nition of, 55–56
gays, 55, 56, 327, 358
lesbians, 55, 56, 327, 358
relationship satisfaction of, 56
suicide by four U.S. teens due 

to rumors of, 101
hostile couples, 327
hostile emotions, 249–251
hostile work environment, 304
House, James, 281
House (TV show), 53
How Culturally Sensitive Are 

You? assessment, 50
How Empathic Are You? 

assessment, 29
How I Met Your Mother (TV 

show), 118f, 359f, 360
Hsu, Frances, 321
Huffaker, David, 157
humor

language of, 161–162
“sick jokes,” 162
TV shows basing gender 

confl ict, 358–359
HURIER model of listening, 

223–227
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I Love You, Man (fi lm), 17–18, 

286f
I-statements, 171–173
Ickes, William, 130
identity/identities

college student survey 
(2010) on spirituality 
and, 7–8

communication and, 6–7
facial display of, 190–191
managing multiple, 89–90
naming, 152t–153
See also self-concept

idioms, 48
illustrator, 194
image

defi nition of, 88
face threats to, 92–93
facework of projecting our 

public, 92, 93
image management

collaborative, 89
complexity of, 91–92
face needs, 92–93
of multiple identities, 89–90
risks of disclosing HIV-

positive status, 91
immediacy behaviors

defi nition of, 186
online classroom 

communication, 187
immigration, in-group/out-group 

distinction and, 37, 38
impersonal response, 340
impervious response, 339
implicit rules, 18
impression(s)

equivocation to create a false, 
391

nonverbal communication to 
form, 187–188

primacy effect governing 
fi rst, 118

recency effect emphasizing 
recent over fi rst, 118–119

sociocultural, 188
in-group

defi nition of, 37
immigration problems related 

to, 38
Inception (fi lm), 31
independent couples, 326
India’s caste system, 371
indirect confl ict, 355
indirect perception checking, 

136–138
individualistic culture, 44, 49, 361
infant face recognition, 121f
infi delity, 320
infl ection, 198
information

confi rmation bias of, 236
conveyed by nonverbal 

communication, 181
deception and transmission 

of, 386

demographic characteristics 
providing, 188

inconsistency of false, 
394–395, 397

nonverbal communication for 
concealment of, 189–190

information inconsistency, 
394–395, 397

information overload
defi nition of, 230, 234
managing online, 231
sources and effects of, 

230–231
informational listening, 226–227
inhibition display rule, 262, 263
initiating stage of relationship 

development, 323–324
inspirational listening, 228
instrumental communication

description of, 329
how romantic relationships 

handle, 329–330
instrumental needs

defi nition of, 8
how communication serves, 

8–9
instrumental talk, 59–61
integrating stage of relationship 

development, 324
integration strategy, 318
intensifi cation display rule, 262, 

263
intensifying stage of relationship 

development, 324
intensity of emotions, 258
intentional communication, 17
interaction model of 

communication, 10–11f, 
13

interactional synchrony, 189
interactive context, 402
interdependence

defi nition of, 315
intimate relationships 

fostering, 315
Internet

addiction to the, 84
Fact or Fiction? on making us 

happier, 25
See also online communication; 

technology
interpersonal attraction, 283
interpersonal communication

characteristics of, 21–24
common sources of, 357–358
emotion in, 246–272
Fact or Fiction? on resolving, 

358
forging friendships through, 

277–278
nonverbal communication 

used during, 179–181
in romantic relationships, 

326–330
why it is important, 24–25
See also communication

interpersonal confl ict
characteristics of, 353–357

common sources of, 357–358
defi ning, 350–351
how couples’ arguing predicts 

their future, 372
how culture affects, 360–361
how sex and gender affect, 

358–360
online, 361–363
power and, 363–371
reframing, 353
role of alcohol in, 356
thinking about, 352–353

interpersonal confl ict 
characteristics

benefi ts of, 357
confl ict is natural, 354
content, relational, and 

procedural dimensions of, 
354–355f

direct or indirect, 355
harm of confl ict, 355–357

interpersonal confl ict management
Marriage Advice (iPod app) 

