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iv	 Part Two  Fundamentals of Communication Studies

Your life is punctuated with critical moments in which communication 
plays an important role. Whether you are talking to a potential employer 

during a job interview, a loved one about an important issue facing 
your family, or an instructor about an assignment, what you say and 
how you say it can dramatically shape the outcome of an interac-
tion. Our goal in writing Human Communication is to help you feel 
confident in any situation. We want you to have the knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes necessary to be a successful communicator. 

We want you to be ready to
•  Communicate effectively in novel and uncertain situations

•  Assess who you are talking to and establish common ground
•  Listen effectively and respond appropriately
• � Practice the skills appropriate to a variety of relationships and 

cultures
• � Adapt your communication using technologies that enhance, 

express, and transmit your messages
•  Speak with confidence and clarity on important topics

	 Human Communication draws on the best available research to 
help you develop the knowledge you need to communicate effec-
tively in a variety of situations. The research-based theories we 
present in this text, coupled with the street savvy you have devel-
oped over the course of your life, will equip you with a strong 

foundation for reading situations, acting appropriately, and adapting 
your communication behaviors. 
	 As instructors in the field of communication, we believe that 

personal improvement in communication begins with a clear under-
standing of your own attitudes and of the relationships you build 
with others. Human Communication will help you develop the skills 
you need to tell the story of your life and serve as a foundation 
for lifelong success.

— Judy C. Pearson
— Paul E. Nelson
— Scott Titsworth

— Angela M. Hosek

From the Authors

iv
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McGraw-Hill Connect: An Overview
McGraw-Hill Connect offers full-semester access to comprehensive, reliable content 
and learning resources for the communication course. Connect’s deep integration with 
most learning management systems (LMSs), including Blackboard and Desire2Learn 
(D2L), offers single sign-on and deep gradebook synchronization. Data from  
Assignment Results reports synchronize directly with many LMSs, allowing scores to 
flow automatically from Connect into school-specific grade books, if required.

The following tools and services are available as part of Connect for the 
communication course. 

preface 

SmartBook

Connect Insight for 
Instructors

Connect Insight for 
Students

• � SmartBook is an engaging and 
interactive reading experience for 
mastering fundamental communication 
content. 

• � The metacognitive component confirms 
learners’ understanding of the material.

• � Instructors can actively connect 
SmartBook assignments and results to 
higher-order classroom work and one-on-
one student conferences.

• � Learners can track their own 
understanding and mastery of course 
concepts and identify gaps in their 
knowledge.

• � Connect Insight for Instructors is an 
analytics resource that produces quick 
feedback related to learner performance 
and learner engagement.

• � It is designed as a dashboard for both 
quick check-ins and detailed 
performance and engagement views.

• � Connect Insight for Students is a 
powerful data analytics tool that provides 
at-a-glance visualizations to help 
learners understand their performance 
on Connect assignments.

• � SmartBook is an adaptive reading experience 
designed to change the way learners read and learn. 
It creates a personalized reading experience by 
highlighting the most impactful concepts a student 
needs to learn at that moment in time.

• � SmartBook creates personalized learning plans based 
on student responses to content question probes and 
confidence scales, identifying the topics learners are 
struggling with and providing learning resources to 
create personalized learning moments.

• � SmartBook includes a variety of learning resources 
tied directly to key content areas to provide students 
with additional instruction and context. This includes 
video and media clips, interactive slide content, mini-
lectures, and image analyses.

• � SmartBook Reports provide instructors with data to 
quantify success and identify problem areas that 
require addressing in and out of the classroom. 

• � Learners can access their own progress and concept 
mastery reports.

• � Connect Insight for Instructors offers a series of visual 
data displays that provide analysis on five key insights: 

    •  How are my students doing?

    •  How is this one student doing?

    •  How is my section doing?

    •  How is this assignment doing?

    •  How are my assignments doing?

• � Connect Insight for Students offers details on each 
Connect assignment to learners. When possible, it 
offers suggestions for the learners on how they can 
improve scores. These data can help guide learners to 
behaviors that will lead to better scores in the future.

Tool	 Instructional Context	 Description 
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Tool	 Instructional Context	 Description 

• � The Speech Capture tool allows instructors to easily 
and efficiently set up speech assignments for their 
course that can easily be shared and repurposed, as 
needed, throughout their use of Connect.

• � Customizable rubrics and settings can be saved and 
shared, saving time and streamlining the speech 
assignment process from creation to assessment.

• � Speech Capture allows users, both students and 
instructors, to view videos during the assessment 
process. Feedback can be left within a customized 
rubric or as time-stamped comments within the video-
playback itself.

• � Speech Capture provides instructors with 
a comprehensive and efficient way of 
managing in-class and online speech 
assignments, including student self-
reviews, peer reviews, and instructor 
grading.

Speech Capture

Instructor Reports • � Instructor Reports provide data that may 
be useful for assessing programs or 
courses as part of the accreditation 
process.

• � Connect generates a number of powerful reports and 
charts that allow instructors to quickly review the 
performance of a given learner or an entire section.

• � Instructors can run reports that span multiple sections 
and instructors, making it an ideal solution for 
individual professors, course coordinators, and 
department chairs.

Pre- and Post-Tests • � Instructors can generate their own pre- 
and posts-tests from the Test Bank.

• � Pre- and post-tests demonstrate what 
learners already know before class 
begins and what they have learned by 
the end.

• � Instructors have access to two sets of pre- and post-
tests (at two levels). Instructors can use these tests to 
create a diagnostic and post-diagnostic exam via 
Connect.

Simple LMS Integration • � Connect seamlessly integrates with every 
learning management system.

• � Learners have automatic single sign-on.

• � Connect assignment results sync to the LMS’s 
gradebook.

Speech Preparation Tools • � Speech Preparation Tools provide 
learners with additional support and 
include Topic Helper, Outline Tool, and 
access to third-party Internet sites like 
EasyBib (for formatting citations) and 
Survey Monkey (to create audience-
analysis questionnaires and surveys).

• � Speech Preparation Tools provide learners with 
additional resources to help with the preparation and 
outlining of speeches, as well as with audience-
analysis surveys.

• � Instructors have the ability to make tools either 
available or unavailable to learners.

Student Reports • � Student Reports allow learners to review 
their performance for specific 
assignments or for the course.

• � Learners can keep track of their performance and 
identify areas with which they struggle.

Tegrity • � Tegrity allows instructors to capture 
course material or lectures on video.

• � Students can watch videos recorded by 
their instructor and learn course material 
at their own pace.

• � Instructors can keep track of which learners have 
watched the videos they post.

• � Learners can watch and review lectures by their 
instructor.

• � Learners can search each lecture for specific bites of 
information.
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Instructor’s Guide to Connect  
for Human Communication
When you assign Connect you can be confident—and have data to 
demonstrate—that the learners in your course, however diverse, are 
acquiring the skills, principles, and critical processes that constitute 
effective communication. This leaves you to focus on your highest 
course expectations.

TAILORED TO YOU.  Connect offers on-demand, single sign-on access to 
learners—wherever they are and whenever they have time. With a 
single, one-time registration, learners receive access to McGraw-Hill’s 
trusted content. Learners also have a courtesy trial period during 
registration.

EASY TO USE.  Connect seamlessly supports all major learning 
management systems with content, assignments, performance data, and 
LearnSmart, the leading adaptive learning system. With these tools you 
can quickly make assignments, produce reports, focus discussions, 
intervene on problem topics, and help at-risk learners—as you need to 
and when you need to.

Human Communication SmartBook 
A Personalized and Adaptive Learning Experience with Smartbook. Boost learner suc-
cess with McGraw-Hill’s adaptive reading and study experience. The Human Communication 
SmartBook highlights the most impactful communication concepts the student needs to 
learn at that moment in time. The learning path continuously adapts and, based on what 
the individual learner knows and does not know, provides focused help through targeted 
question probes and learning resources. 

Enhanced for the New Edition!  With a suite of new learning resources and question 
probes, as well as highlights of key chapter concepts, SmartBook’s intuitive technology 
optimizes learner study time by creating a personalized learning path for improved course 
performance and overall learner success. 
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Hundreds of Interactive Learning Resources.  Presented in a range of interactive styles, 
Human Communication Learning Resources support learners who may be struggling to 
master, or simply wish to review, the most important communication concepts. Designed 
to reinforce the most important chapter concepts—from nonverbal communication cues 
and critical thinking skills to workplace interviewing techniques and organizing presenta-
tions—every Learning Resource is presented at the precise moment of need. Whether 
video, audio clip, or interactive mini-lesson, each of the 200-plus Learning Resources is 
new to the new edition and was designed to give learners a lifelong foundation in strong 
communication skills.

SmartBook highlights the key concepts of every chapter, offering the learner a high-impact learning experience 
(left). Here, highlighted text and an illustration together explain the listening process. Highlights change color (right) 
when a student has demonstrated his or her understanding of the concept.
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More than 1,000 Targeted Question Probes.  Class-tested at colleges and universities 
nationwide, a treasury of engaging question probes—new and revised, more than 1,000 
in all—gives learners the information on communication they need to know, at every stage 
of the learning process, in order to thrive in the course. Designed to gauge learners’ 
comprehension of the most important Human Communication chapter concepts, and pre-
sented in a variety of interactive styles to facilitate student engagement, targeted question 
probes give learners immediate feedback on their understanding of the material. Each 
question probe identifies a learner’s familiarity with the instruction and points to areas 
where additional remediation is needed.

Informed by the Latest Research.  The best insights from today’s leading communications 
scholars infuse every lesson and are integrated throughout Human Communication.

Fresh Examples Anchored in the Real World.  Every chapter of Human Communication 
opens with a vignette exploring communication challenges in our everyday lives. Dozens 
of additional examples appear throughout the new edition, each demonstrating an essen-
tial element of the communication process. Whether learners are reading a chapter, 
responding to a question probe, or reviewing key concepts in a learning resource, their 
every instructional moment is rooted in the real world. McGraw-Hill research shows that 
high-quality examples reinforce academic theory throughout the course. Relevant examples 
and practical scenarios—reflecting interactions in school, the workplace, and beyond—
demonstrate how effective communication informs and enhances students’ lives and 
careers.

A Greater Emphasis on Creativity.  A new feature, Communicating Creatively, illustrates 
ways in which originality—from effective collaboration strategies, to emphasizing one’s 
personality, to using music to boost a message—can be used to augment the communi-
cation skills addressed in the chapters.
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New Annotated Student Speech.  The Informative 
Presentations chapter includes three compelling 
student speeches on contemporary topics, includ-
ing an informative presentation new to the new 
edition. Each speech models how a speaker can 
increase audience members’ awareness of an 
issue, integrate sources and other supporting 
material, and organize the message to help listen-
ers better understand a topic.

Tips for Embracing Diverse Cultures.  To help stu-
dents navigate the communication challenges of a 
multicultural society, Engaging Diversity boxes offer 
guidance on topics such as nonverbal cues, 
disabilities, bilingualism, new technologies, and pro-
vocative speech.

Guidance for a Lifetime.  The end-of-chapter fea-
ture, Be Ready . . . for What’s Next, stresses the 
lifelong application of communication skills and 
how mastery of these skills can help learners in 
other classes, the workplace, and life.

Speech Capture
Designed for use in face-to-face, real-time classrooms, as well as online courses, Speech 
Capture allows you to evaluate your learners’ speeches using fully customizable rubrics. 
You can also create and manage peer review assignments and upload videos on behalf 
of learners for optimal flexibility.

	 Learners can access rubrics and leave com-
ments when preparing self-reviews and peer 
reviews. They can easily upload a video of their 
speech from their hard drive or use Connect’s built-
in video recorder. Learners can even attach and 
upload additional files or documents, such as a 
works cited page or a PowerPoint presentation.

Peer Review.  Peer review assignments are easier 
than ever. Create and manage peer review assign-
ments and customize privacy settings.

Speech Assessment.  Connect Speech Capture 
lets you customize the assignments, including self-
reviews and peer reviews. It also saves your fre-
quently used comments, simplifying your efforts to 
provide feedback. 

Self-Reflection.  The self-review feature allows 
learners to revisit their own presentations and com-
pare their progress over time.
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in their school experience are more satisfied with school, believe in their abilities, and perform 
significantly better on national exams like the ACT.25

 How can personal identity research be applied to communication? When a speaker 
creates a message that highlights shared values with listeners, then the listeners perceive a 
social group identity match and are more likely to be persuaded by the message. Other 
factors may interfere with this cause–effect relationship, however. For example, if the 
shared values are unexpected because of someone’s political party membership or other 
social group affiliations, the message may be rejected and the persuasive attempt may fail.26

 Your awareness of who you are develops in your communication with yourself, that 
is, your intrapersonal communication. Shedletsky writes that intrapersonal communication 
includes “our perceptions, memories, experiences, feelings, interpretations, inferences, 
evaluations, attitudes, opinions, ideas, strategies, images, and states of  consciousness.”27 
Intrapersonal communication can be viewed as talking to ourselves; it is also synonymous 
with thinking. Intrapersonal communication appears to be the most common context of 
communication, the foundation for the other contexts.
 Your awareness of who you are also develops in your communication with others. 
Once you mastered language, symbolic interactionism—the process of development of 
the self through the messages and feedback received from others28—shaped you in ways 
that made you what you are today. You may have been punished for acting up in class, 
rewarded for athletic skill, or ignored for saying too little. The result is the person you 
see in the mirror today.
 To explore who you are, you may 

be assigned a speech of self- 
introduction. This speech may be the 
first one you deliver in class. Since 
you know more about yourself than 
does anyone else in the classroom, you 
will probably feel very little anxiety 
about this assignment. Of course, you 
will want to provide some basic infor-
mation about yourself—your name, 
where you are from, and your current 
major in college—but this is also an 
opportunity to share aspects of your 
personal identity with your classmates.
 Instead of beginning your speech 
of introduction with basic information, 
consider providing some information 
that is provocative and that will gain 
the attention of your audience. For 
example, one student began, “How 
many people do you know who fly an 
airplane and have also jumped out of 
one?” Another speaker stated, “I’ve 
been in 40 of the 50 states.” A third 
noted, “I have never lived anyplace but 
in this city.” These three students 
found some aspect about themselves to 
be unique. In one case, the student was 
adventuresome and a risk taker; the 

symbolic interactionism
The process in which the 
self develops through the 
messages and feedback 
received from others.

communicating
 creatively
Memorable Message About College
As a way to celebrate International Women’s Day, YouTube 
 encouraged people to empower young women with the #DearMe 
 campaign. The #DearMe campaign asks digital creators around 
the world to upload “video letters” to their younger selves that 
provide the advice and encouragement that they wish they had 
heard when they were younger. The campaign encouraged people 
to use the hashtag #DearMe on social media to share their mes-
sages. Although the initial focus was on young girls, these video 
letters apply to anyone wishing to tell their younger selves or oth-
ers a supportive, clarifying, and/or realistic message. A quick 
search of the videos yields an array of messages, perspectives, 
and identities. In this section, you have been learning about how 
your self-perceptions and others’ perceptions of you have, in part, 
formed who you are. Perhaps you can take the time to create a 
video or write a handwritten letter to your younger self. What 
would your letter say? What part does perception play in your 
message to your younger self?

Source: Brouwer, B. (2015, March). YouTube launches #DearMe campaign for 
 International Women’s Day. Tubefilter (www.tubefilter.com/2015/03/03/ 
youtube-dearme- campaign-international-womens-day/).
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Data Analytics
Connect Insight provides at-a-glance analysis on five key insights, available at a moment’s 
notice from your tablet device. The first and only analytics tool of its kind, Insight will tell 
you, in real time, how individual students or sections are doing (or how well your assign-
ments have been received) so you can take action early and keep struggling students 
from falling behind. 

Instructors can see how many learners 
have completed an assignment, how 
long they spent on the task, and how 
they scored.
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Connect Reports
Instructor Reports allow instructors to quickly monitor learner activity, making it easy to 
identify which learners are struggling and to provide immediate help to ensure those learn-
ers stay enrolled in the course and improve their performance. The Instructor Reports also 
highlight the concepts and learning objectives that the class as a whole is having difficulty 
grasping. This essential information lets you know exactly which areas to target for review 
during your limited class time. 

Some key reports include:

Progress Overview report—View learner progress for all modules, including how long 
learners have spent working in the module, which modules they have used outside any 
that were assigned, and individual learner progress. 

Missed Questions report—Identify specific probes, 
organized by chapter, that are problematic for learners.

Most Challenging Learning Objectives report—Iden-
tify the specific topic areas that are challenging for 
your learners; these reports are organized by chapter 
and include specific page references. Use this infor-
mation to tailor your lecture time and assignments to 
cover areas that require additional remediation and 
practice.

Metacognitive Skills report—View statistics showing 
how knowledgeable your learners are about their own 
comprehension and learning. 

Classroom Preparation Tools
Whether before, during, or after class, there is a suite of Pearson products designed to 
help instructors plan their lessons and to keep learners building upon the foundations of 
the course.

Annotated Instructor’s Edition.  The Annotated Instructor’s Edition provides a wealth of 
teaching aids for each chapter in Human Communication. It is also cross-referenced with 
SmartBook, Connect, and other supplements that accompany Human Communication.

Instructors can see, at a glance, individual learner 
performance: analytics showing learner investment in 
assignments, and success at completing them, help 
instructors identify, and aid, those who are at risk.
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Powerpoint Slides.  The PowerPoint presentations for Human Communication provide chap-
ter highlights that help instructors create focused yet individualized lesson plans. 

Test Bank.  The Test Bank is a treasury of more than 1,000 examination questions based 
on the most important communication concepts explored in Human Communication; more 
than 100 of the questions are new or revised for this edition.

Support to Ensure Success
•	 Digital Success Academy—The Digital Success 

Academy on Connect offers a wealth of training 
and course creation guidance for instructors and 
learners alike. Instructor support is presented in 
easy-to-navigate, easy-to-complete sections. It 
includes the popular Connect how-to videos, step-
by-step Click through Guides, and First Day of 
Class materials that explain how to use both the 
Connect platform and its course-specific tools and 
features. http://createwp.customer.mheducation.
com/wordpress-mu/success-academy/

•	 Digital Success Team—The Digital Success 
Team is a group of specialists dedicated to work-
ing online with instructors—one-on-one—to 
demonstrate how the Connect platform works 
and to help incorporate Connect into a custom-
er’s specific course design and syllabus. Contact 
your digital learning consultant to learn more.

•	 Digital Learning Consultants—Digital Learning 
Consultants are local resources who work closely 
with your McGraw-Hill learning technology consul-
tants. They can provide face-to-face faculty sup-
port and training. http://shop.mheducation.
com/store/paris/user/findltr.html

•	 Digital Faculty Consultants—Digital Faculty Con-
sultants are experienced instructors who use Connect in their classroom. These instructors 
are available to offer suggestions, advice, and training about how best to use Connect in 
your class. To request a Digital Faculty Consultant to speak with, please e-mail your McGraw-
Hill learning technology consultant. http://connect.customer.mheducation.com/dfc/

•	 National Training Webinars—McGraw-Hill offers an ongoing series of webinars for 
instructors to learn and master the Connect platform as well as its course-specific 
tools and features. We hope you will refer to our online schedule of national training 
webinars and sign up to learn more about Connect! http://webinars.mhhe.com/

CONTACT OUR CUSTOMER SUPPORT TEAM

McGraw-Hill is dedicated to supporting instructors and learners. To contact our 
customer support team, please call us at 800–331–5094 or visit us online at 
http://mpss.mhhe.com/contact.php.
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Chapter-by-Chapter Changes to the  
New Edition: Highlights
New and updated material in this edition of Human Communication 
reflects the latest research in the field, as well as McGraw-Hill Education’s 
research identifying the skills and topics students find most challenging.

Chapter 1: New discussion of communication as a process 
in which meaning is negotiated; new examples of how 
diversity and new technologies impact communication; 
“setting” added to the components of communication to 
better emphasize the importance of context

Chapter 2: New opening vignette on how language shapes 
perceptions and expectations; reframed focus on identity as 
a factor influencing perception; intergroup perspective added 
to theoretical framing of chapter; updated research on stereo
typing; new coverage of technology’s impact on perception, 
first impressions, online identity, and personal branding

Chapter 3: New opening vignette on how words become 
“real”; new examples of slang and clichéd language; 
reframed focus on gender-biased language and new discus-
sion of trans* language; new coverage of vanishing lan-
guages, communicating personality, and using we-and-I 
statements during job interviews

Chapter 4: New coverage of communicating emotions, 
using adaptors, adapting nonverbal behaviors to digitally 
mediated communication, diversity, and nonverbal cues; 
updated research on the dangers of overemphasizing phys-
ical attractiveness

Chapter 5: Updated research on listening habits; new dis-
cussion of the changing work environment, social media 
listening, multitasking with new communication technology, 
and listening effectively in the workplace

Chapter 6: New discussion of self-disclosure, communica-
tion privacy management, social media, and visible and 
nonvisible disabilities; updated research on grieving and 
social media

Chapter 7: New opening vignette on culture-based group 
conflict; updated statistics on diversity in the United 

States; new research on the importance of exposing 
college students to diversity; new coverage of the role of 
music in building cultural awareness

Chapter 8: New opening vignette on group work during 
community crises; updated research on group work, group 
think, and related tech apps; new Emerging Technology and 
Group Roles section; new coverage of collaborative co-
working, the impact of physical structures on human inter-
action, managing privacy, and conflict in work groups; new 
Adapted Competent Group Communication Evaluation Form

Chapter 9: Updated statistics on U.S. workforce trends; new 
coverage of organizational communication, personal brand-
ing, and bilingual communication in the workplace; new 
table outlining workplace communication competence skills

Chapter 10: New coverage of “dangerous speech,” strate-
gies for preventing violence-inciting speech, and strategies 
for creating provocative speech

Chapter 11: Chapter reorganized to emphasize strategies 
for locating information for presentations; new coverage of 
common ground, expertise, and credibility

Chapter 12: Enhanced coverage of audience feedback 
when creating the body of a speech

Chapter 13: New opening vignette on nonverbal behaviors 
during delivery; new coverage of infographics and credibility 
building with diverse audiences

Chapter 14: New sample speech; new coverage of learning 
preferences among diverse cultures and learning-style 
differences

Chapter 15: New opening vignette on public protest and 
advocacy; new coverage of the speaker-audience dialogue 
and silence as a presentational speaking tool
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Human  
Communication



introduction to  
human communication 

In this chapter you will learn about the importance of communication in your every-
day life. You will find that communication is the foundation on which you build your 
personal, social, and professional life. You will also learn about communication on 
a deeper level, including the terms, processes, and contexts of communication.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 State reasons why the study of communication is essential.

2.	 Define communication.

3.	 Name the components of communication.

4.	 Explain some principles of communication.

5.	 Explain how the contexts of communication differ from each other.

6.	 Set goals for improving yourself as a communicator.

1chapter
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o you remember the process you went through when making deci-
sions about college? You likely met with many people, all of whom were 
trying to arm you with information about topics ranging from scholarships to 
campus architecture. The job of a college recruiter is a great example to 
illustrate why communication is so important to our lives and careers.

Sarah Logue has been an undergraduate admissions recruiter for approximately three 
years. During a recent discussion, Sarah noted that for her job she regularly communicates 
with parents, students, and even high school staff in presentations that range from one on 
one to groups to audiences of over a hundred. Many of her interactions are face-to-face, 
but e-mail and other electronic communication tools are also common for her job.

Sarah is a very effective recruiter because she rec-
ognizes the importance of communication for helping 
applicants feel comfortable with their choice. As she 
explained in an interview, “Naturally, it’s important to 
calibrate your message and tone based on your 
audience—high school students don’t have the same 
concerns about college as their parents do. Though the 
information we share is crucial to helping students and 
their families compare us to other institutions, it can 
be pretty dry, too. We have to bring it to life or risk 

losing our audience. So I use humor, I tell stories about my own experiences and those of stu-
dents I’ve known, and I ask questions to draw reluctant students and parents out of their shells.”

Sarah’s job is not unlike many jobs and activities in our culture. More and more of 
what we do revolves around effective communication. In this chapter, you will begin learning 
about the process of communication and how it functions across various contexts. We hope 
that you will follow Sarah’s lead and recognize that much of your future success will stem 
from understanding how to communicate effectively with others.

D

The Study of Communication Is Essential
Communication is central to your life. Effective communication can help you solve prob-
lems in your professional life and improve relationships in your personal life.1 In fact, 
the field of communication studies is on the rise in terms of popularity, degrees earned, 
and undergraduate majors, so your involvement with this content is timely and useful.2 
	 According to The Huffington Post, studying communication is timely because, as a 
discipline, communication studies is well suited for trends in digital and social media 
interactions. Knowledge about ideas such as relationship networks on social media, 
small-group and team communication, and media theory is becoming vitally relevant for 
you to be ready to succeed now and in your future.3
	 Understanding the theory, research, and application of communication will make a 
significant difference in your life and in the lives of people around the world.4 A quick 
daily review of social media highlights the importance of communication principles. 
Communication principles and practices can resolve disputes among nations, as well as 

© B.O’Kane/Alamy
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among friends and family. Effective communication may not solve all the world’s prob-
lems, but better communication practices can help us solve or avoid many problems.
	 Communication is everywhere. You cannot avoid communication, and you will 
engage in communication nearly every minute of every day of your life. Communication 
plays a major role in nearly every aspect of your life.
	 Regardless of your interests and goals, the ability to communicate effectively will 
enhance and enrich your life. Learning about communication matters and will help you 
know how to be ready to communicate. Studying communication comprehensively offers 
the following seven advantages:

1.	 Studying communication can improve the way you see yourself. Communication  
is “vital to the development of the whole person.”5 Most of our self-knowledge  
comes from the communicative experience. As we engage in thought  
(intrapersonal communication) and in interactions with significant other  
people (interpersonal communication), we learn about ourselves. People who do  
not understand the communication process and the development of self-awareness, 
self-concept, and self-efficacy may not see themselves accurately or may be unaware 
of their own self-development. Knowing how communication affects self-perception 
can lead to greater awareness and appreciation of the self.

Learning communication skills can improve the way you see yourself in a second way. 
As you learn how to communicate effectively in a variety of situations—from interper-
sonal relationships to public speeches—your self-confidence will increase. In a study 
based on the responses from 344 students at a large public university, students who 
completed a communication course perceived their communication competence to be 
greater in the classroom, at work, and in social settings. Most dramatic were their per-
ceived improvements in feeling confident about themselves, feeling comfortable with 
others’ perceptions of them, reasoning with people, and using language appropriately.6 

•  Effective communication can strengthen interpersonal relationships.
© Jordan Siemens/Stone/Getty Images
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In short, your success in interacting with other people in social situations and your 
achievements in professional settings will lead to more positive feelings about yourself.

2.	 Studying communication can improve the way others see you. You can control your 
own behavior to a considerable extent, which will lead to positive outcomes with 
others. Your interactions can be smoother and you can achieve your goals more easily 
as you manage the impression you make on others. See the chapter on perception, 
self, and communication for more on self-presentation and identity management.

You can improve the way others see you a second way. Generally, people like commu-
nicating with others who can communicate well. Compare your interactions with some-
one who stumbles over words, falls silent, interrupts, and uses inappropriate language to 
express thoughts to your interactions with someone who has a good vocabulary, listens 
when you speak, reveals appropriate personal information, and smoothly exchanges talk 
turns with you. Which person do you prefer? Most of us prefer competent communica-
tors. As you become increasingly competent, you will find that others seek you out for 
conversations, assistance, and advice.

3.	 Studying communication and engaging in effective communication behaviors can 
improve your relationships with others. The field of communication includes learning 
about how people relate to each other and about what type of communication is 
appropriate for a given situation. Most people value human relationships and find 
great comfort in friendships, family relationships, and community relationships. 
Within these relationships we learn about trust, intimacy, and reciprocity.

Human relationships are vital to each of us. Human babies thrive when they are touched 
and when they hear sounds; similarly, adults who engage in human relationships appear 
to be more successful and satisfied than do those who are isolated. Human relationships 
serve a variety of functions. They provide us with affection (receiving and providing 
warmth and friendliness), inclusion (experiencing feelings that we belong and providing 
others with messages that they belong), pleasure (sharing happiness and fun), escape 
(providing diversion), and control (managing our lives and influencing others).7
	 We learn about the complexity of human relationships as we study communication. 
We learn, first, that other people in relationships are vastly different from each other. 
We learn that they may be receptive or dismissive toward us. We learn that they 
may behave as if they were superior or inferior to us. We learn that they might be 
approachable or highly formal.
	 We also learn that our interactions with others may be helpful or harmful. 
Communicators can share personal information that builds trust and rapport. The 
same personal information can be used outside the relationship to humiliate or 
shame the other person. Whereas some relationships enhance social support, 
others are riddled with deception and conflict. Interactions are not neutral.
	 We learn that people coconstruct the reality of the relationship. Families, 
for example, love to tell stories of experiences they have had when on vacation, 
when moving across the country, or when some particularly positive or negative 
event occurred. Indeed, they often take turns “telling the story.” Couples, too, 
create and tell stories of their lives. Couples’ stories may be positive as the 
couple emphasizes their feelings of belongingness and their identity as a couple. On the other 
end of the spectrum, stories may be highly negative as people deceive others with information 
that allows them to cover up criminal acts, such as drug use, child abuse, or murder.
	 Human relationships are complex. As you study communication, you will clarify the 
variables involved in relationships—the people, the verbal and nonverbal cues provided, 
the effect of time, the nature of the relationship, and the goals of the participants. You will 
be ready to engage in relationships with an understanding of the communication process.

•  Studying 
communication improves 
critical thinking skills  
and can help people 
achieve success in 
college and on the job.
© Hill Street Studios/Blend 
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	 People who receive communication-skills training experience greater relational 
satisfaction than those who don’t.8,9 The link between communication skills and life 
satisfaction is strong. The connection holds true in health contexts,10 including situations 
in which family members are experiencing life-threatening illnesses.11 For example, 
couples’ communication during early stages of cancer diagnoses impacts their levels of 
intimacy and adjustment.

4.	 Studying communication can teach you important life skills. Studying communication 
involves learning important skills that everyone will use at some point in his or her 
life, such as critical thinking, problem solving, decision making, conflict resolution, 
team building, media literacy, and public speaking.12 Our visual literacy is improved 
as we understand the technical and artistic aspects of the visual communication 
medium.13 The increasing focus on visual and social media requires us to attend to 
how communication skills are at work in these contexts.

Studying communication early in your college career can enhance your success through-
out college. Consider the centrality of oral communication to all of your college classes. 
You regularly are called on to answer questions in class, to provide reports, to offer 
explanations, and to make presentations. In addition, both your oral and written work 
depend on your ability to think critically and creatively, to solve problems, and to make 
decisions. Most likely, you will be engaged in group projects in which skills such as 
team building and conflict resolution will be central. The same skills will be essential 
throughout your life.

5.	 Studying communication can help you feel confident in voicing and advocating 
your opinions and create space to give voice to others. Few nations have a bill of 
rights that invites people to convey their opinions and ideas, yet freedom of 
speech is essential to a democratic form of government. Being a practicing citizen 
in a democratic society means knowing about current issues and being able to 
speak about them in conversations, in speeches, and through the media; it also 
involves being able to critically examine messages from others.

Our understanding of communication shapes our political lives. Mass communication 
and communication technology have sharply altered the way we consume and use infor-
mation as part of the political process. Today many more people have the opportunity 
to receive information than ever before and through more channels than ever before. 
Think about how you get information about local, national, and global issues. Do you 
get alerts from a CNN app pinged to your phone? Do you have an app like Zite or Feedly.
com that pulls together information from newspapers and magazines, based on your 
specified interests, at one location? Perhaps you have specific news programs you watch 
or newspapers to which you subscribe. In many ways, the methods through which you 
consume media determine the amount and frequency of the information to which you 
have access. Through the mass media, and specifically social media, people in remote 
locations are as well informed as those in large urban centers. The public agenda is 
largely set through the media. Pressing problems are given immediate attention. McCombs 
notes, “The agenda-setting role of the mass media links journalism and its tradition of 
storytelling to the arena of public opinion, a relationship with considerable consequences 
for society.”14

	 Whereas some people may feel more enfranchised by digitally mediated communica-
tion, particularly social media, to advocate their positions, others feel more alienated as 
they become increasingly passive in the process. Face-to-face town meetings were the 
focus of democratic decision making in times past, but today people receive answers to 
questions, solutions to problems, and decisions about important matters from the media.
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	 Social media has become a strong tool in protest movements. In particular, research-
ers point to the vital role social media played during the Arab Spring in 2010. During 
this contemporary social protest movement, sites such as Twitter were used to organize 
successful antigovernment protests that led to the resignation of Egypt’s dictatorial 
leader.15 Social media sites also played a large role in organizing protests and spreading 
messages for the Occupy movement in the United States. Gerbaudo (2012), in his book 
Tweets and the Streets: Social Media and Contemporary Activism, suggests that new 
media creates opportunities and risks as people express dissent through social media as 
part of contemporary protest movements. Have you expressed dissent or agreement about 
political issues using social media? How did the people in your life react to your posts 
or involvement? Have your friends or family members been involved in movements that 
were organized through social media?16

	 The study and understanding of communication processes is profoundly political. 
Hart suggests that “those who teach public address and media studies teach that social 
power can be shifted and public visions exalted if people learn to think well and speak 
well.”17 Paraphrasing the ancient Greek rhetorician Isocrates, Hart notes, “To become 
eloquent is to activate one’s humanity, to apply the imagination, and to solve the practi-
cal problems of human living.”18 Freedom goes to the articulate.
	 You have the opportunity to be a fully functioning member of a democratic society. 
You also have the challenge of understanding the media and other information technolo-
gies. Studying communication will help you learn how to speak effectively, analyze 
arguments, synthesize large quantities of information, and critically consume information 
from a variety of sources. The future of our society depends on such mastery.

6.	 Studying communication can help you succeed professionally. A look at the job 
postings in any newspaper will give you an immediate understanding of the 
importance of improving your knowledge and practice of communication. The 
employment section of a newspaper or Internet posting has entries like these:

•	 “We need a results-oriented, seasoned professional who is a good communicator 
and innovator,” reads one posting for a marketing manager.

•	 Another posting, this one for a marketing analyst, reads, “You should be creative, 
inquisitive, and a good communicator both in writing and orally.”

•	 A posting for a training specialist calls for “excellent presentation, verbal, and writ-
ten communication skills, with ability to interact with all levels within organization.”

Employers want to hire people who are competent communicators. If fact, they often say 
they want effective public communicators and people who can work in teams.19 You may 
believe that some professions are enhanced by communication skills but that many are not. 
However, professionals in fields such as accounting, auditing, banking, counseling, engineer-
ing, industrial hygiene, information science, public relations, and sales have all written about 
the importance of oral communication skills.20 More recently, professionals in the computer 
industry,21 genetics and science,22 farming and ranching,23 education,24 and the health field25 
have stressed the importance of communication skills to potential employees. The variety 
of these careers suggests that communication skills are important across the board.
	 Communication skills are crucial in your first contact with a prospective employer. By 
studying communication, you can enhance your interviewing skills. Further, human resource 
interviewers note that oral communication skills, in general, significantly affect hiring deci-
sions.26 One survey in 2013 of over 700 employers indicated that effective communication 
is vital to career success and that they are finding many college graduates lacking such 
skills.27 Taking this course and being able to persuasively explain how this course has pre-
pared you to be an effective communicator will set you apart from other job applicants.
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	 Employers view your written and oral communication competencies and your ability to 
listen and analyze messages as essential job skills.28 Similarly, college graduates perceive 
communication coursework as essential.29 In short, communication competence is important.
	 Communication skills are important not only to equip you for beginning your career 
but also to help you navigate changes throughout the work life span. Dauphinais observes 
that communication skills can increase upward mobility in one’s career.30 Business exec-
utives note the importance of communication competence.31 Finally, communication 
skills are among the top priorities for entrepreneurs.
	 What communication skills are employers seeking? Clearly, listening skills are 
among the most important components of communication32 (see the chapter on listening 
and critical thinking). Speaking clearly, succinctly, and persuasively is crucial to many 
jobs, including those in sales,33 which you can read more about in the chapters on lan-
guage and meaning, delivery and visual resources, and persuasive presentations. An 
ability to work in teams or groups is vital,34 and you can read about this in the chapter 
on workplace communication. Employers are also seeking interpersonal skills,35 which 
you can learn about in the chapter on interpersonal communication. Public speaking skills 
are important in most professions because employees are often required to give talks and 
presentations.36 Finally, employers seek employees with strong written communication 
skills.37 You will have an opportunity to improve your writing skills as you prepare 
outlines and manuscripts for public speeches, which you can learn more about in the 
chapters on public speaking. Ultimately, the content and skills in this course will prepare 
you to be ready to communicate in ways that matter for your professional career.

7.	 Studying communication can help you navigate an increasingly diverse world. As 
you stroll through a mall, deposit money in a bank, go to a movie, or work at your 
job, odds are that about one in every five people you come into contact with will 
speak English as a second language. According to the 2007 American Community 
Survey, conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, nearly 20% of respondents speak a 
language other than English in their home. The increasingly diverse population of 
the United States means that multilingual communication encounters are, for most 
of us, the norm rather than the exception. Learning how to communicate in today’s 
world, whether English is your first language or not, requires an understanding of 
communication and culture and how those two concepts are related.

	 As you develop an understanding of basic communication concepts and learn how 
to apply those concepts in everyday interactions, you will be better equipped to bridge 
language and cultural barriers and promote effective interpersonal relationships, 
teamwork, and digitally mediated communication.

Defining Communication
Now that you have considered why learning about communication is important, you need 
to know exactly what the term means. Over the years, scholars have created hundreds of 
definitions of communication. How they define the term can limit or expand the study 
of the subject. In this edition of Human Communication, we will adopt a broad definition 
of communication that is applicable to many different situations and contexts in which 
people interact.
	 Communication comes from the Latin word communicare, which means “to make 
common” or “to share.” The root definition is consistent with our definition of com-
munication. We define communication as the process of using messages to generate 
meaning. Communication is considered a process because it is an activity, an exchange, 
or a set of behaviors—not an unchanging product. Communication is not an object you 
can hold in your hand; it is an activity in which you participate. David Berlo, a pioneer in 

communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meaning.

process
An activity, an exchange, 
or a set of behaviors that 
occurs over time.
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the field of communication, probably provided the clearest statement 
about communication as a process:

If we accept the concept of process, we view events and rela-
tionships as dynamic, ongoing, ever changing, continuous. 
When we label something as a process, we also mean that it 
does not have a beginning, an end, a fixed sequence of events. 
It is not static, at rest. It is moving. The ingredients within a 
process interact; each affects all the others38

	 In stating that communication is a process, we mean that you can-
not look at any particular communication behavior as a snapshot and 
fully understand what is happening. Suppose that you were in a coffee 
shop and observed an interaction between a customer and a server. The 
customer asks for a double-shot espresso, and the barista responds by 
asking, “Sure you don’t want a latte?” The customer responds by say-
ing, “Definitely no,” to which the barista says, “Wow, must be a bad 
day.” On its face, this interaction could seem somewhat abrupt—maybe 
even inappropriate. But, if the customer is a regular, the barista might 
know that this is an unusual order, inferring that the need for an extra 
jolt of caffeine is indicative of a hectic day for the patron. In this 
example, the communication interaction started well before the actual 
behaviors you observed. Those behaviors were part of an ongoing pro-
cess of communication between the customer and the barista. How the 
customer responds to the “bad day” comment, perhaps with annoyance 
or with a story about what is going on, will further influence that 
unfolding communication process.
	 Messages include verbal and nonverbal symbols, signs, and behaviors. When you 
smile at another person, you are sending a message. When a radio announcer chooses 
language to emphasize the seriousness of a recent event, she is creating a message. The 
public speaker might spend days choosing just the right words and considering his bodily 
movements, gestures, and facial expression.
	 People hope to generate common meanings through the messages they provide. 
Meaning is the understanding of the message. You know that all of the messages you 
generate are not shared by others with whom you try to communicate. You try to flirt 
with someone you meet in class, but the other person seems oblivious to your subtle 
nonverbal signals. College professors are generally very knowledgeable about a subject 
matter, but they vary greatly in their ability to convey shared meanings.
	 Understanding the meaning of another person’s message does not occur unless the 
two communicators can elicit common meanings for words, phrases, and nonverbal 
codes. During the process of communication, we naturally attempt to negotiate meaning 
with others. For instance, during class, you might raise a hand to have a professor 
clarify the meaning of a term. During a conversation with a friend, you might use a 
shake of the head to indicate that you are not following her point. In both examples, you 
used verbal or nonverbal symbols or codes to provide feedback and negotiate meaning 
with another person. This negotiation is constant, and it means that the process of com-
munication is continually unfolding as we attempt to share common meaning with others.

Components of Communication
In this section you will learn how communication in action really works. The components 
of communication are people, messages, channels, feedback, codes, encoding and decoding, 
noise, and situation.

meaning
The understanding of the 
message.

•  Understanding 
emerges from shared 
experience.
© OJO Images/Getty Images RF
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PEOPLE
People are involved in the human commu-
nication process in two roles—as both the 
sources and the receivers of messages. A 
source initiates a message, and a receiver 
is the intended target of the message. Indi-
viduals do not perform these two roles 
independently, however; instead, they are 
the sources and the receivers of messages 
simultaneously and continually.
	 The people with whom we communicate 
are diverse. They are of different ages and 
genders and perhaps from different cultural 
backgrounds. Each of these characteristics 
associated with diversity can influence the 
process of communication as people attempt 
to negotiate the meaning of messages.

THE MESSAGE
The message is the verbal and nonverbal form of the idea, thought, or feeling that one per-
son (the source) wishes to communicate to another person or a group of people (the receiv-
ers). The message is the content of the interaction. The message includes the symbols (words 
and phrases) you use to communicate your ideas, as well as your facial expressions, bodily 
movements, gestures, physical contact, and tone of voice, as well as other nonverbal codes. 
The message may be relatively brief and easy to understand or long and complex. Some 
experts believe that real communication stems only from messages that are intentional, those 
that have a purpose. However, we believe that some messages can be unintentional. For 
example, you may not intend to show your emotions in certain situations, but your facial 
expressions and tone of voice might tip others off that you are angry or anxious. These 
unintended messages add potentially important information to the communication interaction.

THE CHANNEL
The channel is the means by which a message moves from the source to the receiver of 
the message. Think about how you communicate with your family. In some situations 
you are face-to-face and use your voice to send messages through sound waves. In other 
situations you might use your voice to talk over the phone, and yet other situations might 
involve text messages or status updates on social media. Each of these examples illus-
trates how the same communicators—you and your family—can use multiple channels 
to send messages. Of course, the channel used can potentially influence the meaning 
assigned to the messages. For instance, what are the implications of breaking up with a 
partner using text or even Twitter as opposed to a face-to-face conversation?

FEEDBACK
Feedback is the receiver’s verbal and nonverbal response to the source’s message. Ideally, 
you respond to another person’s messages by providing feedback, so that the source knows 
the message was received as intended. Feedback is part of any communication situation. 
Even no response, or silence, is feedback, as are restless behavior and quizzical looks from 
students in a classroom. It is through feedback that communicators negotiate meaning in the 
process of communicating. Silence could signal disagreement. A raised eyebrow could imply 
a lack of understanding. A simple word, “Fantastic!” could show excitement in response to 

source
A message initiator.

receiver
A message target.

message
The verbal or nonverbal 
form of the idea, 
thought, or feeling that 
one person (the source) 
wishes to communicate 
to another person or a 
group of people (the 
receivers).

channel
The means by which a 
message moves from the 
source to the receiver of 
the message.

feedback
The receiver’s verbal and 
nonverbal response to 
the source’s message.

code
A systematic 
arrangement of symbols 
used to create meanings 
in the mind of another 
person or persons.

verbal codes 
Symbols and their 
grammatical 
arrangement, such as 
languages.

building behaviors
Current Behaviors 360 Feedback
Write down at least three communication skills you think you 
regularly do well in your daily conversations with others. 
Next, list three communication skills you need to improve on 
over the course of this semester. Now ask at least three 
people from different social groups in your life to answer the 
same questions about you. For example, you could pick a 
friend, a sibling, and a parental figure. How do their answers 
compare to yours? What are the top two communication 
behaviors you want to focus on improving as a result of this 
class? Let the people in your life know you are working on 
these skills; their support will encourage you to practice 
these skills.
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another person’s idea. Because we are simultaneously senders 
and receivers of messages, we are constantly providing feed-
back to others in an attempt to negotiate meaning.

CODE
A computer carries messages via binary code on cable, 
wire, or fiber; similarly, you converse with others by using 
a code called “language.” A code is a systematic arrange-
ment of symbols used to create meanings in the mind of 
another person or persons. Words, phrases, and sentences 
become “symbols” used to evoke images, thoughts, and 
ideas in the mind of others. If someone yells “Stop” as you 
approach the street, the word stop has become a symbol 
that you are likely to interpret as a warning of danger.
	 Verbal and nonverbal codes are the two types of code 
used in communication. Verbal codes consist of symbols and 
their grammatical arrangement. All languages are codes. 
Nonverbal codes consist of all symbols that are not words, 
including bodily movements, the use of space and time, cloth-
ing and other adornments, and sounds other than words. Non-
verbal codes should not be confused with nonoral codes. All 
nonoral codes, such as bodily movement, are nonverbal codes. 
However, nonverbal codes also include oral codes, such as 
pitch, duration, rate of speech, and sounds like “eh” and “ah.”

ENCODING AND DECODING
If communication involves the use of codes, the process of 
communicating can be viewed as one of encoding and 
decoding. Encoding is the process of translating an idea or a thought into a code. Decoding 
is the process of assigning meaning to that idea or thought. Think about the process you 
go through when ordering pizza with friends. In response to the typical question of “What 
do you want?” how often is “I like anything” provided in response? When ordering the 
pizza, do you take free rein to order a large pie with anchovies, extra onions, and jalapen~os? 
Probably not. You probably know to not interpret “I like anything” too literally. So, you 
might use feedback to clarify what is off limits. During communication, our use of codes 
to encode and decode often requires additional explanation to arrive at solid shared 
meaning. That’s why feedback is so important to the communication process.

NOISE
In the communication process, noise is any interference in the encoding and decoding 
processes that reduces the clarity of a message. Noise can be physical, such as loud sounds; 
distracting sights, such as a piece of food between someone’s front teeth; or an unusual 
behavior, such as someone standing too close for comfort. Noise can be mental, psycho-
logical, or semantic, such as daydreams about a loved one, worry about the bills, pain from 
a tooth, or uncertainty about what the other person’s words mean. Noise can be anything 
that interferes with receiving, interpreting, or providing feedback about a message.

SITUATION
The final component of communication is the situation, the location where communica
tion takes place. Later in the chapter you will learn about six different contexts for 

nonverbal codes
All symbols that are not 
words, including bodily 
movements, the use of 
space and time, clothing 
and adornments, and 
sounds other than words.

encoding
The process of 
translating an idea or a 
thought into a code.

decoding
The process of assigning 
meaning to the idea or 
thought in a code.

noise
Any interference in the 
encoding and decoding 
processes that reduces 
message clarity.
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communication takes 
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engaging diversity
Age Differences in Social Media
The rising dominance of social media poses 
a challenge for businesses. How is it possi-
ble to get messages to consumers? You 
might think that advertising can simply trans-
late to social media, but are all social media 
platforms productive? A recent article in 
Business Insider attempted to explain how 
one’s age influences perceptions of various 
social media outlets. For instance, older peo-
ple tend to love Facebook, whereas teens 
view it like an awkward family dinner with rel-
atives. Adults love Twitter, but teens largely 
don’t get the point. And, whereas Snapchat is 
liberating to younger users, older adults have 
really not figured out that it even exists. The 
point? Age influences how we interact with 
social media. As we interact with people of 
differing ages, we have to remember that the 
menu of social media alternatives differs.