for, 349
problematic behaviors as 

barrier to, 372–374
strategies for successful, 

374–376
interpersonal confl ict 

management strategies
accommodating, 375, 376
avoiding, 375, 376
collaborating, 375, 376, 377
competing, 374–375, 376
compromising, 375, 376

interpersonal confl ict nature
arises over perceived scarce 

resources, 351
expressed struggle, 350–351
interference component of, 351
occurs between interdependent 

parties, 351
perceived as being about 

incompatible goals, 351
interpersonal confl ict tactics

demand-withdraw pattern, 
359–360

passive aggression, 359
interpersonal deception

behaviors of, 393–397
detecting, 398–403
diversity of, 388–393
nature of, 382–388

interpersonal deception theory, 401
interpersonal needs

affection, 87
control, 87
inclusion, 87
summary of, 88

interpersonal perception
defi nition of, 108
fundamental forces in, 

116–124
interpersonal perception forces

egocentrism, 121–122
perceptual set, 119–121
positivity and negativity 

biases, 122–123

primacy effect, 118
recency effect, 118–119
stereotyping based on 

generalizations, 116–117
interpretation

HURIER model of effective 
listening stage, 224–225

nonverbal communication, 
207–210

perception stage of, 111–113
intersex, 55
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series), 3
intimacy

defi nition of, 314
language expressing, 158–159

intimate distance, 200
intimate relationships

commitment required for, 
314–315

continuous investment 
required for, 315–316

dialectical tensions sparked 
by, 316–317, 318

interdependence fostering, 
315

See also romantic relationships
intrapersonal communication, 22
intrapersonal confl ict, 351
investment

defi nition of, 315
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315–316
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jargon, 48, 163–164
Jarvis, Mark, 327
jealousy, 250, 265–266
Jenkins, Richard, 22
Johari window, 73–74f
Johnson, Chuck, 334
jokes, 161–162
Jones, Diane, 24
Jones, Marion, 382
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247–248
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Kidman, Nicole, 251, 252f
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Klinefelter syndrome, 55
Knapp, Mark, 323
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Knapp’s stages of relationship 
formation, 323f–324

knowledge, shared knowledge 
error, 168

Kring, Ann, 64
Ku Klux Klan, 278
Kunkel, Adrianne, 58
Kutcher, Ashton, 6

L
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Langlois, Judith, 192
language

ambiguous, 149
American Sign Language 

(ASL), 193f
credible, 156–158
cultural communication codes 

of, 48–49
cultural component of, 40, 

163–164
defi nition of, 144
expressive versus instrumental 

talk, 59–62
Fact or Fiction? on, 151
healing, 143–144, 159–161, 

167
linguistic violence, 62
loaded, 148
meaning of, 14–17
nature of, 144–150
power established through, 

61–62
See also words

language nature
alphabet soup of language, 

145f
arbitrary, 145–146
bound by context and culture, 

150
governed by rules, 146–147
layers of meaning, 147–148
symbolic, 145
varies in clarity, 148–149f

language rules
phonological, 146, 147
pragmatic, 147
semantic, 146–148f
syntactic, 146, 147
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defamation, 164–165
doublespeak, 163
empowering through credible, 

156–158
euphemism, 162–163
to express affection and 

intimacy, 158–159
humor, 161–162
improving your, 167–173
jargon, 48, 163–164
naming, 152–153
to persuade, 153–155
profanity and hate speech, 

165–166
providing comfort and healing, 

143–144, 159–161, 167
slang, 163–164

language use improvement
considering effect you wish to 

create, 167–168
own your thoughts and 

feelings, 171–173
separating opinions from 

factual claims, 169–170
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53, 335

left-positioning behavior, 185
legitimate power, 367, 368
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common sources of confl ict of 
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comparing confl ict in 
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327

defi nition of, 55
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libel, 164
Lie to Me (TV show), 393f
life story, 89
liking, 248
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gendered, 62–63
violent, 62
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barriers to effective, 228–234
becoming a better listener, 