Source: Moss, C. (2015, January 9). A teenager finally 
explains what adults just don’t get about Facebook, 
Instagram, and Snapchat. Business Insider  
(www.businessinsider.com/what-teenagers-think-of- 
social-media-2015-1).
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communication, ranging from interpersonal to 
mass communication. Each context provides a 
different type of situation in which you com-
municate. For instance, a conversation between 
two people tends to be less formal, whereas a 
public speech before hundreds might be more 
formal. The relationship between people could 
also affect the situation. You communicate 
with your boss differently than with your co-
workers. Even the channel can impact the 
situation—face-to-face communication might 
be more personal than some forms of social 
media. The situation combines other elements 
of the communication process to influence the 
overall tone of the interaction.

Communication Principles
A definition of communication may be insuf-
ficient to clarify the nature of communication. 
To explain communication in more detail, we 
consider here some principles that guide our 
understanding of communication.

COMMUNICATION BEGINS WITH 
THE SELF
How you see yourself can make a great differ-
ence in how you communicate. Carl Rogers39 
wrote, “Every individual exists in a continually 
changing world of experience of which he [or 
she] is the center.” For instance, when people 
are treated as though they are inferior, or intel-
ligent, or gifted, or unattractive, they will often 
begin acting accordingly. Many communica-
tion scholars and social scientists believe that 
people are products of how others treat them 
and of the messages others send them.
	 As persons, our understanding of the 
world is limited by our experiences with it. 

John Shotter suggests that we cannot understand communication through external, 
abstract, and systematic processes. Instead, he describes communication as a “ceaseless 
flow of speech-entwined, dialogically structured, social activity.”40 In other words, com-
munication is participatory; we are actively involved and relationally responsive in our 
use of communication. Shotter would contrast his perspective of a participatory-holistic 
view of communication with one that is abstract and systematic.
	 To contrast these two perspectives, let us consider an example. Suppose you have a 
roommate who is from another country. The roommate’s religion, belief system, and daily 
habits challenge your perspective of communication, derived from interacting primarily 
with people in the United States who hold Western and Christian values. To the extent 
that you each try to impose your own preconceptions on the communication you share, 
you may be dissatisfied and experience conflict. By preimposing “rules” of communication 
derived from your earlier experiences in two distinctive cultures, you are bound to fail 

Communication Skills in Context
We communicate in a variety of contexts. To improve your 
skill as a communicator, you should assess your own com-
munication skills in each of the general communication 
contexts so that you can identify your strengths and areas 
for growth. Read each of the following questions carefully, 
and respond using the following scale:

1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neither agree nor disagree
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly agree

	 1.	 I can use communication to solve conflicts with 
friends.

	 2.	 I am able to express my ideas clearly when working 
in a group.

	 3.	 I am comfortable when giving public speeches.
	 4.	 I can use the Internet to locate highly reputable 

information.
	 5.	Other people tell me that I am a good speaker.
	 6.	My friends tell me that I am a good listener.
	 7.	Others listen to my opinions in group meetings.
	 8.	 People rely on me to find information on the web.
	 9.	 I am good at delivering speeches.
	10.	 I can effectively lead groups to discuss problems.
	11.	 I make friends easily.
	12.	 I am skilled at using computers to communicate 

with others (e.g., using Skype, IM, chat rooms, and 
other communication tools).

Note: This list has no “right” or “wrong” answers. It simply 
provides an overview of your communication skills at the 
beginning of the course. You might want to complete the 
survey again at the end of the course to determine whether 
your scores have changed. A guide for interpreting your re-
sponses appears at the end of the chapter.

sizing things up
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in this new relationship. If you are able to move beyond such a view and allow your 
perception of your communication to become a product of your interactions, you may 
be able to communicate in interesting and effective ways.
	 Every day, we experience the centrality of ourselves in communication. As a par-
ticipant in communication, you are limited by your own view of every situation. A 
student, for instance, may describe a conflict with an instructor as unfair treatment: “I 
know my instructor doesn’t like the fact that I don’t agree with his opinions, and that’s 
why he gave me such a poor grade in that class.” The instructor might counter, “That 
student doesn’t understand all the factors that go into a final grade.” Each person may 
believe that he or she is correct and that the other person’s view is wrong. As you study 
communication, you will learn ways to better manage such conflict.

COMMUNICATION INVOLVES OTHERS
George Herbert Mead said that the self originates in communication.41 Through verbal 
and nonverbal symbols, a child learns to accept roles in response to the expectations of 
others. For example, Dominique Moceanu, a successful Olympic gymnast, was influ-
enced quite early in life by what others wanted her to be. Both her parents had been 
gymnasts, and apparently her father told her for years that her destiny was to be a world-
class gymnast.42 Most likely, she had an inherent ability to be a good one, but she may 
not have become a medal-winning gymnast without the early messages she received from 
her parents and trainers. Like Moceanu, you establish self-image, the sort of person you 
believe you are, by the ways others categorize you. Positive, negative, and neutral mes-
sages that you receive from others all play a role in determining who you are.
	 You may be aware of how important your peers are to your academic career. Students 
report that peers provide support for a variety of reasons: they allow you to vent about 
teachers and classes; provide you with information about assignments, classes, and other 
academic matters; offer positive statements that build your self-esteem and sense of 
worth; and make statements that motivate you to attend class, to do your homework, and 
to generally succeed at your work.43 Other people are essential to how you feel about 
yourself during college and throughout your life.

•  Understanding can emerge from dialogue.
© Kristy-Anne/Design Pics RF
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	 Communication itself is probably best understood as a dialogic process. A dialogue is 
simply the act of taking part in a conversation, discussion, or negotiation. When we describe 
and explain our communicative exchanges with others, we are doing so from a perspective 
of self and from a perspective derived from interacting with others. Our understanding of 
communication occurs not in a vacuum but in light of our interactions with other people.44

	 In a more obvious way, communication involves others in the sense that a competent 
communicator considers the other person’s needs and expectations when selecting messages 
to share. The competent communicator understands that a large number of messages can 
be shared at any time, but sensitivity and responsiveness to the other communicators are 
essential. In short, communication begins with the self, as defined largely by others, and 
involves others, as defined largely by the self.

COMMUNICATION HAS BOTH A CONTENT AND A  
RELATIONAL DIMENSION
All messages have both a content and a relational dimension. Messages provide substance 
and suggest a relationship among communicators. Another way to think about this dis-
tinction is that the content of the message describes the behavior that is expected, whereas 
the relational message suggests how it should be interpreted. For example, if I say, “Sit 
down,” the content of the brief message is a request for you to be seated. Relationally, 
I am suggesting that I have the authority to tell you to be seated. Consider the difference 
between “Sit down!” and “Would you care to be seated?” Whereas the content is essen-
tially the same, the relational aspect seems far different. Generally, the content of the 
message is less ambiguous than is the relational message.

COMMUNICATION INVOLVES CHOICES
Communication is far more than simple information transmission. Communication 
involves choices about the multiple aspects of the message: the verbal, nonverbal, and behav-
ioral aspects; the choices surrounding the transmission channels used; the characteristics 
of the speaker; the relationship between the speaker and the audience; the characteristics of 
the audience; and the situation in which the communication occurs. A change in any one 
of these variables affects the entire communication process.
	 The fact that communication involves choices has powerful implications, and it also 
involves risk. As author Brene Brown suggests in her book Daring Greatly, we regularly 
make choices about whether or not we show up and are seen and heard.45 Can you recall a 
time when you have been asked for your opinion but chose not to say what you really thought? 
Or perhaps a family member posted a comment on Facebook that you didn’t agree with, but 
you chose not to comment back to them with your thoughts because of the potential risk 
involved in publicly challenging your family member. How did that choice to not use your 
voice make you feel? In contrast, has there been a time when you said what you wanted to 
say, whether it was in response to a friend’s opinion on oil fracking or a family member’s 
Facebook comment about immigration reform that you disagreed with? How did that choice 
to use your voice make you feel? Every encounter with others, whether it is face-to-face or 
mediated, involves choices, and we hope that each chapter you read and the communication 
skills you practice in your classes help you to be ready to support and defend your choices.

COMMUNICATION QUANTITY DOES NOT INCREASE 
COMMUNICATION QUALITY
You might believe that a course on communication would stake claims on the importance of 
increased communication. You may have heard counselors or therapists say: “What we need 
is more communication.” However, greater amounts of communication do not necessarily 

dialogue
The act of taking part  
in a conversation, 
discussion, or 
negotiation.
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lead to more harmony or more accurate and shared meanings. Sometimes people disagree, 
and the more they talk, the more they learn that they are in conflict. Other times people have 
very poor listening or empathy skills and misunderstand vast quantities of information. Com-
munication, defined simply as verbiage, does not necessarily lead to positive outcomes.

COMMUNICATION IS PERVASIVE
Although communication involves choices and more communication is not necessarily 
better communication, communication is pervasive and occurs almost every minute of 
your life. In other words, communication spreads to all aspects of your life. If you are 
not communicating with yourself (thinking, planning, reacting to the world around you), 
you are observing others and drawing inferences from their behavior. Even if others did 
not intend messages for you, you gather observations and draw specific conclusions.  
A person yawns, and you believe that he is bored with your message. A second person 
looks away, and you conclude that she is not listening to you. A third person smiles 
(perhaps because of a memory of a joke he heard recently), and you believe that he is 
attracted to you. We are continually gleaning meanings from others’ behaviors, and we 
are constantly behaving in ways that have communicative value for them.

COMMUNICATION CANNOT BE REVERSED
Have you ever insulted someone accidentally? You may have tried to explain that you did 
not intend to insult anybody, said you were sorry for your statement, or made a joke out of 
your misstatement. Nonetheless, your comment lingers both in the mind of the other person 
and in your own mind. As you understand the irreversibility of communication, you may 
become more careful in your conversations with others, and you may take more time prepar-
ing public presentations. You cannot go back in time and erase your messages to others.

Communication Contexts
Communication occurs in a context—a set of circumstances or a situation. Communica-
tion occurs between two friends, among five business acquaintances in a small-group 
setting, and between a lecturer and an audience that fills an auditorium. At many colleges 
and universities, the communication courses are arranged by context: interpersonal com-
munication, interviewing, small-group communication, public speaking, and mass com-
munication. Across these contexts of communication there are key similarities and dif-
ferences. Although the process of making meaning might be consistent from one context 
to another, they differ greatly on the number of people involved, the formality expected 
by communicators, and the opportunity for feedback.

INTRAPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
Intrapersonal communication is the process of using messages to generate meaning 
within the self. Intrapersonal communication is the communication that occurs within 
your own mind. Think about a situation at work in which you have an ongoing conflict 
with a co-worker. When talking with that person in meetings, you likely engage in dia-
logue with yourself trying to anticipate how the person will react to your statements or 
actions. So, if you say to that person, “Great job on that presentation,” you might ask 
yourself if he or she will interpret your comment as patronizing, even if you were trying 
to be totally authentic. That internal questioning illustrates how we use intrapersonal 
communication to try to create and infer meaning when we communicate with others.
	 Intrapersonal communication occurs, as this example suggests, when you evaluate or 
examine the interaction that occurs between yourself and others, but it is not limited to 
such situations. This form of communication occurs before and during other forms of 
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or a situation.

intrapersonal 
communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meaning within the self.
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communication as well. For instance, 
you might argue with yourself during 
a conversation in which someone asks 
you to do something you do not really 
want to do: before you accept or 
decline, you mull over the alternatives 
in your mind.
	 Intrapersonal communication 
also includes such activities as solv-
ing problems internally, resolving 
internal conflict, planning for the 
future, and evaluating yourself and 
your relationships with others. Intra
personal communication—the basis 
for all other communication—involves 
only the self.
	 Each one of us is continually 
engaged in intrapersonal communica-
tion. Although you might become more 
easily absorbed in talking to yourself 
when you are alone (while walking to 
class, driving to work, or taking a 

shower, for instance), you are likely to be involved in this form of 
communication in crowded circumstances as well (such as during a 
lecture, at a party, or with friends). Think about the last time you 
looked at yourself in a mirror. What were your thoughts? Although 
intrapersonal communication is almost continuous, people seldom 
focus on this form of communication.
	 Indeed, not all communication experts believe that intrapersonal 
communication should be examined within communication studies. 
The naysayers argue that communication requires two or more receiv-
ers of a message, and since there are no receivers in intrapersonal 
communication, no communication actually occurs. They reason that 
intrapersonal communication should be studied in a discipline such as 
psychology or neurology—a field in which experts study the mind or 
the brain. Nonetheless, intrapersonal communication is recognized by 
most scholars within the discipline as one context of communication 
for you to know and understand.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
When you move from intrapersonal to interper  sonal communica-
tion, you move from communication that occurs within your own 
mind to communication that involves one or more other persons. 

Interpersonal communication is the process of using messages to generate meaning 
between at least two people in a situation that allows mutual opportunities for both 
speaking and listening. Like intrapersonal communication, interpersonal communication 
occurs for a variety of reasons: to solve problems, to resolve conflicts, to share informa-
tion, to improve perceptions of oneself, or to fulfill social needs, such as the need to 
belong or to be loved. Through our interpersonal communication, we are able to estab-
lish relationships with others that include friendships and romantic relationships.

interpersonal 
communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meaning between at least 
two people in a situation 
that allows mutual 
opportunities for both 
speaking and listening.

dyadic communication
Two-person 
communication.

small-group 
communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meaning in a small 
group of people.

communicating
	 creatively

•  Intrapersonal 
communication occurs in 
our reflections.
© John Lund/Drew Kelly/
Sam Diephuis/Blend Images
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Can Rituals Drive Creativity?
How often have you heard people say that you need to “think out-
side the box”? They seem to imply that to be creative, you must do 
something totally unique and different from your routine. Art 
Markman, a psychology and marketing professor at the University 
of Texas, thinks differently. He recommends that you develop rituals 
to help you be more creative. For instance, you might create a 
particular space that will be conducive to your creativity. He also 
stresses that true creativity comes from significant knowledge and 
experience with a particular topic. At its heart, creativity happens 
through intrapersonal communication as you think to yourself about 
how to accomplish something in new and novel ways.

Source: Markman, A. (2014, September 8). The importance of ritual to the creative 
process. Hit the Ground Running (www.fastcompany.com/3035281/hit-the-ground-
running/the-importance-of-ritual-to-the-creative-process).
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communication as well. For instance, 
you might argue with yourself during 
a conversation in which someone asks 
you to do something you do not really 
want to do: before you accept or 
decline, you mull over the alternatives 
in your mind.
	 Intrapersonal communication 
also includes such activities as solv-
ing problems internally, resolving 
internal conflict, planning for the 
future, and evaluating yourself and 
your relationships with others. Intra
personal communication—the basis 
for all other communication—involves 
only the self.
	 Each one of us is continually 
engaged in intrapersonal communica-
tion. Although you might become more 
easily absorbed in talking to yourself 
when you are alone (while walking to 
class, driving to work, or taking a 

shower, for instance), you are likely to be involved in this form of 
communication in crowded circumstances as well (such as during a 
lecture, at a party, or with friends). Think about the last time you 
looked at yourself in a mirror. What were your thoughts? Although 
intrapersonal communication is almost continuous, people seldom 
focus on this form of communication.
	 Indeed, not all communication experts believe that intrapersonal 
communication should be examined within communication studies. 
The naysayers argue that communication requires two or more receiv-
ers of a message, and since there are no receivers in intrapersonal 
communication, no communication actually occurs. They reason that 
intrapersonal communication should be studied in a discipline such as 
psychology or neurology—a field in which experts study the mind or 
the brain. Nonetheless, intrapersonal communication is recognized by 
most scholars within the discipline as one context of communication 
for you to know and understand.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
When you move from intrapersonal to interper  sonal communica-
tion, you move from communication that occurs within your own 
mind to communication that involves one or more other persons. 

Interpersonal communication is the process of using messages to generate meaning 
between at least two people in a situation that allows mutual opportunities for both 
speaking and listening. Like intrapersonal communication, interpersonal communication 
occurs for a variety of reasons: to solve problems, to resolve conflicts, to share informa-
tion, to improve perceptions of oneself, or to fulfill social needs, such as the need to 
belong or to be loved. Through our interpersonal communication, we are able to estab-
lish relationships with others that include friendships and romantic relationships.

interpersonal 
communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meaning between at least 
two people in a situation 
that allows mutual 
opportunities for both 
speaking and listening.

dyadic communication
Two-person 
communication.

small-group 
communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meaning in a small 
group of people.

	  Dyadic and small-group communication are two subsets of interpersonal commu-
nication. Dyadic communication is simply two-person communication, such as 
interviews with an employer or a teacher; talks with a parent, spouse, or child; and 
interactions among strangers, acquaintances, and friends. Although dyadic interpersonal 
communication is typically face-to-face, we increasingly rely on various forms of social 
media and other communication technologies to create and maintain highly fulfilling 
interpersonal relationships. Small-group communication is the process of using mes-
sages to generate meaning in a small group of people.46 Small-group communication 
occurs in families, work groups, support groups, religious groups, and study groups. 
Communication experts agree that two people are a dyad and that more than two peo-
ple are a small group if they have a common purpose, goal, or mission. However, 
disagreement emerges about the maximum number of participants in a small group. 
Technology also poses questions for communication scholars to debate: for instance, 
does a small group have to meet face-to-face? That teleconferences can involve small-
group communication is uncontroversial, but what about discussions in chat rooms on 
the Internet? See the chapter on small-group communication for more on this topic.

PUBLIC COMMUNICATION
Public communication is the process of using messages to generate meanings in a 
situation in which a single speaker transmits a message to a number of receivers, who 
give nonverbal and sometimes question-and-answer feedback. In public communication, 
the speaker adapts the message to the audience in an attempt to achieve maximum 
understanding. Sometimes virtually everyone in the audience understands the speaker’s 
message; other times many people fail to understand.
	 Public communication, or public speaking, is recognized by its formality, structure, and 
planning. You probably are frequently a receiver of public communication in classes, at 
convocations, and at religious services. Occasionally, you also may be a source: when you 
present in class, explain a new procedure in front of co-workers, or make an argument in 
favor of reducing the cost of higher education for students. Public communication most often 
informs or persuades, but it can also entertain, introduce, announce, welcome, or pay tribute.

MASS COMMUNICATION
Mass communication is the process of using messages to generate meanings in a medi-
ated system, between a source and a large number of unseen receivers. Mass communi-
cation always has a transmission system (mediator) between the sender and the receiver. 
You are engaging in forms of mass communication when you broadcast a statement on 
Twitter, post a video on YouTube, write for a campus newspaper, or talk about a song 
on a podcast. Mass communication is often taught in a college or university department 
of mass communication, radio and television, or journalism.
	 People who study mass communication may be interested in the processes by which 
communication is transmitted, and therefore they study the diffusion of information. 
Alternatively, they may be interested in the effects of media on people and study 
persuasion or how public opinion is created and altered. Mass communication has become 
of increasing interest today because of the expanded opportunities for communication 
through new communication technologies. Today many students are interested in media 
convergence, or the way that technology is unifying what were formerly separate chan-
nels for communication. Now, when you want to listen to news, watch movies, or enjoy 
music, you do not use separate mediums like newspapers, television, and radio. Your 
smartphone (and similar devices) has converged those traditional forms of media into 
one easily accessible portal.

public communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meanings in a situation 
in which a single speaker 
transmits a message to 
a number of receivers.

mass communication
The process of using 
messages to generate 
meanings in a mediated 
system, between a 
source and a large 
number of unseen 
receivers.

media convergence
The unification of 
separate channels of 
communication through 
new communication 
technology.
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DIGITALLY MEDIATED COMMUNICATION
Digitally mediated communication (DMC) is any form of communication that is con-
ducted through new communication technology. If you are using an online discussion 
board, e-mail, Twitter, Snapchat, or almost any other digital media resource, you are 
engaging in DMC. Just as mass media have converged as a result of technology, so too 
has our ability to communicate. Technological convergence has occurred as voice, data, 
video, audio, and other channels of communication have become consolidated in our 
digital lives. Whereas the telephones of our grandparents’ generation provided one option 
for communication, the smartphones of today contain potentially limitless options for 
how we can send and receive messages with other people.
	 As a context for communication, DMC is unique because of its versatility. First, DMC 
is mobile—provided that you have a smartphone or computer, you can use DMC anywhere 
you have a connection to the Internet. Another characteristic of DMC is that it can facilitate 
all types of communication, ranging from dyadic interactions to mass-mediated messages. 
Finally, DMC can be both synchronous and asynchronous. Synchronous communication 
occurs when there is instantaneous sending and receiving of messages, such as in face-to-
face or some text-message interactions. Asynchronous communication occurs when there 
is a small or even substantial delay in interaction, such as with discussion-board posts or 
responses to Facebook messages. Because DMC can be synchronous or asynchronous, com-
municators may encounter some situations in which the prestructuring of messages is 
required, such as carefully thinking out a post for a discussion board, and other situations 
in which prestructuring is virtually impossible, such as engaging in a two-way video chat.
	 In one sense, DMC is simply a digitally mediated version of other communication 
contexts. Some scholars argue that the differences between face-to-face interaction and 
digitally mediated interaction have become increasingly irrelevant as both technology and 
our comfort in using digital tools have advanced. Others worry that new communication 
technology has increased our ability to communicate but at the expense of quality com-
munication. Regardless of which view is correct, it is clear that DMC is an increasingly 
important tool for all communicators to master.
	 Table 1 provides a visual summary of the various contexts discussed here. As you 
review the table, you will note how things like the number of people, the degree of 
formality, and the need for structure vary across the contexts of communication.

Goals of Communication Study
You learned the importance of studying communication at the beginning of this chapter. 
As we end our introduction to the topic of communication, we want to encourage you 
to set goals for yourself as a communicator. You see, we believe that great communica-
tors are able to positively impact their own lives as well as those of the people around 
them. We believe that communication matters. It is our hope that through this class you 
will find ways to improve your skills and knowledge as a communicator. That improvement 
must start by setting goals. Although you should carefully consider your personal goals 
and objectives as a communicator, three broad goals to get you started are to become a 
competent communicator, to become an ethical communicator, and to become knowl-
edgeable about communication theory and research.

UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE
Communication competence is simply the ability to effectively exchange meaning through a 
common system of symbols or behavior. As you will learn in this course, communication 
competence is not necessarily easy to achieve. Communication competence can be difficult 
because your goals and others’ goals may be discrepant. Similarly, you and those with whom 

technological 
convergence
The consolidation of 
voice, data, video, audio, 
and other channels of 
communication through 
smartphones and other 
devices.

synchronous 
communication
The instantaneous 
sending and receiving of 
messages, as occurs in 
face-to-face or some 
text-message 
interactions.

asynchronous 
communication
Interactions in which 
there is a small or even 
substantial delay, as 
occurs with e-mail or 
discussion-board posts.

communication 
competence
The ability to effectively 
exchange meaning 
through a common 
system of symbols or 
behavior.
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Table 1.1  Differences Among Communication Contexts

					     Degree of 
		  Degree of 		  Need for	 Stability of the 
	 Number 	 Formality 	 Opportunities 	 Prestructuring	 Roles of Speaker 
Contexts	 of People 	 or Intimacy 	 for Feedback 	 Messages	 and Listener

Intrapersonal	 1	 Most intimate	 Complete feedback	 None	 Highly unstable; the 
Communication					     individual as both 
					     speaker and listener

Interpersonal  
Communication	

  Dyadic	 2	 Generally intimate;	 A great deal	 Some	 Unstable; speaker 
  Communication		  interview is formal	 of feedback		  and listener alternate

  Small-Group	 Usually 3 to 10;	 Intimate or	 Less than in	 Some	 Unstable; speakers 
  Communication	 may be more	 formal	 intrapersonal 		  and listeners alternate 
			   communication		   
			   but more than in 
			   public communication

Public	 Usually more	 Generally	 Less than in small-group	 A great deal	 Highly stable;  
Communication	 than 10	 formal	 communication but more		  one speaker with 
			   than in mass communication		  many listeners

Mass	 Usually	 Generally	 Usually more	 Almost totally	 Highly stable;  
Communication	 thousands	 formal		  scripted	 on-air speakers,  
					     invisible listeners

Digitally Mediated	 2 to billions	 Intimate or formal	 None to a great deal	 None to totally	 Unstable to 
Communication				    scripted	 highly stable

you communicate may have a different understanding of your relationship. Cultural differences 
may cause you to view the world and other people differently. Indeed, different perspectives 
about communication may themselves create problems in your interactions with others. As 
you read this edition of Human Communication, you will learn about the multiple variables 
involved in communication, and you will become more competent in your communication.
	 You need to recognize now that, although communication competence is the goal, 
the complexity of communication should encourage you to be a student of communica-
tion over your lifetime. In this course you will begin to learn the terminology and the 
multiple variables comprised in communication. Although you will not emerge from the 
course as an expert, you should see significant changes in your communication abilities. 
The professional public speaker or comedian, the glib TV reporter, and the highly satis-
fied spouse in a long-term marriage make communication look easy. However, as you 
will learn, their skills are complex and interwoven with multiple layers of understanding.

UNDERSTANDING ETHICAL COMMUNICATION
The second goal in studying communication lies in its ethical dimension. Ethics may be 
defined as a set of moral principles or values. Ethical standards may vary from one discipline 
to another, just as they differ from one culture to another. The standards within the com-
munication discipline are derived from Western conceptions of communication, democratic 
decision making, and the ideologies of people in the communication discipline.
	 Within the communication discipline, the National Communication Association (NCA) 
has created a set of ethics guidelines. You may wish to search online and read these guidelines 
for communication behavior and consider the extent to which they are true in your life. As 
you listen to politicians, activists, and people with opposing views, consider how these ethi-
cal principles are violated.

ethics
A set of moral principles 
or values.
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•  Ethical communication 
is critical for the 
development of 
relationships and 
communities.
© Burke/Triolo/Brand X 
Pictures/Jupiterimages RF

	 Communication professionals believe that people should be open, honest, 
and reasonable. They affirm the First Amendment to the Constitution of the 
United States of America, which guarantees freedom of speech. They agree 
that respect for other people and their messages is essential. They acknowl-
edge the need for access to information and to people. Finally, they view 
responsible behavior as important.

	 	 Consider how you can learn to be an effective and ethical communica-
tor. One example is provided by Wheaton College students in Massachusetts, 
who got a boost in their service-learning projects. A local bank provided a 
grant that allowed the students to gain some minor financing as they worked 
at an emergency shelter for women, a food distribution outlet, and a national 
program that promotes early literacy. Can you think of a local project in 
which you could involve your fellow students as a way to both serve oth-
ers and improve your communication skills through engaging with others?

UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION THEORY AND RESEARCH
Theory. Research. Two commonly used words that strike eye rolls and fear among thou-
sands of college students across the world. We want to make a case for you to think dif-
ferently. Theories are nothing more than stories. Good theories provide clear narratives of 
how things work. In communication, we develop theories—some simple and some not 
so simple—to understand the causes, processes, and effects of communication. Whereas 
your common sense works in many situations, it is not infallible. How often have you 
made an error in judgment? What happens when you encounter a new type of situation, 
like participating in a group-based job interview or communicating with someone from 
a very different culture? Does common sense always work in these situations?
	 In this book we use research findings and theories to help you better understand 
communication. These theories are based on social-scientific research conducted in real 
situations. Using social-scientific methods, researchers systematically observe people 
communicating, summarize patterns in what they observed, and then draw conclusions 
about how those patterns might be generalized into a theory about communication.
	 Your goal should be to understand these theories and research findings so that you 
can apply them to your own life. By making those connections, you will have a greater 
knowledge base from which to plan your communication, and you will become more 
effective. Common sense works in situations for which you are very familiar, but knowl-
edge of theories provides you with a playbook for the type of new and unique situations 
that will increasingly confront you as you add new chapters to your life.
	 In becoming a competent and an ethical communicator and becoming more knowl-
edgeable about communication research and theory, you will be ready to grow as a com-
municator. However, you should also set more specific and personal goals. As you read 
each chapter, your intention should be to use the information to improve at least one aspect 
of your communication. Communication matters—challenge yourself to get better at it.

Communication Skills and Your Career
Whether you are taking this class for your major, you are thinking about making commu-
nication your major, or you are taking this class for graduation requirements, it is likely that 
someone is going to ask you, “What can you do with a communication degree?” Maybe 
you are currently asking yourself this very question.
	 The communication field covers many subdisciplines, including public relations, 
advertising, business communication, journalism, corporate training, health communica-
tion, and marketing. Some students combine their communication courses with courses in 
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health to work in health communication careers; others combine communication with 
political science to serve as a legislative assistant or political analyst; still others take busi-
ness courses to prepare themselves to be a corporate recruiter, training specialist, or sales 
representative. Below are examples of contemporary jobs of communication graduates:

PR professional
Audio editor
High school teacher
College or university professor
Web designer
Administrative assistant
Tour guide
Community affairs liaison for a city
Nurse
Legal assistant at a law firm
Digital consultant for a company
Event planner
Flight attendant

Government lobbyist
Salesperson
Fund-raiser
Human resources administrator
Political talk-show host
News anchor
Film critic
Health educator
Sales manager
College recruiter
Copywriter for an ad agency
Editor of an academic press

	 Although new graduates are likely to find jobs in a variety of entry-level positions, 
individuals with communication degrees frequently find that advancement comes fairly 
quickly. Some communication graduates take advantage of graduate school, professional 
school, or other further education. Others apply themselves and find advancement within 
organizations in which they began their employment, or they are willing to move from 
organization to organization to progress in their careers. Regardless of the career, effec-
tive communication skills are essential, and through this course you will learn commu-
nication theories and skills that prepare you to be ready to communicate effectively.

be ready... for what’s next
Communication Growth as a Lifelong Process
Take a few moments to envision what you define as success. Perhaps it is a certain type of job or a 
significant relationship with another person that would make you feel successful. For many of us, suc-
cess is defined along multiple dimensions, both personal and professional. Whatever your definition, 
communication is the most important skill that will help you achieve your goals. So, the question is, 
how do you develop the skills needed for success?
	 Although your communication class is a starting point for developing skills necessary for success, you 
must develop a commitment for lifelong learning. Below are several strategies for enacting that commitment:

1.	 Challenge yourself. Great communicators do not shy away from challenging communication situations. 
Find opportunities to communicate as a leader in student organizations, seek out situations in which 
you can give public speeches, and consider taking other communication classes so that you can 
gain additional knowledge. Challenging yourself to become a better communicator means that you 
will embrace many learning opportunities with increasing levels of difficulty.

2.	 Be centered. If you challenge yourself by communicating outside your comfort zone, you will likely 
make some mistakes. Speeches will not always go as well as you like, and some people may not 
connect with you interpersonally. But don’t give up. These outcomes are inevitable and part of the 
learning process. To benefit from these experiences, you must have a clear understanding of what 
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you value. If your objective is to act with integrity, to challenge yourself, and to constantly work 
toward improving, you can react to these situations with grace and maturity.

3.	 Be reflective. To learn from your experiences, you must be willing to reflect with honesty on how you 
did, what went well, and what you would improve upon next time. Using a journal, keeping well-
organized notes, and actively seeking feedback from others are all strategies that can help you grow 
as a communicator.

	 Your growth as a communicator started well before this class, and it will continue long after. Although 
you will learn many techniques, principles, and theories of effective communication over the course of 
this term, your true growth as a communicator will stem from an attitude of continual improvement. Your 
personal and professional future has many possible pathways, and communication will play a critical 
role in how you navigate those options.

Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Communication is essential because

•	 Understanding communication can improve the way 
people view themselves and the way others view them.

•	 People learn more about human relationships as they 
study communication and learn important life skills.

•	 Studying communication can help people feel confi-
dent in voicing and advocating their opinions and can 
create space to give voice to others.

•	 An understanding of communication can help people 
succeed professionally.

2.	 Communication is the process of using messages to 
exchange meaning.

3.	 The components of communication are people, mes-
sages, channels, feedback, codes, encoding and decod-
ing, noise, and situation.

4.	 Among the principles of communication are that

•	 Communication begins with the self and involves others.

•	 Communication has both a content and a relational 
dimension.

•	 Communication involves choices.

•	 An increased quantity of communication does not 
necessarily increase the quality of communication.

•	 Communication is pervasive, irreversible, and 
digitally mediated.

5.	 Communication occurs in intrapersonal, interpersonal, 
public, mass, and digitally mediated contexts. The num-
ber of people involved, the degree of formality or intimacy, 
the opportunities for feedback, the need for prestructur-
ing messages, and the degree of stability of the roles  
of speaker and listener all vary with the communication 
context.

6.	 Communication competence is the ability to effectively 
exchange meaning through a common system of symbols 
or behavior. Within the communication discipline, the 
National Communication Association (NCA) has created a 
set of ethics guidelines. Social scientists learn about 
social phenomena in the disciplines of communication, 
sociology, psychology, criminal justice, and other fields by 
applying the scientific method.

Summary
In this chapter you learned the following:

Key Terms
Asynchronous communication
Channel
Code
Communication
Communication competence
Context
Decoding
Dialogue
Dyadic communication
Encoding

Ethics
Feedback
Interpersonal communication
Intrapersonal communication
Mass communication
Meaning
Media convergence
Message
Noise
Nonverbal codes

Process
Public communication
Receiver
Situation
Small-group communication
Source
Synchronous communication
Technological convergence
Verbal codes
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  6.	 A main difference between public communi-
cation and mass communication is that

a.	 mass communication is unstable.
b.	 public communication is mediated by 

television.
c.	 public communication allows for feed-

back from the listeners.
d.	 mass communication is generally infor-

mal and public communication is formal.

  7.	 Which of the following is defined as the 
ability to effectively exchange meaning 
through a common system of symbols, 
signs, or behavior?

a.	 dyadic communication
b.	 communication competence
c.	 message
d.	 feedback

  8.	 Ethical standards within the communication discipline 
have been created by the

a.	 National Communication Association.
b.	 American Communication Association.
c.	 Communication Administration.
d.	 Public Speaking Administration.

  9.	 Studying communication is essential because it can

a.	 allow you to find a job very easily.
b.	 enhance your chances of selling questionable prod-

ucts to unknowing customers.
c.	 allow you to multiply the number of friends you have 

on social networks.
d.	 improve the way you see yourself and the way oth-

ers see you.

10.	 When you respond to a speaker with a verbal or nonver-
bal cue, you are

a.	 giving feedback.
b.	 not communicating.
c.	 providing noise.
d.	 using a metaphor.

Study Questions
  1.	 Communication is considered a process of using mes-

sages to generate meaning because it is

a.	 an activity or exchange instead of an unchanging 
product.

b.	 a tangible object.
c.	 something with a beginning, a middle, and an end.
d.	 static.

  2.	 Understanding another person’s messages does not 
occur unless

a.	 the speaker uses nonverbal messages.
b.	 common meanings for words, phrases, and nonver-

bal codes are elicited.
c.	 the listener asks questions.
d.	 both parties use verbal and nonverbal symbols.

  3.	 The process of translating an idea or a thought into a 
code is known as

a. communicating.
b. decoding.
c. encoding.
d. deciphering.

  4.	 Which communication principle considers variables 
such as verbal, nonverbal, and behavioral aspects; the 
channel used; and audience characteristics?

a.	 Communication has a content and a relational 
dimension.

b.	 Communication begins with the self.
c.	 Communication involves others.
d.	 Communication is complicated.

  5.	 Intrapersonal communication is communication 
, and interpersonal communication is com-

munication .

a.	 between two or more people; within the self
b.	 between two or more people; with a large number  

of people
c.	 within the self; between two or more people
d.	 within the self; within a small group of people

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (a); 2. (b); 3. (c); 4. (d); 5. (c); 6. (c); 7. (b); 8. (a); 9. (d); 10. (a)

Critical Thinking
1.	 In the beginning of the chapter, seven advantages to 

studying communication are discussed. Explain how 
these benefits apply to you in your chosen area of study.

2.	 Think of your digital communication. How do you use 
digitally mediated communication (DMC) in your daily life 

(that is, for school, personal use, or work)? Do you prefer 
one device or another (e.g., tablet or smartphone) or one 
social media platform over another (e.g., Instagram or 
Vine)? How does your choice of digital media impact how 
you communicate with others?
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Communication Skills in Context

This chapter introduces the concept of communication com-
petence. The survey you completed measures your compe-
tence. Each question in the survey asks you to indicate how 
effectively you can communicate within a particular context 
of communication (e.g., friendships or digitally mediated 
communication); some questions also target specific 
purposes for communicating (e.g., resolving conflict). You 
can use this scale either as a global Communication 
Competence Scale, in which case you should average 

together your answers for all questions to achieve an overall 
score, or as a way of analyzing particular communication 
contexts or processes. This latter approach would involve 
analyzing your responses to each statement. If your overall 
average or response to any individual question is below 3, 
you may be lower in self-perceived communication compe-
tence. A score near 3 is average, and a score higher than 3 
suggests that you perceive yourself higher in communication 
competence.
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perception, self,  
and communication

This chapter introduces you to the role of perception and the role of the self in 
communication. The chapter explains what perception is, the factors involved in 
making perceptions, how errors in perceptions occur and how you can check your 
perceptions, and why differences in perception occur. Next we explore our percep-
tions of others and the role of the self in communication.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Describe what perception is.

2.	 Identify factors in the perceptual process.

3.	 Explain some of the reasons why people can perceive things differently.

4.	 Describe how selection, organization, and interpretation occur during perception and how they 
affect the way you communicate with others.

5.	 Differentiate among figure and ground, proximity, closure, and similarity in communication examples.

6.	 Identify errors you might make when you perceive others that affect your communication with them.

7.	 Recognize how the choices you make about whom you communicate with and how you 
communicate with them are influenced by your view of yourself.

8.	 Define identity management and describe how it influences your perception of self and others.
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ow do perceptions affect communication? Kim was waiting for her 
instructor to arrive on the first day of her Spanish class. She was a transfer 
student so she did not know any of the other students yet. It was an 8 a.m. 
class and her classmates were clearly excited but tired. Kim didn’t know any-
thing about her instructor except for the name Justice. She thought the instruc-

tor would be a tall Latin male and was surprised when a short, Caucasian woman entered 
the room and said, “Hola, clase. Soy su profesora.”

Think back to the first day of this class. What 
had you heard, if anything, about this class? What 
had you heard through word of mouth, if anything, 
about the instructor? Did you look on websites like 
RateMyProfessor.com or YikYak to see what people 
were saying?

How did what you read on these websites or heard from word of mouth inform 
your feelings on the first day of class? What has changed or reinforced your percep-
tions since that first day of class? The way we see others and how others see us 
affects our communication. That is why this chapter focuses on the role of perception 
in communication.

H

Defining Perception
In this chapter we focus on perception, the self, and communication. Differences in 
perception affect the way we understand ourselves, situations, stories, events, and others. 
Consequently, perception affects the way we view ourselves and the way we present 
ourselves. In turn, perception acts like a filter that influences our experiences, our assess-
ment of others, and our communication with them. The way you sense the world—the 
way you see, hear, smell, touch, and taste—is subjective, uniquely your own. Nobody 
else sees the world the way you do, and nobody experiences events exactly as you do.
	 The uniqueness of human experience is based largely on differences in perception—
using the senses to process information about the external environment. Since our percep-
tions are unique, communication between and among people offers opportunities and 
challenges.
	 Contemporary approaches view perception as an active process. Active perception 
means that your mind selects, organizes, and interprets what you sense. Another way to 
think about this is to think about the last time you and your friends took pictures with 
your mobile devices. Perhaps you uploaded your picture to Instagram and changed the 
hues and colors and one of your friends used the fade-out setting to draw attention to a 
particular part of the image. Much like in this example, each person’s perceptional lens 
is different; each person sees different colors; and each person picks up different sounds. 
Perception is subjective because you interpret what you sense; you make it your own, 
and you add to and subtract from what you see, hear, smell, and touch based on your 
lived experiences or lack thereof. Subjective perception is your uniquely constructed 
meaning attributed to sensed stimuli.
	 Consider how much your inner state affects your perceptions. If you have a bad head-
ache, the pain probably will affect the way you treat your children, the way you respond 

perception
The process of using  
the senses to acquire 
information about the 
surrounding environment 
or situation.

active perception
Perception in which your 
mind selects, organizes, 
and interprets that which 
you sense.

subjective perception
Your uniquely constructed 
meaning attributed to 
sensed stimuli.
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to your co-workers, and even the way you see yourself in the mirror. Perhaps your general 
resting facial expression usually looks happy, but if you have an “off” day and are not 
smiling as much as usual, people may ask you repeatedly if you are okay. This might be 
frustrating to emotionally manage, especially if you are feeling fine. In contrast, some 
people have facial expressions that can be perceived as “grumpy” or “mean” when in fact 
that is not the case at all. For example, some might say that San Antonio Spurs head Coach 
Gregg Popovich always looks like he is in a bad mood or that music mogul Jay-Z looks 
unhappy. Both men have expressed during interviews that they sometimes don’t like the 
media attention, so this may account for their facial expressions. Yet this doesn’t mean that 
they are upset or mean people. Do you know anyone who frequently gets asked if he or 
she is “okay” just because of how people perceive that person’s facial expressions? How 
have you reacted when people have misread your facial expressions?
	 Consider also how complicated communication becomes when you know that every-
one has his or her own view, uniquely developed and varying according to what is 
happening both outside and inside the mind. Perception is a factor that increases the 
complexity of communication.
	 How do you see the world around you? Perhaps comparing the way your mind works 
to the way a computer works will help you answer this. Think of your conscious experiences 
as the images that appear on your iPad or tablet. Think of what you sense with your eyes, 
nose, tongue, ears, and fingertips as that which is read off your thumb drive. The picture 
you see on the screen is not the same as the bits on the disk; instead, an image is generated 
from the bits to create something you can see. “What we perceive in the world around us 
is not a direct and faithful representation of that world itself, but rather a ‘computer enhanced’ 
version based upon very limited data from that world,” according to Wright.1

Differences in Perception
Perception is a subjective, an active, and a creative process. Differences in perception 
may be the result of identity factors, people’s past experiences and roles, and their pres-
ent feelings and circumstances.

IDENTITY FACTORS
You are not identical to anyone else. People differ from each other in biological sex, 
gender, height, weight, body type, senses, ableness, and ethnicity, to name a few factors 
that make up an individual’s identity. How important these aspects of your identity are 
to you can influence how you perceive and communicate with others. You may be tall 
or short, have poor eyesight, or have impaired hearing; you may be particularly sensitive 
to smells; or your body temperature may be colder than those of the rest of your family. 
Similarly, age, hair color, height, and attractiveness greatly affect the way you feel about 
yourself and the way others treat you.
	 Biological sex is another identity factor that may lead to perceptual differences. One 
student explained the problem like this: “I am a younger white female. I do believe that 
because I am younger, white, and a female people tend to talk to me as though I am not 
capable of doing certain tasks. When older gentlemen or even older ladies speak to me, 
I do think they talk down to me because I do look younger, and to them I am just a 
young college student.”2

	 Gender identity is another factor that can influence perceptions. Gender identity 
relates to how you feel about and express your gender. Expressions of gender identity can 
occur through how we talk, act, and dress, which can challenge societal perceptions of 
gender. Yet experts have found no conclusive evidence establishing an anatomical difference 
between the brain structures of human females and males.

gender identity
How you feel about and 
express your gender.
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TEMPORAL CONDITIONS
Differences in perception also may arise from temporary conditions. A headache, fatigue, 
or a pulled muscle can cause you to perceive a critical comment when a friendly one is 
being offered. You may not see a stop sign if you are walking while texting or tweeting. 
Other physiological needs, such as hunger and thirst, may also affect your perceptive 
skills. Once you are aware of all the conditions that can affect your perceptions, you 
might be amazed that we can communicate with each other at all.

PAST EXPERIENCES AND ROLES
Just as your size, sex, and senses can affect your perceptions, so can your past experiences 
and your various roles. The concept that best explains the influence of your past experiences 
on your perceptions is perceptual constancy—the idea that your past experiences lead you 
to see the world in a way that is difficult to change; your initial perceptions persist. “A 
perceptual characteristic that affects my communication with others,” said a male student, “is 
that I am very well-mannered. I am an only child, and my parents raised me very strictly to 
always tr eat others with respect, and put them before yourself. I also attended a Catholic 
elementary, middle, and high school where the golden rule of ‘treat your neighbor as yourself’ 
was always endorsed and upheld.”3 What happened to you in the past influences your current 
perceptions. A bad experience in a given situation may cause you to avoid that situation in 
the future. Your experiences affect how you respond to professors, police, and politicians.
	 Roles also influence perceptions. A role is the part you play in various social contexts. 
Jason observed that being “the boss” was effective at work, but not in his 
student role. “When I worked as a manager for a retail store, my asser-
tiveness and confidence were viewed in a positive light. Many of my 
subordinates saw these characteristics [as] typical for a leader in my 
position. If I treated my fellow classmates with the same level of asser-
tiveness that I did at work, I would come across as ‘cocky’ or ‘full of 
it,’ and my communication would be affected negatively.”4

	 Your roles affect your communication: to whom you talk, how you 
talk to them, what language you use, and how you respond to feedback. 
A good example of how perceptual constancy and role are related is 
parents’ treatment of their children. Even after some people become 
adults, their parents treat them as they did when they were growing up. 
Roles also tend to change with context: in your parents’ home you are 
a son or daughter; in your own home you may be a roommate or a 
mother or father; in the classroom you are a student; and at work you 
may be a welder, a fry cook, or a retail associate.

PRESENT FEELINGS AND CIRCUMSTANCES
How you feel at the moment affects your perceptions and alters your 
communication. Your child kept you up all night, so you are tired and 
stressed. Your friend’s “How are you?” releases a torrent of whiny com-
plaints that are not your usual response. A headache, great news about 
your mother’s health, a brief fight before class—all these life experi-
ences influence with whom and how you communicate.
	 Now that you know why differences in perception occur, how can you apply this 
information to your communication skills? Imagine you are talking to a classmate about 
an assignment during class. She looks away from you, looks at her tablet, and does not 
respond to your attempts at conversation, but she does ask an occasional question. You 
might think that she is acting distant and disinterested. Yet she might be trying to listen 

perceptual constancy
The idea that your past 
experiences lead you to 
see the world in a way 
that is difficult to 
change; your initial 
perceptions persist.

role
The part you play in 
various social contexts.

•  Differences in 
perception that are 
created by cultural 
differences can be 
overcome in our 
interaction with others.
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to the instructor or trying to take notes on her tablet and is uncomfortable talking. Or 
maybe she has had the experience of helping other classmates with their work with no 
gratitude on their part. It turns out she is confused about the assignment as well and was 
hoping to ask the instructor to clarify what is due this week for the project. She also is 
waiting for a text message from her mom to hear if her sister is going to need eye surgery. 
As you can see, present circumstances and internal states influence your communication 
with others.

The Perceptual Process
You engage in three separate activities during perception: selection, organization, and 
interpretation. You are likely unaware of these processes because they occur quickly and 
all at once. Nonetheless, each plays a discrete role in perception. In turn, our perceptions 
affect our communication.