234–241
defi nition of, 216, 218
how culture and sex affect, 

221–222
HURIER model of effective, 

223–227
importance of effective, 

218f–219t
misconceptions about, 

219–221
nonverbal support of, 241
types of, 226–228

listening barriers
closed-mindedness, 233
competitive interrupting, 

233–234
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information overload, 

230–231
noise, 229
pseudolistening and selective 

attention, 229–230
rebuttal tendency, 232–233
summary of, 234

listening myths
all listeners hear the same 

message, 221
hearing is the same as 

listening, 220
listening is natural and 

effortless, 220–222

listening skills
as attribute of effective 

managers, 219t
becoming a better critical 

listener, 237–239
becoming a better empathic 

listener, 239–241
becoming a better 

informational listener, 
235–237

improving your, 234–241
loaded language, 148
locus of behavior, 124–125
logos

appealing to, 154–155
defi nition of, 154–155
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defi nition of, 247
marriage and, 321–322
passion element of, 247–248
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321–322
rose-colored glasses and, 128
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low-context culture, 45, 49
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stigmas associated with, 94
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marital confl ict
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on, 349

as signal of future divorce, 341
marital schemata model, 325–326
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arranged, 321
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health benefi ts of, 319–320
love and, 321–322
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models of, 325–326
permanence of, 322–323
same-sex, 322
U.S. laws governing, 333–334
See also divorce; romantic 

relationships
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Mars Global Surveyor, 120
Martian landscape, 120f
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masculine gender role, 52
masculinity, 52
masking display rule, 263
mass communication, 22
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connotative, 147
deciphering nonverbal 

message, 207–209
denotative, 147
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different, 221
language layers of, 147–148
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by), 146
people provide 

communication, 16
perceptual fi lters of, 14–15
relational implications of 

communication literal, 
15–17

symbol of, 15
memory triggers, 199
men

adapting to nonverbal style of 
opposite sex, 206

common sources of confl ict 
identifi ed by, 357–358

emotional jealousy of, 265
Fact or Fiction? on women 

being more emotional 
than, 267

friendships and, 297–299
gay, 55, 56, 327, 358
listening behaviors of, 

221–222
women are more talkative 

than men myth, 62
See also biological sex; sex 

differences; women
Men Are from Mars, Women Are 

from Venus (Gray), 57
mental health

depression, 186–187, 251
social anxiety disorder, 253

messages
action model example of 

text, 12
being sensitive to nonverbal, 

207
confi rming, 338–339, 341
content and relational 

dimensions of, 15–16
deception in e-mail, 387
deciphering meaning of 

nonverbal, 207–209
defi nition of, 10
disconfi rming, 339–340
expressing nonverbal, 

209–210
feedback to, 11
intentional versus 

unintentional, 17
interaction model example of 

written feedback, 13

I ND E X     I-7



messages (continued)
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See also communication
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meta-emotions, 259–260
metacommunication
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mnemonic devices, 224
model, 9

See also communication 
models

Modern Family (TV show), 53
Molinari, Deana, 285, 825
monochronic culture, 47, 49, 204
monogamy, 320
monopolization error, 168
Montesquieu, Charles de 

Secondat, 261–262
mood
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need for inclusion, 87, 88
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9/11 attacks, 38f
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as listening barrier, 229, 234
message, 10
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401–402
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nonverbal communication
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203–205
defi nition of, 178–179
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209–210
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functions of, 184–190
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gestures as, 48–49, 178, 188, 
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207–210
infl uences on, 203–206
interpreting, 207–209, 210
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205–206
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with, 241
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See also communication; eye 

behaviors; social behaviors
nonverbal communication 
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194–195
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use of smell, 199
use of space, 199–200
summary of, 203
use of time, 201
touch behaviors, 195–197
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nonverbal communication 
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concealing information, 
189–190
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maintaining relationships, 