SELECTION
No one perceives all the stimuli in his or her environment at all times. Through selection, 
you neglect some stimuli and focus on others. For example, when you commute to school, 
you are bombarded with sights, sounds, smells, and other sensations. You don’t remem-
ber every car you saw on the road, nor do you focus on every person you pass on the 
sidewalk. Instead, you choose to pay attention to some things while ignoring many others. 
At school you probably scan students passing by so that you can pick out any friends or 
classmates who deserve a nod, wave, or other greeting. While awake, you are always 
actively engaged in selecting which stimuli to which you will respond—or not.
	 You also select the messages to which you attend. You may tune out one of your 
teachers while you listen to the hard rainfall outside the classroom window or check your 
text messages during a break instead of reviewing your class notes. You might not listen 
to your roommate nagging you about cleaning the kitchen but listen to every word of praise 
from your boss. You hear and see thousands of ads, retweets on Twitter for Youtube vid-
eos, and news stories, but you choose to view only the ones that you find most interesting.
	 Four types of selectivity are selective exposure, selective attention, selective percep-
tion, and selective retention. In selective exposure you expose yourself to information 
that reinforces, rather than contradicts, your beliefs or opinions.5 Selective exposure 
explains why you hide, block, or unfriend people on Facebook who have opinions that 
you don’t agree with or want to be exposed to. In other words, conservative Republicans 
are more likely than liberal Democrats to listen to Rush Limbaugh on the radio, watch 
Fox News, and read articles in the National Review. Liberal Democrats, on the other 
hand, are more likely to watch Chris Matthews, Rachel Maddow, and John Oliver. Selec-
tive exposure has the value of reinforcing and validating our positions and the downside 
of protecting our biases.
	 In selective attention, even when you do expose yourself to information and ideas, 
you focus on certain cues and ignore others. On the train, you might notice the new 
outfit your friend is wearing but not the prosthetic leg the person in the next row is 
wearing. At a buffet table, you might be drawn to familiar foods while avoiding anything 
unfamiliar. In an elevator, you may notice the conversation between the two other pas-
sengers but not the music that’s being piped in overhead.
	 In communication, you do not treat all sounds, words, phrases, and sentences equally. 
You almost always respond to your name or a command, such as “Watch out!” If there 
are certain words or phrases that you find offensive, you might respond negatively to 
television shows or people using those words. In classes you don’t like, you drag through 

selective exposure
The tendency to expose 
yourself to information 
that reinforces, rather 
than contradicts, your 
beliefs or opinions.

selective attention
The tendency, when you 
expose yourself to 
information and ideas, 
to focus on certain cues 
and ignore others.
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the course without learning much at all, whereas in your 
favorite class you are highly attentive. Selective attention is 
in full-time operation during your waking hours, and your 
use of this aspect of perception affects your communication 
in many ways.
	 After you expose yourself to a message and pay atten-
tion to it, you see that message through your own lens. 
Selective perception is the tendency to see, hear, and 
believe only what you want to see, hear, and believe.6 
Suppose you are watching your favorite football team and 
your favorite player gets called out of bounds while diving 
for the end-zone pylon, rendering a reversal of a called 
touchdown. Despite the numerous rounds of instant replays, you insist to your roommate 
that the player was in bounds and the touchdown call should be upheld.
	 We see another example of selective perception in the way teachers observe signs of 
confusion or frustration from students. A study exploring how different types of teachers 
respond to the unique needs of people who are English language learners (ELLs) found 
that some are more adept than others at perceiving nonverbal signals of confusion from 
ELL students.7 Teachers who tend to use more interaction and dialogue in their classroom 
are quick to observe nonverbal behaviors signaling a lack of understanding; in contrast, 
teachers who rely more on lecture tend to miss such signals. These findings illustrate how 
selective perception, perhaps driven by past experiences and roles, can cause some teach-
ers to selectively perceive and react to such nonverbal signs while others do not. Although 
these findings point to the need for all teachers to be more observant of students’ nonver-
bal behaviors, they may also suggest that ELL students can be more active in telling 
teachers when they have difficulty understanding specific terms or ideas.
	 Finally, you selectively remember some things while selectively forgetting others. 
Selective retention is the tendency to remember better the things that reinforce your 
beliefs than those that oppose them.8 Even a loving parent or parental figure may have 
put you on “time out” now and then, but your dominant impression of that person as 
positive gets reinforced by your selectively remembering happy family holidays, vaca-
tions, and graduation. Often any negative events are suppressed, unless they were unusu-
ally traumatic.
	 How does selective retention function in your everyday communication? You unex-
pectedly meet someone at a coffee shop with whom you went to school some years ago. 
You immediately remember the person—as someone who was mean to you. Do you greet 
him or head in the other direction without a word? If you do speak, what do you say? 
Your selective retention of this person’s past deeds greatly influences your choice.
	 You remember traumatic events and experiences that you found exciting or threat-
ening. You remember when someone was unfairly critical of you, when someone of 
importance praised your work, or when a family member commented favorably about 
your Instagram post about donating to a charitable cause. You size up people every day. 
Based on your experience with them—your selective retention—you treat them with 
respect, talk with them, or avoid them. Such is the power of your selective retention. 
Next you will learn how organization functions in perceptions and affects communication.

ORGANIZATION
You organize what your senses tell you about your surroundings. Organization in per-
ception is the grouping of stimuli into meaningful units or wholes. You organize stimuli 
in a number of ways, through figure and ground, closure, proximity, and similarity.

selective perception
The tendency to see, 
hear, and believe only 
what you want to see, 
hear, and believe.

selective retention
The tendency to 
remember better the 
things that reinforce your 
beliefs than those that 
oppose them.

organization
The grouping of stimuli 
into meaningful units  
or wholes.

•  Perception is affected 
by our choice of which 
messages to attend to 
and which to ignore.
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Figure and Ground

One organization method is to distinguish between figure and ground. Figure is the focal 
point of your attention, and ground is the background against which your focused attention 
occurs. When looking at figure 1, what do you see first? Some people might perceive  
a vase or a candlestick, whereas others perceive twins facing each other. People who see a 
vase identify the center of the drawing as the figure and the area on the right and left as 
the ground (background). Conversely, people who see twins facing each other identify the 
center as the ground and the area on the right and left as the figure.
	 How do figure and ground work in communication encounters? In your verbal and 
nonverbal exchanges, you perform a similar feat of focusing on some parts (figure) and 
distancing yourself from others (ground). When you hear your name in a noisy room, 
your name becomes figure and the remaining noise becomes ground; on a posted list for 
callbacks for a play, dance, slam poetry, or marching band audition, your name is figure 
and everyone else’s name becomes ground.
	 Here’s another example. During a job performance review your manager may talk 
about your areas in need of improvement and your strengths, but the so-called areas in 
need of improvement may make you so angry that you don’t even remember the strengths. 
The messages about needed improvements are figure, and the ones about strengths are 
ground. Because of who and what you are and because of your unique perceptual pro-
cesses, your attention focuses and fades, and you choose the figure or ground of what 
you see, hear, smell, touch, and taste.

Closure

Another way of organizing stimuli is through closure, the tendency to fill in missing 
information to complete an otherwise incomplete figure or statement. If someone were 
to show you figure 2 and ask you what you see, you might say it is a picture of a cat. 
But as you can see, the figure is incomplete. You see a cat only if you are willing to fill 
in the blank areas.
	 Another example of closure happens with text. Can you read these lines?

I cdnuolt blveiee that I cluod aulacity uesdnatnrd waht I was rdanieg.
The phaonmneal pweor of the hmuan mnid! It deson’t matter in what oredr the 
ltteers in a wrod are; the olny iprmoatnt tihng is that the frist and lsat ltteer be 
in the rghit pclae.9

figure
The focal point of your 
attention.

ground
The background against 
which your focused 
attention occurs.

closure
The tendency to fill in 
missing information  
in order to complete an 
otherwise incomplete 
figure or statement.

Figure 1 (left)
An example of figure and 
ground: a vase or twins?

Figure 2 (right)
An example of closure: ink 
blobs or a cat?
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The reason you can read these words in spite of the crazy spelling is your mind’s 
ability to achieve closure. Closure is the reason why you can make sense of the 
incorrectly worded text message your friend sends you when the auto-correct feature 
changes the words without asking for your approval.
	 Closure functions in your communication interactions. You see two people standing 
face-to-face and gazing deeply into each other’s eyes, and you “fill in” your inference 
that they are lovers. A public speaker says, “We need to preserve our neighborhoods,” 
and you assume she is against the proposed low-income housing. Visual closure might 
involve completing the circle or seeing the cat, but mental closure means filling in the 
meaning of what you hear and observe.

Proximity

You also organize stimuli on the basis of their proximity. According to the principle of 
proximity, people or objects that are close to each other in time or space are seen as 
meaningfully related. This principle is at work in figure 3. You are most likely to perceive 
three groups of three lines, rather than nine separate lines.
	 Proximity works verbally and nonverbally in communication. Nonverbal examples 
include thinking that anyone wearing a red shirt at Target is the cashier and that the two 
people arriving at a party or event at the same time are dating. And here is a verbal 
example: your boss announces that, due to an economic downturn, she is forced to lay 
off 25 employees. Fifteen minutes later, she calls you into her office. The proximity of 
the messages leads you to believe that you will be laid off.

Similarity

Similarity is probably one of the simplest means of organizing stimuli. On the basis of 
the principle of similarity, elements are grouped together because they resemble each 
other in size, color, shape, or other attributes. In figure 4, you probably perceive circles 
and squares, rather than a group of geometric shapes, because of the principle of similarity. 
The saying “Birds of a feather flock together” can hold true as well for human groups, 
who are often organized by ethnicity, religion, politics, or their interest in gaming, golfing, 
or NASCAR.
	 The intergroup perspective is one theory that guides research on how people identify 
and categorize themselves or others in terms of their social group membership (e.g., race 
and ethnicity) and how those categories shape perceptions and the ways people interact 
with others.10 Typically, members of an in-group—a group that people belong to that gives 
them a source of pride, self-esteem, and sense of belonging to a social world—engage in 
activities and hold attitudes that promote a positive image for the in-group compared to 
the out-group. This theoretical lens also suggests that people want to view their own social 
groups positively and tend to favor those in their in-group.11

proximity
The principle that objects 
physically close to each 
other will be perceived 
as a unit or group.

similarity
The principle that 
elements are grouped 
together because they 
share attributes, such as 
size, color, or shape.

intergroup perspective
The theory that 
emphasizes the ways in 
which people in a social 
interaction identify and 
categorize themselves or 
others in terms of group 
membership and how 
these categorizations 
shape perceptions and 
interactions with others.

in-group
A group that people 
belong to that gives 
them a source of pride, 
self-esteem, and sense 
of belonging to a  
social world.

Figure 3
An example of proximity: 
three groups of lines or nine 
separate lines?
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	 How does similarity work in our relationships and our interactions? Generally, 
we seek mates, friends, and work partners based on similarity. We choose to interact 
with those who are similar, on some dimension, to ourselves. Because our percep-

tions are egocentric, we choose to communicate with people we believe are similar 
to us. In other words, our friends tend to represent some part of ourselves.12 We reject, or 
certainly are less interested in interacting with, people who are highly different from the 
way we see ourselves. The TV show The Big Bang Theory illustrates the concept nicely: 
Sheldon, Howard, and Raj hang out together because of their high IQs and their interest 
in physics and engineering. In other words, they perceive each other to be in the same 
common in-group of scientists, and being part of this group is important to their identities.
	 To understand the relationship between the organization of stimuli and commu-
nication, think about a classroom setting. When you enter the room, your tendency is 
to organize the stimuli, or people there, into specific groups. Your primary focus is 
on acquaintances and friends—the figure—rather than on the strangers—the ground. 
You talk to friends sitting near the doorway as you enter, due to their proximity. You 
then seat yourself near a group of students you perceive as having interests similar to 
yours, thus illustrating similarity. Finally, you see your instructor arrive with another 
professor of communication; they are laughing, smiling, and conversing enthusiasti-
cally. Closure is a result of your assumption that they have a social relationship outside 
the classroom.

INTERPRETATION
The third activity you engage in during perception is interpretation, the assignment of 
meaning to stimuli. Interpretive perception, then, is a blend of internal states and 
external stimuli. The more ambiguous the stimuli, the more room for interpretation. The 
basis for the well-known inkblot test lies in the principle of interpretation of stimuli. 
Figure 5 shows three inkblots that a psychologist might ask you to interpret. The ambi-
guity of the figures is typical.
	 When interpreting stimuli, people frequently rely on the context in which the stimuli 
are perceived, or they compare the stimuli to other stimuli. Sometimes context helps, but 
other times it can create confusion in interpretation.
	 You can become so accustomed to seeing people, places, and situations in a certain 
way that your senses do not pick up on the obvious. Perhaps this is why we have a false 
sense of security when we walk and text. We think we won’t stumble because we know 

interpretive perception
Perception that involves 
a blend of internal states 
and external stimuli.

Figure 4
An example of similarity: 
squares and circles or a 
group of geometric shapes?
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the path in front of us so well. In a similar way, people who read the following 
sentence will overlook the problem with it:

The cop saw the man standing on the the street corner.

We achieve closure on the sentence and interpret its meaning without being conscious 
of the details, so we overlook the repeated the. Context provides cues for how an action, 
an object, or a situation is to be interpreted or perceived. Not seeing the double the in 
the sentence would be no problem for a reader trying to comprehend meaning, but a 
proofreader’s job would be in jeopardy if such an error were missed often.
	 How does interpretation work in our interactions with others? Imagine that you are 
working in a group in one of your classes. One member of the group always comes 
prepared and seems to dominate the group interaction and to dictate the direction the 
project is taking. Another member of the group frequently misses agreed-upon group 
meeting times, arrives late when he does come, and is never prepared. How do you 
interpret the behavior of these two people?
	 Suppose you are more like the first group member than the second. You might feel 
that the first person is challenging your leadership in the group. On the other hand, you 
consider the enormous contributions she makes by bringing a great deal of research and 
planning each time. You dismiss the second person as lazy and unmotivated and as a 
poor student. You are worried that he will bring the group grade down.
	 Now suppose you are more like the second group member than the first. You miss 
meetings, arrive late, and do virtually nothing to prepare. You might interpret the first 
person’s behavior as showing off, but, at the 
same time, you are glad she is going to lead 
the group to a good grade. You see the sec-
ond person as laid-back and fun. In fact, 
you decide you would like to hang out with 
him. Thus, our own behavior can lead us to 
make very different interpretations.

Errors in Our Perceptions
Once we understand the active nature of 
perception and recognize that people hold 
unique perceptions as a consequence, we 

Figure 5
An example of 
interpretation: the inkblot.

First Impressions
Think about the first day of this class. Write down two initial 
impressions you had about the instructor who is teaching 
your first class of the week. What were these initial impres-
sions based on? Think about the perceptual process and 
how your impression was formed as a result of each phase 
of the process. 

building behaviors
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can see that we might make errors when we perceive other people. Although many types 
of errors exist, we discuss only two of the most common errors here, stereotyping and 
relying on first impressions. Detailed discussions of the many types of errors are beyond 
the scope of this edition of Human Communication, but you may discuss them in class.

STEREOTYPING
Stereotyping occurs when we offer a hasty generalization about a group based on a 
judgment about an individual from that group. How does stereotyping work? First, we 
categorize other people into groups based on a variety of criteria—age, sex, gender, race, 
sexual identity, occupation, nation of origin, region of the country, or physical abilities. 
Initially, this type of categorization is a natural process that helps people interpret their 
surroundings. Yet stereotyping becomes an issue when we refuse to let people move from 
these perceived categories. Next, we infer that everyone within that group has the same 
characteristics. For instance, we might conclude that all lesbians are masculine, that 
people on the East Coast are fast-talking, or that older adults don’t know how to use 
social media. The trouble with stereotyping is that we practically insist that our stereo-
types are correct through selective attention (we see what we want to see) and selective 
retention (we selectively sift through our past for memories that reinforce our stereotypes 
when they may not be accurate or true).
	 Our expectations and interpretations of the behavior of others are then guided by 
these perceptions. When we observe people from other groups, we exaggerate, or over-
estimate, how frequently they engage in the stereotypic behaviors we believe they engage 
in. We ignore, or underestimate, how frequently they engage in the behaviors that we do 
not believe they engage in. Although some stereotypes are positive (such as Asians and 
Indians are brilliant at math, engineering, and science), most are negative and harmful.
	 Unfortunately, our stereotypes of people from different groups are often negative.13 
Working dads may have negative views of dads who stay at home with their children. White 
Americans might incorrectly believe that Asian Americans are more qualified for higher 
education than they are. If you are able-bodied, you might not empathize with someone in 
a wheelchair. Hughes and Baldwin found that these negative stereotypes created different 
communication patterns when white and black individuals, for example, interacted. They 
suggest that “macrolevel interpretations between interracial speakers may be problematic.”14

	 Our explanations for the expected and unexpected behaviors of people are frequently 
in error, as we assume situational reasons for unexpected outcomes and personal reasons 
for expected outcomes. Stereotypes can also be attributed to age differences. For exam-
ple, if older generations believe that Millennials are lazy and entitled and if they view 
young peoples’ perceived addiction to technology as having no real value, they may 
refuse to acknowledge the rebuttals to these negative stereotypes. This can be unfortunate 
because reports show that Millennials are changing the world in meaningful ways and 
have charitable goals. In fact, the 2014 Millennial Impact Report found that 94% of 
Millennials say they enjoy using their skills to benefit socially meaningful causes, 47% 
volunteer for nonprofit organizations, and 87% report donating money to charities and 
believe that social networking can spark social change.15

	 Finally, we differentiate ourselves from people whom we stereotype. A woman who 
has some African American heritage but does not identify with that heritage might view 
other black people as possessing qualities that are different from her own. A man who 
has only a little Hispanic background but is proud of this heritage may see people who 
are not Hispanic as boring and too cautious.
	 Stereotypes can lead to prejudices. Prejudice refers to an unfavorable predisposi-
tion about an individual because of his or her membership in a stereotyped group. 

stereotyping
Making a hasty 
generalization about a 
group based on a 
judgment about an 
individual from that 
group.

prejudice
An unfavorable 
predisposition about an 
individual because of his 
or her membership in a 
stereotyped group.
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Although prejudice can be positive or negative, most often it reflects a harmful or 
hostile attitude about a person based on his or her membership in a particular social 
or ethnic group. Throughout history and around the world, people have held negative 
stereotypes, and they have been prejudiced against others. But such perceptional prob-
lems can stand in the way of fruitful communication among people who are different 
from each other.
	 Prejudice interferes with our accurate perceptions of others, and it can lead to dis-
crimination. For example, women might not be hired for particular jobs because of 
prejudice against them. People may be disallowed housing because of their religious 
beliefs. People may fear others because of their racial or ethnic background. The color 
of people’s skin, the texture of their hair, the shape and size of their facial features, and 
their clothing are sometimes used to identify an out-group, that is, a group marginalized 
by the dominant culture.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS
When you meet someone for the first time, you seek to form a first impression—an 
initial opinion about people upon meeting them. Frequently, first impressions are based 
on other people’s appearance and may form in as little as 3 seconds.16 The nonverbal 
cues they offer are particularly powerful. We notice clothing, height and weight, phys-
ical attractiveness, and interaction skills. From these nonverbal cues we make judg-
ments about others. Research suggests that our brains process a great amount of verbal 
and nonverbal cues when we meet someone, or simply look at their photo on Facebook, 
and we make fairly accurate first impressions based on this limited information. This 
means that the pictures you post (and even what you choose not to post) on Facebook, 
Instagram, or Tumblr convey a first impression of you to others who are viewing your 
social media sites for the first time. Now you have to ask yourself, is 
this the impression you want others to have of you? See the chapter on 
workplace communication to learn about personal branding and how to 
create the “brand” you want for yourself in your in-person and mediated 
interactions with others.
	 As we form our first impressions of others, we also compare the new 
person with ourselves. According to Sterling, we make certain comparisons 
and draw certain conclusions in business settings.17 For example, if others 
appear to be of a business or social level comparable to our own, we decide 
they are worthy of further interaction. If they appear to be of a higher level, 
we admire them and cultivate them as a valuable contact. If they appear to 
be of lower status, we tolerate them but keep them at arm’s length.18 
Studies have found that our initial judgments are typically about attractive-
ness and trustworthiness.19

	 Our first impressions are powerful, and sometimes they lead to errors 
in our assessment of others. Imagine a businessperson who has traveled 
all day and arrives late for a meeting. Her flight was delayed, her luggage 
was lost en route, and she arrives in jeans and a T-shirt. New business 
acquaintances might dismiss her simply on the grounds of her appearance.
	 First impressions can be affected by specific situations or circum-
stances that make our initial assessment inaccurate. Just the same, we tend 
to cling to these impressions in future interactions. Rather than altering 
our opinion, we filter out new information that disputes our original 
appraisal. According to Ambady and Skowronski in their book First 
Impressions, “a positive first impression may be easily reversed by 

out-group
A group of people 
excluded from another 
group with higher status; 
a group marginalized by 
the dominant culture

first impression
An initial opinion about 
people upon meeting 
them.

•  First impressions are 
quick, powerful, and 
sometimes inaccurate.
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information to the contrary, but a negative first impression may persist even in the face 
of contradictory information.”20

	 A recent study on how facts don’t change first impressions found that even when 
people were told the sexual orientation of someone, and it contradicted what they initially 
thought, the participants still identified whether the person was gay or straight based on 
their first impressions of how the person looked. Even though snap judgments are natu-
ral cognitive responses, they can lead to stereotyping, which we discussed earlier in the 
chapter.21

	 Our perceptions of others rest on a subjective, an active, and a creative perceptual 
process. Our perceptions of others are unique, and we perceive individuals in multiple 
ways through multiple interactions. We can more fairly appraise others and their behav-
ior by understanding common attribution and perceptual errors and the extent to which 
we are engaged in them.
	 Another important skill is perception checking, a process of describing, interpret-
ing, and verifying that helps you understand another person and his or her message more 
accurately. Perception checking has three steps. First, you describe to the other person 
the behavior—including the verbal and nonverbal cues—that you observed. Second, you 
suggest plausible interpretations. Third, you seek verification through asking questions 
or observing for clarification, explanation, or amplification.
	 For example, imagine that you are assigned a group research project in one of your 
classes. Another member of the group asks you to share with the group all your primary 
sources for the project. You presented this source material weeks ago. You respond by 
saying, “I understand that you want me to give you my primary sources” (describe the 
behavior or the message). “I have a feeling that you do not trust me” (first interpreta-
tion). “Or maybe you just want to create the bibliography for the whole group” (second 
interpretation). “Can you explain why you want my primary sources?” (request for 
clarification).
	 Perception checking may be even more important in our personal or romantic relation-
ships. Suppose a casual friend provides you with a very romantic birthday present. You 
begin by describing the behavior: “The gift you gave me was very romantic.” You then 
suggest alternative interpretations: “Perhaps you want to change the nature of our relation-
ship” (first interpretation). “Maybe this gift was for someone else” (second interpretation). 
“Maybe you don’t view the gift as romantic” (third interpretation). Or you can just ask for 
clarification at the outset by inquiring: “Can you tell me what you intended?”

In perception checking, you must sug-
gest interpretations that do not cause the 
other person to be defensive. In the first 
instance, imagine that you offered as one 
explanation “Maybe you want my primary 
sources so you can claim that you did all the 
research.” The other person is most likely to 
become defensive. In the second instance, 
you could have offered “Maybe you don’t 
realize that I don’t want a romantic relation-
ship with you.” Most likely, embarrassment 
and a loss of face would follow.

Another example occurred in Falls 
Church, Virginia, at a medical clinic where 
patients from Central America did not keep 
their appointments. The healthcare workers 
had to do some follow-up to learn about the 

perception checking
A process of describing, 
interpreting, and verifying 
that helps us understand 
another person and his 
or her message more 
accurately.

Check Your Perceptions
In the opening narrative to this chapter, Kim made percep-
tions of her instructor’s gender based on the instructor’s 
name. With a partner in class, name a physical feature of 
yourself that you think affects your communication with oth-
ers, such as height, weight, skin color, age, hairstyle, cloth-
ing, jewelry, scars, tattoos, or even your name. First, say 
how you think this feature affects your communication with 
others. Next, let the other person say how he or she per-
ceives this feature. Then switch roles and repeat. You are 
checking each other’s perceptions about a feature that 
affects your communication.

building behaviors
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cultural differences. They needed to describe the behavior of keeping appointments, sug-
gest an interpretation, but then allow the patients to explain the practice. Perception 
checks were also necessary when physicians learned that they could not look directly at 
a Hmong man and that breast self-exam programs for Muslim women needed to be 
conducted before regular hours, so that no men were on the property. Women from other 
countries report being surprised by the directness and invasiveness of male physicians’ 
questions and sometimes do not answer these questions truthfully or fully.22 The health-
care workers must continue to do perception checks to ensure that the women are receiv-
ing the best medical care possible.

Who Are You?
Discussing perception naturally leads us to look at self-perception. How you perceive 
yourself plays a central role in communication, regardless of whether the communication 
is on Facebook, in a text message, or on your smartphone. An early step in considering 
yourself a communicator is to think about who you are.

HOW YOU BECAME WHO YOU ARE
What you know about yourself includes your 
past, present, and future. Your family is one 
of the most influential factors in your life, and 
because of this your family helped shaped 
how you think, believe, and behave. When 
you were little, you may have stomped your 
feet when you didn’t get your way, and your 
family reacted in a certain way to that behavior. 
Over time, your family members and other 
experiences have helped you learn to cope and 
express your frustration with words.
	 The personal identity that you have devel-
oped influences your perceptions of others.23  
If you see yourself as a shy person who keeps 
to yourself or likes to spend time with just a 
few close friends, then you may perceive others 
who are more outgoing as boisterous or atten-
tion seekers. Your self-perception will have a 
profound effect on your communication with 
others. Importantly, your self-perceptions are 
not static.
	 Personal identities can be changed, and 
people can improve their behavior as a result. 
For example, some low-income and minority 
teens who had low academic attainment were 
taught strategies that allowed them to develop a 
“new academic possible self.” These students 
then achieved higher grades, scored higher on 
standardized tests, and showed greater academic 
initiative. At the same time, their levels of 
depression, absenteeism, and in-school misbe-
havior declined.24 Also, students who perceive 
that their parents or parental figures are involved 

personal identity
Perception of what 
makes an individual 
unique with regard to 
various personality 
characteristics, interests, 
and values.

sizing things up
What Messages Shaped You?
Most of the memorable messages college students receive 
about education come from their parents, and those mes-
sages help students make decisions during difficult or transi-
tional times. Take a minute to write down the most memorable 
message that you can remember a parent or parental figure 
telling you about college. This can be a message about going 
to college, succeeding in college, or any other circumstance 
surrounding college.

Now take a look at this message. What is its main 
point? What does this message mean to you, personally?

The exercise you just engaged in was actually the same 
approach used in a research study by one of your textbook 
authors and her colleagues. We asked 419 college students 
the same question and found that parental messages about 
college are both meaningful and significant to college stu-
dents. Overall, parents’ messages about college are about 
working (and playing) hard, the necessity of attending col-
lege, and encouragement and support.

Does your message fit into one of these themes? If so, 
which one? How have you used this message, if at all, so far 
in your college experience? The lesson you can learn from 
this exercise is that others throughout our lives communi-
cate with us about how we are supposed to think and 
behave. We are shaped by and act in ways that reflect the 
many messages we receive from parents, teachers, friends, 
and others.

Source: Kranstuber, H., Carr, K., Hosek, A. M. (2012). “If you can dream it, 
you can achieve it.” Family socialization, memorable messages, and college 
student success. Communication Education, 61, 44–66.
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in their school experience are more satisfied with school, believe in their abilities, and perform 
significantly better on national exams like the ACT.25

	 How can personal identity research be applied to communication? When a speaker 
creates a message that highlights shared values with listeners, then the listeners perceive a 
social group identity match and are more likely to be persuaded by the message. Other 
factors may interfere with this cause–effect relationship, however. For example, if the 
shared values are unexpected because of someone’s political party membership or other 
social group affiliations, the message may be rejected and the persuasive attempt may fail.26

	 Your awareness of who you are develops in your communication with yourself, that 
is, your intrapersonal communication. Shedletsky writes that intrapersonal communication 
includes “our perceptions, memories, experiences, feelings, interpretations, inferences, 
evaluations, attitudes, opinions, ideas, strategies, images, and states of consciousness.”27 
Intrapersonal communication can be viewed as talking to ourselves; it is also synonymous 
with thinking. Intrapersonal communication appears to be the most common context of 
communication, the foundation for the other contexts.
	 Your awareness of who you are also develops in your communication with others. 
Once you mastered language, symbolic interactionism—the process of development of 
the self through the messages and feedback received from others28—shaped you in ways 
that made you what you are today. You may have been punished for acting up in class, 
rewarded for athletic skill, or ignored for saying too little. The result is the person you 
see in the mirror today.
	 To explore who you are, you may 

be assigned a speech of self-
introduction. This speech may be the 
first one you deliver in class. Since 
you know more about yourself than 
does anyone else in the classroom, you 
will probably feel very little anxiety 
about this assignment. Of course, you 
will want to provide some basic infor-
mation about yourself—your name, 
where you are from, and your current 
major in college—but this is also an 
opportunity to share aspects of your 
personal identity with your classmates.
	 Instead of beginning your speech 
of introduction with basic information, 
consider providing some information 
that is provocative and that will gain 
the attention of your audience. For 
example, one student began, “How 
many people do you know who fly an 
airplane and have also jumped out of 
one?” Another speaker stated, “I’ve 
been in 40 of the 50 states.” A third 
noted, “I have never lived anyplace but 
in this city.” These three students 
found some aspect about themselves to 
be unique. In one case, the student was 
adventuresome and a risk taker; the 

symbolic interactionism
The process in which the 
self develops through the 
messages and feedback 
received from others.

communicating
	 creatively
Memorable Message About College
As a way to celebrate International Women’s Day, YouTube 
encouraged people to empower young women with the #DearMe 
campaign. The #DearMe campaign asks digital creators around 
the world to upload “video letters” to their younger selves that 
provide the advice and encouragement that they wish they had 
heard when they were younger. The campaign encouraged people 
to use the hashtag #DearMe on social media to share their mes-
sages. Although the initial focus was on young girls, these video 
letters apply to anyone wishing to tell their younger selves or oth-
ers a supportive, clarifying, and/or realistic message. A quick 
search of the videos yields an array of messages, perspectives, 
and identities. In this section, you have been learning about how 
your self-perceptions and others’ perceptions of you have, in part, 
formed who you are. Perhaps you can take the time to create a 
video or write a handwritten letter to your younger self. What 
would your letter say? What part does perception play in your 
message to your younger self?

Source: Brouwer, B. (2015, March). YouTube launches #DearMe campaign for 
International Women’s Day. Tubefilter (www.tubefilter.com/2015/03/03/ 
youtube-dearme-campaign-international-womens-day/).
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second student had enjoyed a great deal of travel with his family; and the third realized 
that her stability allowed her to nurture her roots.
	 The speech of self-introduction will allow you to draw on the information in this chapter, 
and it will give you a relatively stress-free way to begin finding your voice in this class.

LEARNING MORE ABOUT YOURSELF
Perhaps you now understand why the ancients said, “Know thyself.” They, like people 
today, believed that self-awareness is a discovery worth making. Accurate self-awareness 
helps you be ready to make sound choices now and in the future. If you dislike chem-
istry, you may not enjoy a career as a physician or pharmacist. If you like to write and 
are good at it, you may have a future as a writer or blogger. If you are skillful at athlet-
ics, perhaps you can take advantage of that talent with scholarships, varsity sports, and 
even professional sports. What you have learned about yourself in the past, and what you 
learn about yourself now, will affect your future.
	 Right now, as you go about your everyday activities, you should be aware of what 
kind of person you are and who you want to be in the future. Comedian Amy Poehler 
in her memoir, Yes, Please! talks about this as “knowing your currency.” What she means 
is that we should know who we are and focus on the things that make us who we are 
rather than trying to be something we are not.29 Are you timid, shy, and unassertive? 
Are you healthy, vigorous, and energetic? Do you welcome change, adventure, and risk? 
Do you see yourself as capable, unstoppable, and hard-driving? In 
his book Let Your Life Speak, Parker Palmer encourages readers to 
think deeply about the answers to the questions “What am I?” and 
“What is my nature?” as a way to find their inner voice and deter-
mine the gifts they have been given to share with the world.30 
Answering these and many other questions is the key to finding your 
authentic selfhood. As Will Schutz notes, “Given a complete knowl-
edge of myself, I can determine my life; lacking that mastery, I am 
controlled in ways that are often undesirable, unproductive, worri-
some, and confusing.”31

	 Joseph O’Connor was a high school junior when he spent two 
weeks in the Sierra Nevada mountain range of northeastern 
California—a challenge that changed his level of self-awareness. Rain 
poured, hail pelted, and the beauty of dawn at 13,000 feet entranced 
him. Writing about his self-awareness in an article titled “A View 
from Mount Ritter: Two Weeks in the Sierras Changed My Attitude 
Toward Life and What It Takes to Succeed,” O’Connor states:

The wonder of all I’d experienced made me think seriously 
about what comes next. “Life after high school,” I said to 
myself. “Uh-oh.” What had I been doing the last three years? 
I was so caught up in defying the advice of my parents and 
teachers to study and play by the rules that I hadn’t consid-
ered the effects my actions would have on me.32 

O’Connor’s experience changed his self-awareness, and he went 
from being a D student to one who made the honor roll.
	 You don’t have to go to the mountains to come to a new aware-
ness of yourself. If you want to learn more about yourself, you can 
take several steps to achieve that goal. If you want to learn more 

•  New experiences may 
lead to increased self-
knowledge.
© Matthius Engelien/
Alamy RF
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about your physical self, you can start a new workout program that pushes your physical 
strength in new ways. You can also talk to your relatives about people in your family. 
What health ailments do your parents and grandparents face? Are these problems inher-
ited? How can knowing this information make you think differently about how you 
communicate or behave and the kinds of experiences you seek out or avoid? For exam-
ple, if a close family member died of lung cancer due to years of smoking, do you avoid 
smoking cigarettes and people who smoke cigarettes? Do you advocate for antismoking 
initiatives on your campus?
	 If you want to learn more about your personality and how others perceive you, you 
can talk with your spouse or partner, friends, co-workers, bosses, and even your children 
if you are a parent. In what ways is your personality similar to and different from the 
personalities of your family members? For example, you may learn best by doing things 
hands-on just like your grandfather or lack patience like your mother. Consider other 
features of your life that will suggest how you are perceived. Do people seek you out as 
a relational partner? Do others ask you to participate in social events? Do friends ask 
you for advice?
	 If you want to know what type of employee you are, you can ask your supervisor, 
co-workers, and customers. Consider the type of environment that you thrive in and ones 
that you don’t enjoy. Do you like to work alone or with others? What kinds of jobs have 
you held? Have you been given increasing amounts of responsibility in those jobs, or 
have you frequently lost jobs? Do you need motivation from others, or do you work to 
complete a task without reminders from others? Do others seek you out to partner with 
them on work or school projects?

Are you skillful in communication? Do 
you enjoy public speaking and receive invi-
tations to talk to others at work or in the 
community? Can you listen to others uncrit-
ically and empathize with them? Are you 
adept at problem solving or conflict resolu-
tion? Are you an effective and adaptive 
leader? Are you apprehensive about com-
munication? Are you argumentative? You 
can learn about your communication skills 
or deficits through a number of research 
methods. For example, the last three con-
cepts can be found online by typing “Leader 
Effectiveness and Adaptability,” “Personal 
Report of Communication Apprehension,” 
and “Argumentativeness Scale,” respec-
tively, into a search engine. Many valid and 
reliable instruments measuring communica-
tion constructs can be found online, in com-
munication journals, and in resource books.

How You Present Yourself
In this chapter we have shown the relation-
ship among perception, self-perception, and 
communication. Communication and percep-
tion influence each other. Communication is 
largely responsible for our self-perceptions. 

engaging diversity
Differences in Memory
The dominant culture in the United States places the self in 
the spotlight, whereas most Asian cultures, such as the 
Chinese, emphasize the group over the individual. Notice that 
people in the United States write their given (first) name 
followed by the family name, whereas the Chinese start with 
the family name followed by their given name. For the Chinese, 
the group (family) comes before the self. These differences in 
emphasis extend even to the way people remember.
	 Research by Qi Wang and her associates shows that 
American adults and preschool children recall their personal 
memories differently than do indigenous Chinese. Since our 
self-concept is dependent on our self-awareness, these 
cultural differences are important.
	 “Americans often report lengthy, specific, emotionally 
elaborate memories that focus on the self as a central char-
acter,” says Wang. “Chinese tend to give brief accounts of 
general routine events that center on collective activities and 
are often emotionally neutral. These individual-focused vs. 
group-oriented styles characterize the mainstream values in 
American and Chinese cultures, respectively.”

Source: Han, J. J., Leichtman, M. D., & Wang, Q. (1998). Autobiographical 
memory in Korean, Chinese, and American children. Developmental Psychology, 
34(4): 701–713.
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Communication can also be used to change the perceptions that others have of us. We 
attempt to influence others’ perceptions of ourselves through self-presentation, or impression 
management.
	 In our daily interactions, whether they be face-to-face or online, we present ourselves 
to people, both consciously and unconsciously. Self-presentation can be defined as the way 
we portray ourselves to others. Generally, our self-presentation is consistent with an ideal 
self-image, allows us to enact an appropriate role, influences others’ views of us, permits 
us to define the situation in our terms, and/or influences the progress of an interaction.
	 Erving Goffman first described the process of self-presentation.33 Goffman adopted 
the symbolic interactionist perspective mentioned earlier. He described everyday inter-
actions through a dramaturgical, or theater arts, viewpoint. His theory embraces indi-
vidual identity, group relationships, the context (the situation), and the interactive 
meaning of information. Individuals are viewed as “actors,” and interaction is seen as 
a “performance” shaped by the context and constructed to provide others with “impres-
sions” consistent with the desired goals of the actor. Impression management is shar-
ing personal details in order to present an idealized self. Through impression manage-
ment, people try to present an idealized version of themselves to reach desired ends.
	 It shouldn’t be that difficult for you to realize that you engage in impression manage-
ment in your face-to-face interactions and in your mediated interactions. Think about your 
use of social media and how you manage your privacy online. Maybe you hide or block 
your parents or children or let only friends of 
friends see certain pictures on Facebook. Or 
perhaps you use Snapchat to share pictures 
instead of posting them to Instagram. These are 
all ways you are actively managing the impres-
sion of you that can be perceived through the 
pictures and comments. Research on this topic 
suggests that when students know their teach-
ers can view their social networking profiles, 
they are more apt to make sure their spelling 
is correct and their pictures are appropriate.34

	 Your understanding of verbal and nonver-
bal communication will be enhanced by your 
understanding of identity and impression 
management. Wiggins, Wiggins, and Vander 
Zanden suggest that three essential types of 
communication are used to manage impres-
sions: manner, appearance, and setting.35 
Manner includes both verbal and nonverbal 
codes. Your manner might be seen as brusque, 
silly, businesslike, immature, friendly, warm, 
or gracious. Your appearance may suggest a 
role you are playing (administrative assistant), 
a value you hold (concern for the environ-
ment), your personality (easygoing), or your 
view of the communication setting (essential). 
The setting includes your immediate environ-
ment (the space in which you communicate) 
as well as other public displays of who you 
are (the kind of home in which you live, the 
type of automobile you drive).

impression 
management
Sharing personal details 
in order to present an 
idealized self.

sizing things up
Self-Esteem Scale
Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feel-
ings about yourself. Read each statement carefully and 
respond by using the following scale:

1 = Strongly agree
2 = Agree
3 = Disagree
4 = Strongly disagree

	 1.	On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
	 2.	 At times I think that I am no good at all.
	 3.	 I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
	 4.	 I am able to do things as well as most other 

people.
	 5.	 I feel I do not have much to be proud of.
	 6.	 I certainly feel useless at times.
	 7.	 I feel that I am a person of worth, at least the equal 

of others.
	 8.	 I wish I could have more respect for myself.
	 9.	 All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.
10.	 I take a positive attitude toward myself.

This exercise has no right or wrong answers; instead, the 
answers will tell you something about how you feel about 
yourself. A guide for interpreting your responses appears at 
the end of the chapter.

Source: Rosenberg, M. (1989). Society and adolescent self-image (rev. ed.). 
Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press.
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be ready... for what’s next
Online Presentation of Self
Have you ever “Googled” yourself? If you haven’t, take a few minutes and do so now. What comes up when 
you search for yourself online? You will probably find links to any social media accounts you hold. Have you 
checked to see what types of pictures, comments, and content are available for the general public to 
see from your social media sites?
	 How do you feel about the level of access and privacy surrounding your information on these sites? 
What perception do you think this information conveys about your identity?
	 Now might be a good time to change some of your privacy settings on social media, delete unwanted 
comments, remove your name from photos, or ask friends to do the same who have tagged you in their 
social media posts.
	 It is important that you begin critically examining and managing your online reputation because it 
can impact your present and future opportunities. Many potential employers search online for informa-
tion about potential employees before they request interviews, and many people work for employers who 
have policies about how they can present themselves online. At some point in your academic or profes-
sional career, you may even need to promote yourself online as part of your job.
	 Taking these few simple steps can help you manage your online reputation.
	 This chapter invited you to know and understand the link between perception and communica-
tion. You have learned now that everything from how you look to how you think can affect your 
communication with others—in regard to whether you communicate, with whom you communicate, 
and how you communicate. As part of your growing communication skills, you have to take seriously 
how you look, dress, and present yourself to others. You have learned the power of perception  
in communication.

Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Perception is our use of our senses to gather informa-
tion about the environment or the situation we are in.

2.	 Differences occur in perception for many reasons, 
including identity factors, past experiences, and our 
present feelings and circumstances.

3.	 Through selection, we neglect some stimuli in our envi-
ronment and focus on others. Organization in perception 
is the grouping of stimuli into meaningful units or 
wholes. Interpretation is the way we assign meaning  
to stimuli.

4.	 Some ways in which we organize stimuli are figure and 
ground, closure, proximity, and similarity. Figure and ground 
refers to our focusing on some parts of an experience 

(figure) and distancing ourselves from others (ground). Clo-
sure is the tendency to fill in missing information. Proximity 
encourages us to perceive objects close in space or time 
as meaningfully related, and similarity is the basis on which 
we group elements that resemble each other in size, color, 
or shape.

5.	 Perceptual errors that affect communication include ste-
reotyping and reliance on first impressions.

6.	 The way you see yourself affects how and to whom you 
communicate, regardless of the medium.

7.	 Impression management is a way for you to influence 
how others perceive you, usually as an idealized version 
of yourself.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:
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Key Terms
Active perception
Closure
Figure
First impression
Gender identity
Ground
Impression management
In-group
Intergroup perspective

Interpretive perception
Organization
Out-group
Perception
Perception checking
Perceptual constancy
Personal identity
Prejudice
Proximity

Role
Selective attention
Selective exposure
Selective perception
Selective retention
Similarity
Stereotyping
Subjective perception
Symbolic interactionism

Study Questions
  1.	 Which of the following may be the result of identity fac-

tors, past experiences and roles, and present 
conditions?

a.	 selection
b.	 similarity
c.	 self-serving bias
d.	 differences in perception

  2.	 By neglecting some stimuli and focusing on other stim-
uli, you are engaging in which process of perception?

a.	 organization
b.	 selection
c.	 classification
d.	 interpretation

  3.	  is an organizational method whereby miss-
ing information is filled in to create the appearance of 
a complete unit, and  is another organiza-
tional technique whereby elements are grouped based 
on their similarities in size, color, and shape.

a.	 Closure; similarity
b.	 Proximity; figure and ground
c.	 Similarity; proximity
d.	 Closure; proximity

  4.	 The more ambiguous the stimuli,

a.	 the less room for confusion.
b.	 the more room for interpretation.
c.	 the less room for interpretation.
d.	 the less you rely on context.

  5.	 Perceptual constancy results because of

a.	 identity factors.
b.	 past experiences and roles.
c.	 figure and ground.
d.	 people’s present feelings and circumstances.

  6.	 A system of shared beliefs, values, cus-
toms, and behaviors is known as a

a.	 person.
b.	 communicator.
c.	 role.
d.	 culture.

  7.	 Selection occurs in perception in all of 
the following ways except

a.	 attention.
b.	 exposure.
c.	 distraction.
d.	 retention.

  8.	 Which of the following is a perceptual error frequently 
made by people?

a.	 believing stereotypes about people who are differ-
ent from themselves

b.	 believing other people are courageous, whereas 
they, themselves, are cowardly

c.	 believing that others are considerably older than 
themselves

d.	 believing that uneducated people are happier than 
educated people

  9.	 When people seek to present an ideal version of them-
selves, they are engaging in

a.	 impression management.
b.	 active perception.
c.	 attribution.
d.	 selection.

10.	 First impressions

a.	 generally take weeks or more to develop.
b.	 are based on people’s sense of humor, their per-

sonality, and their religion.
c.	 are frequently based on other people’s appearance.
d.	 are generally accurate and therefore are lasting 

impressions.

Answers:
1. (d); 2. (b); 3. (a); 4. (b); 5. (b); 6. (d); 7. (c); 8. (a); 9. (a); 10. (c)

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT to 
access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.
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Critical Thinking
1.	 Researchers state that people’s perceptions are largely 

learned because what people see, hear, taste, touch, 
and smell is conditioned by their culture. What parts of 
your culture are key factors in how you perceive events 
in day-to-day life?

2.	 The chapter discusses how people form impressions of 
who they are and how communication affects self-
perceptions. How does this occur through social media? 
For instance, why do people follow the Instagram feeds 

of people they don’t know? How are those popular Insta-
gram users communicating a favorable perception of 
themselves through their posts that make people want 
to follow their feeds? How do you see yourself? How is 
this affected by your past, present, and projected future? 
How have conversations you have had with friends, 
co-workers, or other people at college altered the way 
you see yourself?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Self-Esteem Scale

Self-esteem is a central component of self-perception. The 
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is one of the most popular 
scales designed to measure your general positive or nega-
tive self-assessment. After completing and scoring this 
scale, talk with your teacher about self-esteem and how 
your communication behaviors are related to this self-
perception.
	 Scoring of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale is very 
straightforward. Items 2, 5, 6, 8, and 9 should be reverse-

coded. This means that, if you answered with a 4 to one of 
those statements, your score should be reversed to be a 1 
(if the original answer was 4) or a 2 (if the original answer 
was 3) and so on for the rest of the reverse-coded items. 
Reverse-coding will account for the fact that some ques-
tions are positively worded, whereas others are negatively 
worded. After reverse-coding, sum all items; values should 
range from 4 to 40, with higher values indicating more posi-
tive assessments of self-esteem.
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language  
and meaning

This chapter is about the importance of language and how language functions in 
communication. In this chapter you will learn about the world of language, including 
the definition of language and its many characteristics. You will learn how you can 
use language more effectively in your day-to-day interactions with others. Finally, 
we provide specific suggestions for improving your verbal skills.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Define language and understand how it works.

2.	 Understand the characteristics of language.

3.	 Use language effectively.

3chapter
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Defining Language
Language is a collection of symbols, letters, or words with arbitrary meanings that are 
governed by rules and used to communicate. Language consists of words or symbols that 
represent things without being those things. People originally assigned arbitrary labels 
to objects in order to communicate ideas; as new objects are made, new words or sym-
bols are created to aid communication. The word automobile is a symbol for a vehicle 
that runs on gasoline, but the symbol is not the vehicle itself. When you listen to others’ 
verbal communication, you decode, or assign meaning to, their words to translate them 
into thoughts of your own. Because language is an imperfect means of transmission, the 
thoughts expressed by one person never exactly match what is decoded by another.  
In other words, language is an imperfect process that often requires corrections.
	 Verbal communication is essential in practically everything we do, from doing well 
at work to relating to friends and relatives. Both writing and speaking rely on the use of 
language. Verbal communication represents one of the two major codes of communica-
tion; the other is nonverbal communication.
	 Our definition tells you that language consists of words or symbols, has rules, and 
is arbitrary, but the definition does not reveal some of the other important characteristics 
of language. Language also is intertwined with culture, organizes and classifies reality, 
and is abstract. In this section we take a closer look at each of these characteristics.

LANGUAGE HAS RULES
Language has multiple rules. Three sets of rules are relevant to our discussion: semantic 
rules, syntactic rules, and pragmatic rules. Semantics is the study of the way humans 

language
A collection of symbols, 
letters, or words with 
arbitrary meanings that 
are governed by rules and 
used to communicate.

decode
The process of assigning 
meaning to others’ words 
in order to translate 
them into thoughts of 
your own.

semantics
The study of the way 
humans use language to 
evoke meaning in others.

ave you ever wondered why some words come into style and other 
words fade away? What makes slang words like “defriend,” “on fleek,” or 
“hangry” popular? In her TED talk “What Makes a Word ’Real,’” language 
historian Anne Curzan explores this question and how we make choices 
about language in our everyday lives.1

In fact, words change meaning all the time and in interesting ways. For example, did 
you know that early references to the word silly meant that something was worthy or 
blessed, but we now use it to refer to things that are foolish? Similarly, the term flirt used 

to mean flicking something away from you, but 
now we use it to mean trying to catch someone’s 
attention or playing with emotions.2

You are probably wondering, “How can we ever 
communicate effectively if words change meaning all 
the time?” Well, you are in luck because Curzan 
notes that this has been happening as long as there 
has been language to express ideas. Through read-
ing this chapter, you will come to understand the 
elements of language, identify common errors with 
language, and practice ways to use language more 
effectively in your personal and professional life.

H
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use language to evoke meaning in others. Semantics focuses on individual words and 
their meaning. Semanticists—people who study semantics—are interested in how lan-
guage and its meaning change over time.
	 Whereas semantics focuses on the definition of specific words, syntax is the way 
in which words are arranged to form phrases and sentences. For example, in the English 
language the subject is usually placed before the verb, and the object after the verb. Other 
languages have different rules of syntax, including reading from right to left. You encode 
by translating your thoughts into words. Syntax changes the meaning of the same set of 
words. For example, the declarative statement “I am going tomorrow” uses syntax to 
signal that someone is leaving the next day. If you change the word arrangement to “Am 
I going tomorrow?” the statement becomes a question and acquires a different meaning.
	 Pragmatics is the study of language as it is used in a social context, including its 
effect on the communicators. Messages are variable, depending on the situation. Ambig-
uous messages, such as “How are you?” “What’s new?” and “You’re looking good,” have 
different meanings, depending on the context. For example, many people use such phrases 
as phatic communication or small talk—communication that is used to establish a mood 
of sociability rather than to communicate important information or ideas. Indeed, they 
would be surprised if someone offered serious or thoughtful answers to such questions 
or statements. For instance, have you ever asked a co-worker, “How’s your day going?” 
and he responds, “This is the worst day ever,” and then proceeds to tell you about the 
argument he had with his partner? More often than not, when we ask people these types 
of questions, we don’t expect an in-depth answer. On the other hand, if you are visiting 
your grandmother who has been ill, your questions about how she is feeling are sincere 
and designed to elicit information. Similarly, you might genuinely be complimenting 
another person’s new haircut or tattoo when you tell him he is looking good. Pragmatic 
rules help us interpret meaning in specific contexts.

LANGUAGE AND CULTURE ARE INTERTWINED
Culture may be defined as all of the socially transmitted behavior patterns, beliefs, atti-
tudes, and values of a particular period, class, community, or population. We often think 
of the culture of a country (Greek culture), institution (the culture of higher education), 
organization (the Facebook culture), or group of people (the Hispanic culture). Culture and 
language are thus related as the transmission of culture occurs, in part, through language.
	 The relationship between culture and language is not as simple as it might first appear, 
however. Let us take the example of women and men and communication. In the recent 
past, books and articles were written on the differences between women and men in their 
communicative practices. As this research further developed, gender was expanded to refer 
to a complex social construct rather than simple biological sex. Some authors argued that 
gender was just as important as social class in understanding variations in communication.3
	 Language and culture are related in a second way. Culture creates a lens through which 
we perceive the world and create shared meaning. Language thus develops in response to 
the needs of the culture or to the perceptions of the world. Edward Sapir and Benjamin 
Lee Whorf were among the first to discuss the relationship between language and percep-
tion. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, as their theory has become known, states that our 
perception of reality is determined by our thought processes, our thought processes are 
limited by our language, and therefore language shapes our reality and our behaviors.4 
Language is the principal way that we learn about ourselves, others, and our culture.5
	 The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis has been illustrated in multiple cultures.6 The Hopi 
language serves as an early example. The Hopi people do not distinguish between nouns 
and verbs. In many languages, nouns are given names that suggest that they remain static 

syntax
The way in which words 
are arranged to form 
phrases and sentences.

encode
The process of 
translating your thoughts 
into words.

pragmatics
The study of language as 
it is used in a social 
context, including its 
effect on the 
communicators.

phatic communication
Communication that is 
used to establish a 
mood of sociability 
rather than to 
communicate important 
information or ideas.

culture
The socially transmitted 
behavior patterns, 
beliefs, attitudes, and 
values of a particular 
period, class, community, 
or population.

Sapir-Whorf hypothesis
A theory that our 
perception of reality is 
determined by our thought 
processes, our thought 
processes are limited by 
our language, and 
therefore language 
shapes our reality and 
our behaviors.



	 Chapter 3  Language and Meaning	 51

over time. For example, we assume that words such as professor, physician, lamp, and 
computer refer to people or objects that are relatively unchanging. Verbs are action words 
that suggest change. When we use words such as heard, rehearsed, spoke, and ran, we 
assume alterations and movement. The Hopi, by avoiding the distinction between nouns 
and verbs, thus refer to people and objects in the world as always changing.
	 In new ways, popular culture and social media regularly direct the creation of abbre-
viations.7 For example, OMG and LOL are archaic. As acronyms become commonplace, 
people just use them in place of the things they are referencing. Therefore, the acronym 
becomes the thing it’s referencing. Let’s use the acronym BAE (“Before All Else”) to 
illustrate this concept. As a traditional acronym, BAE would look like this: “You are my 
BAE!”—that is, “You are my before all else,” meaning “You come before all else.” Yet 
in contemporary phrasing it would look like this: “My BAE and I are hitting the town!” 
In this way, the acronym stands as the symbol for the original phrase.
	 People who speak different languages have different color terms than those who 
speak English. The color blue is familiar to most English speakers—both in their vocab-
ulary and as a recognized color. English speakers use the word blue to refer to shades 
ranging from cyan to sky to navy to midnight blue. In Vietnamese and in Korean, a 
single word refers to blue or green. Japanese people use the word ao to refer to blue, 
but the color they are referencing is (for English speakers) green. Finally, Russian speak-
ers do not have a single word for the range of colors that English speakers denote as 
blue; instead, they have one word for light blue and another for dark blue.
	 Waquet and Howe wrote an enlightening treatise on this topic of language and per-
ception. In Latin: A Symbol’s Empire, they trace the domination of Latin in the civic and 
religious worlds of Europe.8 Latin’s influence on the entire world followed as scholars, 
educational institutions, and the Roman Catholic Church adopted Latin as their official 
language. Like any other language, Latin affects perception and the development of 
culture. The domination of the language has surely shaped the cultures of many Western 
countries.
	 The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, although complex, is not universally accepted by peo-
ple who study language. For example, critics point out that Inuits may have a large 
number of words for snow because of their view of snow or because they actually have 
more varieties of snow in their world. Artists may have more color terms, and printers 
more words for different fonts, simply because of their work and environment. Thus, the 
critics note, thought and language may not be intimately related, but experience and 
language are. Our need to describe our environment and the items within it cause us to 
create language to do so.

LANGUAGE ORGANIZES AND CLASSIFIES REALITY
Because you cannot account for all the individual things in the world when you speak, 
you lump them into groups; thus, all four-legged pieces of furniture with seats and backs 
are called “chairs.” Following is an example of how you might use classification when 
trying to identify someone in a crowd:

“See that person over there?”
“Which one?”
“The tall one.”
“The one with short brown hair?”
“No, the shorter one with shoulder-length hair and glasses.”

In this case, language is used to classify by height, hair color, and adornment.
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connotative meanings.
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	 	 You cannot think of your own identity without words 
because you are symbolically created through language. Your 
existence emerges through language, yet language is an inade-
quate means of describing you. You can describe yourself as 
“an Italian Roman Catholic,” but those words say nothing about 
your height, weight, age, gender, personality, IQ, ambitions, or 
dreams. Thus, language creates us, without capturing the com-
plexities of our identities.

LANGUAGE IS ARBITRARY
To understand language, you need to understand how words engender 

meaning. Words are arbitrary: They have no inherent meanings; they 
have only the meanings people give them. For example, in the English 

language, a person who has lived through cancer is often referred to as a “survivor." 
When many people use a word to represent an object or idea, the word is included 
in the dictionary. The agreed-upon meaning or dictionary meaning is called the 
denotative meaning. Including a word in the dictionary, however, neither keeps 
its meaning from changing nor tells you the connotative meaning—an indi-
vidualized or personalized meaning that may be emotionally laden. Connotative 
meanings are meanings others have come to hold because of personal or indi-
vidual experience. For example, the word love holds vastly different meanings 
for people because of their unique experiences with that concept, despite the 

agreed-upon denotative meaning that can be found in a dictionary.
	 To understand connotative meaning further, consider the language that relational 
couples create. In a romantic relationship you may have nicknames for each other, special 
terms for activities in which you participate, and unique ways to communicate private 
thoughts in public settings. Bruess and Pearson showed that heterosexual married couples 
are most likely to create such terms early in their relationships and that the creation of 
such terms is associated with relational satisfaction.9
	 Language is symbolic. The words we choose are arbitrary and based on an agreed-
upon connection between them and the object or idea that we are referencing. Language 
varies based on a variety of features of the communicators, including their relational 
history. For example, you may call someone “Grandma” who biologically is not related 
to you, or you may choose to have your children call one of your best friends “Aunt” as 
a symbolic gesture to represent how close that person is to you and your family. Research-
ers have termed the persons outside blood and legal ties who are considered family vol-
untary kin.10

	 Language and its meaning are personal. Each person talks, listens, and thinks in a 
unique language (and sometimes several), which contains slight variations of its agreed-
upon meanings and which may change each minute. It is shaped by your culture, coun-
try, neighborhood, job, personality, education, family, friends, recreation, gender, 
experiences, age, and other factors. The uniqueness of each individual’s language provides 
valuable information as people attempt to achieve common, shared meaning. But because 
language is so personal, it can also present some difficulties in communication.
	 The meanings of words also vary when someone uses the same words in different con-
texts and situations. For example, glasses might mean “drinking glasses” if you are in a 
housewares store but most likely means “eyeglasses” if you are at the optometrist’s office. 
Semanticists say that meaning emerges from context. But in the case of language, context is 
more than just the situation in which the communication occurs: context includes the com-
municators’ histories, relationships, thoughts, and feelings.

denotative meaning
The agreed-upon 
meaning or dictionary 
meaning of a word.

connotative meaning
An individualized or 
personalized meaning of 
a word, which may be 
emotionally laden.
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LANGUAGE IS ABSTRACT
Words are abstractions, or simplifications of what they 
stand for. Words stand for ideas and things, but they are 
not the same as those ideas and things. People who study 
meaning say “the word is not the thing.” Semanticist S. I. 
Hayakawa introduced the “ladder of abstraction,” which 
illustrates that words fall somewhere on a continuum from 
concrete to abstract.11 Figure 1 shows an example of a lad-
der of abstraction for a dog named Bentley. The words used 
to describe him become increasingly abstract as you go up 
the ladder.

Language to Avoid When Speaking
When you are verbally communicating, it is important to 
avoid statements with grammatical errors and the use of 
slang, clichés, euphemisms, profanity, jargon, regionalisms, 
and gender-biased, racist, heterosexist, and ageist language. 
Overall, an important goal for the ways in which you use 
language should be to work to use language that is inclu-
sive, rather than exclusive, of others.

GRAMMATICAL ERRORS
Oral communication, in some situations, does not require the same attention to grammar 
as does written communication. For example, to hear people say, “Can I go with?” and 
“We’re not sure which restaurant we’re going to” are common, but neither of these sen-
tences is desirable in written communication. “May I go with you?” and “We’re not sure 
to which restaurant we’re going” are correct but sound too formal when spoken in every-
day conversation. Although we are often corrected for making grammatical errors in our 
writing, we are rarely corrected for poor grammar when speaking. On the other hand, 
some verbal grammatical errors are more obvious than others—for example, “I told him 
I ain’t gonna do it” or “Could you pass them there peanuts?”. Communicators who make 
such errors may find that others form negative opinions about them. Grammatical errors 
are thus particularly problematic in more formal situations or when another person is 
assessing your competence. When you are in a classroom, a job interview, or a new 
relationship, grammatical errors may result in negative perceptions about your credibility 
as a speaker.
	 Let’s tackle a few of the most common grammatical errors in speaking and the cor-
rect way to say the same thing. These five come from Karen Bond’s “Most Annoying 
Grammar Mistakes in English.”

“He don’t care about me anymore” should be “He doesn’t care about me anymore.”
The grocer’s “Ten Items or Less” is incorrect because anything countable uses fewer; 
so “Ten Items or Fewer” is correct, as is “You should eat less meat” (not countable).
“I never would of thought he would act like that” should be “I never would have 
thought he would act like that.”
“I’m not speaking to nobody in this class” should be “I’m not speaking to anybody 
in this class.”
“I should have went to school yesterday” should be “I should have gone to school 
yesterday.”12

engaging diversity
Vanishing Languages
Could you imagine if only 800 people in  
the world spoke your language? This is 
precisely what expedition teams recently 
discovered when they found a language called 
Koro, in northeastern India. The language was 
in danger of becoming extinct, in part 
because it had never been written down and 
very few people under 20 years of age speak 
the language. Linguists suggest that many 
languages are endangered due to cultural 
change, ethnic shame, and other factors. The 
National Geographic Enduring Voices project 
works to document vanishing languages.

Source: New language discovered in India. (2013, 
February). Discovery News (http://news.discovery.com/
human/new-language-india.htm).
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We will look next at words that are a bit too casual for formal presentations but that 
can slip into your speech if you are not careful, because you may be accustomed to 
using them every day.

SLANG
Slang is informal, casual language used among equals with words typically unsuitable 
for more formal contexts. In other words, you certainly use slang among friends around 
campus, but such language may be very inappropriate in front of a more formal audience.

“OK, so don’t get bent out of shape” is slang for “OK, so don’t get angry.”
“He was decked in a bar fight” is slang for “He was knocked down hard in a bar fight.”
“My friend is throwing me shade on Twitter because I haven’t texted him back yet” 
is slang for “My friend is saying disrespectful things about me on Twitter because  
I haven’t texted him back in days.”
“My co-worker is cray cray” can be slang for “My co-worker is crazy.”13

If you want to see hundreds more examples of slang, 
just type the word slang into an online search engine.

CLICHÉS
A cliché is an expression that has lost originality and 
force through overuse. Common clichés include “No 
pain, no gain,” “Beauty is only skin deep,” “Another 
day, another dollar,” and “If you love something, set 
it free.” So many clichés exist that avoiding them 
would be impossible in your day-to-day conversa-
tions, and doing so is unnecessary. Clichés can be a 
shorthand way to express a common thought. But 
clichés may be unclear to individuals who are unfa-
miliar with the underlying idea, and they are usually 
ineffective in expressing ideas in fresh ways.
	 The following are a few examples of common 
American clichés. We provide them here not 

slang
Informal, casual 
language used among 
equals with words 
typically unsuitable for 
more formal contexts.

cliché
An expression that has 
lost originality and force 
through overuse.

Abstract Living creature, alive like all
plants and animals

Mammal, a warm-blooded, 
lactating animal born living

Concrete

Bentley, a purebred Old 
English sheepdog

Dog, a four-legged, furry 
carnivore that can bark 

and bite

Figure 1
The ladder of abstraction. 
Source: Adapted from 
Hayakawa, S. I. (1978). 
Language in thought and 
action. Orlando, FL: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich.

•  Slang is frequently 
used in informal 
situations.
© Fancy/Alamy RF
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We will look next at words that are a bit too casual for formal presentations but that 
can slip into your speech if you are not careful, because you may be accustomed to 
using them every day.

SLANG
Slang is informal, casual language used among equals with words typically unsuitable 
for more formal contexts. In other words, you certainly use slang among friends around 
campus, but such language may be very inappropriate in front of a more formal audience.

“OK, so don’t get bent out of shape” is slang for “OK, so don’t get angry.”
“He was decked in a bar fight” is slang for “He was knocked down hard in a bar fight.”
“My friend is throwing me shade on Twitter because I haven’t texted him back yet” 
is slang for “My friend is saying disrespectful things about me on Twitter because  
I haven’t texted him back in days.”
“My co-worker is cray cray” can be slang for “My co-worker is crazy.”13

If you want to see hundreds more examples of slang, 
just type the word slang into an online search engine.

CLICHÉS
A cliché is an expression that has lost originality and 
force through overuse. Common clichés include “No 
pain, no gain,” “Beauty is only skin deep,” “Another 
day, another dollar,” and “If you love something, set 
it free.” So many clichés exist that avoiding them 
would be impossible in your day-to-day conversa-
tions, and doing so is unnecessary. Clichés can be a 
shorthand way to express a common thought. But 
clichés may be unclear to individuals who are unfa-
miliar with the underlying idea, and they are usually 
ineffective in expressing ideas in fresh ways.
	 The following are a few examples of common 
American clichés. We provide them here not 

slang
Informal, casual 
language used among 
equals with words 
typically unsuitable for 
more formal contexts.

cliché
An expression that has 
lost originality and force 
through overuse.

because we want you to use them, but because we want you to think of more original 
ways to express your ideas.

all in a day’s work
airing dirty laundry
ace in the hole
all’s fair in love and war
all thumbs
ants in his pants
at the drop of a hat
as snug as a bug in a rug
barking up the wrong tree

If you want to see more examples of clichés, just type the word cliché into an online 
search engine.

EUPHEMISMS
Like clichés, euphemisms can confuse people who are unfamiliar with their meanings.  
A euphemism is a socially acceptable synonym used to avoid using language that would 
be offensive in a formal setting. Rothwell observes that euphemisms enter the language to 
“camouflage the naked truth.”14 Most people use euphemisms in their everyday language. 
Euphemisms are frequently substituted for short, abrupt words; the names of physical func-
tions; or the terms for some unpleasant social situations. Although euphemisms are fre-
quently considered more polite than the words for which they are substituted, they distort 
reality.15 For example, you might hear people say “powder my nose,” “see a man about a 
dog,” “visit the little girls’ room,” or “go to the bathroom” instead of “urinate” or “defecate.”
	 Other examples from military, government, business, and sports contexts include

Military: “Friendly fire” means “killed by your own soldiers” (decidedly unfriendly)
Government: “undocumented worker” means “illegal alien” (worker can be deported)
Business: “preowned” means “used” (and possibly a “junker,” a wrecked car)
Sports: “negative yardage” means “thrown for a loss” (an embarrassing reversal)

	 Euphemisms are not necessarily to be avoided. Although they can disguise the mean-
ing a person is attempting to convey, they can also substitute for rude or obnoxious 
commentary. Euphemisms, especially unique euphemisms, can add interest to a conver-
sation. They can also reinforce relational closeness as friends and colleagues regularly 
use similar euphemisms.

PROFANITY
The word profane comes from a Latin word meaning “outside the temple.” Thus, profanity, 
or verbal obscenities, is a type of swearing that uses indecent words or phrases. Certainly, 
some people participate in groups in which profanity is common, as it is with the people 
on Real Housewives. But when you are speaking to people outside your “group”—
especially in professional interviews, work teams, or public speaking situations—the use 
of profanity can offend. Profanity, like slang, may provide a vehicle for establishing group 
norms, gaining attention, or developing relational closeness in some settings, but it can 
also make you immediately lose credibility in other situations. Overall, remember that 
who the speakers are and where they use profanity can alter its effects.16

euphemism
A more polite, pleasant 
expression used instead 
of a socially 
unacceptable form.

profanity
A type of swearing that 
uses indecent words or 
phrases.
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JARGON
Jargon is the language particular to a specific profession, work group, or culture and not 
meant to be understood by outsiders. Doctors, for example, often use medical jargon when 
they talk to each other about diseases, medications, and procedures. In most workplaces the 
technical support people are famous for their use of words that others do not understand. The 
Hacker Dictionary, available at catb.org/jargon/, reveals that the computer “hacker culture” 
uses jargon to overgeneralize grammatical rules. In other words, try not to sound like Dr. 
Sheldon Cooper, the physics Ph.D. on The Big Bang Theory, who confuses Penny in every 
conversation because he apparently cannot talk without using physics jargon.
	 If you want to see more examples of jargon, just type the word jargon into an online 
search engine.
	 You should also consider jargon that you use on the job and how you would trans-
late that jargon to an audience of listeners who were unfamiliar with your work. Very 
likely, everyone in your class uses some jargon that is unfamiliar to others in the class, 
but in a communication course the idea is to know how to relate, define, and explain so 
that your audience learns what you are talking about.

REGIONALISMS
Regionalisms are words and phrases specific to a particular region or part of the coun-
try. The word coke in Texas has the same meaning as soda in New York and pop in 
Indiana. When people from different parts of the country try to talk with each other, 
clarity can break down. Some of us move with frequency from one region of the coun-
try to another; others tend to stay in one area. You may believe that you will never leave 
your home state but find that you are transferred for a new job. Careful listening, which 
is almost always a good idea, is especially important when you move to a new region. 
You can fairly easily identify and learn to use language that is particular to a location. 
Regionalisms encourage group membership for those who use them.
	 Perhaps the easiest way to illustrate regionalisms is to show the many ways in which 
people in different areas of the United States refer to those submarine sandwiches that become 

jargon
Language particular to a 
specific profession, work 
group, or culture and not 
meant to be understood 
by outsiders.

regionalisms
Words and phrases 
specific to a particular 
region or part of the 
country.

•  Although medical 
jargon may obstruct 
communication with 
patients, nonverbal cues 
can provide comfort.
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hoagies in Philadelphia, po’ boys in New Orleans, grinders in Boston, torpedoes in 
Los  Angeles, wedgies in Rhode Island, and heros in New York City.17 Listen before you 
order your food or drink when you change locations, because your language can mark you 
as an outsider. Recently, the History Channel did a program on this very topic in a popular 
series called How the States Got Their Shapes. The entire season 1 episode titled “Mouthing 
Off” centers around regionalisms, such as why we have so many words for the same things.18

GENDER-BIASED, RACIST, HETEROSEXIST, AND AGEIST LANGUAGE
Language can communicate prejudice and even silence some members of marginalized 
groups while privileging other groups.19 Gender-biased language, or gender-specific lan-
guage, is language that privileges one gender over another; racist language is language 
that insults a group because of its race or ethnicity; heterosexist language is language 
that implies that everyone is heterosexual; and ageist language is language that denigrates 
people for being young or old. Whereas some of the other unique language choices have 
both positive and negative features, language that is gender-biased, racist, heterosexist, or 
ageist tends to have only negative consequences. In addition to avoiding these forms of 
language, you should also be mindful about language that privileges able-bodiedness.
	 Avoid generalizations and stereotypes—beliefs based on previously formed opinions 
and attitudes—that all members of a group are more or less alike. Your language can 
unintentionally suggest gender, as when you say, “A professor needs to read incessantly 
to keep up with his field,” which hints that all professors are men. Say instead, “Profes-
sors need to read incessantly to keep up with their field.” Also avoid gender-specific 
compound words, such as chairman and salesman. Finally, avoid gender-specific occu-
pational titles when the gender is irrelevant. For example, instead of “Our clergyman is 
a great fisherman,” say “Our pastor is a great angler.”
	 The language used surrounding gender can recognize or silence the diverse land-
scape of gender identification. For example, people who identify with a gender or genders 
different from the one that was assigned to them at birth can fall under the trans* 
umbrella. Using the term trans* in spoken (and written) language recognizes the incred-
ibly diverse community and widely varying self-identification.20

	 Most people have a good idea of what racist language is. Rather than using racist 
language, call people what they want to be called. White people should not decide what 
black people should be called, and straight people should not decide what gay and lesbian 
individuals should be called.
	 Homosexuality has always existed, in our culture and in other cultures. The visibility 
of gay, lesbian, transgender, and bisexual individuals has increased in the general cultural, 
political, and social stages; yet in many cultures language has masked that reality. An 
increasing number of gay and lesbian individuals have declared or shared their sexual 
orientation in recent years. Some are celebrities, possibly your friends or family members, 
or maybe even you yourself. At the same time, many people intentionally or unintention-
ally assume heterosexual orientations in their language choices. If you are not gay or 
lesbian and do not have close friends who have this sexual identity, you may not be 
sensitive to your language that privileges heterosexuality. Consider using terms such as 
partner, companion, and significant other instead of husband, girlfriend, and spouse.
	 Clearly, ageist language is problematic. Today many people in their sixties, seventies, 
and even eighties continue to have active lives, many of which include paid labor or 
service obligations. The workforce, partly because of the economy and partly because of 
the health of older people, is becoming more age-diverse. Ageist language in the work-
place negatively affects worker productivity and corporate profitability.21 In interpersonal 
communication, ageism is evident in language that infantilizes older persons and dimin-
ishes people’s concepts of themselves as vigorous and vital. For example, perhaps you 

gender-biased language
Language that privileges 
a certain gender over 
another.

racist language
Language that insults a 
group because of its 
race or ethnicity.

heterosexist language
Language that implies 
that everyone is 
heterosexual.

ageist language
Language that 
denigrates people for 
being young or old.
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have overheard someone talking slower and louder to an older adult at the grocery store 
when it clearly wasn’t necessary to do so. Communication Accommodation Theory (CAT) 
states that this is over accommodation, or adapting communication beyond what is needed 
in a given situation.22 Finally, terms such as “Grandma,” and “Gramps” for older people 
to whom you are not related signals a bias based on age.23 In the workplace, ageism can 
occur when organizational practices are biased against younger employees.24 This can be 
evident in language such as “kid,” “girl,” or “boy” or language that suggests people of a 
certain age are more qualified for leadership roles or opportunities than others.

Improving Language Skills
To recognize that the names for different kinds of language are not mutually exclusive is 
important; that is, a particular expression can fit in more than one category. Can you see 
how the brief sentence “How’s it going?” can be a cliché and perhaps even a regionalism? 
Nonetheless, these categories provide a vocabulary you can use to describe the language 
you hear every day.
	 You can make specific changes in your 

language usage that will help you become a 
more effective communicator. The changes 
include being descriptive by checking your 
perceptions, paraphrasing, using operational 
definitions, and defining your terms. Another 
change is to be concrete in your use of lan-
guage by using dating and indexing. Finally, 
you can change your use of language by 
understanding and practicing the difference 
between observation and inference.

USE DESCRIPTIVENESS
Descriptiveness is the practice of describing 
observed behavior or phenomena instead of 
offering personal reactions or judgments. You 
can be descriptive in different ways: by check-
ing your perceptions, paraphrasing, using 
operational definitions, and defining terms.

Check Your Perceptions

One of the most common ways you can be 
descriptive is through simple perception 
checks. To communicate effectively with 
another person, you and the other person need 
to have a common understanding of an event 
that has occurred or a common definition of 
a particular phenomenon. You can check with 
another person to determine whether his or 
her perception is the same as yours.

Paraphrase

Paraphrasing can also help you improve your 
use of descriptive language. Paraphrasing is 
restating another person’s message by 
rephrasing the content or intent of the 

descriptiveness
The practice of 
describing observed 
behavior or phenomena 
instead of offering 
personal reactions or 
judgments.

paraphrasing
Restating another 
person’s message by 
rephrasing the content 
or intent of the message.

building behaviors
Test Your Ability to Recognize Weaknesses  
in Language
To determine how well you understand the uses of lan-
guage discussed in this section, complete the following 
quiz. Which of the following represent clichés, euphemisms, 
slang, jargon, regionalisms, or gender-biased, racist, het-
erosexist, or ageist language?

	 1.	 “This show gives me the feels.”
	 2.	� “These kids today can’t lead anything. They can’t take 

their eyes off their screens.”
	 3.	 “She’s a cute chick.”
	 4.	 “Don’t add insult to injury.”
	 5.	 “The rebel group advocates ethnic cleansing.”
	 6.	 “I’ll have a pop with my slice.”
	 7.	 “Who is the reporting authority?”
	 8.	 “That old lady almost ran me over.”
	 9.	 To a woman: “Who’s your boyfriend?”
10.	 “How much spam do you receive every day?”
11.	 “Better late than never.”
12.	� “No time for a thorough cleaning, so I will just clat over 

the floor.”
13.	 “I can really burn rubber.”
14.	 “The employer is engaged in right-sizing.” 

Answers:
1. Slang; 2. Ageism; 3. Gender-biased/heterosexist 
language; 4. Cliché; 5. Euphemism; 6. Regionalism;  
7. Jargon; 8. Ageism; 9. Gender-biased/heterosexist 
language; 10. Jargon; 11. Cliché; 12. Regionalism;  
13. Slang; 14. Euphemism
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message. Paraphrasing is not simply repeating exactly what you heard. Paraphrasing allows 
the other person—the original speaker—to make corrections, in case you misinterpreted 
what he or she said. The original speaker must actively listen to your paraphrase to deter-
mine whether you understood both the content and the intent of what he or she said.
	 It is likely that you have practiced paraphrasing regularly in your everyday life through 
texting, instant messaging, and tweeting, because these forms force you to paraphrase 
longer messages into very brief ones. But the important element about paraphrasing in 
general is not so much being brief as capturing the intended meaning of the other person’s 
message. Thus, a paraphrase really requires a response about whether it was reasonably 
accurate. Even a simple statement such as “Do you want to celebrate tonight by going out 
to eat?” invites a paraphrase like “Do you mean you want to celebrate by eating tonight at 
an expensive restaurant?”—to which the original speaker says, “I do want to celebrate, and 
I do want to go out tonight, but not necessarily to an expensive restaurant.” Through state-
ments, paraphrases, and responses to another’s paraphrase, the pair increasingly arrive at 
the intent and content of the original statement about going out to eat tonight.

Use Operational Definitions

Another kind of descriptiveness involves using operational definitions—that is, definitions 
that identify something by revealing how it works, how it is made, or what it consists of. 
Suppose a professor’s syllabus states that students will be allowed an excused absence for 
illness. A student spends a sleepless night studying for an exam in another course, misses 
class, and claims an excused absence because of illness. The student explains that she was 
too tired to come to class, and the professor explains that illness is surgery, injury, vomiting, 
diarrhea, or a very bad headache. This operational definition of illness does not please the 
student, but it does clarify what the pro-
fessor means by “illness.” In other 
examples, a cake can be operationally 
defined by a recipe, and a job by its 
description. Even abstractions become 
understandable when they are operation-
alized. Saying that someone is “roman-
tic” does not reveal much, compared 
with saying that someone gave you 
flowers, invited you out for lunch, and 
took you to an event.

Define Your Terms

Confusion can also arise when you 
use unusual terms or use words in a 
special way. If you suspect someone 
might misunderstand your terminol-
ogy, you must define the term. In such 
an instance, you need to be careful not 
to offend the other person; simply 
offer a definition that clarifies the 
term. Similarly, you need to ask others 
for definitions when they use words in 
new or unusual ways.
	 Many terms that we see every day 
are not necessarily well understood. 
One student gave a presentation on the 

operational definition
A definition that 
identifies something by 
revealing how it works, 
how it is made, or what it 
consists of.

•  Define potentially 
confusing terms to help 
accurately convey your 
meaning.
© Laurence Mouton/
PhotoAlto/PunchStock RF
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difference between “GMO” and “non-GMO” foods, terms that we see on food labels 
without knowing the difference. By defining the two terms, the student helped his audi-
ence to know terms they see often without understanding.

USE CONCRETE LANGUAGE
A person who uses concrete language uses words and statements that are specific rather 
than abstract or vague. “You have interrupted me three times when I have begun to talk. 
I feel as though you do not consider my point of view as important as yours” is concrete. 
In contrast, “You are being rude” is vague. The concrete statement describes the behav-
ior being observed rather than evaluating the person engaging in the behavior.
	 Earlier in the chapter, semanticists were briefly mentioned. Count Alfred Korzybski 
started the field of general semantics with the noble purpose of improving human behav-
ior through the careful use of language.25 The general semanticists’ contribution includes 

the use of more precise, concrete language to 
facilitate the transmission and reception of 
symbols as accurately as possible. Semanti-
cists encourage practices that make language 
more certain to engender shared meanings. 
Two such practices are dating and indexing.

Dating

Dating is specifying when you made an obser-
vation, which is necessary because everything 
changes over time. Often, you view objects, 
people, or situations as remaining the same. You 
form a judgment or view of a person, an idea, 
or a phenomenon and maintain that view, even 
though the person, idea, or phenomenon may 
have changed. Dating is the opposite of frozen 
evaluation, in which you do not allow your 
assessment to change over time. An example of 
a frozen evaluation is always seeing someone as 
a bully because he or she once was. When using 
dating, instead of saying that something is 
always or universally a certain way, you state 
when you made your judgment and clarify that 
your perception was based on that experience.
	 For example, if you took a course with a 
particular instructor two years ago, any judg-
ment you make about the course and the 
instructor must be qualified as to time. You 
may tell someone, “English 101 with Professor 
Jones is a breeze,” but that judgment may no 
longer be true. Or suppose you went out with 
someone a year ago, and now your friend is 
thinking about going out with that person. You 
might say that this person was quiet and with-
drawn when you dated, but that may no longer 
be accurate: time has passed, the situation is 
different, and the person you knew may have 

concrete language
Words and statements 
that are specific rather 
than abstract or vague.

dating
Specifying when you 
made an observation, 
since everything changes 
over time.

frozen evaluation
An assessment of a 
concept that does not 
change over time.

sizing things up
Role Category Questionnaire
This chapter taught you how language can be used to create 
organization and classification. To illustrate this function of lan-
guage, this survey asks you to describe two college instructors, 
one of whom you consider your favorite and one you consider 
your least favorite. For both persons, you should use sentences 
to describe what makes these people your favored and least 
favored teachers. Did you allude to their age, gender, race/
ethnicity, physical features, and/or personality characteristics?
	 When researchers asked students to do this activity, they 
found that students commented on the age of least favored 
instructors more than that of favored instructors. Other re-
searchers used 14 million student reviews on RateMyProfessor.
com to create an interactive chart that allows users to search 
for any word and how often it appears by gender and disci-
pline. Overall, words such as brilliant and knowledgeable are 
mostly attributed to men and bossy, ugly, and helpful are 
largely attributed to women. Ultimately, these unconscious 
biases go beyond students and teachers to feedback ses-
sions and performance reviews. Benjamin Schmidt, author of 
the chart, points out that what people write is culture-bound, 
meaning that it is influenced by one’s culture.
	 Now look at what words, phrases, and labels you used to 
describe your two instructors. If language shapes reality, 
then what meaning do you attribute to the number of sen-
tences that were inspired by each person? This exercise has 
no right or wrong answers. A guide for interpreting your 
responses appears at the end of the chapter.

Sources: Edwards, C., & Harwood, J. (2003). Social identity in the 
classroom: An examination of age identification between students and 
instructors. Communication Education, 52(1), 60–65.

Miller, C. C (2015, February 7). Is the professor bossy or brilliant? Much 
depends on gender. The New York Times (http://mobile.nytimes.com/2015/ 
02/07/upshot/is-the-professor-bossy-or-brilliant-much-depends-on-gender.
html?_r=2&referrer=).
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changed. You can prevent communication problems by saying “English 101 with Profes-
sor Jones was a breeze for me when I took it during the spring of 2015” or “Jamie seemed 
quiet and withdrawn when we dated last year, but I haven’t really seen Jamie since.”

Indexing

Indexing is identifying the uniqueness of objects, events, and people. Indexing simply means 
recognizing the differences among the various members of a group. Stereotyping, which 
was defined earlier in the chapter, is the opposite of indexing. People often assume that the 
characteristics of one member of a group apply to all members of a group. For example, 
you might assume that, because you have a good communication instructor, all instructors 
in the department are exceptional, but that may not be the case. Indexing can help you avoid 
such generalizations. You could say, “I have a great communication instructor. What is yours 
like?” Or instead of saying “Hondas get good gas mileage—I know, I own one,” which is 
a generalization about all Hondas based on only one, try “I have a Honda that uses very 
little gas. How does your Honda do on gas mileage?” And rather than “Firstborn children 
are more responsible than their younger brothers or sisters,” try using indexing: “My older 
brother is far more responsible than I. Is the same true of your older brother?”

DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN 
OBSERVATIONS AND 
INFERENCES
Another way to improve language skills 
is to discern between observations and 
inferences. Observations are descrip-
tions of what is sensed; inferences are 
conclusions drawn from observations. 
For example, during the day you make 
observations as to where objects in a 
room are placed. Later at night, when 
you walk through the room, although 
you cannot see where the objects are 
placed, you conclude that they are still 
where they were during the day, and 
you are able to walk through the room 
without bumping into anything. You 
have no problem with this kind of sim-
ple exchange of an inference for an 
observation—unless someone has 
moved the furniture or placed a new 
object in the room, or unless your mem-
ory is inaccurate. Even simple infer-
ences can be wrong. Many shins have 
been bruised because someone relied 
on inference rather than observation.
	 If you speak English as a second 
language, you know that language 
skills take time and effort to develop. 
Although much work still needs to be 
done to better understand how to help 

indexing
Identifying the 
uniqueness of objects, 
events, and people.

communicating
	 creatively
Personality Communicated
Are you an introvert? Or are you more of an extrovert? Or better yet, 
are you an ambivert? You may think that all the loudest people at a 
party are extroverts and all the quiet people reading books alone at 
the coffee shop are introverts. Although some people fall neatly into 
the introverted or extroverted personality spectrums, psychologist 
Robert McCrae suggests that 38% fall somewhere in between. These 
people are known as ambiverts—people who enjoy the solitude and 
focus of introversion and engage in the outgoing side of extroversion. 
Psychologist Dan Pink called the ability to draw on the positives of 
both the “ambivert advantage.” Research has shown that ambiverts 
are more effective at closing sales than both introverts and 
extroverts and that companies may want to invest in training extro-
verted people to model the reserved tendencies of introverts. These 
labels are somewhat arbitrary because levels of extroversion have 
more to do with how stimulated you are in the neocortex of the brain 
than how friendly you are in social settings. Extroverts tend to need 
more excitement to be stimulated; introverts have lower thresholds 
for stimulation and tend to seek out more solitude for this reason. 
Ambiverts are right in the middle in terms of how much arousal they 
need—they can go back and forth between calmer environments and 
more exciting settings. Although the psychological explanation of 
these ideas is interesting, think about where you believe you fall on 
the introversion–ambiversion–extroversion spectrum and how that 
reflects in your communication behaviors.

Sources: Yes, it’s possible to be both an introvert and an extravert. (2014, November). 
Huffington Post (www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/11/24/both-introvert-and-extravert-
ambivert_n_6177854.html). Grant, A. M. (2013). Rethinking the extraverted sales 
ideal: The ambivert advantage. Psychological Science, 24(6), 1024–1030.
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non-native speakers build their language skills, the Teachers of English to Speakers of 
Other Languages (www.tesol.org) provides this advice:

1.	 Keep language functional. Rather than initially learning a second language 
through vocabulary lists and formal rules of grammar, you should try to learn 
how to use language in conversation. By learning the functional rules of language, 
you will develop skills more quickly.

2.	 Be aware of language nuances. As you learn the English language, recognize 
that how it functions differs, depending on whom you are talking to and in 
what context. As with your native language, the English language has many 
nuances. As you pay attention to slight variations in how English is used, your 
skills in English will accumulate rapidly. Being flexible, observant, and patient 
is important as you learn about these differences.

3.	 Recognize that language learning is long-term. Native speakers begin learning 
language from infancy, so it should be no surprise that non-native speakers need 
time to develop skills. Many non-native speakers may take five to seven years to 
attain proficiency with English. You can try to speed your learning by engaging in 
consistent, meaningful interactions with native speakers.

4.	 Develop language processes interdependently. Old views of language acquisition 
assumed that language learning was linear—that you learned first to listen, then to 
speak, and finally to read in a second language. Newer views suggest that these 
processes happen at the same time. Thus, to develop your skills more quickly, you 
should engage in all of these activities consistently.

5.	 Use your own language to help. Your intuitive understanding of your native 
tongue can assist you in learning English. For example, your native language has 
some differences between spoken and written language. Using those differences as 
a guide, can you discover similar differences in English? By comparing and con-
trasting your language with English, you will more quickly develop an automatic 
understanding of how to use English appropriately in different situations.

be ready... for what’s next
Is It All About You or Us in the Job Interview?
At this point in the chapter you should feel more confident in knowing how to use language more effec-
tively in your everyday life. Yet it’s also important that you think about how this knowledge can promote 
or hinder your next step in your professional career.
	 As you are probably well aware, there are more qualified job applicants than there are jobs and you 
need to set yourself apart from the rest. One way is through the words you use to answer interview 
questions. Leading business executives offer the following advice for answering the following questions:

Interviewer Question
1.	 What has been your greatest success so far, and why?

The interviewer wants to hear we, rather than I, because we highlights that you are a team player.

2.	 What has been your greatest failure so far, and why?

The interviewer wants to hear I, rather than they, because I signals accountability and ownership on your 
part rather than blaming.
	 Using pronouns correctly can reveal what kind of employee and team member you are likely to be 
for the company. Therefore, be mindful of how you respond to these questions.
Source: Fischer, A. (2015, March). How candidates use of two pronouns can reveal (almost) everything you need to know. Fortune 
(http://time.com/3728845/job-interview-words/).



	 Chapter 3  Language and Meaning	 63

1.	 Language is a collection of symbols, letters, and words 
with arbitrary meanings that are governed by rules and 
are used to communicate. It is arbitrary, organizes and 
classifies reality, is abstract, and shapes perceptions.

2.	 People sometimes use language poorly, which can pres-
ent a barrier to communication. Examples include

•	 Grammatical errors
•	 Slang
•	 Clichés
•	 Euphemisms

•	 Profanity
•	 Jargon
•	 Regionalisms
•	 Gender-biased, racist, heterosexist, and ageist language

3.	 You can change and improve your use of language by
•	 Being more descriptive
•	 Being more concrete
•	 Differentiating between observations and inferences

Chapter Review & Study Guide

Summary
In this chapter you learned the following:

Key Terms
Ageist language
Cliché
Concrete language
Connotative meaning
Culture
Dating
Decode
Denotative meaning
Descriptiveness
Encode

Euphemism
Frozen evaluation
Gender-biased language
Heterosexist language
Indexing
Jargon
Language
Operational definition
Paraphrasing
Phatic communication

Pragmatics
Profanity
Racist language
Regionalisms
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis
Semantics
Slang
Syntax

Study Questions
1.	 Which of the following is not a characteristic of language?

a.	 classifies reality
b.	 organizes reality
c.	 is arbitrary
d.	 is concrete

2.	 Because messages can vary depending on the situa-
tion, to examine the context of the communication is 
important. This concept is called

a.	 syntax.
b.	 pragmatics.
c.	 semantics.
d.	 encoding.

3.	 Which statement reflects the relationship between lan-
guage and culture?

a.	 Language does not progress in response to the 
needs of the culture, but culture does progress in 
response to language.

b.	 Language is a minor way that we learn about our 
culture.

c.	 Culture creates a lens through which 
we perceive the world and create 
shared meaning.

d.	 Language and culture are not related.

4.	 When doctors communicate with techni-
cal language, they are using

a.	 profanity.
b.	 euphemisms.
c.	 clichés.
d.	 jargon.

5.	 One way to improve language skills is to 
restate the content of the other person’s 
message, a process called

a.	 defining your terms.
b.	 paraphrasing.
c.	 using concrete language.
d.	 indexing.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.
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Answers:
1. (d); 2. (b); 3. (c); 4. (d); 5. (b); 6. (a); 7. (b); 8. (d); 9. (a); 10. (c)

Critical Thinking
1.	 Think hard about some things for which we have no 

words. If we have no words for something, can we still 
think about that thing?

2.	 The Whorf-Sapir hypothesis says that our language shapes 
our reality. One fact about language is that we have many 
more negative words to describe women than to describe 
men. What does that fact say about how English-speaking 
people in the United States think about women?

3.	 In what ways, if any, does the use of anonymous posting 
on social media contribute to the negative and positive 
use of language?

4.	 Your culture uses abbreviations and acronyms frequently. 
Does this practice reduce or enhance group identifica-
tion? Does this practice reduce or enhance relationship 
development and intergenerational communication?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Role Category Questionnaire

One way that language might influence how you perceive the 
world around you is through implicit categories and hierarchies 
found in language systems. For instance, you might comment 
that a dog is “cute” and “friendly.” Those terms indicate that 
you place the dog into certain categories and perhaps even 
rank the dog into some sort of hierarchy. The role category 
questionnaire (RCQ) provides one mechanism through which 
you can identify such hierarchies in how you use language.
	 The traditional method of scoring the RCQ involves circling 
and then counting each separate construct used to identify 
the “liked” person and the “disliked” person. A construct is 
any adjective or other description that you use to describe the 
people you analyze. All constructs should be counted, even 
duplicates, although you should not count descriptions of 
physical appearance. The total value represents a differentia-
tion score; higher scores represent higher levels of cognitive 
complexity.

	 To further explore the hierarchical nature of language, 
think about the following questions:

1.	 Are the numbers of constructs you identified for “liked” 
and “disliked” people generally the same or different for 
both people? Why?

2.	 In comparing your scores with others in your class, or even 
friends you ask to complete the RCQ, are there differences 
between male and female students in their numbers of 
constructs? Are there differences between you and stu-
dents with other characteristics, such as those who are 
older, are younger, or have different ethnic backgrounds?

3.	 Do differentiation scores differ depending on whether 
the person being described is male or female?

	 You may develop other ways of analyzing results. For 
instance, you may observe that there are clusters (i.e., 
hierarchies) of constructs that people use to describe others.

6.	 A word’s dictionary definition is its  meaning, 
and an individualized or personalized definition is its 

 meaning.

a.	 denotative; connotative
b.	 denotative; abstract
c.	 connotative; denotative
d.	 concrete; connotative

7.	 Communication may be hindered in all the following 
cases except when we use

a.	 improper grammar.
b.	 descriptive language.
c.	 clichés.
d.	 gender-biased language.

8.	 Dating is important because

a.	 you tend to view objects, people, or situations as 
remaining the same.

b.	 situations change little or not at all over time.

c.	 you are saying that something is always static, or 
universally staying a certain way.

d.	 you clarify a perception based on a particular experi-
ence in a specific context.

9.	 Which of the following terms refers to disrespectful 
language?

a.	 profanity
b.	 jargon
c.	 clichés
d.	 regionalisms

10.	 When you describe observed behavior instead of offer-
ing personal reactions, you are

a.	 drawing inferences.
b.	 being concrete.
c.	 using descriptiveness.
d.	 being judgmental.
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nonverbal 
communication

This chapter focuses on the role of nonverbal codes in communication. The chap-
ter first looks at the problems that can occur in interpreting nonverbal codes. Next, 
some of the major nonverbal codes are identified and defined, including bodily 
movement and facial expression, bodily appearance, space, time, touching, and 
vocal cues. The chapter concludes with a discussion of some solutions to the 
problems you might encounter in interpreting nonverbal codes.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Define nonverbal communication.

2.	 Describe how verbal and nonverbal codes work in conjunction.

3.	 Identify two problems people have in interpreting nonverbal codes.

4.	 Define and identify nonverbal codes.

5.	 Recognize the types of bodily movement in nonverbal communication.

6.	 Describe the role of physical attraction in communication.

7.	 State the factors that determine the amount of personal space you use.

8.	 Understand how objects are used in nonverbal communication.

9.	 Utilize strategies for improving your nonverbal communication.

4chapter
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ultures differ greatly in their rituals and customs associated with 
communication. Whereas learning other languages can require years of 
study, picking up on nonverbal rituals can take but a few hours of careful 
observation. Both of these observations were experienced by one of the 
authors, who recently visited Thailand for a semester abroad.

In Thai culture, it is common to greet others using a nonverbal gesture that is visually 
similar to praying—hands pressed together below the chin, with a slight bow of the head. 

Most generally, that nonverbal behavior is accompanied by a 
phrase that has the same meaning as “hello” in English-
speaking countries. Later in the chapter you will learn that this 
accompaniment of verbal and nonverbal symbols is called 
complementing.

After carefully observing several female colleagues use 
the gesture and say, “Sawadee-Kha,” I felt confident enough 
to do the same. After several introductions over the course of 
several days, one of my colleagues mentioned that females 
end the greeting with “Sawadee-KHA,” whereas males end the 
greeting with “Sawadee-KRAB.” Despite careful observation, 
the nonverbal behavior was much easier to master than the 
accompanying verbal symbols. In this chapter you will learn 
about various nonverbal behaviors, including how nonverbal 
cues and verbal symbols work alongside one another to create 
meaning.