185–187
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nonverbal communication 
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nonverbal messages, 
207–208

generating, 209
norm of reciprocity, 98
Nothing But the Truth (TV show), 
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novelty versus predictability, 317
nuclear family, 335

O
Obama, Barack, 124f, 143
Obama, Michelle, 177
oculesics, 193
odors, 199
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disinhibition effect of, 102, 
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overload, 231
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parents, 333, 334

self-disclosure pattern in, 
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social power of Twitter, 370
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of, 24–25
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Internet; social interation; 
social networking; 
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285

online disinhibition, 102, 
361–362
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patterns of, 97–98
risks of, 102
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defi nition of, 247
as element of love, 247–248

passive aggression, 359
pathos, 154
patriarchy, 368
peers
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your, 137
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113–115
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236–237
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direct and indirect, 135–138
Fact or Fiction? on, 137
generate alternative 

perceptions, 134–135
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necessary, 138
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perception process
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interpersonal, 116–124
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three stages of, 108–113
perception process stages
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recency effect, 118–119
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354, 355f
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metacommunication to 
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16–17
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291–293

relational violence
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197
male and female victims of, 

357
protection from, 323

relationship between self-esteem 
and happiness, 85t

relationship maintenance
behaviors for, 291–293
equity theory on, 293–294
shifts in costs and benefi ts, 

294
social exchange theory on, 
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relationships. See social 

relationships
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reward power, 366, 368
rhetorical proof, 153
rhinoplasty, 191
Rice, Condoleeza, 369
Rimé, Bernard, 261
ritualistic touch, 197
rituals

blended family, 337
defi nition of, 336
family, 336–337
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love and, 321–322
permanence and, 322–323
sexuality and, 322
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variations in, 324–325

Knapp’s stages of forming, 
323f–325
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dissolution, 330–332
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individual and cultural 

variations in, 324
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romantic relationships (continued)
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forming, 323–325
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interpersonal communication 

in, 326–330
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rudeness attributions, 126
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selection perception stage, 109, 112
selective attention, 229–230, 234
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image management of, 88–94
interpersonal needs and, 

87–88
Johari window representation 

of, 73–74f
juxtaposed concern for other 

and, 374f
self-disclosure by, 94–102
self-esteem and valuing the, 

82–88
understanding self-concept of, 

72–82
self-awareness

competent communication 
and, 27

Inception (fi lm) on, 31

self-concept
defi nition of, 72
development of, 77–79
enduring but changeable 

nature of, 76–77
Johari window representation 

of, 73–74f
multifaceted, 72–74
self-fulfi lling prophecy, 80–82
self-monitoring of, 79–80
subjective nature of, 74–76
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self-concept development
culture and gender roles, 77
personality and biology, 77
refl ected appraisal, 78
social comparison, 78–79

self-disclosure
benefi ts of, 99–101
cultural and gender roles 

affecting, 99
defi nition of, 94–95
Fact or Fiction? on benefi ts 

of, 100
norm of reciprocity in, 98
online, 97–98, 102
principles of, 95–99
risks of, 101–102
social penetration theory on, 

95–97
self-esteem

benefi ts and drawbacks of, 
83–86

culture and, 86
defi nition of, 82
relationship between 

happiness and, 85t
sex and, 86–87
social behavior and, 83

self-fulfi lling prophecy, 80–82
self-monitoring, 27
self-serving bias, 127, 129, 131
semantic rules, 146–147
semantic triangle, 147–148f
separate couples, 325–326
sex. See biological sex
sex differences

adapting to nonverbal style of 
opposite sex, 206

aggressive touch and, 197
decoding facial displays of 

emotion and, 192–193
emotional expression and, 

265–266
equivocation: gender and 

language in blogs, 175
friendships and, 297–299
how confl ict is affected by, 

358–360
listening behavior and, 

221–222
nonverbal communication, 

205–206
physical appearance, 205–206
power infl uenced by, 368–370
self-disclosure and, 99

women are more talkative 
than men myth, 62

See also biological sex; gender 
roles; men; women

sexual attraction, 199
sexual harassment

EEOC’s defi nition of, 304
hostile work environment, 304
identifying workplace, 306
quid pro quo, 304

sexual jealousy, 265
sexual orientation
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defi nition of, 51f, 55
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homosexuality, 55–56, 101, 