C

Defining Nonverbal Communication
This chapter focuses on nonverbal communication and the relationship between nonver-
bal and verbal communication. The chapter should help you make sense of the most 
frequently seen nonverbal codes, as well as provide you with some suggestions for 
improving your nonverbal communication. Let us begin with a definition of nonverbal 
communication and a brief discussion of its significance.
	 Nonverbal communication is the process of using messages other than words to cre-
ate meaning with others. Nonverbal communication can include behaviors that you see, like 
facial expressions and gestures; things that you hear, like vocal volume or the speed of 
talking; and even nonword vocalizations, like “ahh” and “umm.” Although precise estimates 
of how much communication is verbal or nonverbal are difficult, researchers estimate that 
between 60% and 90% of our daily communication behaviors are conducted nonverbally.1 
Indeed, when we are not certain about another person’s feelings or our feeling about him 
or her, we may rely far more on nonverbal cues and less on the words that are used.2 You 
know the importance of nonverbal communication in your own life. Imagine how difficult 
communication would be if you could not see the people with whom you are communicat-
ing, hear their voices, or sense their presence. Actually, this is what occurs when you send 
e-mail or instant messages or chat with others online. As electronic forms of communication 
have become more prevalent, people have found creative ways to communicate feeling and 

nonverbal 
communication
The process of using 
messages other than 
words to create meaning 
with others.

© ranplett/Getty Images, RF
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emotions. In fact, mobile devices and social networking sites like Facebook offer special 
keyboards and other tools allowing you to use emojis, or special visual characters, to express 
emotions and carry on nonverbal conversations. These tools illustrate our need to use sym-
bols and behaviors other than words to convey certain types of messages.

How Verbal and Nonverbal Communication  
Are Related?
Both verbal and nonverbal communication are essential for effective interactions with 
others. How are the two related? In a recent study, the roles of verbal and nonverbal 
elements were examined to determine which was most important in a persuasive mes-
sage. The results showed that the content (verbal portion of the speech) was most 
important in determining the effect of the speech. Emphasis and gestures, however, 
added to some aspects of the presentation and caused the speech to be viewed as lively 
and powerful.3 In other words, both the verbal and the nonverbal elements of the speech 
were important.
	 Nonverbal communication works in conjunction with the words that we utter in six 
ways: to repeat, to emphasize, to complement, to contradict, to substitute, and to regulate. 
Let us consider each of these briefly.
	 Repeating occurs when the same message is sent verbally and nonverbally. For 
example, you say that you are “excited” while also displaying a big smile and using 
animated hand gestures. Or you point to a paper when saying to your instructor, “I need 
to turn this assignment in early because I will be gone during our next class meeting.”
	 Emphasizing is the use of nonverbal cues to strengthen your message. Hugging a 
friend and telling him that you really care about him is a stronger statement than using 
either words or bodily movement alone.
	 Complementing is different from repeating in that it goes beyond duplication of the 
message in two channels. It is also not a substitution of one channel for the other. The 
verbal and nonverbal codes add meaning to each other and expand the meaning of either 
message alone. For example, during an intense conversation you might hold up your palm 
to signal “stop” while you are making a point, signaling to the other person to avoid 
interrupting you. The verbal and nonverbal messages are independent, but add meaning 
to each other for the listener.

	 Contradicting occurs when 
your verbal and nonverbal mes-
sages conflict. Often this occurs 
accidentally. If you have ever 
been angry at a teacher or parent, 
you may have stated verbally that 
you were fine—but your bodily 
movements, facial expression, 
and use of space may have 
“leaked” your actual feelings. 
Contradiction occurs intention-
ally in humor and sarcasm. Your 
words provide one message, but 
your nonverbal delivery tells 
how you really feel.
	 Substituting occurs when 
nonverbal codes are used instead 
of verbal codes. You roll your 
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communicating
	 creatively
Repeating and Emphasizing with Slides
When using PowerPoint or Keynote, you are often advised to not 
have slides simply repeat what you say (or vice versa). One way to 
effectively and creatively use slides to both repeat and emphasize 
is to use a minimalist approach with words. Pick a few key words 
that emphasize points you will make in your presentation, and place 
those words by themselves on slides. You can use simple text 
effects like coloring and opacity to improve the aesthetic look of 
each word on the separate slides. As you move through your 
presentation, the displayed words will repeat and emphasize, but 
will do so in a creative way that will not appear as if you are reading 
to the audience.
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eyes, you stick out your tongue, you gesture thumbs down, or you shrug. In most cases 
your intended message is fairly clear.
	 Regulating occurs when nonverbal codes are used to monitor and control interactions 
with others. For example, you look away when someone else is trying to talk and you are 
not finished with your thought. You walk away from someone who has hurt your feelings 
or made you angry. You nod your head and encourage another person to continue talking.
	 As we communicate, we naturally allow our verbal and nonverbal communication 
to interact using these techniques. However, they are not perfectly distinct categories. 
The raised-palm “stop” signal used while talking is both a complementary message and 
a regulating message. A tone of voice to suggest sarcasm is both complementing and 
contradicting. So, while you should understand how these relationships between verbal 
and nonverbal messages work, you should not assume that they represent perfectly dis-
tinct categories of behavior.
	 Although verbal and nonverbal codes often work in concert, they also exhibit dif-
ferences, which we will consider next.

The Ambiguity of Nonverbal Codes
Just as people have difficulty interpreting verbal symbols, so do they struggle to interpret 
nonverbal codes. The ambiguity of nonverbal communication occurs for two reasons: 
people use the same code to communicate a variety of meanings, and they use a variety 
of codes to communicate the same meaning.

ONE CODE COMMUNICATES A VARIETY OF MEANINGS
The ambiguity of nonverbal codes occurs in part because one code may communicate 
several different meanings. For example, the nonverbal code of raising your right hand 
may mean that you are taking an oath, you are demonstrating for a cause, you are indi-
cating to an instructor that you would like to answer a question, a physician is examin-
ing your right side, or you want a taxi to stop for you. Also consider how you may stand 
close to someone because of a feeling of affection, because the room is crowded, or 
because you have difficulty hearing.
	 Although people in laboratory experiments have demonstrated some success in decod-
ing nonverbal behavior accurately,4 in actual situations receivers of nonverbal cues can 
only guess about the meaning of the cue.5 Our accuracy in interpreting nonverbal codes 
can be influenced by factors such as the communication context, our familiarity with the 
person with whom we are interacting, and our skills in listening to and observing others.

A VARIETY OF CODES COMMUNICATE THE SAME MEANING
Nonverbal communication is not a science; any number of codes may be used to com-
municate the same meaning. One example is the many nonverbal ways by which adults 
communicate love or affection. You may sit or stand more closely to someone you love. 
You might speak more softly, use a certain vocal intonation, or alter how quickly you 
speak when you communicate with someone with whom you are affectionate. Or perhaps 
you choose to dress differently when you are going to be in the company of someone 
you love.
	 Cultural differences are especially relevant when we consider that multiple cues may 
be used to express a similar message. How do you show respect to a speaker in a public 
speaking situation? In some cultures listeners show respect when they avert their eyes; in 
other cultures listeners show respect and attention by looking directly at the speaker. You 
may believe that showing your emotions is an important first step in resolving conflict, 
whereas a classmate may feel that emotional responses interfere with conflict resolution.

regulating
Using nonverbal codes 
to monitor and control 
interactions with others.
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Nonverbal Codes
Nonverbal codes are messages consisting of symbols that are not 
words, including nonword vocalizations. Bodily movement, facial 
expression, physical attraction, the use of space, the use of time, 
touch, vocal cues, and clothing and artifacts are all nonverbal codes. 
Let us consider these systematic arrangements of symbols that have 
been given arbitrary meaning and are used in communication.

BODILY MOVEMENT AND FACIAL EXPRESSION
The study of bodily movements, including posture, gestures, and 
facial expressions, is called kinesics, a word derived from the 

Greek word kinesis, meaning “movement.” Some popular books purport to teach you 
how to “read” nonverbal communication, so that you will know, for example, who is 
sexually aroused, who is just kidding, and whom you should avoid. Nonverbal commu-
nication, however, is more complicated than that. Interpreting the meaning of nonverbal 
communication is partly a matter of assessing the other person’s unique behavior and 
considering the context. You don’t just “read” another person’s body language; instead, 
you observe, analyze, and interpret before you decide the probable meaning.
	 Assessing another person’s unique behavior means that you need to know how that 
person usually acts. A quiet person might be unflappable even in an emergency situation. 
A person who never smiles may not be unhappy, and someone who acts happy might 
not actually be happy. You need to know how the person expresses emotions before you 
can interpret what his or her nonverbal communication means.
	 To look more deeply into interpreting nonverbal communication, let us consider the 
work of some experts on the subject: Albert Mehrabian, Paul Ekman, and Wallace 
Friesen.
	 Mehrabian studied nonverbal communication by considering its connection to how 
we display liking, status, and responsiveness.6

•	 We express liking by forward leaning, a direct body orientation (such as standing face-
to-face), close proximity, increased touching, relaxed posture, open arms and body, 
positive facial expression, and direct eye contact. Liking is essential in communication. 
For example, people who work for supervisors who engage in these kinds of behaviors 
tend to have higher self-reported satisfaction than do people who work for managers 
who do not use these behaviors.7 Indeed, babies as young as two to five days of age 
prefer faces that offer a direct gaze rather than those that look to one side.8

•	 Status, especially high status, is communicated nonverbally by bigger gestures, relaxed 
posture, and less eye contact. During a conversation, an individual with higher status 
might feel more comfortable using forceful gestures than would someone in a lower-
status role.

•	 Responsiveness is exhibited by movement toward the other person, by spontaneous 
gestures, by shifts in posture and position, and by facial expressiveness. In other 
words, the face and body provide positive feedback to the other person.

	 Ekman categorized movement on the basis of its functions, origins, and meanings.9 
The categories include emblems, illustrators, affect displays, regulators, and adaptors.

•	 Emblems are nonverbal movements that substitute for words and phrases. Examples 
of emblems are a beckoning first finger to mean “come here,” an open hand held up 
to mean “stop,” and a forefinger and thumb forming a circle to mean “OK.” Be wary 
of emblems; they may mean something else in another culture.

nonverbal codes
Messages consisting of 
symbols that are not 
words, including 
nonword vocalizations.

kinesics
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•	 Illustrators are nonverbal movements that accompany or reinforce verbal messages. 
Examples of illustrators are nodding your head when you say yes, shaking your head 
when you say no, stroking your stomach when you say you are hungry, and shaking 
your fist in the air when you say, “Get out of here.” These nonverbal cues tend to be 
more universal than many in the other four categories of movement.

•	 Affect displays are nonverbal movements of the face and body used to show emotion. 
Watch people’s behavior when their favorite team wins a game, listen to the door slam 
when an angry person leaves the room, and watch men make threatening moves when 
they are very upset with each other but don’t really want to fight.

• 	Regulators are nonverbal movements that control the flow or pace of communication. 
Examples of regulators are starting to move away when you want the conversation to 
stop, gazing at the floor or looking away when you are not interested, and yawning 
and glancing at your watch when you are bored. Turn taking in conversations is gen-
erally managed with gestures, gaze, and touch. However, turn taking regulators vary 
from one culture to another.10

• 	Adaptors are nonverbal movements that usually involve the unintended touching of 
our bodies or manipulations of a body artifact that serves some physical or psycho-
logical need.11 Some people habitually play with their hair, others adjust their glasses, 
and some even constantly rub or scratch their hands. We often use these adaptors 
without knowledge, but they could signal deep thought, anxiety, or distraction to 
observers.

	 Finally, Ekman and Friesen determined that a person’s facial expressions provide 
information to others about how he or she feels.12 Consider the smile. Findings are 
overwhelming that a person who smiles is rated more positively than a person who 
uses a neutral facial expression. Indeed, you are more likely to be offered a job if 
you smile.13

	 Perhaps a more provocative finding is 
that people are more likely to attend to 
faces that are angry or threatening than they 
are to neutral facial expressions. When 
adults were presented with multiple faces, 
including some that appeared threatening, 
they were more likely to attend to the angry 
faces than they were to others. Recently, it 
was shown that children have the same bias, 
and they observed angry and frightened 
faces more rapidly than they did happy or 
sad faces.14 This response to threatening 
stimuli may have evolved as a protective 
means to help people avoid danger.
	 What is the effect of showing disagree-
ment with a negative facial expression and 
head shaking, compared to using a neutral 
facial expression? In a study investigating 
opponents who stood behind a political 
speaker and displayed neutral facial expres-
sion, occasional negative facial expression, 
constant negative expression, or both nega-
tive and positive expression, surprising 
results were found. When either negative or 
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It’s All About the Face
Most of our emotions are conveyed through our face. Whether 
we are happy, sad, excited, or bored, our face most likely gives 
our emotions away. To learn about this connection, take 15 
minutes to carefully observe another person during a lecture 
or during conversation. During that time, attempt to record 
and describe each facial expression that you observe. What 
conclusions can you draw about the emotions that person 
was experiencing. Do you think the observed emotions were 
authentic? Why or why not? Learning to read emotions during 
conversations can help you become better at sharing mean-
ing with and responding to others.
	 Ask a classmate to record a video of you giving a 
presentation, engaging in conversation, or taking part in a 
group discussion. When watching the video, take note of 
how you use facial expressions, gestures, movement, and 
other nonverbal features. By intentionally focusing on how 
you use a few of those behaviors, how can you best improve 
your nonverbal communication?

building behaviors
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negative and positive expressions were used, respondents viewed the speaker as less 
credible, less appropriate, and less skillful in debate.15 In other words, some positive 
facial expressions did not lessen the negative response toward the speaker.
	 Research on bodily movement today includes considerations of how the body and 
mind work together. Although we have known for some time that bodily movement has 
some basis in the brain and in our neurological functioning, a new focus combining these 
areas has shown promise. For example, groups of psychologists, neuroscientists, dancers, 
and choreographers have worked together to explore how the act of dancing affects both 
performers and spectators. One study reported that when spectators watch dance, they 
become emotionally excitable and have a sense of connection to the dancer.16 This sug-
gests that our minds actively process and draw meaning from a variety of bodily 
movements.
	 Facial expressions are important in conveying information to others and in learning 
what others are feeling. Bodily movement and orientation add to that information by 
suggesting how intense the feeling might be. When you are able to observe and interpret 
both facial expression and bodily movement, you gain a fuller understanding of the other 
person’s message.

PHYSICAL ATTRACTION
Beauty, it has been noted, is in the eye of the beholder. However, some research has 
suggested that particular characteristics—bright eyes, symmetrical features, and thin or 
medium build—are generally associated with physical attraction.17 Moreover, such char-
acteristics may not be limited to our culture but may be universal.18

	 Physical attractiveness affects many aspects of our lives. Generally, people who are 
physically attractive are privileged over those who are not physically attractive. This bias 
is stronger for women than for men.19 In other words, in our culture it is more important 
that women are physically attractive than are men.
	 Physical attractiveness has been studied over the life course. Jaeger’s comprehensive 
study found that taller men have higher earnings than do shorter men, that attractive 
women who are not overweight have higher socioeconomic status late in their careers, 
and that both women and men who are attractive are more likely to be married at 
younger ages.20

	 The influence of physical appearance begins when we are young. By age four, chil-
dren are treated differently based on their physical appearance by their daycare teachers.21 
When children misbehave, their behavior is viewed as an isolated, momentary aberration 
if they are physically attractive but as evidence of a chronic tendency to be bad if they 
are unattractive. These patterns continue throughout childhood and adolescence.22

	 Physical attractiveness generally leads to more social success in adulthood. Women 
who are attractive report a larger number of dates in college. Attractiveness may be 
affected by skin tone and hair color. Swami, Furnham, and Joshi found that men clearly 
prefer brunettes over blondes, and they slightly prefer women who have light skin tones.23 
Both women and men who are attractive are seen as more sociable and sensitive.24

	 Do people change their view of mate preferences over time? Eastwick and Finkel 
found that men ideally desire a physically attractive mate whereas women ideally desire 
a mate who has strong earning prospects.25 In real-life potential partners, women  
and men did not evidence these preferences or differences. Stereotypes may exist in 
abstract thinking about potential mates, but they do not appear to be realized in actual 
behavior.
	 The “matching hypothesis” suggests that women and men seek others who are of 
similar attractiveness. Lee, Loewenstein, Ariely, Hong, and Young demonstrated this con-
sistent finding, although they did find that men were more oblivious to their own physical 
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attractiveness in selecting a woman to date, whereas women were 
keenly aware of their “physical attraction quotient.”26 They also asked 
whether less attractive people delude themselves when they are dating 
less attractive people with the sense that they are more attractive than 
others view them. They found that this is not the case. People have a 
fairly objective sense of their own, and their partner’s, attractiveness.
	 Similarly, people who are obese are less likely to have physi-
cally attractive partners than are people of normal weight. Body type 
is not the only factor in mate selection; obese people are seen as 
more attractive if they have a good education, good grooming, and 
more attractive personalities. Nonetheless, similarity in body type 
remains the strongest predictor in mate selection among these 
qualities.27

	 Physical attractiveness affects both credibility and one’s ability 
to persuade others. Attractive people receive higher initial credibil-
ity ratings than do those who are viewed as unattractive.28 Women 
have more success in persuading the opposite sex when they are 
attractive than men have in persuading the opposite sex when they 
are attractive, but attractive women find that this effect dissipates as 
they grow older.29 When two attractive women interact, they com-
pete dynamically for status, which suggests that they feel they have 
more social status or interactional power as a result of their physical 
beauty.30

	 Physical attractiveness is also relevant in relationships that are 
formed and maintained through digitally mediated communication 
channels. Social networking sites like Instagram allow individuals to 
use selfies, which are a way we represent our physical appearance to 
others. The ways we represent ourselves might differ online, but the 
role of attractiveness in communication does not.
	 Although there are several potential benefits of being physically attractive, we must 
also remember that an overemphasis on physical attraction can be damaging. Writing 
in her senior thesis at Claremont McKenna College, Kendyl Klein pointed out that 
advertising and social media work together to perpetuate an idealized body image. Such 
images are used by some as a measure of their own attractiveness, which can lead to 
serious negative outcomes like body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, and disordered 
eating, which includes behaviors similar to eating disorders but lesser in frequency or 
degree.31

SPACE
Anthropologist Edward T. Hall introduced the concept of proxemics—the study of the 
human use of space and distance—in his book The Hidden Dimension.32 This researcher 
and others, such as Werner,33 have demonstrated the role space plays in human com-
munication. Two concepts considered essential to the study of the use of space are ter-
ritoriality and personal space.

•	 Territoriality refers to your need to establish and maintain certain spaces as your own. 
In a shared residence hall room, items on a common desk area mark territory. For 
example, you might place your notebook, pens and pencils, and tablet charger on the 
right side of the desk and your roommate might place books, a cell phone, and a 
laptop on the left side. While the desk is shared, you are each claiming part of the 
area. On a cafeteria table the placement of the plate, glass, napkin, and eating utensils 
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marks the territory. In a neighborhood it might be fences, hedges, trees, or rocks that 
mark the territory. All are nonverbal indicators that signal ownership.

•	 Personal space is the personal “bubble” that moves around with you. It is the distance 
you maintain between yourself and others, the amount of space you claim as your 
own. Large people usually claim more space because of their size, and men often take 
more space than women. For example, in a lecture hall, observe who claims the arm-
rests as part of their personal bubbles.

	 Hall was the first to define the four distances people regularly use while they com-
municate.34 His categories have been helpful in understanding the communicative behav-
ior that might occur when two people are a particular distance from each other. Beginning 
with the closest contact and the least personal space, and moving to the greatest distance, 
Hall’s categories are intimate distance, personal distance, social distance, and public 
distance.

•	 Intimate distance extends from you outward to 18 inches, and it is used by people 
who are relationally close to you. Used more often in private than in public, this 
intimate distance is employed to show affection, to give comfort, and to protect. Bur-
goon noted that the use of intimate distance usually elicits a positive response because 
individuals tend to stand and sit close to people to whom they are attracted.35

•	 Personal distance ranges from 18 inches to 4 feet, and it is the distance used by most 
Americans for conversation and other nonintimate exchanges.

•	 Social distance ranges from 4 to 12 feet, and it is used most often to carry out busi-
ness in the workplace, especially in formal, less personal situations. The higher the 
status of one person, the greater the distance.

•	 Public distance exceeds 12 feet and is used most often in public speaking in such 
settings as lecture halls; churches, mosques, and synagogues; courtrooms; and conven-
tion halls. Professors often stand at this distance while lecturing.

	 Distance, then, is a nonverbal means of communicating everything from the size of 
your personal bubble to your relationship with the person to whom you are speaking or 
listening. A great deal of research has been done on proxemics.36 Virtual environments 
allow researchers to study the human use of space in relatively unobtrusive ways.37 Sex, 
size, and similarity seem to be among the important determiners of personal space.
	 Gender affects the amount of space people are given and the space in which they 
choose to communicate.38 Men tend to take more space because they are often larger 
than women.39 Women take less space, and children take and are given the least space. 
Women exhibit less discomfort with small space and tend to interact at closer range.40 
Perhaps because women are so often given little space, they come to expect it. Also, 
women and children in our society seem to desire more relational closeness than do men.
	 Your relationship to other people is related to your use of space. You stand closer 
to friends and farther from enemies. You stand farther from strangers, authority figures, 
high-status people, physically challenged people, and people from racial groups different 
from your own. You stand closer to people you perceive as similar or unthreatening 
because closeness communicates trust.
	 The physical setting also can alter the use of space. People tend to stand closer 
together in large rooms and farther apart in small rooms.41 In addition, physical obsta-
cles and furniture arrangements can affect the use of personal space. We even use space 
when online. By friending, following, or connecting with people on social media, you 
invite them into your virtual space through your timeline or personal profile. Connecting 
online is similar to taking a step closer to someone in a face-to-face situation. Some 



	 Chapter 4  Nonverbal Communication	 75

apps even use location tagging to help us know when we are in proximity to contacts 
and friends.
	 The cultural background of the people communicating also must be considered in 
the evaluation of personal space.42 Hall was among the first to recognize the importance 
of cultural background when he was training American service personnel for service 
overseas. He wrote:

Americans overseas were confronted with a variety of difficulties because of cul-
tural differences in the handling of space. People stood “too close” during conver-
sations, and when the Americans backed away to a comfortable conversational 
distance, this was taken to mean that Americans were cold, aloof, withdrawn, and 
disinterested in the people of the country. USA housewives muttered about “waste-
space” in houses in the Middle East. In England, Americans who were used to 
neighborliness were hurt when they discovered that their neighbors were no more 
accessible or friendly than other people, and in Latin America, exsuburbanites, 
accustomed to unfenced yards, found that the high walls there made them feel “shut 
out.” Even in Germany, where so many of my countrymen felt at home, radically 
different patterns in the use of space led to unexpected tensions.43

	 Cultural background can result in great differences in the use of space and in peo-
ple’s interpretation of such use. As our world continues to shrink, more people will be 
working in multinational corporations, regularly traveling to different countries and inter-
acting with others from a variety of backgrounds. Sensitivity to space use in different 
cultures and quick, appropriate responses to those variations are imperative.

TIME
Temporal communication, or chronemics, is the way that people organize and use time 
and the messages that are created because of their organization and use of that time. Time 
can be examined on a macro level. How do you perceive the past, future, and present? 
Some people value the past and collect photographs and souvenirs to remind themselves 
of times gone by. They emphasize how things have been. Others live in the future and are 
always chasing dreams or planning future events. They may be more eager when planning 
a vacation or party than they are when the event arrives. Still others live in the present and 
savor the current time. They try to live each day to its fullest and neither lament the past 
nor show concern for the future.
	 One distinction that has been drawn that 
helps us understand how individuals view and 
use time differently is the contrast between 
monochronic and polychronic people. Mono-
chronic people view time as very serious and 
they complete one task at a time. Often their 
jobs are more important to them than any-
thing else—perhaps even including their fam-
ilies. Monochronic people view privacy as 
important. They tend to work independently, 
and they rarely borrow or lend money or other 
items. They may appear to be secluded or 
even isolated. Although we cannot generalize 
to all people, we may view particular coun-
tries as generally monochronic. They include 
the United States, Canada, Germany, and 
Switzerland. In contrast, polychronic people 
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Time Flies
We become better communicators as we are able to distin-
guish between others’ varying behaviors. In the next week, 
observe at least three of your friends. Describe how each 
of them uses time differently. Do they tend to be more 
monochronic or polychronic? What cues did you use to 
make this assessment? How can you be more effective in 
your communication with them if they are monochronic? If 
they are polychronic? Consider adaptations that you can 
make when you encounter a person who is more mono-
chronic than polychronic.
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work on several tasks at a time. Time is important, but it is not revered. Interpersonal 
relationships are more important to them than their work. Polychronic individuals tend 
to be highly engaged with others. Again, without generalizing to all people, countries 
such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Mexico, and the Philippines tend to include people who 
are polychronic.
	 Time is viewed dissimilarly in different cultures.44 In the United States, two recent 
applications of the use of time—one in electronic communication and one in the 
workplace—have been studied. The first is the effect of relatively slow or quick responses 
to e-mail. Earlier research suggested that delayed e-mail messages could cause percep-
tions of decreased closeness. More recently, though, it appears that several factors inter-
act to produce feelings of increased closeness or more distance. In addition to reply rate 
are biological sex and emotional empathy. People who demonstrate concern for the other 
person may offset feelings of detachment that a delayed e-mail message could ordinarily 
signal.
	 The second study looked at how several features of time affected worker job satisfac-
tion and worker satisfaction with their communication. The researchers learned that the 
highest job satisfaction occurred among people who viewed their work as more punctual 
and oriented toward the future. When workers experienced delayed time, they were least 
satisfied with their interactions.45

TOUCHING
Tactile communication is the use of touch in communication. Because touch always 
involves invasion of another person’s personal space, it commands attention. It can be 
welcome, as when a crying child is held by a parent, or unwelcome, as in sexual 

tactile communication
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harassment. Our need for and appreciation of tactile communication start early in life.46 
Psychologist William Schutz observed:

The unconscious parental feelings communicated through touch or lack of touch 
can lead to feelings of confusion and conflict in a child. Sometimes a “modern” 
parent will say all the right things but not want to touch the child very much. 
The child’s confusion comes from the inconsistency of levels: if they really 
approve of me so much like they say they do, why don’t they touch me?47

	 Insufficient touching can lead to health disorders, such as allergies and eczema, 
speech problems, and even death. Researchers have found that untouched babies and 
small children can grow increasingly ill and die.48

	 For adults, touch is a powerful means of communication.49 Usually, touch is per-
ceived as positive, pleasurable, and reinforcing. The association of touch with the warmth 
and caring that began in infancy carries over into adulthood. People who are comfortable 
with touch are more likely to be satisfied with their past and current lives. They are 
self-confident, assertive, socially acceptable, and active in confronting problems. Think 
about how you use nonverbal communication. Are you comfortable touching and being 
touched? Do you frequently hug others or shake hands with others?
	 Touch is part of many important rituals. In baptism, the practice can range from as 
little as a touch on the head during the ceremony to as much as a total immersion in 
water. In some churches, prayers are said with the pastor’s hand touching the person 
being prayed for. In some fundamentalist Christian churches, the healer might accompany 
the touch with a mighty shove, right into the hands of two catchers. Physician Bernie 
Siegel wrote the following in his book on mind–body communication:

I’d like to see some teaching time devoted to the healing power of touch—a subject 
that only 12 of 169 medical schools in the English-speaking world deal with at  
all . . . despite the fact that touch is one of the most basic forms of communica-
tion between people. . . . We need to teach medical students how to touch people.50

	 Siegel’s appeal did not go unheard. A number of medical schools are now training 
their students to decode patients’ nonverbal cues and to provide nonverbal communica-
tion, including touch, to their patients.51 The results of the training are mixed, however; 
as students’ awareness of nonverbal communication increases, their actual performance 
does not.52 Religion and medicine are just two professions in which touch is important 
for ceremonial and curative purposes.
	 Touch varies by gender.53 The findings relating touch with gender indicate the following:

•	 Women value touch more than men do.54

•	 Women are touched more than men, beginning when they are six-month-old girls.55

•	 Women touch female children more often than they touch male children.56

•	 Men and their sons touch each other the least.57

•	 Female students are touched more often and in more places than are male students.58

•	 Males touch others more often than females touch others.59

•	 Males may use touch to indicate power or dominance.60

On the last point, to observe who can touch whom among people in the workplace is inter-
esting. Although fear of being accused of sexual harassment has eliminated a great deal of 
touch except for handshaking, the general nonverbal principle is that the higher-status indi-
vidual gets to initiate touch, but touch is not reciprocal: the president might pat you on the 
back for a job well done, but in our society you don’t pat back. We even see the importance 
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of touch in online communication. Take a look at your Instagram feed and count how often 
you see pictures of people touching. Indeed, new communication tools provide opportunities 
for hundreds or even thousands of people to witness our use of touch with others.61

	 Further, both co-culture, such as gender, and culture determine the frequency and 
kind of nonverbal communication. People from different countries handle nonverbal com-
munication differently—even something as simple as touch.62 Sidney Jourard determined 
the rates of touch per hour among adults from various cultures.63 In a coffee shop, adults 
in San Juan, Puerto Rico, touched 180 times per hour, whereas those in Paris, France, 
touched about 110 times per hour, followed by those in Gainesville, Florida, who touched 
about 2 times per hour, and those in London, England, who touched only once per hour.
	 Touch sends such a powerful message that it has to be handled with responsibility. 
Touch may be welcomed by some in work or clinical settings, but it is equally likely 
that touch is undesirable or annoying. Certainly, touch can be misunderstood in such 
settings.64 When the right to touch is abused, it can result in a breach of trust, anxiety, 
and hostility. When touch is used to communicate concern, caring, and affection, it is 
welcome, desired, and appreciated.

VOCAL CUES
Nonverbal communication includes some sounds, as long as they are not words. We call 
them paralinguistic features—the nonword sounds and nonword characteristics of lan-
guage, such as pitch, volume, rate, and quality. The prefix para means “alongside” or 
“parallel to,” so paralinguistic means “alongside the words or language.”
	 The paralinguistic feature examined here is vocal cues—all of the oral aspects of 
sound except words themselves. Vocal cues include

•	 Pitch: the highness or lowness of your voice
•	 Rate: how rapidly or slowly you speak
•	 Inflection: the variety or changes in pitch
•	 Volume: the loudness or softness of your voice
•	 Quality: the unique resonance of your voice, such as huskiness, nasality, raspiness, 

or whininess
•	 Nonword sounds: “mmh,” “huh,” “ahh,” and the like, as well as pauses or the absence 

of sound used for effect in speaking
•	 Pronunciation: whether or not you say a word correctly
•	 Articulation: whether or not your mouth, tongue, and teeth coordinate to make a 

word understandable to others (such as a lisp)
•	 Enunciation: whether or not you combine pronunciation and articulation to produce 

a word with clarity and distinction so that it can be understood; a person who mum-
bles has an enunciation problem

•	 Silence: the lack of sound

These vocal cues are important because they are linked in our mind with a speaker’s phys-
ical characteristics, emotional state, personality characteristics, gender characteristics, and 
even credibility. For example, when you talk to strangers on the telephone, you form an 
impression of how they look and how their personality might be described. In addition, 
vocal cues, alone, have a persuasive effect for people when they are as young as 12 months.65

	 According to Kramer, vocal cues frequently convey information about the speaker’s 
characteristics, such as age, height, appearance, and body type.66 For example, people 
often associate a high-pitched voice with someone who is female, younger, and/or smaller. 

paralinguistic features
The nonword sounds and 
nonword characteristics 
of language, such as 
pitch, volume, rate, and 
quality.

vocal cues
All of the oral aspects of 
sound except words 
themselves.

pitch
The highness or lowness 
of the voice.

rate
The pace of your speech.

inflection
The variety or changes in 
pitch.

volume
The loudness or softness 
of the voice.

quality
The unique resonance of 
the voice, such as 
huskiness, nasality, 
raspiness, or whininess.

nonword sounds
Sounds like “mmh,” 
“huh,” and “ahh,” as well 
as the pauses or the 
absence of sounds used 
for effect.

pronunciation
Saying a word correctly 
or incorrectly.

articulation
Coordinating one’s 
mouth, tongue, and 
teeth to make words 
understandable to 
others.

enunciation
Combining pronunciation 
and articulation to 
produce a word with 
clarity and distinction.

silence
The lack of sound.
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You may visualize someone who uses a loud voice as being big or someone who speaks 
quickly as being nervous. People who tend to speak slowly and deliberately may be 
perceived as being high-status individuals or as having high credibility.
	 A number of studies have related emotional states to specific vocal cues. Joy and 
hate appear to be the most accurately communicated emotions, whereas shame and love 
are among the most difficult to communicate accurately.67 Joy and hate appear to be 
conveyed by fewer vocal cues, and this makes them less difficult to interpret than emo-
tions such as shame and love, which are conveyed by complex sets of vocal cues. “Active” 
feelings, such as joy and hate, are associated with a loud voice, a high pitch, and a rapid 
rate. Conversely, “passive” feelings, which include affection and sadness, are communi-
cated with a soft voice, a low pitch, and a relatively slow rate.68

	 Personality characteristics also have been related to vocal cues. Dominance, social 
adjustment, and sociability have been clearly correlated with specific vocal cues.69 Irony, 
on the other hand, cannot be determined on the basis of vocal cues alone.70

	 Although the personality characteristics attributed to individuals displaying particular 
vocal cues have not been shown to accurately portray the person, as determined by stan-
dardized personality tests, our impressions affect our interactions. In other words, although 
you may perceive loud-voiced, high-pitched, fast-speaking individuals as dominant, they 
might not be measured as dominant by a personality inventory. Nonetheless, in your 
interactions with such people, you may become increasingly submissive because of your 
perception that they are dominant. In addition, these people may begin to become more 
dominant because they are treated as though they have this personality characteristic.
	 Vocal cues can help a public speaker establish credibility with an audience and can 
clarify the message. Pitch and inflection can be used to make the speech sound aes-
thetically pleasing, to accomplish subtle 
changes in meaning, and to tell an audience 
whether you are asking a question or mak-
ing a statement, being sincere or sarcastic, 
or being doubtful or assertive. A rapid 
speaking rate may indicate you are confi-
dent about speaking in public or you are 
nervously attempting to conclude your 
speech. Variations in volume can be used to 
add emphasis or to create suspense. Enun-
ciation is especially important in public 
speaking because of the increased size of 
the audience and the fewer opportunities for 
direct feedback. Pauses can be used in a 
public speech to create dramatic effect and 
to arouse audience interest. Vocalized 
pauses—“ah,” “uh-huh,” “um,” and so on—
are not desirable in public speaking and 
may distract the audience.
	 Silence is a complex behavior steeped in 
contradictions. During interpersonal conver-
sations, public speeches, and group discus-
sions, silence can be used strategically to 
your advantage. Intentionally being silent can 
create a dramatic pause to build drama or 
punctuate a point.71 When presenting or dis-
cussing difficult information, silence can 

engaging diversity
An International Education at Home
Colleges and universities in the United States remain a desti-
nation of choice for international college students. During the 
2013–2014 academic year, a record 886,052 international 
students enrolled in American higher education, according to 
a study conducted by the Institute of International Education 
in partnership with the U.S. Department of State. Because 
this trend is expected to continue, you will increasingly work 
alongside students from other cultures.
	 How will you learn to work with these students in teams? 
Should you ask them about their home customs, dress, and 
use of nonverbal symbols to say hello? While you could simply 
ignore those issues and interact with international students 
as if they were Americans, you would be missing an opportu-
nity to learn. By talking about nonverbal and other communica-
tion behaviors with your international peers, you could gain 
valuable information that could improve your communication 
when you have opportunities to travel abroad or eventually 
work with people from other cultures. Culturally based nonver-
bal behaviors are among the most interesting and easily 
learned communication behaviors in other cultures.

Source: 2014 Open Doors Report (2014, November 17). Institute for Interna-
tional Education (www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Publications/Open-Doors).
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allow listeners time to process and give meaning to your statements. On the other hand, 
silence may signal the dark side of communication. People in power, in dominant cultures, 
or in positions of authority may silence others. Those with whom they come in contact may 
be marginalized or embarrassed and feel that they must remain silent because of sexism, 
racism, taboo, incidents of violence or abuse, shame, or a hostile environment.72

CLOTHING AND ARTIFACTS
Objectics, or object language, is the study of the human use of clothing and artifacts as 
nonverbal codes. Artifacts are ornaments or adornments you display that hold communicative 
potential, including jewelry, hairstyles, cosmetics, automobiles, canes, watches, shoes, port-
folios, hats, glasses, tattoos, body piercings, and even the fillings in teeth. Your clothing and 
other adornments communicate your age, gender, status, role, socioeconomic class, group 
memberships, personality, and relation to the opposite sex. Dresses are seldom worn by men, 
low-cut gowns are not the choice of shy women, bright colors are avoided by reticent people, 
and the most recent Paris fashions are seldom seen in the small towns of America.
	 These cues also indicate the time in history, the time of day, the climate, and one’s 
culture.73 Clothing and artifacts provide physical and psychological protection, and they 
are used to spur sexual attraction and to indicate self-concept. Your clothing and artifacts 
clarify the sort of person you believe you are.74 They permit personal expression,75 and 
they satisfy your need for creative self-expression.76

	 Many studies have established a relationship between an individual’s clothing and 
artifacts and his or her characteristics. Conforming to current styles is correlated with an 
individual’s desire to be accepted and liked.77 In addition, individuals feel that clothing 
is important in forming first impressions.78

	 Perhaps of more importance are the studies that consider the relationship between 
clothing and an observer’s perception of that person. In an early study, clothing was 
shown to affect others’ impressions of status and personality traits.79 People also seem 
to base their acceptance of others on their clothing and artifacts. In another early study, 
women who were asked to describe the most popular women they knew cited clothing 

as the most important characteristic.80

	 Clothing also communicates authority and people’s roles. 
Physicians have historically worn a white coat to indicate their 
role. For many people the white coat signified healing and better 
health. As the white coat has begun to be phased out, however, 
the physician’s ability to persuade patients to follow advice may 
have declined as well. Thus, physicians may need to learn alter-
native symbolic means of persuasion.81

	 As the world has become more interconnected, we have become 
increasingly aware of how people dress in other cultures. The dress 
of the Muslim woman, which tends to be modest and consist of loose 
and fairly heavy materials, is distinctive. Some Muslim women cover 
their entire bodies, including the face and/or hands, whereas others 
wear a simple hijab on their heads, with long sleeves and long skirts. 
Others modify this look with head scarves and Western-style cloth-
ing. Muslim women in Saudi Arabia are among the most conserva-
tively dressed, with dark colors and bodies totally covered by abayas 
and chadors, whereas Muslim women in Malaysia wear bright 
colors, jewelry, makeup, and scarves in place of the traditional head 
pieces, and they may sport long skirts with slits up the side.
	 Indian people are well represented in universities, technology 
fields, and medicine in the United States. Some women from India 
who are Hindu may wear dhotis and saris, at least for formal occasions. 

objectics
Also called object 
language; the study of 
the human use of 
clothing and artifacts as 
nonverbal codes.

artifacts
Ornaments or 
adornments you display 
that hold communicative 
potential.

•  What do you conclude 
about this person based 
on the artifacts?
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Although the skirts are long, frequently the middle area of the body can be glimpsed in 
these outfits. Additionally, because a number of Mormons have been actively engaged in 
politics, including running for the U.S. presidency, their unique clothing has been discussed.
	 Christian crosses have been banned in most public elementary schools in the United 
States and Europe.82 The cross has become associated with gangs, and the reasoning is 
that by prohibiting the cross, schools might curtail gang behavior. In some schools, 
religious symbols of other major religions are allowed, whereas other schools have 
banned all religious symbols. Needless to say, parents and school boards have been vocal 
in their debates over such prohibitions.
	 Body modifications are a type of artifact. They include tattoos and piercing, which 
have been popular in recent years. Although they can be removed, the procedures may 
be both costly and time-intensive. What do tattoos signal to others? Most people prob-
ably choose to adorn themselves with tattoos and piercings because they believe such 
artifacts add to their overall attractiveness. A recent study, however, showed some dif-
ferent findings. Men with tattoos were viewed as more dominant than nontattooed men, 
and women with tattoos were seen as less healthy than women without tattoos. These 
findings hold implications for a biological signaling effect of tattoos.83

Ways to Improve Nonverbal Communication
Skills in being able to effectively interpret and respond to nonverbal cues vary greatly 
among individuals.84 You can improve your understanding of nonverbal communication, 
though, by being sensitive to context, audience, and feedback.
	 The context includes the physical setting, the occasion, and the situation. In conver-
sation, your vocal cues are rarely a problem unless you stutter, stammer, lisp, or are 
affected by some speech pathology. Paralinguistic features loom large in importance in 
small-group communication, in which you have to adapt to the distance and to a variety 
of receivers. These features are perhaps most important in public speaking because you 
have to adjust volume and rate, you have to enunciate more clearly, and you have to 
introduce more vocal variety to keep the audience’s attention. The strategic use of pauses 
and silence is also more apparent in public speaking than it is in an interpersonal context 
in conversations or small-group discussion.
	 The occasion and physical setting also affect the potential meaning of a nonverbal 
cue. For example, when would it be appropriate for you to wear a cap over unwashed, 
uncombed hair and when would doing so be interpreted as inappropriate? The distance 
at which you communicate may be different based on the setting and the occasion: you 
may stand farther away from people in formal situations when space allows but closer 
to family members or to strangers in an elevator.
	 The audience makes a difference in your nonverbal communication, so you have to 
adapt. When speaking to children, you must use a simple vocabulary and careful enun-
ciation, articulation, and pronunciation. With an older audience or with younger audi-
ences whose hearing has been impaired by too much loud music, you must adapt your 
volume. Generally, children and older people in both interpersonal and public-speaking 
situations appreciate slower speech. Also, adaptation to an audience may determine your 
choice of clothing, hairstyle, and jewelry. For instance, a shaved head, a facial piercing, 
and a shirt open to the navel will not go over well in a job interview unless you are 
trying for a job as an entertainer.
	 Your attention to giving feedback can be very important in helping others interpret your 
nonverbal cues that might otherwise distract your listeners. For example, some pregnant 
women avoid questions and distraction by wearing a shirt that says, “I’m not fat, I’m preg-
nant”; such feedback prevents listeners from wondering instead of listening. Similarly, your 
listeners’ own descriptive feedback—giving quizzical looks, staring, or nodding off—can 
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signal you to talk louder, introduce 
variety, restate your points, or clarify 
your message.
	 If your conversational partner or 
audience does not provide you with 
feedback, what can you do? Practice 
asking questions and checking on the 
perceptions of others with whom you 
communicate. Silence has many 
meanings, and you sometimes must 
take great effort to interpret the lack 
of feedback in a communicative set-
ting. You can also consider your past 
experience with particular individuals 
or a similar audience. Do they ever 
provide feedback? Under what cir-
cumstances are they expressive? How 
can you become more accurate in 
your interpretation of their feedback?
	 Although this chapter only intro-
duces you to nonverbal communica-
tion, you know that your success in 
college and in the workplace is depen-
dent on your sensitivity to nonverbal 
cues and your ability to alter familiar 
nonverbal cues, given the context and 
the situation. The following are some 
suggestions offered by professors and 
employers:

1.	 Establish eye contact and  
demonstrate interest through 
bodily movement and the use of 
space. Both professors and 
employers observe that students 
and new workers appear to be 
tied to their handheld devices. 
How much time do you spend 
on Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube? Do you plan on 
“media-free” time while in class, 
while studying, and while at 
work? In a recent study,

	 professors attempted to curtail the use of text messaging in class by using positive 
facial expression, standing closer to the students, using a relaxed stance, and speaking 
in an animated manner, but these behaviors did not discourage the use of handheld 
devices.85 If your professors cannot influence your behavior, consider what you might 
do to show interest and to avoid being distracted.

2.	 Recognize that others may use time differently than you do. It is always important 
to attend class and to be on time. Your professor probably offers office hours. Take 
advantage of meeting with him or her during these scheduled times, rather than 

sizing things up
Berkeley Nonverbal Expressiveness Questionnaire
In this chapter you learned that your nonverbal communication is 
used to express meaning generally and emotion in particular. Each 
statement below describes ways in which you express your emotions 
through nonverbal communication. Respond to each statement using 
the following scale. A guide for interpreting your responses appears 
at the end of the chapter.

1 = Strongly disagree
2
3
4 = Neutral
5
6
7 = Strongly agree

	 1.	Whenever I feel positive emotions, people can easily see ex-
actly what I am feeling.

	 2.	 I sometimes cry during sad movies.
	 3.	 People often do not know what I am feeling.
	 4.	 I laugh out loud when someone tells me a joke that I think is 

funny.
	 5.	 It is difficult for me to hide my fear.
	 6.	When I’m happy, my feelings show.
	 7.	My body reacts very strongly to emotional situations.
	 8.	 I’ve learned it is better to suppress my anger than to show it.
	 9.	No matter how nervous or upset I am, I tend to keep a calm 

exterior.
	10.	 I am an emotionally expressive person.
	11.	 I have strong emotions.
	12.	 I am sometimes unable to hide my feelings, even though I 

would like to.
	13.	Whenever I feel negative emotions, people can easily see 

exactly what I am feeling.
	14.	 There have been times when I have not been able to stop 

crying even though I tried to stop.
	15.	 I experience my emotions very strongly.
	16.	What I’m feeling is written all over my face.

Source: Copyright © 1997 by the American Psychological Association. Reproduced with 
permission. Gross, J. J., & John, O. P. (1997). Revealing feelings: Facets of emotional 
expressivity in self-reports, peer ratings, and behavior. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 72, 435–448.
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waiting until the last minute and 
then demanding an emergency 
meeting or having an electronic 
“meltdown.”

3.	 Manage your time just as your 
professors and employers do. Find 
time to do your homework, to 
study for exams, to write papers, 
and to meet with your study 
groups. Similarly, go to work on 
time or earlier, stay until your 
shift or time is completed, and do 
your job while you are at work.

4.	 Manage your time in your 
interactions with others. Allow 
others to share their experiences, 
and be willing to exchange talk 
time. Do you tend to interrupt or 
overlap your professors or 
employers? Allow other people a 
full hearing.

5.	 Be aware that most professors and 
most employers are not interested 
in a personal relationship. Do not 
engage in romantic behaviors with 
either one. Touching, using 
intimate physical space, requiring 
time alone after hours, and 
engaging in other such behaviors 
are generally inappropriate.

6.	 Dress appropriately for school  
and for work. Students have 
assumed very relaxed standards for 
classroom attire. If your college 
allows revealing casual clothes, 
you may be able to dress  
similarly. However, you will want 
to consider dressing more 
conservatively for your job. Some 
work sites do not even allow jeans.

7.	 Avoid using overly dramatic 
nonverbal behaviors to 
intentionally or unintentionally 
signal disagreement with a 
professor, employer, or friend. 
Most people appreciate hearing 
about differences in opinions, but 
they do not value sneers or being 
mocked.

engaging diversity
Understanding Differences in Nonverbal Communication
A variety of characteristics can be used to identify distinctions among 
cultures—many of which include nonverbal differences in how we use 
gestures, space, touch, and even time. If you come from a country 
other than the United States, the amount of nonverbal adaptation you 
will need to undertake depends on how similar your culture is to U.S. 
culture. Although many nonverbal characteristics will likely be similar—
the use of facial expression to convey emotion, for instance—there are 
also likely to be several differences. Understanding those differences 
can help you avoid misperceiving others and potentially avoid creating 
misperceptions yourself. Key considerations include the following:

•	 Americans tend to expect consistent uses of space. In normal 
conversations, U.S. speakers tend to stay in Hall’s personal 
distance zone. Standing closer can violate expectations and 
cause discomfort and unease; standing farther apart can be 
perceived as unfriendly. Unless you are very close to another 
person, touching is generally considered a violation of space 
rather than a signal of warmth, particularly among adults.

•	 A greater emphasis is placed on verbal messages. Although most 
communication is still done nonverbally during interactions, U.S. 
speakers tend to be verbally explicit in terms of describing feel-
ings, opinions, and thoughts. A non-native speaker may need to 
be more explicit and should not assume that such explicitness 
is rude—such directness is simply a cultural characteristic.

•	 U.S. uses of emblems are often for less formal messages. Com-
monly used emblems range from obscene gestures to specific 
emblems representing athletic teams. Unlike emblems in other 
cultures, very few U.S. emblems signify status or respect.

•	  Eye contact is expected. In nearly every communication situa-
tion, consistent eye contact is viewed positively as a signal of 
confidence, warmth, and attentiveness. Even in situations in 
which there are strong power differences, such as the commu-
nication between a supervisor and an employee, eye contact 
is desirable; a lack of consistent eye contact can cause you to 
be viewed as untrustworthy or noncredible.

•	 For vocal characteristics, bigger tends to be better. Listeners 
tend to react positively to speakers who have strong volume, 
good vocal variety, and forceful projection and articulation.

	 As a general principle, U.S. speakers tend to be expressive with 
most nonverbal behaviors, though such expressiveness is typically 
not found with respect to space and touch. You will notice many 
other cultural characteristics of U.S. nonverbal behavior as you gain 
more experience observing native speakers. You may integrate 
some of those differences into your own communication repertoire; 
others you may dismiss. Being observant and asking native speak-
ers about their use of various nonverbal behaviors, as well as their 
expectations for how others use those behaviors, will help non-
native speakers develop their own skills more quickly.
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be ready... for what’s next
Learning to Say It Like It Is
As you progress through your college and professional career, you will have opportunities to take on 
greater levels of responsibility. For example, you will work in teams with individuals who are perhaps 
older and have more experience. Learning to sound confident in those situations could impact how 
people perceive you. Being confident is communicated through your nonverbal behaviors. One of the 
best ways to improve perceptions of your confidence is through your use of paralanguage. You can 
practice paralanguage by reading text out loud at least once a week, recording yourself, and then critiqu-
ing how well you enunciate, use vocal variety, rate, and other paralinguistic vocal cues. Learning to use 
paralanguage effectively will cause people to perceive you as more confident, which will likely open new 
opportunities for growth for you.

Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Nonverbal communication is defined as the process of 
using messages other than words to create meaning 
with others.

2.	 Verbal and nonverbal codes work in conjunction with 
each other in six ways: to repeat, to emphasize, to com-
plement, to contradict, to substitute, and to regulate.

3.	 People often have difficulty interpreting nonverbal codes 
because

•	 They use the same code to communicate a variety of 
meanings.

•	 They use a variety of codes to communicate the 
same meaning.

4.	 Nonverbal codes consist of nonword symbols, such as 
the following:

•	 Bodily movements and facial expression include pos-
ture, gestures, and other bodily movements and fa-
cial expressions, known as kinesics.

•	 Bodily appearance includes how physically attractive 
one is.

•	 Proxemics is the study of the human use of space 
and distance.

•	 Temporal communication, or chronemics, is the way 
people organize and use time and the messages 
that are created because of their organization and 
use of that time.

•	 Tactile communication is the use of touch in 
communication.

•	 Paralinguistic features include the nonword sounds 
and nonword characteristics of language, such as 
pitch, volume, rate, and quality.

•	 Objectics, or object language, is the study of the hu-
man use of clothing and artifacts as nonverbal 
codes.

5.	 The types of bodily movement are posture, gestures, 
and facial expression.

6.	 Physical attraction affects how other people treat us, 
how socially successful we are, with whom we have a 
relationship, how credible we are, and how persuasive 
we are.

7.	 Personal space is affected by one’s size and one’s bio-
logical sex.

8.	 Objects are used in communication to indicate one’s 
age, gender, status, role, socioeconomic class, group 
memberships, personality, and relationship to the oppo-
site sex.

9.	 You can solve some of the difficulties in interpreting 
nonverbal codes if you

•	 Consider all the variables in each communication 
situation.

•	 Consider all the available verbal and nonverbal 
codes.

•	 Use descriptive feedback to minimize misunder-
standings.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:
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Key Terms
Adaptors
Affect displays
Articulation
Artifacts
Chronemics
Complementing
Contradicting
Emblems
Emphasizing
Enunciation
Illustrators

Inflection
Kinesics
Nonverbal codes
Nonverbal communication
Nonword sounds
Objectics
Paralinguistic features
Pitch
Pronunciation
Proxemics

Quality
Rate
Regulating
Regulators
Repeating
Silence
Substituting
Tactile communication
Vocal cues
Volume

Study Questions
  1.	 What is included in nonverbal communication?

a.	 only vocalized cues
b.	 only nonvocalized cues
c.	 nonword vocalizations as well as nonvocalized 

cues
d.	 vocalized words

  2.	 Nonverbal codes work together with vocalized words to

a.	 generalize and broaden.
b.	 analyze and synthesize.
c.	 confuse and distinguish.
d.	 contradict and substitute.

  3.	One of the difficulties of interpreting nonverbal 
codes is

a.	 one code may communicate several different 
meanings.

b.	 no two nonverbal codes communicate the same 
meaning.

c.	 each nonverbal cue has only one perceived 
meaning.

d.	 observers can easily distinguish meaning from spe-
cific nonverbal cues.

  4.	 Bodily movement, facial expression, the use of time, 
and vocal cues, among other actions, are examples of

a.	 kinesics.
b.	 complementation.
c.	 nonverbal codes.
d.	 adaptors.

  5.	 What type of nonverbal cue is most likely to be used to 
fulfill a personal psychological need?

a.	 emblem
b.	 adaptor
c.	 illustrator
d.	 chronemic

  6.	 Pointing to your wrist while asking for the 
time is an example of a(n)

a.	 adaptor.
b.	 illustrator.
c.	 regulator.
d.	 emblem.

  7.	 Compared with those who are unattract-
ive, physically attractive people

a.	 tend to be snobbish.
b.	 never learn how to work well with others.
c.	 are more likely to wait until they are 

older to marry.
d.	 are treated differently as children.

  8.	 Shaking hands while saying “hello” is an example of

a.	 regulating.
b.	 repeating.
c.	 emphasizing.
d.	 complementing.

  9.	 In relation to gender and tactile communication, which 
of the following is true?

a.	 Females and their daughters touch each other the 
least.

b.	 Men value touch more than women do.
c.	 Women are touched more than men.
d.	 Females touch others more often than males touch 

others.

10.	 Which of the following provide physical and psychological 
protection, permit personal expression, and communi-
cate age, gender, socioeconomic class, and personality?

a.	 vocal cues
b.	 affect displays
c.	 illustrators
d.	 artifacts

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (c); 2. (d); 3. (a); 4. (c); 5. (b); 6. (b); 7. (d); 8. (c); 9. (c); 10. (d)
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Critical Thinking
1.	 When speaking verbally, we use paralanguage to supply 

important information about syntax that would normally 
be visible in written text. How do you naturally relay syn-
tax using such paralinguistic vocal cues? What errors 
could you potentially make with paralanguage that could 
make your syntax difficult to follow? Besides paralan-
guage, are there other ways to use nonverbal behaviors 
to make spoken syntax easier to follow?

2.	 When you are at the library or other public place, note 
how people “mark their territory.” Do they use their 
backpack or purse, books, or nothing at all? Also 
observe the size of people’s personal space. Does one 
gender have a smaller space than the other? Does age 
make a difference? In what situations does that distance 
decrease?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Berkeley Nonverbal Expressiveness Questionnaire

Simple observation suggests that some people are just 
more nonverbally expressive than others. Whereas one per-
son may remain stiff and deadpan, another may appear to 
be landing planes based on the nature of how he or she 
naturally gestures. The nonverbal expressiveness question-
naire assesses the extent to which a person “leaks” im-
plicit meanings (especially emotional) through nonverbal 
behaviors. Although this scale is typically used to assess 
expressiveness, you will notice that expressivity is enacted, 
based on these statements, through nonverbal cues.
	 The expressivity scale taps three dimensions of nonverbal/ 
emotional expressivity. To achieve a score for each dimension, 
simply average the values for each item after reverse-coding 
the items below with the “(R)” next to the item number; 
higher values indicate higher levels for that dimension. To 
reverse-code items indicated below, take your original 
responses and make a 1 become a 7, a 2 become a 6, or a 
3 become a 5. If you answered initially with a 7, 6, or 5,  

do the opposite. After reverse-coding your answers, average 
all questions related to each of the three dimensions.

•	 Negative expressivity. The extent to which others ob-
serve you feeling negative emotions, such as nervous-
ness, fear, and anger. The following items are included in 
this dimension: 9(R), 13, 16, 3(R), 5, and 8(R).

•	 Positive expressivity. The extent to which others can ob-
serve you experiencing positive emotions, such as hap-
piness and joy. The following items should be averaged 
for this dimension: 6, 1, 4, and 10.

•	 Impulse strength. The extent to which you can control, 
diminish, or manage your emotional expression. Items 
for this dimension are 15, 11, 14, 7, 2, and 12.

	 You can also average all questions to obtain an overall 
expressiveness value. Higher overall scores indicate, regard-
less of positive or negative emotions, how expressive you are.
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listening  
and critical thinking

Listening is our most frequently used but least studied communication skill. In this 
chapter you will learn about the listening process, some factors that can inhibit 
effective listening, different types of listening, and strategies for becoming a more 
effective listener. Our hope is that you will learn that listening, like any other com-
munication behavior, is a skill that must be developed through forethought and 
practice.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Discuss three reasons why listening is important in our lives.

2.	 Define and describe various types of listening as a process.

3.	 Analyze how noise, perceptions, and your own characteristics can influence the listening 
process.

4.	 Use critical thinking, nonverbal, and verbal strategies to become a better listener.

5.	 Adapt strategies for effective listening to specific situations, including the workplace, the 
classroom, and mediated environments.

6.	 Engage in ethical listening behaviors.

5chapter
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ur listening skills begin to develop when we are young children 
as our family members and friends read aloud or simply recount 
stories. Through stories, we learn to recognize and remember details, iden-
tify patterns and plots, and pick up on certain emotional cues. As we transi-
tion into adulthood, we must continue to refine these listening skills.

Since 2003, the StoryCorps project of NPR has collected over 50,000 stories about 
people’s lives. By visiting storycorps.org, you can access thousands of stories that represent 
the widest array of human emotions. In his book Listening is an Act of Love, Dave Isay, a 

founder of StoryCorps, commented, “If we take time to listen, we’ll 
find wisdom, wonder, and poetry in the lives and stories of 

the people all around us.”1 As you listen to stories on 
the website, take note of how you recognize the 

emotions behind the story. What did the speakers 
say or do to help you better understand their explicit 
and implicit meanings? If you were in a room with 
the authors as they told their stories, how would 
you react? By continuing to practice your listening 
to stories, you not only will find personal fulfillment 
but will also continue to develop and refine your 
listening skills.

As you will learn, listening is one of the most 
frequent communication behaviors you will practice. In this 

chapter you will learn ways to identify your strengths and areas 
for improvement as a listener in all types of contexts.

O

The Importance of Listening in Our Lives
Listening is one of our most common communication activities. The International Listen-
ing Association studies surveying individuals on how much time they spend reading, 
writing,studies surveying individuals on how much time they spend reading, writing, speak-
ing, and listening. Across those studies, people spend an average of 44% of their time 
listening, followed by speaking (25%), reading (13%), and writing (11%).2 Even when you 
consider digitally mediated communication, we still spend a great deal of time listening. 
Figure 1 shows results of a recent study observing that people spent 63% of their time 
listening to some degree, with the largest amount of time spent listening to others in face-
to-face situations. The rest of their time dedicated to communication activities was spent 
speaking, reading, and writing. Given how important listening is to our work as commu-
nicators, learning to listen well is critical.
	 As you can imagine from the amount of time we spend listening to others, listening 
helps us accomplish important things. Listening helps us build and maintain relationships 
and can even help us determine whether the person we are talking to is being deceitful. 
How do we learn to be better listeners in our interpersonal relationships? A study reported 
by Andrew Ledbetter and Paul Schrodt found that listening skills and behaviors are 
influenced by family communication patterns we experience early in life. As they noted, 
“When families create an environment where family members are encouraged to openly 

© Comstock Images/JupiterImages RF
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discuss a variety of topics, children may be more likely to learn how to process 
complex and ambiguous information without anxiety.”3

	 Listening is also recognized as an essential skill for business success.4 When reflecting 
on their business successes, executives like Bill Marriott note that their most important 
lesson was to create cultures in which managers listen to employees for ideas on how to 
do things more effectively and efficiently. As a result, better decisions are made.5 Cultures 
that emphasize listening can also reduce misunderstandings between co-workers and help 
managers be perceived as more caring toward their employees.6 In addition to promoting 
internal cultures of listening, the rapid growth of social media has forced organizations of 
all types to place a greater emphasis on social media listening.7 Social media listening 
occurs when an organization actively monitors and responds to messages on any type of 
social media platform. By actively listening to social media messages, organizations are 
able to track what consumers are saying about their products or services and then use that 
information to make improvements. Many organizations are even creating sophisticated 
social media listening/command centers through which they can actively engage and 
respond to customers on social media to build brand awareness and excitement. Both 
internally and externally, listening is one of the key elements of effective business strategy.

Defining Listening
John Dewey, a twentieth-century educational and social philosopher, observed in his book 
The Public and Its Problems that true democracy happens when we take time to listen 
to the people around us—our friends and family, our neighbors, and the people in our 
community.8 Dewey’s observation seems intuitive; however, how often have you “faked” 
listening? Your friend may tell you about something that happened to him or her, but 
you only “half listened,” or you listened to a neighbor talk about a community event but 
quickly forgot about it. In fact, good listening is hard and takes sustained effort. Learn-
ing to be an effective listener starts with understanding what the listening process involves 
and then progresses to trying to improve how you enact that process.
	 The first step in learning about listening is to understand the distinction between hear-
ing and listening. Hearing is simply the act of receiving sound. Although much of this 
chapter is devoted to listening rather than hearing, there are important things to learn about 
the physical act of hearing. First, your listening behaviors now will influence your hearing 
later in life.9 In fact, many audiologists warn that young adults and even children should 
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Figure 1
Proportions of time spent  
by college students in 
communication activities. 
Source: Janusik, L., Fullenkamp, 
L., & Partese, L. (2015). Listening 
facts. International Listening 
Association.
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social media listening
The active monitoring of 
and response to messages 
on social media platforms 
by businesses or other 
types of organizations.

hearing
The act of receiving 
sound.

listening
The active process of 
receiving, constructing 
meaning from, and 
responding to spoken 
and/or nonverbal 
messages. It involves the 
ability to retain 
information, as well as to 
react empathically and/
or appreciatively to 
spoken and/or 
nonverbal messages.

active listening
Involved listening with a 
purpose.

empathic listening
Listening with a purpose 
and attempting to 
understand the other 
person’s perspective.

critical listening
Listening that challenges 
the speaker’s message by 
evaluating its accuracy, 
meaningfulness, and 
utility.
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be careful when listening to music using headphones or earbuds. 
When using lower-quality earbuds that do not block external noise, 
people have a tendency to increase the volume to levels that can cause 
long-term damage to their hearing. Even without hearing loss stem-
ming from loud noise, some people have other physical problems 
with their hearing. Tinnitus is a condition that results in a constant 
“ringing” in the ears. The American Tinnitus Association (www.ata.
org) estimates that over 50 million Americans experience tinnitus to 
some degree—the condition can be caused by many factors, ranging 
from allergies to certain types of benign tumors. Thus, we should not 
assume that everyone can hear equally well, even those in your group 
of friends.
	 Hearing is not the same as listening. Listening, as defined by 
the International Listening Association, is “the active process of 
receiving, constructing meaning from, and responding to spoken 
and/or nonverbal messages. It involves the ability to retain infor-
mation, as well as to react empathically and/or appreciatively to 
spoken and/or nonverbal messages.”10 Active listening is “involved 
listening with a purpose.”11 Active listening includes (1) listening 
carefully by using all available senses, (2) paraphrasing what we 
hear both mentally and verbally, (3) checking our understanding 
to ensure accuracy, and (4) providing feedback. Feedback consists 
of verbal and nonverbal responses to the speaker and the speaker’s 
message.
	 Active listening can occur in different forms, including empathic 
listening and critical listening:

•	 Empathic listening is attempting to understand the perspective of the other person. 
You engage in empathic listening by using both mindfulness, which is being “fully 
engaged in the moment,”12 and empathy, which is the ability to perceive another 
person’s worldview as if it were your own.

•	 In critical listening you challenge the speaker’s message by evaluating its accuracy, 
meaningfulness, and utility. Critical listening and critical thinking go hand in hand: 
you cannot listen critically if you do not think critically. Skills in critical listening are 
especially important because we 
are constantly bombarded with 
commercials, telemarketing calls, 
and other persuasive messages.

	 Not all listening is active listen-
ing. Listening for enjoyment occurs 
in situations that are relaxing, fun, or 
emotionally stimulating. Whether you 
are listening to your favorite band or 
just have YouTube videos playing in 
the background, we often use sound 
to create an escape from other activi-
ties or even to provide simple back-
ground noise while we perform other 
tasks. Besides aiding relaxation, lis-
tening to enjoyable music can even 
reduce pain for hospital patients.13

•  Listening for enjoyment 
is an easy way to relax.
© Ken Wramton/Taxi/Getty 
Images

communicating
	 creatively

listening for enjoyment
Listening that occurs in 
situations involving 
relaxing, fun, or 
emotionally stimulating 
information.

Music and Critical Thinking
As presented here, you may assume that listening for enjoyment 
and critical listening are two separate behaviors. While this is true 
in some situations, you can practice critical listening skills even 
while listening for enjoyment. Music has long been a vehicle for 
artists to express socially relevant messages. When you listen to 
music, carefully follow the lyrics to try to discern what messages 
the artist is attempting to reveal. For instance, how might the 
message behind Hozier’s “Take Me to Church” be contrasted with 
the message of Colton Dixon’s “I’ll Be the Light”? Thinking critically 
about your music is both enjoyable and useful as you develop your 
skills as a critical listener.
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The Process of Listening
The process of listening is summarized in figure 2. As the illustration shows, we receive 
stimuli (such as music, words, or sounds) in the ear, where the smallest bones in the 
body translate the vibrations into sensations registered by the brain. The brain focuses 
on the sensations and gives them meaning. Your brain might, for example, recognize the 
first few bars of a favorite song, the voice of a favorite artist, or the sound of a police 
siren. On hearing these sounds, you immediately know what they mean. Your interpreted 
message is then stored in your memory for immediate use or future recall.14

	 As we discuss later, people create many obstacles to effective listening. Not all 
obstacles, however, are the fault of lazy, unethical, or ineffective listeners. Because listen-
ing is a process, natural barriers present themselves at various stages. In the following 
sections, these natural barriers are explained for each major step in the listening process: 
attention, working memory, short-term memory, and long-term memory.

ATTENTION
Anyone who has been a student has heard the command “Pay attention!” What exactly are 
teachers expecting when they say this? Paying attention means controlling your selective 
and automatic attention.15 Selective attention is the sustained focus we give to things that 
are important. Your favorite music, conversation with your friend, statements made by your 
date over dinner, and your professor at the front of the class are things that draw your 
selective attention. Selective attention is a form of selective perception (see the chapter on 
perception, self, and communication). In contrast, automatic attention is the instinctive 
focus we give to important things we experience in our surroundings. A siren, a loud noise, 
your name shouted from across the room, or a new person walking into the room can 
capture your automatic attention. In any listening situation we must manage our selective 
attention to keep it from being overwhelmed by our automatic attention. In essence, in 

saying “Pay attention,” your teacher is asking you to ignore your automatic attention and 
focus your selective attention. In practicing your attention skills, you should not 
assume that selective attention means paying attention to only one thing. Studies 

selective attention
The sustained focus we 
give to stimuli we deem 
important.

automatic attention
The instinctive focus we 
give to stimuli signaling 
a change in our 
surroundings, stimuli 
that we deem important, 
or stimuli that we 
perceive to signal 
danger.

Short-term
memory

Long-term memoryAttention

Listener

Working
memory

Schema

Schema

Schema

Schema

Schema

Stimulus/
sound

Figure 2
The listening process.
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exploring how people use social media and the Internet suggest that we actually learn to 
quickly scan our surroundings and assess the importance of several items of interest as 
they relate to one another.16 Think about the timeline in a Twitter feed. Obviously, you 
would not open Twitter and focus on only one tweet; rather, you would quickly scan hours’ 
worth of tweets from those you follow to see what is trending. In other words, you quickly 
give selective attention to each tweet and then determine what trends are present.
	 Our ability to quickly scan social media is a valuable and transferable skill. Being 
able to scan, read, and react to situations, both virtual and face-to-face, is useful in a 
variety of personal and professional situations. Be warned, however, that over-relying on 
this use of selective attention can cause problems. A recent study found that when stu-
dents text or use social media during class, their performance on quizzes and tests can 
drop by as much as one-and-a-half letter grades.17 Allowing your selective attention to 
scan too much of your environment can overwhelm your ability to make meaning of 
specific, and perhaps important, stimuli.

WORKING MEMORY
Once we have paid selective attention to relevant sounds and stimuli, our brain must 
initially process and make sense of those stimuli. Working memory is the part of our 
consciousness that interprets and assigns meaning to things we hear. Our working mem-
ory looks for shortcuts when processing information. When you hear people speak, your 
working memory quickly recognizes patterns of sounds that represent words, phrases, 
and ideas. Using your prior knowledge, which is stored in long-term memory, your work-
ing memory assigns meaning to what you are hearing and allows you to respond. Thus, 
when you hear a family member say, “A storm is coming,” your working memory allows 
you to assign meaning to that sentence and plan your travel or other actions in anticipa-
tion of what that sentence means. The patterns we recognize and respond to with work-
ing memory resources are critical for effective and efficient communication with others.
	 Working memory uses patterns of words or other symbols stored in long-term mem-
ory to apply these shortcuts for assigning meaning. Not surprisingly, research has found 
that when children have difficulty with language development, they have less efficient 
working memory.18 That is, when children do not learn language skills and develop strong 
vocabularies, their working memory must work harder to decipher new information. Of 
course, the opposite is also true. Helping children develop strong language skills early 
in life will likely help them become better listeners later.

SHORT-TERM MEMORY
Once interpreted in working memory, information is sent to either short-term or long-
term memory. Short-term memory is a temporary storage place for information. All of 
us use short-term memory to retain thoughts needed for immediate use. You might think 
of short-term memory as being similar to a Post-it note. You will use the information 
on the note for a quick reference but will soon discard it or decide to write it down in 
a more secure location.
	 We constantly use short-term memory, but it is the least efficient of our memory 
resources. Classic studies in the field of psychology have documented that short-term 
memory is limited in both the quantity of information stored and the length of time 
information is retained.19 In terms of quantity, short-term memory is limited to five to 
nine “bits” of information. A bit of information is any organized unit of information, 
including sounds, letters, words, sentences, or something less concrete, such as ideas, 
depending on the ability of working memory to recognize patterns. For instance, 
experts in a particular area can recognize patterns easily, and therefore can organize 

working memory
The part of our 
consciousness that 
interprets and assigns 
meaning to stimuli we 
pay attention to.

short-term memory
A temporary storage 
place for information.
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large amounts of information into a single bit. Nonexperts have more dif-
ficulty in recognizing patterns and must therefore use more bits to organize 
the same amount of information. You experienced this as you learned lan-
guage. When you began reading, you processed each letter individually. As 
you became better at reading, you naturally started to process words, then 
phrases, and then entire paragraphs or even pages of text as a bit of infor-
mation within your short-term memory.
	 If your short-term memory becomes overloaded (for average people, 
more than nine bits of information), you begin to forget. Short-term memory 
is also limit ed to about 20 seconds in duration unless some strategy, such 
as rehearsal, is used. If you quickly scan and rehearse a definition from your 
textbook in preparation for a quiz, you will likely remember it. However, if 
something breaks your concentration and you stop rehearsing the definition, 
the words will likely be lost. Unfortunately, many listeners rely too much on 
short-term memory during the listening process. Researchers in the field of 

communication have found that individuals recall only 50% of a message immediately 
after listening to it and only 25% after a short delay.20 Relying on our short-term mem-
ory is not a substitute for trying to encode information into long-term memory.

LONG-TERM MEMORY
Information processed in working memory can also be stored in long-term memory for 
later recall. Similarly, information temporarily stored in short-term memory can be 
deemed important and subsequently stored in long-term memory. If short-term memory 
is the Post-it note in the listening process, long-term memory is the supercomputer. 
Long-term memory is our permanent storage place for information, including but not 
limited to past experiences; language; values; knowledge; images of people; memories 
of sights, sounds, and smells; and even fantasies. Unlike short-term memory, long-term 
memory has no known limitations in the quantity or duration of stored information.
	 Explanations of how long-term memory works are only speculative; however, 
researchers hypothesize that our thoughts are organized according to schemas, which are 
organizational “filing systems” for thoughts held in long-term memory. We might think 
of schemas as an interconnected web of information. Our ability to remember information 
in long-term memory is dependent on finding connections to the correct schema contain-
ing the particular memory, thought, idea, or image we are trying to recall.
	 In theory, people with normally functioning brains never lose information stored in 
long-term memory. How is it, then, that we often forget things we listen to? When we 
try to access information in long-term memory, we access schemas holding needed infor-
mation through the use of stimulus cues, which can be words, images, or even smells 
and tastes. If the cue we receive does not give us enough information to access the cor-
responding schema, we may be unable to recall the information. Consider, for example, 
a situation in which you see a person who looks familiar. In this case you recognize the 
person (a visual cue); however, that stimulus does not provide you with enough informa-
tion to recall who the person is. If you hear the person’s voice or if he or she mentions 
a previous encounter with you, you may then have enough information to activate the 
correct schema and recall specific details about that person.
	 Long-term memory plays a key role in the listening process. As we receive sounds, 
our working memory looks for patterns based on schemas contained in our long-term 
memory. Thus, our ability to use language, to recognize concepts, and to interpret mean-
ing is based on the schemas we accumulate over a lifetime. If we encounter new infor-
mation that does not relate to a preexisting schema, our working memory instructs our 
long-term memory to create a new schema to hold the information. The arrows in figure 
2 depict this working relationship between schemas and working memory.

long-term memory
Our permanent storage 
place for information, 
including but not limited 
to past experiences; 
language; values; 
knowledge; images of 
people; memories of 
sights, sounds, and 
smells; and even 
fantasies.

schemas
Organizational “filing 
systems” for thoughts 
held in long-term 
memory.

•  Being startled can 
break your concentration 
and cause you to forget 
what is in short-term 
memory.
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Barriers to Listening
Although you might agree that listening is important, you may not be properly prepared 
for effective listening. A survey conducted by a corporate training and development firm 
noted that 80% of the corporate executives taking part in the survey rated listening as 
the most important skill in the workforce. Unfortunately, nearly 30% of the same execu-
tives said that listening was the most lacking communication skill among their employ-
ees.21 In the section explaining the connection between listening and thinking, we dis-
cussed several natural impediments to listening. In this section we explain barriers we 
create for ourselves in the listening process. Table 1 identifies noise, perceptions of 
others, and yourself as potential listening barriers.

Table 1  Barriers to Listening

Type of Barrier	 Explanation and Example

NOISE

Physical distractions	� All the stimuli in the environment that keep you from focusing on 
the message. Example: loud music playing at a party

Mental distractions	� The wandering of the mind when it is supposed to be focusing on 
something. Example: thinking about a lunch date while listening to 
a teacher

Multitasking	� Trying to do two or more tasks simultaneously. Example: posting 
on Twitter while carrying on a conversation with family

Factual distractions	� Focusing so intently on details that you miss the main point. 
Example: listening to all the details of a conversation but 
forgetting the main idea

Semantic distractions	� Overresponding to an emotion-laden word or concept. Example: 
not listening to a teacher when she mentions “Marxist theory”

PERCEPTION OF OTHERS

Status	� Devoting attention based on the social standing, rank, or perceived 
value of another. Example: not listening to a freshman in a group 
activity

Stereotypes	� Treating individuals as if they were the same as others in a given 
category. Example: assuming all older people have similar opinions

Sights and sounds	� Letting appearances or voice qualities affect your listening. 
Example: not listening to a person with a screechy voice

YOURSELF

Egocentrism	� Excessive self-focus, or seeing yourself as the central concern in every 
conversation. Example: redirecting conversations to your own problems

Defensiveness	� Acting threatened and feeling as though you must defend what 
you have said or done. Example: assuming others’ comments are 
veiled criticisms of you

Experiential superiority	� Looking down on others as if their experience with life were not as 
good as yours. Example: not listening to those with less experience

Personal bias	� Letting your own predispositions, or strongly held beliefs, interfere 
with your ability to interpret information correctly. Example: 
assuming that people are generally truthful (or deceitful)

Pseudolistening	� Pretending to listen but letting your mind or attention wander to 
something else. Example: daydreaming while your professor is 
lecturing
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	 The barriers listed in table 1 are common, but as our cultural listening habits change, 
these barriers evolve and new ones are added. A conference sponsored by the Interna-
tional Commission on Biological Effects of Noise noted that the proliferation of noise 
created by humans—everything from cars and airplanes to iPods and video games—is 
starting to cause fatal accidents for adults and poorer achievement in children just because 
of the sheer number of audible distractions.22 Likewise, Lenore Skenazy, writing in 
Advertising Age, complained that smartphones and other personal communication devices 
might be diminishing ongoing practice with face-to-face communication skills, such as 
listening.23 Other studies show that listening to loud, fast music significantly diminishes 
our ability to comprehend things we read or hear.24 In sum, these barriers point to one 
conclusion: our listening practices are more complicated because more and more things 
draw our attention.
	 Modern technology, including smartphones, laptops, the Internet, and tablet comput-
ers, can pose challenges for good listening. If you are in a large class, you have probably 
even seen people carry on telephone conversations! When we multitask by trying to listen 
to someone while texting, tweeting, or just playing on the Internet, we are likely diminish-
ing our ability to function well as a listener. Recall that short-term memory is limited. 
When we multitask, we place greater strain on our short-term and working memory, which 
can impede all other aspects of our ability to process information. For instance, assume 
you are listening to a training podcast for your job and you decide to answer a text from 
your partner. Each time you stop listening to the podcast to read/answer a text, you lose 
mental momentum on your listening and have to restart. In fact, our own research on this 
topic shows that in classroom situations, students record 62% less information in their 
notes when they multitask by texting or posting on social media during the lesson.25

	 Obviously, there are many challenges to effective listening, not 
the least of which is faking being a good listener, which we might do 
for various reasons. Some scholars argue that “pretend listening” is “a 
perfectly useful, and sometimes indispensable, feature of the pragmat-
ics of ordinary communication.”26 In some situations we may need to 
be polite and act like we are listening, even though we really don’t 
want to. We might portray the act of listening to avoid hurting anoth-
er’s feelings, we may pretend to listen in an effort to get others to 
model our behavior, or we may act like we are listening because we 
know others expect us to do so in a given situation. These scholars 
argue that there are definite risks in poor listening; however, they also 
point out that expecting or assuming that everyone can be a perfect 
listener in every circumstance is unrealistic. Although they do not 
conclude that we should become better at fake listening, they do sug-
gest that we recognize the realities facing people with whom we com-
municate, because they may not listen with 100% effort all the time.

Ways to Become a Better Listener
So far in this chapter, we have emphasized the importance of listen-
ing while pointing out both natural and self-taught barriers to effec-
tive listening. Faced with this knowledge, you might wonder how 
any of us can hope to become effective listeners. After all, the 
potential barriers are many. Fortunately, each of us can take several 

steps to overcome these barriers to good listening. In this section we highlight how you 
can become a better listener by recognizing differences, listening and thinking critically, 
using verbal and nonverbal communication effectively, and checking your understanding.

•  Men and women tend 
to enact different 
behaviors when listening.
© Westend61/Getty Images RF
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RECOGNIZE DIFFERENCES IN LISTENING
The first step in becoming a better listener is to recognize that we all have different 
tendencies that can influence how we listen to others. Although these tendencies can be 
influenced by many different factors, such as our family life and our early language 
development, even our gender orientation can influence our listening habits. Have you 
ever had a conversation with a person of the opposite sex and thought afterward that he 
or she just did not listen well? If so, you are not alone. Debra Tannen, a linguistics 
professor and acclaimed author of the book You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men 
in Conversation, suggests that men and women have very distinct communication styles, 
which influence everything from how they use vocal inflections to how they listen. For 
example, Tannen suggests that men tend to be more instrumental or task-oriented when 
communicating, whereas women tend to be more relationally oriented.27 Furthermore, a 
woman listening to her female friend talk about her relationship problems will likely 
keep eye contact with the speaker, listen for emotions to which she can relate, and nod 
to confirm she understands what her friend is saying. On the other hand, a male listen-
ing to his male friend talk about his relationship problems will likely make less eye 
contact while listening for key facts to identify a problem he can help solve. While men 
and women tend to be comfortable with these communication styles among their own 
genders, communication frustration can sometimes occur when men and women talk to 
each other. See table 2 for some of the more commonly observed differences relevant to 
listening. Recognizing that you might enter into a conversation with particular habits or 
tendencies can help you become more self-aware of your own strengths and weaknesses 
as a listener.

Table 2  Listening Differences Between Men and Women

	 Women	 Men

Purpose for Listening	 Listen to understand the 	 Listen in order to take action 
	 other person’s emotions 	 and solve problems 
	 and to find common  
	 interests

Listening Preferences	 Like complex information 	 Like short, concise, 
	 that requires careful 	 unambiguous, and error-free 
	 evaluation	 communication

Listening Awareness	 Are highly perceptive to 	 Often fail to recognize when 
	 how well the other person 	 others do not understand 
	 understands

Nonverbal Listening 	 Tend to be attentive and 	 Tend to be less attentive and 
Behaviors	 to have sustained eye 	 to use glances to monitor 
	 contact with the other 	 reactions; use eye contact to 
	 person	 indicate liking

Interruptive Behaviors	 Interrupt less often, with 	 Interrupt more often, with 
	 interruptions usually signaling 	 interruptions often used to 
	 agreement and support	 switch topics

Sources: Tannen, D. (2001). You just don’t understand: Women and men in conversation. New York: 
Harper-Collins. Watson, K., Lazarus, C. J., & Todd, T. (1999). First-year medical students’ listener 
preferences: A longitudinal study. International Journal of Listening, 13, 1–11. Weisfeld, C. C., &  
Stack, M. A. (2002). When I look into your eyes. Psychology, Evolution and Gender, 4, 125–147.
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LISTEN AND THINK CRITICALLY
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, critical 
listening and critical thinking go hand in hand: 
you cannot listen critically without also think-
ing critically. We have already noted that criti-
cal listening is a form of active listening in 
which you carefully analyze the accuracy, 
meaningfulness, and utility of a speaker’s 
message. Similarly, critical thinking involves 
analyzing the speaker, the situation, and the 
speaker’s ideas to make critical judgments 
about the message being presented. Although 
we discuss critical thinking in terms of its rela-
tionship to critical listening, you also use criti-
cal thinking when reading, watching television, 
or analyzing the ingredients of a tasty meal.
	 One way to think critically is to analyze 
the communication situation. Are there char-
acteristics of the situation that tip you off that 
the information will be important? If your 
supervisor organized a staff meeting, would 
you pay more attention if she came in with a 
somber look on her face after a long meeting 
with the department manager? The communi-
cation context will provide cues about the 
situation and suggest key things to remain 
aware of while listening.
	 A second skill in critical listening is to 
analyze the credibility of the speaker. Source 
credibility is the extent to which you perceive 
the speaker as competent and trustworthy. If 
you wanted to know what procedures were 
required to study in Europe for a semester, 

who would give you the best information? Would you be more likely to trust your room-
mate, who heard about foreign exchange programs during freshman orientation; your 
adviser, who had an exchange student a few years back; or the director of international 
programs on your campus? If your car ran poorly, would you trust your neighbor’s advice 
or that of an auto mechanic? The choice seems obvious in these situations. When assess-
ing the credibility of a speaker, you should determine the credibility of the person in 
relation to his or her qualifications, experience, and potential biases or ulterior motives 
for taking a certain position.
	 One way of analyzing the credibility of speakers is to determine whether they are 
reporting something they have seen or experienced personally or something they have heard 
from someone else. Also important is whether they are providing factual accounts or opin-
ions. The following questions can guide your preliminary analysis of source credibility.

1.	 Is the person presenting observations or inferences? Observations are descriptions 
of things that can be seen, heard, tasted, smelled, or felt. Inferences are 
conclusions drawn from observations. You might observe that a number of people 
who are homeless live in your community. Based on that observation, you might 
infer that your community does not have enough affordable housing.

critical thinking
Analyzing the speaker, 
the situation, and the 
speaker’s ideas to make 
critical judgments about 
the message being 
presented.

source credibility
The extent to which the 
speaker is perceived as 
competent to make the 
claims he or she is 
making.

sizing things up
Barriers to Listening
The following are several statements describing how you 
might react to specific listening situations. Read each state-
ment carefully and indicate how strongly you agree or dis-
agree by using the following scale:

1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neither agree nor disagree
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly agree

When listening to others I often . . .

	 1.	 Assume that their viewpoint will be similar to those 
of other people like them.

	 2.	Respect others’ opinions, even when they have less 
experience than I have.

	 3.	 Think about other things while the person is talking.
	 4.	Get distracted by their physical appearance.
	 5.	 Pay close attention but have trouble remembering 

their main ideas.
	 6.	 Feel threatened or that the person is attacking me 

or my beliefs.
	 7.	Get put off by terms or phrases used by others.
	 8.	 Pay less attention to people who are not important.
	 9.	 Pay less attention if what they are saying does not 

pertain to me.

There are no right or wrong answers to these statements.  
A guide for scoring your responses appears at the end of the 
chapter.
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2.	 If presenting observations, are they first-person or second-person? A first-
person observation is based on something that was personally sensed; a 
second-person observation is a report of what another person observed. 
First-person observations are typically more accurate because they are direct 
accounts rather than inferences drawn from others’ accounts.

Although a careful analysis of these questions will help you develop initial perceptions 
about a person’s credibility, your analysis should not end there. The speaker’s sincerity, 
trustworthiness, passion, and use of evidence and reasoning are among many factors that 
you might take into account to refine your assessment of the person’s credibility.
	 After you have analyzed the situation and formed initial impressions about the per-
son’s credibility, a final step in critical thinking is to analyze the arguments the person is 
making. One of the simplest ways of analyzing an argument is to use Stephen Toulmin’s 
concepts of data, claim, and warrant.28 As shown in figure 3, Toulmin provides a way of 
diagramming how the components of an argument fit together. Starting on the right, a 
claim is the overall point or conclusion of the argument. Every argument begins with data, 
which consist of factual or agreed-upon evidence. Based on the evidence, a speaker uses 
a warrant to develop a logical connection, or bridge, between the agreed-upon data and 
the claim. If any of these elements are missing, the argument has no foundation.
	 We see examples of Toulmin’s argument layout in nearly every persuasive speech. 
When Apple introduced the iWatch, company executives began with the data that con-
sumers like small, wearable devices that add functionality to their lives. Given the success 
of various wearable health-related devices, these data seemed reasonable. The warrant 
that an iWatch would fill a need for consumers was easy to establish through examples 
of how the device would help consumers interact with their smartphones to access and 
use all types of information ranging from text messages to calendar entries and music. 
Using the questions posed in figure 3, you can analyze nearly any argument to think 
more critically about what another person is saying.

USE NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION EFFECTIVELY
Although you demonstrate active listening through verbal skills, the majority of your 
active listening ability is shown through nonverbal communication. The following non-
verbal skills are essential to your ability to demonstrate active listening. As you listen to 
another person, have a friend observe you to determine if you are practicing these skills.

first-person observation
An observation based on 
something you 
personally have sensed.

second-person 
observation
A report of what another 
person observed.

Data
What facts or evidence is 

agreed upon by the speaker 
and listener?

Claim
What is the overall point or 
conclusion of the argument 

made by the speaker?

Warrant
What is the reasoning used 
by the speaker to move from

 the data to the claim? Figure 3
Stephen Toulmin’s concepts 
of data, claim, and warrant.
Source: Toulmin, S. E. (1958). The 
uses of argument. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.
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1.	 Demonstrate bodily responsiveness. Use 
movement and gestures to show your 
awareness of the speaker’s message. 
Shaking your head in disbelief, 
checking the measurements of an 
object by indicating the size with your 
hands, and moving toward a person 
who is disclosing negative information 
are appropriate bodily responses.

2.	 Lean forward. By leaning toward the 
speaker, you demonstrate interest in 
the speaker. A forward lean suggests 
responsiveness as well as interest. In 
addition, leaning places you in a 
physical state of readiness to listen to 
the speaker.

3.	 Use direct body orientation. Do not angle yourself away from the speaker; instead, 
sit or stand so that you are directly facing him or her. A parallel body position 
allows the greatest possibility for observing and listening to the speaker’s verbal 
and nonverbal messages. When you stand or sit at an angle to the speaker, you 
may be creating the impression that you are attempting to get away or that you 
are moving away from the speaker. An angled position also blocks your vision 
and allows you to be distracted by other stimuli in the environment.

4.	 Maintain relaxed but alert posture. Your posture should not be tense or 
“proper,” but neither should it be so relaxed that you appear to be resting. 
Slouching suggests unresponsiveness; a tense body position suggests 
nervousness or discomfort; and a relaxed position accompanied by crossed  
arms and legs, a backward lean in a chair, and a confident facial expression

	 suggests arrogance. Your posture 
should suggest to others that you are 
interested and that you are 
comfortable talking with them.

  5.	 Establish an open body position. Sit or 
stand with your body open to the other 
person. Crossing your arms or legs may 
be more comfortable, but that posture 
frequently suggests that you are closed 
off psychologically as well as physically. 
In order to maximize your nonverbal 
message to the other person that you are 
“open” to him or her, you should sit or 
stand without crossing your arms or legs.

  6.	 Use positive, responsive facial 
expressions and head movement. Your 
face and head will be the speaker’s 
primary focus. The speaker will be 
observing you, and your facial 
expressions and head movement will 
be the key. You can demonstrate your 

Using TED to Practice Critical Thinking
Critical thinking is one of the most important listening skills 
you can develop while in college. Being a good critical lis-
tener is critical to all aspects of your adult life. You can 
practice suggestions for critical thinking discussed in this 
chapter by watching a TED video on a topic of interest to 
you (www.TED.com, or use the free mobile TED app). While 
watching the video, analyze the speaker’s credibility and 
attempt to dissect the arguments presented by the speaker 
using Toulmin’s layout of argument.

building behaviors

engaging diversity
Using Touch as Feedback
We use a variety of nonverbal behaviors to provide feedback 
and demonstrate that we are listening carefully. Touch is 
often used to signal that we are listening and to provide 
feedback. For example, we may use a hug or a simple hand 
on the shoulder to console someone.
	 Are there differences in how people use touch while 
listening? Researchers have observed that men tend to use 
hand touches on women more than women use hand touches 
on men. This was particularly true in the Czech Republic, 
where there are more traditional gender roles than in the 
United States and Italy, where gender roles are less rigid. 
This observed finding suggests that the way we use some 
nonverbal behaviors while listening is tied not only to our 
culture but also to our gender.

Source: Dibiase, R., & Gunnoe, J. (2004). Gender and culture differences in 
touching behavior. Journal of Social Psychology, 144, 49–62.
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	 interest by nodding your head to show interest or agreement. You can use positive 
and responsive facial expressions, such as smiling and raising your eyebrows.

7.	 Establish direct eye contact. The speaker will be watching your eyes for interest. 
One of the first signs of a lack of interest is the tendency to be distracted by other 
stimuli in the environment. For example, an instructor who continually glances out 
the door of her office, a roommate who sneaks peeks at the television program that 
is on, or a business executive who regularly looks at his watch is, while appearing 
to listen, indicating lack of interest. Try to focus on and direct your gaze at the 
speaker. When you begin to look around the room, you may find any number of 
other stimuli to distract your attention from the speaker and the message.

8.	 Sit or stand close to the speaker. Establishing close proximity to the speaker has 
two benefits. First, you put yourself in a position that allows you to hear the other 
person and that minimizes distracting noises, sights, and other stimuli. Second, you 
demonstrate your concern or your positive feelings for the speaker. You probably 
do not stand or sit close to people you do not like or respect or with whom you do 
not have common experiences. Close physical proximity enables active listening.

9.	 Be vocally responsive. Change your pitch, rate, inflection, and volume as you 
respond to the speaker. Making appropriate changes and choices shows that you are 
actually listening, in contrast to responding in a standard, patterned manner that 
suggests you are only appearing to listen. The stereotypic picture of a husband and 
wife at the breakfast table, with the husband, hidden behind a newspaper, 
responding “yes, yes, yes” in a monotone while the wife tells him that their son 
has shaved his head, she is running off with the mail carrier, and the house is on 
fire provides a familiar example of the appearance of listening while one is actually 
oblivious to the speaker’s message.

10.	 Provide supportive utterances. Sometimes you can demonstrate more concern 
through nonverbal sounds, such as “mmm,” “mmm-hmm,” and “uh-huh” than  
you can by stating “Yes, I understand.” You can easily provide supportive utterances 
while others are talking or when they pause. You are suggesting to them that you 
are listening but do not want to interrupt with a verbalization of your own at this 
particular time. Such sounds encourage the speaker to continue without interruption.

USE VERBAL COMMUNICATION EFFECTIVELY
The notion of the verbal components of listening may seem strange to you. You may 
reason that, if you are engaged in listening, you cannot also be speaking. Recall though 
that communication is a process that includes feedback. While listening, you must use 
both verbal and nonverbal feedback to negotiate meaning with 
another person. To measure your current competence in this area, 
consider the skills you regularly practice:

1.	 Invite additional comments. Suggest that the speaker add more 
details or give additional information. Phrases such as “Go 
on,” “What else?” “How did you feel about that?” and “Did 
anything else happen?” encourage the speaker to continue to 
share ideas and information.

2.	 Ask questions. One method of inviting the speaker to continue 
is to ask direct questions, requesting more in-depth details, 
definitions, or clarification.

3.	 Identify areas of agreement or common experience. Briefly 
relate similar past experiences, or briefly explain a similar 

•  Close proximity, and 
even touching, can show 
that you are listening 
with empathy.
© Eric Audras/ ONOKY/Getty 
Images RF
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point of view that you hold. Sharing ideas, attitudes, values, and beliefs is the 
basis of communication. In addition, such comments demonstrate your 
understanding.

4.	 Vary verbal responses. Use a variety of responses, such as “Yes,” “I see,” “Go 
on,” and “Right,” instead of relying on one standard, unaltered response, such as 
“Yes,” “Yes,” “Yes.”

5.	 Provide clear verbal responses. Use specific and concrete words and phrases in 
your feedback to the speaker. Misunderstandings can occur if you do not provide 
easily understood responses.

6.	 Use descriptive, nonevaluative responses. Better to say “Your statistics are from 
an organization that is biased against gun control” (descriptive) than to say 
“Your speech was a bunch of lies” (evaluative). Trivializing or joking about 
serious disclosures suggests a negative evaluation of the speaker. Similarly, 
derogatory remarks are seen as offensive. Acting superior to the speaker by 
stating that you believe you have a more advanced understanding suggests an 
evaluative tone.

7.	 Provide affirmative and affirming statements. Comments such as “Yes,” “I see,” 
“I understand,” and “I know” provide affirmation. Offering praise and specific 
positive statements demonstrates concern.

8.	 Avoid complete silence. The lack of any response suggests that you are not 
listening to the speaker. The “silent treatment” induced by sleepiness or lack of 
interest may result in defensiveness or anger on the part of the speaker. 
Appropriate verbal feedback demonstrates your active listening.

9.	 Allow the other person the opportunity of a complete hearing. When you discuss 
common feelings or experiences, avoid dominating the conversation. Allow the 
other person to go into depth and detail; give him or her the option of changing 
the topic under discussion; and let him or her talk without being interrupted.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING
When we listen to others, we are actually engaging in a specialized 
form of the perception process (see the chapter on perception, self, 
and communication). Because listening is a specialized form of 
perceiving, you should engage in perception checking to ensure 
that your perceptions match what the speaker intends. In the con-
text of listening, rather than calling this perception checking, we 
might refer to it as checking your understanding. You can check 
your understanding by practicing these skills:

1.	 Ask questions for clarification. Before testing your 
understanding of the speaker’s message, make sure  
you have a clear idea of what he is saying. Begin by 
asking questions to gain more information. For specific 
factual information you may use closed questions (such as 
“yes/no” questions), and for more general information you 
may ask open-ended questions (questions pertaining to 
what, when, where, how, and why). Once you have gained 
sufficient information, you can ask the speaker to check 
your understanding against what he intended.