327, 358
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shared opinion error, 168
sharing tasks, 293
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“sick jokes,” 162
silence, 198
silent treatment, 198
similarity assumption, 43
similarity attractiveness, 285–286
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The Simpsons (TV show), 178
simulation display rule, 262, 263
single-parent family, 336
skepticism, 237
slander, 164–165
slang, 163–164
small group communication, 22
smell

memories triggered by, 199
sexual attraction related to, 199

smiling
as approach behavior, 288
deception through, 189
genuine, 395–396
liars often use false, 395–396, 

397
See also facial expressions

social anxiety disorder, 253
social attraction, 283
social behaviors

affectionate, 65–66
affi liation, 64, 189
approach, 288–289
avoidance, 288, 289
explained through 

attributions, 124–131
explicit rules of, 17–18
gendered nonverbal 

communication, 63–66
implicit rules of, 18
interpersonal perception of, 

108–138
perception-checking, 135–138
relational maintenance, 

291–293
self-esteem and, 83
self-fulfi lling prophecy 

infl uence on, 80–82

See also actions; eye behaviors; 
nonverbal communication; 
personality

social bonds
attraction theory on, 283–287
predicted outcome value 

theory on, 287–288
relational maintenance 

behaviors for, 291–293
theories about costs and 

benefi ts, 289–291
uncertainty reduction theory 

on, 287
understanding relationship 

formation and, 288–289
understanding relationship 

maintenance of, 293–295
social comments, 285
social comparison, 78–79
social distance, 200
social exchange theory, 289–291, 

293
social interation

impact of stigma on, 5
online social networking, 39, 

263–264, 333, 334
See also online communication

Social Network (fi lm), 89f
social networking

emotional expression when, 
263–264

Facebook culture, 39
reuniting children with birth 

parents through, 333, 334
See also online communication

social networks, 292–293
See also social relationships

social penetration theory, 95–97
social relationship rewards

emotional, 280
health benefi ts, 24–25, 281, 

282
material, 280

social relationship theories
attraction theory, 283–287
CPM (communication 

privacy management) 
theory, 328

equity theory, 291, 293–294
predicted outcome value 

theory, 287–288
social exchange theory, 

289–291, 293
social penetration theory, 

95–97
uncertainty reduction theory, 

287
See also communication 

models
social relationships

benefi ts and costs of, 278–282
Chilean mine cave-in (2010) 

development of, 277–278
comparison level and 

comparison level for 
alternatives in, 289–290f
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confl ict in personal, 353–363
forming and maintaining 

bonds of, 283–295
health benefi ts of, 24–25, 

281, 282
interpersonal communication 

within, 23–24
intimate, 314–319
need-to-belong theory on, 

279–280
nonverbal communication 

used to maintain, 185–187
romantic, 319–332
varieties of self-disclosure 

among, 97
workplace, 302–307
See also friendships; social 

networks
social roles

India’s caste system enforcing, 
371
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accuracy by, 115

See also gender roles
society

as component of emotions, 
256–257

defi nition of, 36
sociocultural impressions, 188
The Sopranos (HBO series), 225f
source, 10
spatial use, 199–200
spatial zones, 199–200
speech errors, 395, 397
spirituality, 7–8
Spitzberg, Brian, 20, 316
spousal privilege, 323
Springer, Jerry, 381
stability of behavior, 125
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dissolution, 331, 332
stalking, 316
stepchildren, 323
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defi nition of, 116
generalizations, basis of, 

116–117
of women being more 

emotional than men, 267
Stevenson, Adlai, 371
stigmas

defi nition of, 5
HIV-positive status, 5, 90, 91
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