2.	 Paraphrase the speaker’s message. Using “I statements,” 
attempt to paraphrase what you think the speaker was 

•  Use questions to 
check your 
understanding of what 
someone is saying.
© Andersen Ross/Getty 
Images RF
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	 saying, so that she can determine whether your understanding matches what she 
intended.

3.	 Paraphrase the speaker’s intent. Using “I statements,” attempt to paraphrase what you 
interpret as the intent or motivation of the speaker. After hearing your assumptions 
about his intent, the speaker may talk with you more to refine your understanding.

4.	 Identify areas of confusion. If there are specific aspects of the message that you 
are still confused about, mention those to the speaker while you are expressing 
your initial understanding of the message.

5.	 Invite clarification and correction. Asking the speaker to correct your 
interpretation of the message will invite additional explanation. The ensuing 
dialogue will help you and the speaker share meaning more effectively.

6.	 Go back to the beginning. As necessary, return to the first step in this process to 
check your new understanding of the speaker’s message, intent, and so on. Good 
listening is a process without clear beginning and ending points, so you should 
check your understanding at each stage in the process.

Effective Listening in Different Situations
Most listening skills will serve you well in every communication situation. Listening 
critically, mastering nonverbal cues, and checking your understanding always aid your 
understanding. In this section, you will learn about listening skills that are important 
in some of the most common and important listening situations that you regularly 
confront.

LISTENING IN THE WORKPLACE
As our nation has shifted from an industrial-based economy to an information-based 
economy, effective listening has become recognized as an essential skill for workers. 
Statistics from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics show that by 2020 just under 80% of 
the workforce in the United States will be employed in service-oriented industries, such 
as education, healthcare, retail sales, and state and local government.29 These jobs all 
have one thing in common—they require employee–customer interaction in which listen-
ing skills translate into revenue.
	 Organizations are increasingly interested in developing effective communication 
skills for both new and experienced managers. In fact, performance feedback for most 
managers highlights listening as one of the most important areas for improvement. 
Although many of the listening skills discussed in this chapter are relevant for the work-
place, the Harvard Business Review synthesized the following recommendations for 
becoming a better workplace listener:

•	 Plan for nuggets. As you take notes during a meeting, use a column on the right or 
left to jot down key takeaways or insights about what you learned.

•	 Consider the source. Recognize that the person you are listening to has a unique 
perspective or viewpoint. How is that perspective influencing what he or she is telling 
you and, by implication, how you should react?

•	 Slow down. Being empathic when listening to co-workers, customers, or clients takes 
time. Minimize distraction and take time to truly hear what they say.

•	 Keep yourself honest. Ask others to provide feedback on how well you listen when 
interacting with others in your workplace. Use that feedback to improve.30

Empathic listening and effectively using verbal and nonverbal feedback are among the 
most critical listening skills for the workplace.
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LISTENING IN THE CLASSROOM
Take a moment to think about how often, as a student, you find yourself listening to a 
lecture. If you were to estimate how much of your time is spent listening to lectures, 
how much would it be? If you said “a lot,” you would not be alone. Researchers have 
estimated that college students spend at least 10 hours per week attending lectures.31 If 
you take a typical 15-credit-load in a semester, that 10 hours per week translates into 
about 80% of your time in class being spent listening to lectures.32 The prominence of 
listening in students’ lives led Vinson and Johnson to coin the term lecture listening—
the ability to listen to, mentally process, and recall lecture information.33

	 What constitutes effective lecture listening? Although a variety of answers have been 
offered, educational researcher Michael Gilbert provides the following general suggestions:

1.	 Find areas of interest in what you are listening to. Constantly look for how you 
can use the information.

2.	 Remain open. Avoid the temptation to focus only on the lecturer’s delivery; 
withhold evaluative judgments until the lecturer has finished; recognize your 
emotional triggers and avoid letting them distract you.

3.	 Work at listening. Capitalize on your mind’s ability to think faster than the 
lecturer can talk. Mentally summarize and review what has been said, mentally 
organize information, and find connections to what you already know or are 
currently learning.

4.	 Avoid letting distractions distract. Monitor your attention and recognize when it is 
waning. If you are becoming distracted, refocus your attention on the lecturer.

5.	 Listen for and note main ideas. Focus on the central themes of what is being 
presented, and make notes about those themes. Effective notes outlining the main 
ideas of a lecture can, in some cases, be more useful than pages of notes 
containing unorganized details.34

In addition to Gilbert’s suggestions, communication researcher Dan O’Hair and col-
leagues recommend that you practice flexibility in listening.35 By practicing your listen-
ing skills while watching information-packed documentaries or while attending public 
presentations on campus, you not only will become a more effective lecture listener but 
also will learn valuable information.
	 A final lecture listening strategy, one that is essential, is to take effective notes. 
Research has found that effective note taking during lectures can increase scores on 
exams by more than 20%—a difference between receiving a C and receiving an A.36 
Unfortunately, students typically do not record enough notes during a lecture. Research 
generally shows that less than 40% of the information in a lecture makes it into students’ 
notes. In short, most students are unable to capitalize on the benefits of note taking 
simply because their notes are incomplete.
	 Now that you understand why note taking is so important, how can you become a 
more effective note taker? In your notes your goal should be to record both the outline of 
the lecture—called organizational points—and the details supporting those points. The most 
effective way to ensure that you record all of these points is to listen for lecture cues—
verbal or nonverbal signals that stress points or indicate transitions between ideas during 
a lecture. Table 3 summarizes various types of lecture cues commonly used by teachers. 
While taking notes, you should listen and watch for these types of cues.
	 Research has examined the importance of cues for students.37 A group of students 
were taught about organizational cues and were asked to listen for those cues and take 
notes during a videotaped lecture. Students in another group were not informed about 
organizational cues but viewed and took notes during the same lecture. The students who 

lecture listening
The ability to listen to, 
mentally process, and 
recall lecture 
information.

lecture cues
Verbal or nonverbal 
signals that stress points 
or indicate transitions 
between ideas during a 
lecture.
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were taught about organizational cues recorded four times the number of organizational 
points and twice the number of details in their notes. These students were able to capi-
talize on their note-taking effectiveness; they received the equivalent of an A on a quiz 
about the lecture. Their counterparts, who were unaware of and did not listen for orga-
nizational cues, received the equivalent of a C. This research looked at the effects of 
teaching students about organizational cues only. Imagine what could have happened if 
these students had been taught about all types of lecture cues! Fortunately, you are now 
equipped with this information.

LISTENING TO MEDIA
Think about how much time you spend watching television; listening to the radio; read-
ing magazines, newspapers, or books; reading and writing e-mail; chatting online; or just 
surfing the web. Many of us might avoid that thought because it might frighten us. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has reported statistics showing that, 
on a typical day, children who are at least two years old spend over two hours per day 
watching television.38 If other forms of media consumption, such as playing video games 
or using the Internet, were factored into these statistics, the number would be much 
higher. These statistics show that our saturation with mediated messages begins at an 
early age. Also, the CDC warns that such ubiquitous use of the media might be linked 
to important health issues, such as childhood obesity.
	 Given the quantity of mediated communication to which we are exposed each day, we 
must become critical consumers of such information. Think how much money you would 
spend if you “bought in” to every commercial you saw, or think of how much time it would 
take for you to read every e-mail message you get (including “junk” e-mail). Simply put, 
good listening behaviors are essential because mediated communication is so prevalent.
	 One way to be an effective listener in a mediated culture is to have information lit-
eracy. Information literacy is defined by the American Library Association in the follow-
ing way: “To be information literate an individual must recognize when information is 

information literacy
The ability to recognize 
when information is 
needed and to locate, 
evaluate, and effectively 
use the information 
needed.

Table 3  Common Lecture Cues Teachers Use

Type of Cue	 Example	 Main Uses

Written outlines	 Outline of lecture on transparency 	 Indicate main and subordinate ideas 
	 or PowerPoint slide

Words/phrases	 Term written on the chalkboard	 Stress important terms and accompanying  
		  definitions

Verbal importance cues	 “Now, and this will be on the exam 	 Stress important concepts deemed essential 
	 next week, we will explore . . .”	 for recall/understanding

Semantic cues	 “Here is an example [definition, 	 Signal common types of details that make up 
	 explanation, conclusion, implication, 	 the lecture content 
	 or illustration] of uncertainty reduction  
	 theory in action . . .”

Organizational cues	 “The third thing I want to discuss 	 Orally provide indications of main and 
	 today is . . .”	 subordinate points in a lecture

Nonverbal cues	 Holding up two fingers when saying	 Can serve any of the functions of nonverbal 
	 “I will discuss two concepts today . . .”	 behaviors discussed in the chapter on  
		  nonverbal communication
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needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate and use effectively 
the information needed.”39 According to this definition, information-
literate individuals are able to think critically, know when and how 
to find more information, and know how to evaluate information.
	 Mediated communication is not limited to advertising and tele-
vision. In 2014, it was estimated that just over 42% of the world 
population uses the Internet regularly.40 To put this in some per-
spective, the corresponding 2011 value was 35%.41 How do people 
use the Internet? A recent poll of nearly 200,000 global Internet 
users showed that 1.72 hours per day are spent on social media 
sites like Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and others.42 These find-

ings suggest that much of what we listen to and consume comes from online sources. In 
fact, most college-age students get most of their news from online sources rather than 
more traditional print, broadcast, and cable outlets. Moreover, much of our communica-
tion with others flows through digital channels, such as e-mail, text messages, and social 
media posts.
	 Digital communication tools on the Internet or mobile devices require different 
approaches to being an effective listener/consumer of communication. The principal 
problem with digital communication—whether you are using e-mail or text messaging—
is that nonverbal communication is difficult. Recall that nonverbal communication pro-
vides significant clues about another person’s emotions and feelings. Without the ability 
to see and hear the other person, how can you tell what that person is really thinking? 
When communicating using digital tools, you may perceive messages in ways not 
intended. For instance, you may interpret a short message to be angry or abrupt when, 
in fact, the person was texting while doing something else. When using other tools, such 
as Twitter or Facebook, remember that our tweets and posts are often full of subtexts 
and hidden meanings. Take care to check your understanding of messages and intentions 
when consuming personal messages from others.

LISTENING IN A SECOND LANGUAGE
Many of the suggestions provided in this chapter are common for both native English 
speakers and English language learners (ELLs). However, if you are a non-native speaker, 
some understanding of how to further develop your listening skills can speed your prog-
ress as an effective listener. Research suggests that second-language listening develop-
ment requires two skills: vocabulary comprehension and metacognitive awareness.43 
Vocabulary comprehension is more than just memorizing lists of terms. Rather, vocabu-
lary is strengthened by recognizing the sounds of words and associating those sounds 
with their meaning. Being immersed in a new culture will assist you in developing such 
connections, particularly if you seek out and engage in sustained conversations with 
others. You can also use television and other media to broaden your listening experiences 
and assist you in vocabulary development.
	 In addition to developing your vocabulary, you should also try to develop your 
metacognitive skills. Metacognition is your ability to use “mental strategies” to assist in 
quickly determining the meaning of words. Learning to decipher words by drawing infer-
ences on their meaning from the context and other words around them is one such 
strategy. Another example of metacognition is drawing parallels between English vocab-
ulary and your native vocabulary. Through such strategies you will make quicker infer-
ences about what new terms mean and will be able to listen more efficiently.

•  Many of us spend over 
two hours per day 
listening to the media.
© Onoky/Getty Images RF
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	 Of course, if you have difficulty listening because the other person is speaking 
rapidly or using words you have not heard, you should feel comfortable telling the person. 
Adaptation to language differences is the responsibility of everyone involved in a com-
munication situation, and you should not take on the entire challenge of trying to make 
the interaction succeed.

Ways to Be an Ethical Listener
Although effective listening requires you to adapt your verbal, nonverbal, and perception-
checking skills to specific situations, such as the workplace, the classroom, and mediated 
environments, you must also take care to enact ethical listening behaviors. To be an 
ethical listener, you should practice the following behaviors:

1.	 Recognize the sources of your own conversational habits. Your family, school, and 
other life experiences have allowed you to develop certain habits, which in some 
situations could be strengths and in others could represent areas for improvement. 
Recognizing those habits will allow you to more fully adapt to those with whom 
you are communicating.

2.	 Monitor your communication to recognize when you are engaging in poor 
listening behaviors. Perhaps the most important step in becoming an ethical 
listener is recognizing that you must work hard to be a good listener—a step that 
begins with an awareness of what you are doing in the situation.

3.	 Apply general ethical principles to how you respond. Planning your responses so 
that you are respectful to others is an example of how your personal ethics can 
influence your listening behaviors.

4.	 Adapt to others. Recognize that other people also have unique communication 
styles and that you might need to adapt your listening behaviors so that you can 
fully understand what they are trying to say.44

be ready... for what’s next
Taking Notes with Apps
One of the most important skills that you will develop in college is note taking. Good notes now may 
impact your performance on a test or assignment; good notes after graduation may impact your job 
performance. Using your smartphone, tablet, or laptop, there are a variety of apps that can be used for 
note taking. Many people use these apps because they are efficient and provide a secure storage option 
for important notes.
	 Researchers from Princeton and UCLA have found that digital note taking may not be as effective 
as tried-and-true pen-and-paper options. Their study found that although digital note takers recorded 
more notes, they performed more poorly on application-based exam questions than their analog coun-
terparts. The researchers reason that digital note takers tend to record information verbatim whereas 
longhand note takers tend to think about information before writing something down. In short, handwrit-
ten notes might stimulate better information processing. This evidence might lead you to question 
whether your laptop or smart device is the best alternative.

Source: Muller, P. A., & Oppenheimer, D. M. (2014). The pen is mightier than the keyboard: Advantages of longhand over laptop note 
taking. Psychological Sciences, 25, 1159–1169.
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Listening is an important skill because it is one of our 
most common communication activities, it helps us 
build and maintain relationships, and it is essential for 
success in most professional situations.

2.	 Listening is a process that includes different types of 
behaviors.

•	 Hearing is the physical act of receiving a sound. We 
hear all of the noises around us. Listening is the 
active process of receiving, paying attention to, as-
signing meaning to, and responding to sounds. 
Listening is an active process, whereas hearing is 
reflexive.

•	 Listening is generally divided into active, empathic, 
critical, and enjoyment listening. Active listening, 
which is listening with a purpose, includes both em-
pathic and critical listening. Empathic listening occurs 
when you are attempting to understand another per-
son. Critical listening requires evaluating a speaker’s 
message for accuracy, meaningfulness, and useful-
ness. We also listen to things, such as music, for en-
joyment purposes.

3.	 A variety of internal and external barriers prevent many 
of us from being effective listeners.

•	 One barrier is noise, which includes both physical 
and internal distractions.

•	 Physical distractions are any audible noises in the 
communication environment.

•	 Internal distractions can include mental, factual, or 
semantic distractions.

•	 Perceptions of others and your own behaviors can 
also become barriers to effective listening.

4.	 Developing your critical thinking, nonverbal, and verbal 
skills will help you become a more effective listener.

•	 Critical thinking involves the careful analysis of both 
the communication situation and the speaker’s mes-
sage. To analyze the message, you should evaluate 
the arguments and supporting material presented 
by the speaker and whether or not the speaker is 
credible.

•	 Being nonverbally responsive, using positive facial 
expressions, making direct eye contact, and provid-
ing positive vocal utterances are effective nonverbal 
strategies.

•	 Asking questions, inviting additional comments, us-
ing descriptive responses, and providing affirming 
statements are all examples of effective verbal 
strategies.

5.	 Effective listening in the workplace, classroom, and 
mediated environment requires you to adapt the non-
verbal, verbal, and critical thinking skills discussed in 
the chapter.

6.	 Ethical listening means that you should recognize and 
monitor your own communication style, apply general 
ethical principles to your responses, and adapt your 
communication style to others.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Active listening
Automatic attention
Critical listening
Critical thinking
Empathic listening
First-person observation
Hearing

Information literacy
Lecture cues
Lecture listening
Listening
Listening for enjoyment
Long-term memory
Schemas

Second-person observation
Selective attention
Short-term memory
Social media listening
Source credibility
Working memory
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Study Questions
  1.	 Hearing is a  process, and listening is a 

 process.

a.	 mental; physical	 c.	 physical; mental
b.	 mental; psychological	 d.	 physical; physical

  2.	 Which of the following statements is true?

a.	 Personal and business relationships are not af-
fected by listening.

b.	 When communicating, college students spend 
nearly half their lives listening.

c.	 Listening constitutes only a small fraction of our 
communication activities.

d.	 Listening does not contribute to recognizing deceit.

 	 3.	 After your brain has sorted sound waves by importance, 
it processes the material in a part of your conscious-
ness termed

a.	 working memory.
b.	 selective attention.
c.	 long-term recall.
d.	 short-term memory.

 	 4.	 When you are listening and attempting to understand 
the other person’s worldview, what type of listening are 
you utilizing?

a.	 active	 c.	 critical
b.	 empathic	 d.	 for enjoyment

 	 5.	 If you are thinking about what happened last weekend 
at college while listening to your mother on the phone, 
you are exhibiting what type of barrier to listening?

a.	 stereotypes	 c.	 personal bias
b.	 egocentrism	 d.	 mental distraction

 	 6.	 Which gender tends to listen in order to solve prob-
lems, is less attentive to nonverbal cues, and inter-
rupts to switch topics?

a.	 men	 c.	 both genders
b.	 women	 d.	 neither gender

 	 7.	 Critical thinking

a.	 focuses solely on the details instead 
of the main point.

b.	 ignores the context in which commu-
nication is occurring.

c.	 is important when making judgments 
about the message being presented.

d.	 is only associated with listening.

 	 8.	 Asking questions to clarify information, 
paraphrasing messages, and identifying 
confusing areas are examples of

a.	 barriers to listening.
b.	 listening for enjoyment.
c.	 techniques for checking your under-

standing of a message.
d.	 information literacy.

 	 9.	 Suggestions for lecture listening include

a.	 focusing on the lecturer’s delivery and avoiding 
summarizing and reviewing the information.

b.	 letting your attention stray in order to think cre-
atively, listening for details, and ignoring lecture 
cues.

c.	 avoiding taking notes, so that you can focus on the 
lecture and the message delivery.

d.	 finding areas of interest to you, avoiding distrac-
tions, and listening for main ideas.

10.	 According to the Harvard Business Review, which of the 
following is not a suggestion for improving workplace 
listening?

a.	 Ignore the source.
b.	 Plan for nuggets.
c.	 Slow down.
d.	 Keep yourself honest.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (c); 2. (b); 3. (a); 4. (b); 5. (d); 6. (a); 7. (c); 8. (c); 9. (d); 10. (a)

Critical Thinking
1.	 Identify and define some barriers to listening that you 

have been aware of in your own experiences. Were you 
able to overcome the barriers?

2.	 Select one of the stories on the storycorps.org website. 
As you listen to the story, make note of each emotion 

represented by the speaker. What cues did you hear that 
provided information about the emotion? How did the 
lack of nonverbal cues impact your ability to discern 
emotions?
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Barriers to Listening

Multiple barriers to effective listening confront us on a daily 
basis. Table 1 lists several of the most common barriers. 
The barriers-to-listening survey created to accompany this 
chapter helps you determine the type of barrier that may 
pose the greatest difficulty for you in most situations. You 
will note that the nine items on the barriers scale closely 
align with barriers listed in table 1.
	 The Listening Barriers Scale can be assessed question 
by question to determine which barrier or group of barriers 

is most challenging for you. You can also average all ques-
tions to obtain an overall value indicating the extent to 
which the barriers listed in table 1 potentially impede effec-
tive listening. If you want to orient responses so that higher 
values always represent better listening behaviors, reverse-
code responses for the following statements: 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
7, 8, and 9. To do this, an initial response of 1 should be 
converted to a 5 and a response of 2 should become a 4; 
do the opposite if your initial response was a 4 or 5.
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interpersonal  
communication

Interpersonal relationships can be immensely rewarding and they take effort to 
build and maintain. This chapter highlights some of the basic elements of interper-
sonal relationships and interpersonal communication. You will learn why people 
start, maintain, and end relationships. You will also study essential skills such as 
self-disclosing, using affectionate and supportive communication, influencing oth-
ers, and developing a unique relationship.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

  1.	 Define interpersonal communication.

  2.	 Define interpersonal relationships.

  3.	 Explain the importance of interpersonal relationships.

  4.	 Describe how self-disclosure affects relationships.

  5.	 Describe friendships and how they have changed.

  6.	 Explain the importance of cross-cultural relationships.

  7.	 Name and explain the three stages in interpersonal relationships.

  8.	 Explain a motive for initiating, maintaining, and terminating relationships.

  9.	 Name three essential interpersonal communication behaviors.

10.	� Describe how bargaining and behavioral flexibility can be used to improve interpersonal 
communication skills.
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oth students and professors believe that improving interpersonal 
communication skills is a top priority for college students. Some-
times the problems that students experience are not expected. Ashley, for 
example, is a well-adjusted first-year college student. However, she wrote,

One problem I faced coming to college was not so much making my own 
adjustment, but helping a friend adjust. I came to school with a few people from my 
high school, and although I didn’t room with any of them, my friend Kate lives right 

down the hall from me. She and her boyfriend 
broke up right before she came to college and 
her two best friends went to other Minnesota 
schools. She misses the way high school was 
structured; she misses her house and our home 
town and just being somewhere that she feels 
comfortable and connected. As a result, she 
hasn’t really put a lot of effort into making new 
friends here.
	 This has made it hard for me because, while
she’s my friend and I enjoy hanging out with her, I 

feel like she is always around me. Instead of making her own friends she’s just tagged 
along with mine, so she isn’t particularly close to any of them. I want to be there for 
her when she’s upset, but she’s upset a lot and that burden falls on me. Coming to 
college has brought along with it a lot of responsibilities I hadn’t expected.

Major changes in interpersonal relationships and new challenges in interpersonal com-
munication are things many college students face. What would you suggest for Ashley and 
Kate? What can Ashley do to improve her situation? What about Kate? At the end of the 
chapter, we’ll come back to Ashley and consider what steps she might take to address her 
communication challenge with Kate.

How do you rate your own skills at interpersonal relationships and communication? Do 
you disclose information about yourself to others? How do you handle conflict? In this chap-
ter, you’ll learn more about improving your communication in interpersonal relationships.

B

What is a friend? With whom do you share a sexual relationship? These questions were 
not so difficult to answer in the past, but today they have become complicated with social 
networking sites, such as Facebook, and online dating apps like Tinder and OkCupid. In 
the past, a friend was a person with whom we had face-to-face conversations and with 
whom we shared details of our lives. Sexual partners may have been restricted to one 
person, or to a relatively small number of people, with whom we had first established a 
loving and trusting relationship and whom, perhaps, we intended to be committed to for 
an extended period of time.
	 Today our definitions of interpersonal relations are more complex and variable. 
People may count dozens, or even hundreds, of others as their “friends.” College students 

© LittleBee80/Getty Images, RF



116	 Part Two  Communication Contexts

may experience a sexual relationship with someone they consider to be a friend but with 
whom they have no long-term commitment. One advantage of these new relationships 
is the ease with which they can be begun or ended. The disadvantage is that they may 
be shallow or unfulfilling.
	 Scholars are fascinated by these new developments. They see them as raising some 
important issues about the definitions of interpersonal relationships and interpersonal 
communication. For what reasons do people form their online relationships? How do 
they know whom they can trust to have a sexual relationship with? How do people 
interact when a relationship is exclusively online rather than in face-to-face settings? 
What is their relationship with a friend with whom they have had a sexual relationship 
after the sex is gone? Can people manage to move between online and offline friend-
ships? Can they move into and out of sexual relationships with friends?
	 These questions are part of the fabric of our society today. In this chapter you will 
learn about interpersonal communication among a variety of relational forms. You will 
discover what interpersonal communication is, what constitutes interpersonal relation-
ships, how we communicate within them, and how relationships are maintained and 
enriched.

The Nature of Communication in Interpersonal 
Relationships

DEFINING INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
Interpersonal communication is defined by the context, or the situation. In other words, 
interpersonal communication is the process of using messages to generate meaning 
between at least two people in a situation that allows mutual opportunities for both 
speaking and listening. Defined in this manner, interpersonal communication includes 
our interactions with strangers, with salespeople, and with waiters, as well as with our 
close friends, our lovers, and our family members. This definition is very broad.
	 We can also think of interpersonal communication as communication that occurs 
within interpersonal relationships.1 This idea suggests that interpersonal communication 
can be limited to those situations in which we have knowledge of the personal charac-
teristics, qualities, or behaviors of the other person. Indeed, Miller and Steinberg assert 
that, when we make guesses about the outcomes of conversations based on sociological 
or cultural information, we are communicating in a noninterpersonal way. When we make 
predictions based on more discriminating information about the other specific person, 
we are communicating interpersonally. When we communicate with others on the basis 
of general social interaction rules, such as engaging in turn taking, making pleasantries, 
and discussing nonpersonal matters, we are engaging in impersonal, or nonpersonal, 
communication. For instance, when you engage in small talk with the barista at your 
favorite coffee shop, this can be viewed as a form of impersonal communication. When 
we communicate with others based on some knowledge of their uniqueness as individu-
als and a shared relational history, we are communicating interpersonally.
	 None of our interpersonal relationships are quite like any of our other interpersonal 
relationships. A friendship you might have had in high school is not the same as your 
new friendships in college. Your relationship with one of your parents or parental 
figures is uniquely different from your relationship with the other. Likewise, if you 
have multiple siblings, your relationship with each of them will be different. Even if 
you have several intimate relationships with people, you will find that none of them 
is quite like the others. On the one hand, our interpersonal relationships are mundane; 
on the other, they can also be the “sites for spiritual practice and mystical experience.”2
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	 Nonetheless, we have accumu-
lated a great deal of knowledge about 
how to communicate more success-
fully in our interpersonal relation-
ships.3 This chapter will explore that 
knowledge by first defining what 
interpersonal relationships are and 
why we form them. Then you will 
learn about the skills needed to 
develop and maintain relationships.

DEFINING INTERPERSONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS
On the simplest level, relationships 
are associations or connections. Inter-
personal relationships, however, are 
far more complex. Interpersonal 
relationships may be defined as asso-
ciations between at least two people 
who are interdependent, who use 
some consistent patterns of interaction, and who have interacted for an extended period 
of time. Consider the various elements of this definition in more detail:

•	 Interpersonal relationships include two or more people. Often, interpersonal relation-
ships consist of just two people—a dating couple, a single parent and a child, a mar-
ried couple, two close friends, or two co-workers. Interpersonal relationships can also 
include more than two people—a family unit, a group of friends, or a social group.

•	 Interpersonal relationships involve people who are interdependent. Interdependence 
refers to people’s being mutually dependent on each other and having an impact on 
each other. When individuals are independent of each other, we typically do not define 
the resulting association as an interpersonal relationship. Friendship easily illustrates 
this concept. Your best friend, for example, may be dependent on you for acceptance 
and guidance, whereas you might require support and admiration. If you did not care 
about your best friend’s well-being or needs, then you would not offer her guidance, 
and therefore you would not truly have an interpersonal relationship.

•	 Individuals in interpersonal relationships use some consistent patterns of interaction. 
These patterns may include behaviors generally understood across a variety of situa-
tions, as well as behaviors unique to the relationship. For example, your partner may 
always greet you with a kiss. This kiss is generally understood as a sign of warmth 
and affection. On the other hand, you may have unique nicknames for your partner 
that are not understood outside the relationship.

•	 Individuals in interpersonal relationships generally have interacted for some time. 
When you nod and smile at someone as you leave the classroom, or when you place 
an order at a fast-food counter, you do not have an interpersonal relationship. Although 
you use interpersonal communication to accomplish these activities, one-time interac-
tions do not constitute interpersonal relationships. That said, these interactions could 
be the beginnings of an interpersonal relationship, should the other elements we’ve 
discussed occur. We should note, however, that interpersonal relationships might last 
for varying lengths of time—some are relatively short but others continue for a lifetime.

interpersonal 
relationships
Associations between at 
least two people who are 
interdependent, who use 
some consistent 
patterns of interaction, 
and who have interacted 
for an extended period 
of time.

communicating
	 creatively
Describing Your Relationships Visually
In his book Relational Communication, William Wilmot discusses 
various metaphors we have for relationships. For instance, rela-
tionships can be described as work, in that two people must 
negotiate and engage in a process of give-and-take; as a journey, 
in that people progress along a path as they move through a 
relationship; and as a game, in that romance and perhaps 
friendship are viewed as play and competition. Consider what 
your relationship would look like as a picture. Take out a piece of 
paper and draw an image that represents your relationship. 
Would you draw an image of a safe place, dangerous territory, or 
a novel adventure? Are there bright colors or muted hues? How 
would you describe in words the image you’ve drawn.

Source: Wilmot, W. W. (1995). Relational communication. New York: McGraw-Hill.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS
According to psychologist William Schutz, we have three basic interpersonal needs that 
are satisfied through interaction with others:

1.	 The need for inclusion, or becoming involved with others
2.	 The need for affection, or holding fond or tender feelings toward another person
3.	 The need for control, or having the ability to influence others, our environment, 

and ourselves4

Although we may be able to fulfill some of our physical, safety, and security needs 
through interactions with relative strangers, we can fulfill the other needs only through 
our interpersonal relationships.
	 The interdependent nature of interpersonal relationships suggests that people mutu-
ally satisfy their needs in this type of association. Interdependence suggests that one 
person is dependent on another to have some need fulfilled and that the other person (or 

•  Interpersonal 
relationships fulfill basic 
needs.
© Floresco Productions/ 
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persons) is dependent on the first to have the same or other needs fulfilled. For example, 
a child who is dependent on a parent may satisfy that parent’s needs for inclusion and 
belonging. The parent, in turn, may supply the child’s need for affection in hugging, 
kissing, or listening to the child.
	 Complementary relationships—those in which each person supplies something the 
other person or persons lack—provide good examples of the manner in which we have 
our needs fulfilled in interpersonal relationships. An example is a friendship between an 
introverted individual and an extroverted one. The introvert may teach her friend to be 
more self-reflective or to listen to others more carefully, whereas the extrovert might, in 
exchange, encourage her to be more outspoken or assertive.
	 Our needs also may be fulfilled in symmetrical relationships—those in which the 
participants mirror each other or are highly similar. A relationship between two intelligent 
individuals may reflect their need for intellectual stimulation. Two people of similar 
ancestry might marry in part to preserve their heritage.
	 Conflict is inevitable and normal in interpersonal relationships; indeed, conflict can 
be constructive and creative. Conflict can be healthy when it is used to resolve differ-
ences and to “clear the air.” On the other hand, it can also be dysfunctional. You might 
have grown up in a family in which sequences of conflict were ever present, and the 
only way you know how to have a conversation is by fighting. Or you might have had 
parents who never discussed differences, and the only way you know to manage conflict 
is to walk away or not talk about what bothers you.
	 Conflict is dysfunctional when you avoid talking about problems, withdraw, or 
become sullen. Conflict is also dysfunctional when you take any criticism or suggestions 
as a personal attack. Do you fight fairly, or do 
you attack the other person rather than raising 
the issue that is at stake? If you feel out of 
control when you are engaged in an argument 
with a family member, you may experience 
conflict as dysfunctional. Finally, conflict can 
be dysfunctional when you store up many 
complaints and then attack your roommate 
with all of them.
	 If you have experienced conflict as dys-
functional, you can begin to experience it 
more positively when you follow some 
straightforward guidelines. First, you need to 
remain calm. You should also express your 
feelings in words rather than in actions such 
as breaking objects, driving recklessly, or 
using alcohol. Try to be specific about what 
is bothering you. Rather than bringing up 
multiple grievances of the past, try to deal 
with only one issue at a time. Consider your 
language and avoid words such as never and 
always in describing the problem—particularly 
when it is about your roommate’s actions. Do 
not exaggerate or invent additional problems 
that are not central to the discussion. Finally, 
you may find that it is important to establish 
some ground rules that both you and your 
partner adopt.

complementary 
relationships
Relationships in which 
each person supplies 
something the other 
person or persons lack.

symmetrical 
relationships
Relationships in which 
participants mirror each 
other or are highly 
similar.

sizing things up
Interpersonal Motives
We enter into interpersonal relationships for a variety of 
reasons. Below you will read several statements that de-
scribe possible reasons for joining interpersonal relation-
ships. Indicate how likely you are to enter into an interpersonal 
relationship for each reason using the following scale:

1 = Never
2 = Unlikely
3 = Likely
4 = Frequently

I enter into interpersonal relationships . . .

	 1.	 Because I can have influence over others.
	 2.	So that I can share emotions with others.
	 3.	 To feel part of a group.
	 4.	 To be involved in things with other people.
	 5.	 To gain affection from others.
	 6.	 To bring control to my life.
	 7.	So that I can have more influence over my 

surroundings.
	 8.	Because I need to know that people like me.
	 9.	Because I want to be included in different activities.

A guide for interpreting your responses appears at the end 
of this chapter.
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THE DARK SIDE OF INTERPERSONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS
Conflict is only one aspect of interpersonal relationships that seems 
to represent a “dark side” to these most personal affiliations. Although 
your interpersonal relationships are generally pleasurable and positive, 
you might also have experienced painful and negative liaisons. Spitz-
berg and Cupach have provided the most comprehensive treatment of 
the shadowy side of relationships.5 What are some of the qualities of 
negative relationships? Obsession that includes fatal attraction and 
jealousy certainly creates negative outcomes. Similarly, misunder-
standing, gossip, conflict, and codependency can lead to harmful 
results. Abuse, which includes sexual, physical, mental, and emotional 
abuse, is truly harmful to individuals and destroys relationships.
	 In addition, some of the qualities we associate with healthy 

relationships—self-disclosure, affectionate communication, mutual influence, and the devel-
opment of a unique relationship—can all become extreme and therefore unhealthy. Effective 
communication, as you have been learning, is very challenging, and interpersonal communi-
cation may be the most challenging context of all. This chapter focuses primarily on positive 
interpersonal relationships and how to improve them.

SELF-DISCLOSURE IN THE DEVELOPMENT  
OF INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS
One change that occurs as relationships become deeper and closer is an increasing inten-
tional revealing of personal information. Self-disclosure is the process of making inten-
tional revelations about yourself that others would be unlikely to know and that generally 
constitute private, sensitive, or confidential information. Pearce and Sharp distinguish 
among self-disclosure, confession, and revelation.6 They define self-disclosure as volun-
tary, confession as forced or coerced information, and revelation as unintentional or 
inadvertent communication.
	 Jourard suggests that self-disclosure makes us “transparent” to others, that disclosure 
helps others to see us as a distinctive human being.7 Self-disclosure goes beyond self-
description. More specifically, your position on abortion, your close relationship with 
your grandfather, your sexual history, your deepest fears, your proudest moments, and 
your problems with drugs or alcohol are considered self-disclosure by most definitions. 
Self-disclosure is not always negative, but it is generally private information.
	 Sandra Petronio’s communication privacy management (CPM) theory provides a use-
ful framework for helping people think about the rules they create regarding when they 
will and will not share private information and how they manage privacy boundaries once 
they have shared private information.8 Have you ever told someone something in confi-
dence and then said, “Now don’t tell anyone else about that.” According to CPM, this is 
an example of how people intentionally make rules surrounding who has access to their 
private information. Privacy rules are created to control the permeability of the boundary.9

Why Is Self-Disclosure Important?

Self-disclosure is important for three reasons. First, it allows us to develop a greater 
understanding of ourselves. Consider the Johari window depicted in figure 1. Joseph Luft 
and Harrington Ingham created this diagram to depict four kinds of information about a 
person. The open area (I) includes information that is known to you and to other people, 
such as your approximate height and weight, and information you freely disclose, such 
as your hometown, major, or age. The blind area (II) consists of information known to 

self-disclosure
The process of making 
intentional revelations 
about yourself that 
others would be unlikely 
to know and that 
generally constitute 
private, sensitive, or 
confidential information.

•  Successful 
interpersonal 
relationships are based 
on effective 
communication.
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others but unknown to you, such as your personality characteristics that others 
perceive but you do not recognize or acknowledge. The hidden area (III) includes 
information that you know about yourself but others do not. Any information that 
is hidden and that you do not self-disclose lies here. Finally, the unknown area 
(IV) comprises information that is unknown to you and to others. For instance, neither 
you nor others know when you will pass on (assuming that you have not been diagnosed 
with a terminal disease).
	 The quadrants of the Johari window can expand or contract in size. The quadrants 
can also have different shapes with different family members, friends, or acquaintances. 
For example, you might have a very large open area when you are considering the rela-
tionship between you and your closest friend. On the other hand, the hidden area may 
be very large when you consider the relationship between you and your employer. As 
the size of one of the quadrants changes, so do the sizes of all the others.
	 Self-disclosure allows you to develop a more positive attitude about yourself and 
others, as well as more meaningful relationships. Have you ever experienced a problem 
or faced a difficult situation? Most of us have, and we know that sharing our fears or 
telling others about our anguish provides comfort. For example, imagine that you vandal-
ized property in high school and were caught. You might feel very guilty for having done 
the wrong thing, for having to pay a large fine, and for damaging someone else’s prop-
erty. If you can find the courage to talk about your feelings to a friend, you might find 
that you are not alone, that almost everyone gets into trouble at one time or another. 
Similarly, if you have recently experienced the loss of a family member, you may find 
that talking about your feelings and sharing your grief will lead to positive growth for 
you. Hastings found that self-disclosure is a powerful form of communication in grieving 
and in healing a fractured identity.10 In addition, self-disclosing on social media provides 
a possible place for grieving, support, and coping after the loss of a loved one.11

	 Self-disclosure is one way relationships grow in depth and meaning. Partners in 
romantic relationships, for example, report greater feelings of security when self-disclosure 
between them is intentional and honest.12 When you self-disclose more to others, they 
will most likely disclose more to you. Without the opportunity for self-disclosure and 
active listening, relationships can be based on superficiality, which can lead to relational 
termination.
	 At the same time, self-disclosure can be used inappropriately. Have you ever sat on 
an airplane next to a stranger who revealed highly personal information to you? Have 
you ever dated someone who insisted on sharing private information too early in the 

Known
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relationship? In the next section we will consider some of the findings about self-
disclosure that may provide guidelines for your self-disclosing behavior.

What Factors Affect Appropriate Self-Disclosure?

Disclosure generally increases as relational intimacy increases. We do not provide our 
life story to people we have just met. Instead, in the developing relationship, we gradu-
ally reveal an increasing amount of information. We might begin with positive informa-
tion that is not highly intimate and then begin to share more personal information as we 
learn to trust the other person. In this way our disclosure tends to be incremental, to 
increase over time.
	 Disclosure tends to be reciprocal. This conclusion is related to the previous one. When 
people offer us information about themselves, we tend to return the behavior in kind. 
Indeed, when people reciprocate self-disclosure, we tend to view them positively; when 
they do not, we tend to view them as incompetent. Dindia, Fitzpatrick, and Kenny studied 
dyadic interaction between women and men and strangers and spouses. They concluded 
that, in conversations, the disclosure of highly intimate feelings was reciprocal.13

	 Reciprocal disclosure generally does not occur in families. Although parents have 
an expectation of self-disclosure from their children and adolescents, they do not perceive 
a need to reciprocate. A variety of factors affect adolescents’ disclosures to their parents. 
Adolescents do not generally feel the need to disclose to their parents, and they are even 
more reluctant to disclose if their behavior is not sanctioned by their parents.14 
Grandparents may become the target of self-disclosures, since they are sometimes seen 
as more empathic and positive.15

	 Negative disclosure is directly related to the intimacy of the relationship; however, 
positive disclosure does not necessarily increase as the relationship becomes more inti-
mate. What does this mean? As we become closer to another person, we are more likely 
to reveal negative information about ourselves. Positive information, on the other hand, 
flows through conversations from the earliest developmental stages throughout the life-
time of the relationship. Hence, negative information increases over time, but positive 
disclosure does not necessarily increase.
	 Disclosure may be avoided for a variety of reasons. Self-disclosure does not flow freely 
on all topics. Indeed, relational partners may avoid self-disclosure for reasons of self-
protection, relationship protection, partner unresponsiveness, and social appropriateness. As 
Afifi and Guerrero observe, “Some things are better left unsaid.”16 At the same time, topics 
that are taboo under some conditions may be appropriate later, when conditions change.17

	 People do not always avoid self-disclosure for noble reasons. College students who were 
in close relationships were asked whether they disclosed their sexual histories before engag-
ing in sex. Although nearly all the students surveyed felt they were knowledgeable about 
safe sex, over 40% did not realize that revealing one’s sexual history is a safe-sex practice. 
One-third of those who were sexually active had not disclosed their sexual history to at least 
one partner prior to becoming sexually involved. And at least one-fifth of the sexually active 
students purposefully misrepresented their sexual history to their sex partners.18

	 Disclosure varies across cultures. Self-disclosure is not uniformly valued or disvalued 
around the world. For example, Chinese professionals view interpersonal communication 
differently in Chinese organizations and in American businesses. They view Chinese interac-
tions to be characterized by blunt assertiveness, smooth amiability, and surface humility. They 
view American workplaces as composed of sophisticated kindness, manipulative “stroking,” 
and casual spontaneity.19 Koreans and Americans avoid making requests of others for differ-
ent reasons. Koreans are concerned with avoiding negative evaluation from the hearer and 
avoiding hurting the other person’s feelings, whereas Americans are more concerned with 
clarity.20 These differences most likely transfer to differences in disclosures as well.
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	 Relational satisfaction and disclosure 
are curvilinearly related. Satisfaction is 
lowest with no disclosure and with exces-
sive disclosure; it is highest when self-
disclosure is provided at moderate levels. 
Consider your own personal relationships. 
Does this conclusion appear to be accurate?

Friendship
Friendship contributes to our well-being. 
People who have harmonious sibling rela-
tionships and same-gender friends report 
the highest levels of well-being.21 Whereas 
we celebrate romantic relationships, we do 
not similarly honor friendships. Rawlins 
notes that we ought to have a “friendship 
day,” because our friendships are at least as 
important as our romantic relationships.22

THE VALUE OF FRIENDSHIPS
What does friendship mean? Friendships 
can be based on shared activities or on the 
level of information we exchange with oth-
ers. Young adolescents report that their friendships are based on shared activities, whereas 
for emerging adults they are based on self-disclosure.23 The communication of private 
information appears to gain in importance as people mature. Most people identify both 
family and nonfamily members as friends.
	 Friendships also change over time. As people age, family members become more 
salient as friends.24 For many older men, their only friend is their wife,25 although the 
same is not true for older women. Do friendships actually improve over time? Although 
we cannot be sure, we do know that people perceive that they do.26 Perhaps people come 
to better understand the importance of friendship as they mature.
	 The quality of friendships is affected by psychological predispositions, such as 
attachment styles. People who are securely attached to others have lower levels of conflict 
with their friends and are able to rise above problems in their friendships. People who 
are avoidant, or not attached, experience higher levels of conflict and lower levels of 
companionship.27

	 Rawlins provides a six-stage model of how friendships develop.28 The first stage, 
role-limited interaction, includes an encounter in which individuals are polite and careful 
with their disclosures. Second, friendly relations occur when the two people determine 
that they have mutual interests or other common ground. Third, moving toward friendship 
allows them to introduce a personal topic or to set up times to get together. Fourth, in 
nascent friendship they think of themselves as friends and begin to establish their own 
private ways of interacting. Fifth, the friends feel established in each other’s lives, in 
what is termed a stabilized friendship. Finally, friendships may move to a waning stage, 
when the relationship diminishes. Not all friendships reach this sixth stage.
	 Friendships are maintained differently, depending on the intent of the relational 
partners. Rawlins notes that issues of romantic attraction must be negotiated early in a 
relationship.29 Guerrero and Chavez studied friends who both wanted the relationship to 
become romantic (mutual romance), friends neither of whom wanted the friendship to 

Guidelines for Self-Disclosure
Try the following strategies for appropriate self-disclosure in 
interpersonal relationships.

1.	 Gradually increase disclosure as your relationship develops.

2.	Reveal information to others as they reveal information to 
you.

3.	Do not disclose negative information until your relationship 
is established.

4.	Do not disclose information that will cause you personal 
harm.

5.	Be sensitive to cultural differences in your self-disclosure.

6.	Be aware of non-dominant cultural differences in self-
disclosure.

7.	Be willing to self-disclose in interpersonal relationships.

Consider how, if at all, these guidelines change or remain 
the same when self-disclosing in online or other digitally 
mediated contexts.

building behaviors
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become romantic (platonic), and friends of whom one desired romance but felt that the 
partner did not (desiring or rejecting romance).30 People in the mutual-romance situation 
generally reported the most relationship maintenance behavior. Those in the platonic or 
the rejecting-romance situation had fewer routine contacts and activities, were more likely 
to talk about other romantic situations, and were less flirtatious. People in the desiring-
romance and mutual-romance situations reported the most relationship talk. Clearly, 
friendships are dynamic and may lead to romantic relationships.
	 Partners behave differently in their communication with friends and romantic part-
ners. For example, the scope of the “chilling effect,” or the suppression of grievances, 
depends on whether you see the other person as a friend or a romantic partner. One 
study used binge drinking as the topic to determine whether friends or romantic part-
ners would confront the other person. The researchers found that college students 
would not talk with their friends about their excessive drinking but they would do so 
with their romantic partners. In other words, the chilling effect on this topic affected 
only friendships.31

	 Friendships are not necessarily defined the same way in all cultures. People in col-
lectivist cultures tend to have more intimate but fewer friendships. As people have more 
contact with other cultures, however, these patterns are showing signs of change. For 
example, Indonesian people, traditionally from a collectivist culture, now display exten-
sive social contacts.32

	 A new development, made possible by mediated communication, is friendships on 
the Internet. However, these friendships are perceived as less close and less supportive 
than are friendships that originate with face-to-face contact. Internet friends are also less 
likely to be engaged in joint activities.33

FRIENDSHIPS AND NEW TECHNOLOGY
Social networking sites, such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Meetup, Snapchat, 
Meerkat, and LinkedIn, have made new kinds of friendships possible by allowing people 
to communicate with each other online.
	 Facebook claims over 1.39 billion monthly active users, 890 million of whom log 
on during any given day. More than 1.9 billion active users access Facebook through a 
mobile device. Although we might believe Facebook is distinctly American, more than 
223 million current users are outside the United States and use more than 70 languages 
on the site. Finally, the average Facebook user has 190 Facebook friends.34

	 Twitter was created in March 2006 and boasted 289 million active users in 2015. Like 
Facebook, Twitter is an online social network, and “tweets” are limited to 140 characters. 
Twitter’s use multiplies when prominent events occur. For example, during Beyoncé’s 
performance at the MTV Video Music Awards, when she announced she was pregnant, 
tweets reached 8,868 per second, and when Osama Bin Laden was killed, Twitter recorded 
5,000 tweets per second.35 However, the greatest spike to date occurred at the passing of 
Apple’s founder Steve Jobs, when 10,000 tweets per second were exchanged.36

	 Why do people choose to have online friends? Although extraversion and openness 
to new experiences have some predictive power in identifying people who are likely to 
use social networking, no clear personality factors distinguish social networkers from 
others.37 Perhaps people are motivated to form online friendships because they have a 
sense of safety and security—they do not need to meet the other person in a face-to-face 
setting. Others might perceive that online friendships are more exciting than day-to-day 
relationships. Finally, some people might be attracted to social networking sites because 
they can create a more idealized self—someone who is more attractive and has a differ-
ent personality than they actually have.
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	 Although people may have dozens of online friends, they rarely 
have large numbers of friends with benefits. Friends with benefits 
(FWB) are those who are not romantically involved but who have 
agreed to have a sexual relationship. Although studies vary regarding 
the percentage of college students who engage in such relationships, 
the most conservative study suggested that over half (51%) of college 
students are or have been in an FWB relationship.38 One study found 
that women are more interested in having a friend, whereas men are 
more interested in the benefits of such a relationship.39

	 How do FWB relationships conclude? Bisson and Levine found 
that about 36% of the couples quit having sex but remained friends; 
28% stayed friends and remained sexually active; 26% claimed that they 
were no longer either friends or lovers; and about 10% of the couples 
had a relationship that became completely romantic.40 Generally, FWB do not talk at all 
about romance or the possibility of falling in love, but it is important for people who 
wish to engage in this kind of relationship to set clear rules and boundaries. They also 
need to be clear with their friend about their goals with the relationship. Finally, they 
need to choose their partner wisely: someone they trust, someone they enjoy being with, 
and someone who is looking for a similar experience.

CROSS-CULTURAL RELATIONSHIPS
Because our culture is increasingly diverse, the likelihood that you will be part of a cross-
cultural friendship, or even romantic relationship, is far greater now than ever before. In 
many respects, cross-cultural relationships work like any other type of relationship—we 
enter into them for many of the same reasons; the processes of self-disclosure work the 
same; we even initiate and maintain them using many of the same skills.
	 One difference is that we may feel more tentative in initiating a dialogue with a 
person from another culture. Perhaps we are afraid of language barriers or of accidentally 
saying something wrong. In other situations, such as when two people are assigned to a 
residence hall room as roommates, the relationship may be forced upon them. In either 
case, one approach to establishing a relationship is to view it as a cooperative learning 
opportunity in which both participants work together to achieve a mutually shared under-
standing while learning about each other’s culture.41 In approaching the relationship in 
this way, try to do the following:

1.	 Have meaningful personal interaction. If you feel uncomfortable in the initial 
stages of interaction, you may be tempted to stick to very safe topics of 
conversation. Try to talk about some more personal and meaningful topics as well. 
For instance, what are the similarities and differences between your families? 
What religions do you practice? What are your hometowns like? What work 
experiences have you had? By talking about more personal topics like these, you 
will begin to learn about each other and start the self-disclosure cycle.

2.	 Maintain equal status. Research shows that, when one person assumes a role of 
“leader” or “teacher,” the relationship will have more trouble developing. Both 
members of the relationship should recognize that each has something unique to offer 
in terms of knowledge, creativity, openness, listening, and so on. Remembering to 
keep the new relationship focused on interpersonal closeness rather than task concerns 
can help prevent a perception of inequality in the early stages of the relationship.

3.	 Find ways to build interdependence. Any relationship will be stronger if both 
individuals bring something to it. If each can find ways to help the other, 
interdependence will form, and the bond of the relationship will grow stronger.

•  Social networking 
sites provide 
opportunities for new 
kinds of interpersonal 
relationships.
© James Woodson/Digital 
Vision/Getty Images RF
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4.	 Respect individual differences. People from different cultures are like anyone else. 
Some are shy, whereas others are outgoing; some are very cerebral, and others are 
very practical; some like romantic comedies, whereas others like action shows. Such 
differences and even disagreements over them do not mean you cannot make a cross-
cultural relationship work; it may simply mean that you don’t like certain personality 
characteristics. Just as with friends from your own culture, you occasionally have to 
overlook minor disagreements in light of the many areas of agreement.

The Stages in Interpersonal Relationships
Communication and relationship development are symbiotic; that is, communication 
affects the growth of relationships, and the growth of relationships affects communicative 
behavior.42

DEVELOPING RELATIONSHIPS
Relational development does not occur overnight, although many couples in long-term 
relationships recall falling in love “at first sight.” College students outline a general pat-
tern for the developing relationship. When college students first meet, they exchange 
names, majors, and hometowns. They might begin using social media and text each other 
from time to time. This early investigative stage lasts a fairly short time and allows the 
couple to determine whether they have anything in common.
	 If the couple finds they are compatible, they may begin to spend more time together and 
go to parties, movies, dinners, and other social events together. They meet each other’s friends 
and eventually engage in intimacy. Because intimacy is an emotional step in a relationship, 
couples may assess the cost as well as the benefits of becoming intimate with someone to 
whom they are not committed.43 As a result of differences in opinion about the desirability 
of intimacy or the meaningfulness of it, the first fight might ensue shortly after intimacy has 
occurred. Too, partners are sometimes not equally astute at understanding the nonverbal and 
verbal cues that lead to intimacy, and one may be baffled while the other is keenly aware of 
the likelihood of engaging in a sexual relationship.44 Assuming the fight has cleared the air 
and not ended the relationship, they next meet each other’s family. At this point, the two 
become exclusive. They are no longer interested in dating others, or “playing the field.” They 
develop mutual concerns, shared jokes, and a bit of a common history.
	 About this time they express their affection verbally, as one or both disclose, “I love 
you.” Additional shared experiences, such as working on projects or traveling together, 
might occur next. The two develop rituals to manage both work and play. They might have 
a common language that allows them to communicate with each other without strangers 
understanding. They share each other’s friends and perhaps eliminate other relationships.
	 Commitment is the final stage of relational development. Some couples exchange a 
promise ring or other pieces of jewelry next, to suggest to others that they are now a couple. 
They begin to spend increasing amounts of time at each other’s apartment or room, and one 
member might suggest moving in together. A proposal of marriage may follow or precede 
this suggestion. The two may determine whether they can provide steady and dependable 
care for another live being by buying plants together or getting a pet. Some couples remain 
at this point for years, whereas others marry, or marry and have children. Couples who do 
not choose to marry may host a public event that tells others of the bond they share.

MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS
Once individuals have bonded in a relationship, they enter a stage of relational 
maintenance, in which they begin establishing strategies for keeping the relationship 

relational development
The initial stage in a 
relationship that moves 
a couple from meeting 
to mating.

relational maintenance
The stage in a relationship 
after a couple has 
bonded and in which 
they engage in the 
process of keeping the 
relationship together.
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together. Wilmot suggests that relationships stabilize when the partners reach a basic level 
of agreement about what they want from the relationship.45 This can occur at any level 
of intimacy, and even “stabilized” relationships have internal movement.
	 The relational maintenance stage is not like a plateau. Instead, people become more 
intimate or closer at some periods and more distant and less close at other times, usually 
describing a jagged rather than a straight line. Maintained relationships are in motion, 
and healthy relationships are always changing. A relationship that is static is probably 
dead, or dying.
	 Baxter and her colleagues, as well as other researchers, have developed and demon-
strated the importance of dialectic theory in interpersonal relationships.46 Dialectic refers 
to the tension that exists between two conflicting or interacting forces, elements, or ideas. 
When dialectic theory is applied to interpersonal relationships, we acknowledge that 
relationships often incorporate contradictions or contrasts within them and that relation-
ships are always in process. By contradictions, we mean that each person might have 
two opposing desires for maintaining the relationship—you want to be with your partner, 
but you also have a need for space and time away from him or her. Process means that 
relationships are always changing. Thus, relational maintenance cannot be depicted as a 
flat line but, rather, one that has peaks and valleys.
	 What are some of the primary dialectics that Baxter identifies? Three emerged in 
the early work. The dialectic of integration/separation suggests the tension between want-
ing to be separate entities and wanting to be integrated with another person. The dialec-
tic of stability/change suggests the tension between wanting events, conversations, and 
behavior to be the same and desiring change. The dialectic of expression/privacy suggests 
the tension between wanting to self-disclose and be completely open and wanting to be 
private and closed. Table 1 summarizes Baxter’s primary dialectics.
	 The use of media has multiple effects on relationships and may play a greater role 
than we suspect. For example, people who consume a great deal of television and play 
video games frequently use fewer relational maintenance strategies than those who are 
modest or moderate media users. In one study, this difference was particularly strong for 
those who showed high dependence on video games, perhaps due to the competition 
games provide for relational development and maintenance time.47

dialectic
The tension that exists 
between two conflicting 
or interacting forces, 
elements, or ideas.

contradictions
In dialectic theory, the 
idea that each person in 
a relationship might 
have two opposing 
desires for maintaining 
the relationship.

Table 1  Baxter’s Dialectic Tensions

Integration	 Separation

“Let’s move in together.”	 “When we get married, I would like us to keep separate  
	 bank accounts.”

Stability	 Change

“I’m glad we’ve never moved.”	 “I’m feeling restless. I think it is time to plan a  
	 vacation!”

Expression	 Privacy

“I did absolutely the dumbest 	 “I would rather not explain how I spent the 
thing last night. Let me tell you.”	 weekend.”
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	 On the other hand, college students regularly use texting and instant messaging to 
connect with others who are in both long-distance and geographically close relationships 
with them. With family and friends, students tend to use self-disclosure (directly discuss-
ing the nature of their relationship), positive comments (being cheerful and upbeat), and 
discussions of social networks (attempting to involve them in a variety of activities) in 
their messages. When interacting with romantic partners, they also use assurances that 
include stressing commitment and love.48

WHEN RELATIONSHIPS DETERIORATE
Although all relationships go through a period of development, and many go through 
the maintenance stage, some deteriorate. Relational deterioration may occur because 
of the pressures of external events, because of differences that develop within the cou-
ple, or because of relationships with other people. Couples may first observe that they 
are spending increasing amounts of time away from each other and they prefer this time 
of separation.
	 The couple may begin to physically, emotionally, and communicatively pull away 
from each other. Perhaps they do not attend public events together. They might decide 
to sleep in separate rooms or separate beds. They no longer appear to be a couple to 
each other or to others.
	 The parties may begin to look for others with whom to share their thoughts and feel-
ings. They might find spending time with each other to be boring, stifling, and awkward. 
If they have children, they may attend the children’s events but arrive and leave in sepa-
rate vehicles. They may arrange events so that they do not have to be alone together.
	 Next, the couple avoids spending any time at all together. One person may move 
out. One might reschedule activities so he or she is gone when the other awakens or 
comes home sufficiently late that the other partner is already sleeping. Communication 
may actually increase at this point, but it is marked with anger and negative intent.
	 Finally, the couple takes legal action to end their relationship, if it has been legally 
sanctioned. They might engage in outright hostility and dissociation. They may divide 
their common property, returning jewelry and other sentimental gifts to the partner and 
shedding any symbols of their relationship. Common friends are now divided between 
the two. One member of the couple may assert him- or herself by taking a new job at a 
great geographic distance. The relationship is clearly over.
	 Not all relationships go through these stages, particularly deterioration or termina-
tion. People experience movement as they reconnect after periods of little intimacy. They 
may question their relationship but not move to dissolve it. Sometimes couples move 

back to the dating stage as they renew their love, perhaps after the 
children have left home or after retirement.
	 Communication skills can also alter the trajectory of a relationship. 
In relationships that are dysfunctional or deteriorating, communication 
can help heal or remedy problems. In new relationships it can stimulate 
relational development and growth. Communication skills thus allow 
us to subscribe to realistic hope in our relationships.
	 Finally, individuals do not move through each of these stages 
with everyone they meet. Research has shown that people base deci-
sions to develop relationships on such factors as physical attractive-
ness, personal charisma, and communication behaviors.49 In general, 
we are more likely to attempt to develop relationships with people 
who are attractive, emotionally expressive, extroverted, and sponta-
neous. In the next section we will consider some of the theories that 

relational deterioration
The stage in a relationship 
in which the prior bond 
disintegrates.

•  Relational 
deterioration is marked 
by differentiating 
behavior.
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suggest why we select some people with whom to relate and why we neglect, or even 
reject, other people.

Motivations for Initiating, Maintaining,  
and Terminating Relationships
Most relationships go through definable stages of development, maintenance, and 
deterioration.

MOTIVATIONS FOR INITIATING RELATIONSHIPS
How do you determine which people you will select to be your friends, lovers, or family 
members? Why do you cultivate relationships with them? How does communication 
figure into the equation?
	 First, proximity—the location, distance, or range between persons and things—is 
obvious but important. You are probably not going to have relationships with people 
from places you have never been. You are most likely to find others where you spend 
most of your time. For this reason a roommate or co-worker can easily become a friend.50 
People who attend the same religious services, belong to the same social clubs, or are 
members of the same gang are most likely to become friends. People who share a major 
or a dormitory, cafeteria, car pool, or part of the seating chart in a class are also likely 
candidates. To underline the power of proximity, consider that changes in location (high 
school to college and college to job) often change relationship patterns.
	 Second, from all the people we see, we select the ones we find high in attractiveness, 
which includes physical attractiveness, how desirable a person is to work with, and how 
much “social value” the person has for others.51 In other words, a person who is desirable 
to work with, in whom others also show interest, and who physically looks good to us 
is attractive.52 Attractiveness is not universal, however; it varies from culture to culture53 
and person to person. Because of perceptual differences, you will not be looking for the 
same person as everyone else.
	 Responsiveness describes the reason we tend to select our friends and loved ones 
from people who demonstrate positive interest in us. Few people are more attractive than 
those who actively listen to us, think our jokes are funny, find our vulnerabilities endear-
ing, and see our faults as amusing. In short, we practically never select our friends from 
among those who dislike us.
	 Similarity, the idea that our friends and loved ones are usually people who like or 
dislike the same things we do, is another feature of attractiveness. Whatever we consider 
most important is the similarity we seek, so some friends or people in loving relation-
ships are bound by their interests, others by their ideology, and still others by their mutual 
likes and dislikes. Thousands of people find their friends in the same circle where they 
work: clerical workers with clerical workers, managers with managers, and bosses with 
bosses. Similarity is a powerful source of attraction.
	 Complementarity is the idea that we sometimes bond with people whose strengths are 
our weaknesses. Whereas you may be slightly shy, your friend may be assertive. In situations 
that call for assertiveness, she may play that role for you. A math-loving engineer may find 
friendship with a people-loving communication major, who takes care of the engineer’s social 
life while the engineer helps his friend with math courses. Complementarity seems to occur 
in fiscal matters, too. Those who spend more than they should tend to marry those who spend 
less than is ideal. However, these marriages tend to result in a great deal of conflict over fis-
cal matters, and the couples report diminished marital happiness.54 At the same time, having 
a friend or spouse who is too much like us may also have negative effects on the relationship.

proximity
The location, distance, or 
range between persons 
and things.

attractiveness
A concept that includes 
physical attractiveness, 
how desirable a person 
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MOTIVATIONS FOR MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS
After you have gotten to know someone, why do you continue to relate to him or her? 
You may begin to relate to dozens of people, but you do not continue friendships, fam-
ily relationships, or love relationships with everyone with whom you start a relationship. 
Let us consider some of the motivators that encourage continuing a relationship.
	 Although we initially develop a relationship on the basis of such factors as attractive-
ness and personal charisma, we maintain relationships for different reasons. Maintained 
relationships invite certain levels of predictability, or certainty.55 Indeed, we attempt to 
create strategies that will provide us with additional personal information about our 
relational partners.56 We also are less concerned with partners’ expressive traits (such as 
being extroverted and spontaneous) and more concerned with their ability to focus on us 
through empathic, caring, and concerned involvement.57 Indeed, as relationships are 
maintained, partners not only become more empathic but also begin to mirror each 
other’s behavior. Did you know that most research suggests that maintaining social rela-
tionships is the main reason we use social networking sites?58

Gender and Cultural Differences

Motivations for maintaining relationships are not simple. Many differences between 
women and men affect maintenance behaviors. For example, women tend to use more 
maintenance strategies than do men.59 People with different ethnicities express differ-
ent primary needs in their interpersonal relationships. According to Collier, “Latinos 
emphasized relational support, Asian Americans emphasized a caring, positive 
exchange of ideas, African Americans emphasized respect and acceptance, and Anglo 
Americans emphasized recognizing the needs of the individual.”60 People from dif-
ferent generations view intergenerational communication differently.61 In addition, 
people display different levels of nonverbal involvement and intimacy with their 
romantic partners.62

•  We select friends from 
among people who are 
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Satisfying Relationships

Couples can achieve satisfying and long-term relationships, however. Pearson looked at 
couples who had been happily married for more than 40 years. She found that many of 
these marriages were characterized by stubbornness (“This marriage will succeed no 
matter what”), distortion (“She is the most beautiful woman in the world”), unconditional 
acceptance (regardless of faults), and the continuous push and pull of autonomy or inde-
pendence versus unity or interdependence.63 Maintaining positive, satisfying relationships 
is not easy, but the people who are the most satisfied with their relationships are prob-
ably those who have worked hardest at maintaining them. Communicatively, people in 
long-term and satisfied relationships are distinctive from those in short-term or unhappy 
relationships. Sillars, Shellen, McIntosh, and Pomegranate found that people in long-term 
and satisfied relationships are more likely to use joint rather than individual identity 
pronouns (“we” and “us” rather than “I” or “me”).64

MOTIVATIONS FOR TERMINATING RELATIONSHIPS
Although our goal may be to maintain satisfying relationships, this outcome is not always 
possible. Relationships do not last. About half of all marriages end in divorce, and in 
second and third marriages the failure rate is even higher. Why do interpersonal relation-
ships end? What factors encourage people to seek the conclusion, rather than the con-
tinuation, of a relationship? We consider a few of those factors here.
	 Hurtful messages create emotional pain or upset. They fall into 10 categories of 
behavior: accusation, evaluation, directive, advise, express desire, inform, question, 
threat, joke, and lie.65 Among the most common are accusations (that imply or state fault 
or offense), evaluation (describe value, worth, or quality), and inform (those that disclose 
feelings that involve the partner).
	 Hurtful messages occur in most relationships, even those in which couples are very 
satisfied. They do not always end in disruption of the relationship, but they can if they 
become a pattern or are so intense that one partner cannot forget them. Why do some 
hurtful messages create significant relational problems, whereas others do not? Duck and 
Pond suggest that the relational history, the closeness of the couple, and their satisfaction 
with the relationship all affect how they perceive and respond to their own interaction.66

	 Vangelisti and Crumley determined that people respond in one of three ways: active 
verbal responses (for example, attacking the other, defending oneself, or asking for an 
explanation), acquiescent responses (for example, apologizing or crying), and invulnerable 
responses (for instance, laughing or ignoring the message).67 People who felt extremely 
hurt were more likely to use acquiescing responses. Those who were less hurt used invul-
nerability more than did those who felt extremely hurt. The researchers also found that 
people expressed more satisfaction with the relationship when verbal responses were used.
	 Deceptive communication—the practice of deliberately making somebody believe 
things that are untrue—can also lead to relational dissatisfaction and termination. All 
relational partners probably engage in some level of deception from time to time. The 
“little white lie,” the nonrevelation of the “whole truth,” and the omission of some details 
are commonplace. However, deliberate and regular deception can lead to the destruction 
of trust and the end of the relationship.
	 People may tell familiar lies (stories that are manufactured and that they tell again 
and again) or unfamiliar lies (untruths that are constructed on the spot). They vary the 
length of their pauses, their eye gaze, and the amount of smiling and laughing in which 
they engage, depending on whether they are telling familiar or unfamiliar lies. Observers, 
however, cannot detect these alterations.68 In short, we do not seem to be very able to 
accurately identify deceptive behaviors.

hurtful messages
Messages that create 
emotional pain or upset.

deceptive 
communication
The practice of 
deliberately making 
somebody believe things 
that are not true.
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	 Aggressiveness occurs when people stand up for their rights at the expense of oth-
ers and care about their own needs but no one else’s. Aggressiveness might help you get 
your way a few times, but ultimately others will avoid you and let their resentment show. 
People who engage in aggressive behavior may do so because they have a negative self-
concept or because they have learned this pattern of behavior growing up. Martin and 
Anderson show that both sons and daughters have patterns of verbal aggression that are 
similar to their mother’s.69

	 Aggressiveness is not the same as argumentativeness. Argumentativeness, defined 
as the quality or state of being argumentative, is synonymous with being contentious or 
combative. People who are argumentative are not verbally aggressive.70 Indeed, argumen-
tative people may value argument as a normal social communicative activity. Argumen-
tation varies across the life span.71 Argumentativeness patterns are shown to be similar 
between mothers and their children.72

	 Defensiveness occurs when a person feels attacked. Jack Gibb suggests that trust is 
essential to healthy relationships.73 But trust must be established between individuals and 
not be based on their roles, positions, or status. In other words, people should come to 
relationships without all the trappings of the roles they play. Reducing defensiveness is 
essential to building trust.
	 Gibb distinguished between behaviors that encourage defensiveness and those that 
reduce defensiveness. He identified evaluation, control, neutrality, superiority, certainty, 
and strategy as promoting defensive behaviors in others:

•	 Evaluation occurs when an individual makes a judgment about another person or his 
or her behavior.

•	 Control suggests that the speaker does not allow the second person to join in the 
discussion of how a problem should be solved.

•	 Neutrality means that the originator of the message does not show concern for the 
second person.

•	 Superiority occurs when the first person treats the second as a person of lower status.
•	 Certainty denotes a lack of openness to alternative ideas.
•	 Strategy refers to the employment of manipulative and premeditative behavior.

	 Gibb then categorized the following behaviors as reducing defensiveness: descrip-
tion, problem orientation, empathy, equality, provisionalism, and spontaneity. People who 

use description report their observations 
rather than offering evaluative comments. 
People with a problem orientation do not 
act as though they have the solution but are 
eager to discuss multiple ideas. Empathy 
implies concern for others, as shown 
through careful listening for both the con-
tent and the intent of the other’s message. 
Equality means that the communicator 
demonstrates that he or she is neither supe-
rior nor inferior to the second person. Pro-
visionalism suggests that the communicator 
does not communicate certainty or a total 
conviction but is open to other ideas. Spon-
taneity implies naturalness and a lack of 
premeditation.

aggressiveness
The assertion of one’s 
rights at the expense of 
others and caring about 
one’s own needs but no 
one else’s.

argumentativeness
The quality or state of 
being argumentative; 
synonymous with 
contentiousness or 
combativeness.

defensiveness
The response that occurs 
when a person feels 
attacked.

building behaviors
Reducing Defensiveness
Rewrite the following statements in a way that would decrease 
defensiveness. Use the categories generated by Gibb. For 
example, you would replace evaluation with description.

1.	 “What’s wrong with you, anyway?”

2.	 “Who’s responsible for the mess in our room?”

3.	 “I don’t really care what you do.”

4.	 “We’re not leaving here until I say we’re leaving.”

5.	 “We don’t need to meet. I know how to solve the problem.”

6.	 “I don’t need your help.”
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	 Gibb suggests that people replace those behaviors that create defensiveness with 
those that reduce it. Table 2 depicts the paired concepts. For example, rather than telling 
someone he is late for a meeting and you do not appreciate waiting, you might note the 
time he arrived and inquire empathically about his circumstances. Rather than being 
indifferent toward others and nonverbally suggesting you are superior, inquire about them 
and express your multiple similarities.

Essential Interpersonal Communication Behaviors
In interpersonal communication you need to be aware of factors such as perception, to 
have a good self-concept, to provide clear verbal and nonverbal cues to others, and to 
listen and empathize as others provide messages to you. In an interpersonal relationship 
you also show affection and support, influence others, and develop the unique nature of 
the relationship. In this section we consider three interpersonal communication areas: 
affectionate communication; influence, which includes compliance-gaining and interper-
sonal dominance; and the development of the distinctive relationship.

USING AFFECTIONATE AND SUPPORTIVE COMMUNICATION
Affection, the holding of fond or tender feelings toward another person, is essential in inter-
personal relationships. You express your affectionate feelings for others in a variety of ways, 
often nonverbally as you touch, hug, kiss, or caress the person. You also use verbal statements 
of affection, such as “I care about you,” “I really like being with you,” or “I love you.”
	 Affectionate communication can be risk-laden, and a number of variables affect its 
appropriateness, such as your own and the other person’s sex, the kind of relationship 
you have (platonic or romantic), the privacy and emotional intensity of the situation, and 
your predispositions.74 Telling another person you love him or her may hold significantly 
different meanings, depending on any of these factors.
	 Although the expression of affection is generally positive, if the receiver of the mes-
sage does not reciprocate, the sender may be embarrassed or feel that he or she has lost 
face. Floyd and Burgoon found that, indeed, expressions of liking do not always result 
in positive relational outcomes.75 In general, when people have particular expectations 
about communicative behavior and they are not met, they might rethink their relationship 
or they might change their behavior.76

	 Supportive communication is also important in interpersonal communication. Sup-
port includes giving advice, expressing concern, and offering assistance and can vary as 
a result of the receiver’s age77 and the support provider’s goals.78 In times of distress, 
comforting messages, such as suggesting a diversion, offering assistance, and expressing 

Table 2  Jack Gibb’s Contribution to Reducing Defensiveness

Create Defensiveness	 Reduce Defensiveness

Evaluation	 Description

Control	 Problem orientation

Neutrality	 Empathy

Superiority	 Equality

Certainty	 Provisionalism

Strategy	 Spontaneity
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optimism, encourage people to feel less 
upset. At the same time, the recipients of 
such messages may also feel demeaned. 
The distressed person is most likely to feel 
less upset when the comforting message is 
offered by a close friend rather than an 
acquaintance.79 Comfort, then, is viewed as 
most positive in close interpersonal rela-
tionships rather than in more distant ones.

INFLUENCING OTHERS
Influence is the power to affect other people’s 
thinking or actions. It has been studied widely 
in the context of interpersonal communica-
tion. One body of research has focused on 
compliance-gaining and compliance-resisting. 
Compliance-gaining is a person’s attempts 
to influence a target “to perform some desired 
behavior that the target otherwise might not 
perform.”80 It occurs frequently in interper-
sonal communication. We ask a friend for 
advice, we ask a parent for financial assis-
tance, or we encourage a relational partner to 
feel more committed. Children become more 
skillful at identifying situational and personal 

cues in possible compliance-gaining as they develop, with girls showing more sensitivity 
than boys.81

	 Compliance-resisting occurs when targets of influence messages refuse to comply 
with requests. Targets often offer reasons for their refusal.82 People who are more sensi-
tive to others and who are more adaptive are more likely to engage in further attempts 
to influence.83 Indeed, they may address some anticipated obstacles in their original 
request, and they may adapt later attempts by offering counterarguments.
	 For example, if you are asking a friend to let you borrow his car, you might consider 
some of the reasons he might refuse. He might state that he needs his car at the same 
time, that the last time you borrowed his car you returned it with no gas, or that the only 
time he ever hears from you is when you want something from him. In your initial mes-
sage you might suggest to him that you believe you have been neglecting him, that you 
want to spend some time together, and that you have not been as considerate as you could 
be with him. When he suggests that he needs his car at the same time that you do, you 
might offer to use his car at a different time.

DEVELOPING A UNIQUE RELATIONSHIP
Interpersonal relationships are defined by their uniqueness. Bruess and Pearson found 
that couples who created personal idioms—or unique forms of expression and language 
understood only by them—expressed high relational satisfaction.84

	 In a similar way, through playful interaction and the creation of rituals—formalized 
patterns of actions or words followed regularly—couples create a shared culture. Rituals 
may become so routine that we do not realize that they are part of the fabric of a rela-
tionship. However, if a relational partner does not enact them, uneasiness often follows. 
For example, can you recall a time when your partner failed to call you, say “I love you,” 

personal idioms
Unique forms of 
expression and language 
understood only by 
individual couples.

rituals
Formalized patterns of 
actions or words 
followed regularly.

compliance-gaining
Attempts made by a 
source of messages to 
influence a target “to 
perform some desired 
behavior that the target 
otherwise might not 
perform.”

compliance-resisting
The refusal of targets of 
influence messages to 
comply with requests.

engaging diversity
Maintaining “Positive Face”
One of your textbook authors has a good friend named Kelly 
who is the mother to five-year-old Addison. Addison was born 
with vascular malformations and sinus pericranii. For Addison, 
her condition, in part, results in blue-type markings on her fore-
head and a blue nose. Often when Kelly meets new parents, 
she knows it’s only a matter of time before one of them asks 
about Addison’s marks or makes a joke (thinking she colored on 
her face with a marker) or one of their children says to the par-
ent, “What’s on Addy’s face?” Kelly values the chance to bring 
awareness to Addison’s condition, but at times the tone or the 
words people use to ask questions can be face-threatening to 
Kelly or Addison, even when people don’t mean to cause this. In 
other words, new friends ask questions or react in ways that can 
damage Kelly’s or Addison’s “positive face,” or their self-esteem 
(K. Meyers, personal communication, April 7, 2015).
	 In what ways are people, even children, with visible and 
nonvisible disabilities treated and communicated with at the 
early stages of a relationship? Does this change as the rela-
tionship progresses? If you met Kelly and Addison at the park, 
how might you go about asking questions about Addison’s con-
dition in ways that preserved positive face for both of them?
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or enact another regular behavior? Although the importance of the ritual might never 
have been verbalized, you probably felt hurt or neglected.
	 Bruess and Pearson suggest that the following rituals are important characteristics 
of long-term interpersonal relationships:

•	 Couple-time rituals—for example, exercising together or having dinner together every 
Saturday night

•	 Idiosyncratic/symbolic rituals—for example, calling each other by a special name or 
celebrating the anniversary of their first date

•	 Daily routines and tasks—for example, if living together, one partner always prepar-
ing the evening meal and the other always cleaning up afterward

•	 Intimacy rituals—for example, giving each other a massage or, when apart, talking 
on the telephone before going to bed

•	 Communication rituals—for example, saying “I love you” before they go to sleep
•	 Patterns, habits, and mannerisms—for example, meeting her need to be complimented 

when going out for a fancy evening and meeting his need to be reassured before fam-
ily events

•	 Spiritual rituals—for example, attending services together or doing yoga together in 
the evening85

The Possibilities for Improvement
Can you improve your communication in interpersonal relationships? Most individuals 
feel it’s possible. Are such changes easy? Generally, they are not. You should not expect 
that an introductory course in communication will solve all your relational problems. 
Self-help books that promise instant success will probably result only in disillusionment. 
Courses on assertiveness training, relaxation techniques, and marital satisfaction provide 
only part of the answer. Improving relationships is a lifelong process that nobody perfects 
but that many people can pursue for their own benefit.

BARGAINING
Often we engage in bargaining in our interpersonal relationships. Bargaining occurs 
when two or more parties attempt to reach an agreement on what each should give and 
receive in a transaction between them. Bargains may be explicit and formal, such as the 
kinds of agreements you reach with others to share tasks, to attend a particular event, or 
to behave in a specified way. Bargains may also be implicit and informal. For example, 
in exchange for receiving a compliment from your boyfriend every day, you might agree 
not to relate embarrassing stories about him. You may 
not even be aware of some of the unstated agreements 
you have with others with whom you communicate.
	 A study on interpersonal bargaining identified 
three essential features of a bargaining situation:

1.	 All parties perceive the possibility of reaching an 
agreement in which each party would be better off, 
or no worse off, than if no agreement were reached.

2.	 All parties perceive more than one such 
agreement that could be reached.

3.	 Each party perceives the others as having 
conflicting preferences or opposed interests.86

bargaining
The process in which two 
or more parties attempt 
to reach an agreement 
on what each should 
give and receive in a 
transaction between 
them.

•  Couple-time rituals 
help maintain long-term 
interpersonal 
relationships.
© Peter Cade/Iconica/Getty 
Images
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What are some examples of bargaining situations? You may want to go out with friends 
when your spouse would prefer a quiet evening at home. One person could use the word 
forever to mean a few days or weeks, whereas another assumes the word refers to a much 
longer period of time. In each of these instances, the disagreement can be resolved 
through bargaining.
	 Thibaut and Kelley underlined the importance of bargaining in interpersonal 
communication:

Whatever the gratifications achieved in dyads, however lofty or fine the motives 
satisfied may be, the relationship may be viewed as a trading or bargaining one. 
The basic assumption running throughout our analysis is that every individual 
voluntarily enters and stays in any relationship only as long as it is adequately 
satisfactory in terms of rewards and costs.87

MAINTAINING BEHAVIORAL FLEXIBILITY
In addition to applying your understanding of communication concepts, skills, and settings, 
you can enhance your interactions by using behavioral flexibility—the ability to alter 
behavior to adapt to new situations and to relate in new ways when necessary. Behavioral 
flexibility allows you to relax when you are with friends or to be your formal self while 
interviewing for a job. The key to behavioral flexibility may be self-monitoring, always 
being conscious of the effect of your words on the specific audience in a particular context.
	 Behavioral flexibility is especially important in interpersonal communication 
because relationships between people are in constant flux. For example, the family 
structure has gone through sharp changes in recent years, the United States has an 
increasingly older population, and changes in the labor force also require new skills and 
ways of interacting with others. People travel more often and move more frequently. 
Millions of people cohabit. As a result of these types of changes, people may interact 
differently today.
	 What kinds of changes can you expect in your own life that will affect your relation-
ships with others? You may change your job 10 or more times and move your place of 
residence even more frequently. You may marry at least once and have one child or more. 
You will experience loss of family members through death and the dissolution of relation-
ships. When your life appears to be most stable and calm, unexpected changes will occur.
	 How can behavioral flexibility assist you through life’s changes? A flexible person is 
confident about sharing messages with others, understands the messages others provide, self-
discloses when appropriate, and at the same time demonstrates good listening skills. Flexibil-
ity lets us show concern for a child who needs assistance, be assertive on the job, yield when 
another person needs to exercise control, and be independent when called upon to stand alone. 
A flexible person is not dogmatic or narrow-minded. In short, flexibility means drawing on 
a large repertoire of communication behaviors as appropriate to the situation.
	 Changes are not always negative. In fact, many are positive. For instance, when you 
graduate from college, the changes that occur are generally perceived as positive. When 
you enter into new relationships, you generally feel better about your life.
	 But even positive change can be stressful. Gail Sheehy, author of Passages: 
Predictable Crises of Adult Life, wrote:

We must be willing to change chairs if we want to grow. There is no permanent 
compatibility between a chair and a person. And there is no one right chair. 
What is right at one stage may be restricting at another or too soft.88

behavioral flexibility
The ability to alter 
behavior to adapt to new 
situations and to relate 
in new ways when 
necessary.
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be ready... for what’s next
Improving Interpersonal Communication Skills
It is likely that you will experience some relational changes with your friends from high school as you 
enter college. Similarly, if you are entering college for the first time after starting your career or coming 
back to college after taking time off, your relationships with your co-workers and your family may change 
as you balance new routines.
	 Consider Hannah, a sophomore, who listened to Ashley’s tale of her friend from high school. Her 
response was philosophical:

College students face many obstacles in their first year. Difficult classes, lots of freedom, and  
the pressure to commit to a major can complicate a college experience, but the most crucial 
experiences have to do with interpersonal relationships. The right roommate, group of friends,  
and significant other can make or break a college experience.

Hannah, who had taken a course in interpersonal communication, urged Ashley to slowly cut her ties 
with her high school friend.

Interpersonal relationships are complicated in high school. In college, they are even more  
difficult to maintain and keep healthy. Some students struggle enormously with social issues 
in college, but others adapt to their surroundings with ease. Choosing the right relationships 
and learning to deal with difficult issues are all part of growing up and learning more about 
communication.

What do experts identify as key strategies for improving interpersonal communication? Here is some 
advice that can help both Ashley and her friend:

	 1.	 Listen first. Communication is a two-way process; getting your message across depends on under-
standing the other person.

	 2.	 Be interested in the people with whom you are communicating. Remember, people are more 
attracted to those who are interested in them and will pay more attention to what they are saying.

	 3.	 Be relaxed. Bad body language, such as hunched shoulders, fidgeting, toe-tapping or hair-twiddling, 
gives the game away.

	 4.	 Smile and use eye contact. It’s the most positive signal you can give.

	 5.	 Ask questions. It’s a great way to show people that you are really interested in them.

	 6.	 Respect different points of view. If the other person has a different point of view from yours, find 
out more about why he or she thinks that way. The more you understand the reasons behind the 
person’s thinking, the more you can understand his or her point of view or can help the person 
better understand your point of view.

	 7.	 Be assertive—try to value the other person’s input as much as your own. Don’t be pushy but don’t 
be a pushover. Try for the right balance.

	 8.	 Be enthusiastic, when appropriate. Use both your voice and body language to demonstrate interest.

	 9.	 Make it about the other person first and then you. Let the other person share his or her story before 
you jump in and tell your story. Avoid immediately latching onto something someone has just said, 
as in “Oh, yes, that happened to me,” and then immediately telling your story. Make sure you ask 
enough questions of the other person first, and be careful when or if you give your story, so as 
not to sound like it’s a competition.

10.	 Learn from your interactions. If you had a really good conversation with someone, try to determine 
why it went well and remember the key points for next time. If it didn’t go so well, again try to 
learn something from it.89
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Interpersonal communication is the process of using 
messages to generate meaning between at least two 
people in a situation that allows mutual opportunities 
for both speaking and listening.

2.	 Interpersonal relationships provide one context in which 
people communicate with each other. Interpersonal rela-
tionships are associations between at least two people 
who are interdependent, who use some consistent pat-
terns of interaction, and who have interacted for a period 
of time. Interpersonal relationships are established for a 
variety of reasons.

3.	 Interpersonal relationships are important because they 
allow us to fulfill our needs for inclusion, affection, and 
control. Most interpersonal relationships are positive, 

but they also may have a dark side, which could include 
obsessions, jealousy, misunderstanding, gossip, con-
flict, codependency, and abuse.

4.	 Self-disclosure is fundamental to relationships.

5.	 Friendships are important, but they have changed over 
time largely due to social media.

6.	 Cross-cultural relationships are increasingly common.

7.	 Most relationships go through definable stages of devel-
opment, maintenance, and deterioration.

8.	 Interpersonal communication includes affectionate and 
supportive communication, influence behaviors, and 
behaviors that allow people to develop unique 
relationships.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Aggressiveness
Argumentativeness
Attractiveness
Bargaining
Behavioral flexibility
Complementarity
Complementary relationships
Compliance-gaining
Compliance-resisting

Contradictions
Deceptive communication
Defensiveness
Dialectic
Hurtful messages
Interpersonal relationships
Personal idioms
Proximity
Relational deterioration

Relational development
Relational maintenance
Responsiveness
Rituals
Self-disclosure
Similarity
Symmetrical relationships

Study Questions
  1.	 Which is not an element of an interpersonal relation-

ship?

a.	 It includes at least two people.
b.	 It involves people who are interdependent.
c.	 Its patterns of interaction are inconsistent.
d.	 Individuals in an interpersonal relationship have 

interacted for some time.

  2.	 Interpersonal relationships are important because

a.	 they fulfill our needs for inclusion, affection, and 
control.

b.	 physical, safety, and security needs cannot be met 
elsewhere.

c.	 dependence is vital.
d.	 we need to interact with people having similar 

interests.

  3.	 An extrovert being friends with an intro-
vert demonstrates which type of rela-
tionship?

a.	 symmetrical	
b.	 complementary
c.	 negotiated
d.	 no relationship

  4.	 Obsession, jealousy, gossip, and mental 
abuse are examples of

a.	 healthy interpersonal communication.
b.	 most marital relationships.
c.	 possible negative qualities of some 

interpersonal relationships.
d.	 positive problem-solving techniques 

and skills to develop.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Interpersonal Motives

You might have various motives for entering into interper-
sonal relationships with others. Although the list of motives 
could be very specific, you learned about inclusion, affec-
tion, and control in this chapter. The interpersonal motives 
questionnaire created for this chapter helps students as-
sess whether one or more of those motives are more domi-
nant in explaining why they enter into relationships. You 
responded to three questions for each of the three motives. 
To calculate scores for each motive, sum or average re-
sponses as follows:

•	 �Inclusion. This motive suggests that we enter into inter-
personal relationships to feel part of a group or to be 
included with others: items 3, 4, and 9.

•	 �Affection. Affective motivation stems from our need to 
share emotion and support with others: items 2, 5, and 8.

•	 �Control. To have more instrumental control over our lives 
and our surroundings, a motivation to control may cause 
us to enter into relationships: items 1, 6, and 7.

This scale is not designed to generate an overall score; you 
should calculate scores for each dimension separately. For 
a variation on this scale, change the target from multiple 
relationships to a particular relationship, such as the selec-
tion of your roommate, your best friend, and so on. When 
analyzing response patterns, your motives could be multi
dimensional with high scores for each dimension, or you 
could emphasize or de-emphasize one or more motives.

  8.	 A motivation for terminating a relationship by deliber-
ately making somebody believe untrue things is labeled

a.	 deceptive communication.
b.	 aggressiveness.
c.	 argumentativeness.
d.	 defensiveness.

  9.	 Your childhood nickname and the pet name your signifi-
cant other calls you are examples of

a.	 compliance-gaining.
b.	 personal idioms.
c.	 rituals.
d.	 contradictions.

10.	 Which of the following is very important in interper-
sonal communication, given that relationships between 
people are constantly changing?

a.	 bargaining
b.	 self-concept
c.	 behavioral flexibility
d.	 dialectic tensions

  5.	 Which of the following statements regarding friendship 
is true?

a.	 Friendships remain unchanged over time.
b.	 All friendships are maintained identically, regard-

less of relational partners’ intent.
c.	 The quality of friendship is affected by other psycho-

logical predispositions.
d.	 For many older women, their only friend is their hus-

band.

  6.	 If two people in a relationship start to merge their 
social circles and purchase items together, they are 
exhibiting actions in the

a.	 relational development stage.
b.	 relational maintenance stage.
c.	 relational deterioration stage.
d.	 relational dialectic stage.

  7.	 We may begin a relationship with someone based on 
how desirable that person is to work with in the class-
room. This type of motivation is called

a.	 responsiveness.
b.	 similarity.
c.	 complementarity.
d.	 attractiveness.

Answers:
1. (c); 2. (a); 3. (b); 4. (c); 5. (c); 6. (a); 7. (d); 8. (a); 9. (b); 10. (c)

Critical Thinking
1.	 Consider a friendship you have or had. Explain that 

friendship in terms of the interpersonal relationship 
stages. Give examples that describe each stage.

2.	 How have you maintained your relationships with various 
people over time? If you have come close to terminating a 
relationship, how was it regained? Using terminology from 
the chapter, what was the reason for the near-termination?

3.	 How, if at all, has social media impacted your ability to 
initiate conversations with new people?

4.	 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the stages of 
interpersonal relationships? When you use this model to 
understand how relationships progress, are some rela-
tionship forms more or less visible?
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intercultural 
communication

This chapter introduces you to intercultural communication. Being an effective 
communicator means interacting positively with people from various racial, ethnic, 
and cultural backgrounds. The chapter stresses the importance of communicating 
effectively in an ever-changing world. It reveals strategies used by ethnic groups 
and marginalized people to interact with dominant cultures, identifies broad char-
acteristics of several cultures, and provides strategies for improving intercultural 
communication. When you have completed this chapter, you should feel more con-
fident about communicating successfully with others.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Explain why the study of intercultural communication is important for you.

2.	 Distinguish between dominant and non-dominant cultures.

3.	 State the characteristics of various cultures, such as individualism, certainty, and time.

4.	 Practice some strategies for improving intercultural communication.

7chapter
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n the fall of 2014, the city of Ferguson, Missouri, became a flashpoint 
for civil strife and public discourse surrounding race relations in America 
as protestors challenged police over the shooting of Michael Brown, an 
African American. Although a grand jury decided to not convict the Ferguson police 
officer with a crime over the shooting, a subsequent investigation by the U.S. 

Department of Justice found troubling patterns in how African Americans had been treated 
by police in the city. For example, 85% of the traffic stops made by police were of residents 
who were black. Additionally, 88% of the instances in which police used force to subdue 
someone involved people who were black.1

Public discourse surrounding the situation 
in Ferguson did consider the merits of the case 
against the police officer who shot Brown. How-
ever, discourse also focused on a broader cul-
tural issue related to how citizens who are black 
are treated by police. Much of that discourse 
characterized typically white police officers as 
part of a dominant white culture that acts with 
distrust and disrespect toward black individuals. 
Such discourse is part of a larger dialogue about 
race that can be traced back to the civil rights 
movement and even the abolition of slavery.

The events in Ferguson illustrate that the United States, like many other countries 
around the world, is made up of many different types of individuals who perceive themselves 
as part of distinct subcultures. Just as countries around the world must negotiate political 
differences, various cultures within countries must also navigate real and perceived differ-
ences. Whether communication is occurring between two countries or two subcultures, 
intercultural communication is necessary.

What cultures and subcultures do you belong to? How do you perceive your cultures 
as interacting with other cultures? How do you personally navigate being part of your culture 
as you interact with others? Understanding intercultural communication can help you become 
more effective at communicating with people from other cultures that might be very similar 
to yours or very different.

I

For centuries the United States looked to the United Kingdom and Western Europe as 
its main cultural and economic interest. But today the BRIC countries—Brazil, Russia, 
India, and China—are rapidly gaining power and influence. Because their economies are 
booming, many Americans will be interacting with their counterparts in those countries. 
U.S. college and universities have been and still are a magnet for international students.
	 How well can you actually talk to and learn from students at your own college who 
are immigrants, refugees, and international students? Do you know some of the basics 
of how to greet, meet, and eat with people from cultures besides your own? Can you 
understand the different ways that people from other cultures think and behave: their way 

© Scott Olson/Getty Images
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of meeting and marrying; their religious beliefs; their family, tribe, or clan relationships; 
and their means of establishing trust in each other for personal or business reasons?
	 When you have finished studying this chapter, you will know much more about how 
to understand and communicate with people from other cultures.

The Importance of Studying Intercultural 
Communication
Martin and Nakayama define intercultural communication as “the interaction between 
people from different cultural backgrounds.”2 Not long ago, intercultural communication 
involved only missionaries, jet-setting business executives, foreign correspondents, and 
political figures. Now, however, developments in technology and shifts in demographics 
have created a world in which intercultural communication is common. More people are 
exposed to different global cultures through vacation travel, transnational jobs, interna-
tional conflicts, military and humanitarian service, and the presence of immigrants, 
refugees, and new citizens in the United States.
	 More people are also exposed to groups that operate outside the dominant culture: immi-
grant populations of a distinct ethnic heritage, undocumented individuals from other nations, 
and gay, lesbian, or transsexual individuals. You may work and live every day with people 
different from yourself. Or you might only occasionally encounter unfamiliar groups. But today 
chances are excellent that you will need to know the basics of intercultural communication 
presented in this chapter. The first reason, then, that you should study intercultural communi-

cation is that communication with people from 
other cultures is increasingly common.
	 A second reason to study intercultural 
communication is economic. Today we sell 
our corn, wheat, and cars in Asia; we buy 
coffee from Colombia, bananas from Costa 
Rica, and oil from Africa, the Middle East, 
and South America. Our clothing comes 
from China and Panama, our shoes are made 
in Mexico, and our cars may have been 
assembled in Germany, Hungary, or Canada. 
Business that was previously domestic is 
now global. You will likely find yourself 
working with people from many different 
cultures because of our global economy.
	 A third reason to study intercultural com-
munication is our curiosity about others. We 
are curious about people who don’t look like 
us, sound like us, or live like us. We wonder 
why one woman always wears a long dress 
and veil, why someone would prefer polkas to 
rap, why a man wears a turban, and why some 
people do not eat pork or beef. We are curious 
about arranged marriages, rituals such as 
funerals and weddings, and sports such as 
sumo wrestling, kick boxing, and cricket. We 
express disbelief that fanatics in an otherwise 
peace-loving religion promise heaven to sui-
cidal followers as a reward for murdering 

intercultural 
communication
The exchange of 
information between 
individuals who are 
unalike culturally.

engaging diversity
The Value of Silence
One of the more striking differences among cultures is the 
value of silence. The dominant European American culture in 
the United States practically fears silence; people perceive 
silence as unintended and even embarrassing. But many 
East Asian cultures, such as the Japanese; autonomous cul-
tures in the United States, such as the Amish; and Native 
American cultures, such as the Western Apache of Arizona, 
see silence as an important way to know and understand an-
other person through intuition and quietly figure out the other 
person. Here are some sayings that illustrate the idea:
•	 It is what people say that gets them in trouble. (Japan)
•	 A loud voice shows an empty head. (Finland)
•	 To be always talking is against nature. (Taoist saying)
•	 One who speaks does not know. (Taoist saying)
•	 The cat that does not mew catches rats. (Japan)

Compared with some other cultures in the world, the domi-
nant culture in North America consists of a bunch of chatter-
boxes who may or may not know what they are talking about. 
In any case, most European Americans do not use or respect 
silence as a means of communicating.

Source: Kim, Min-Sun. (2002). Non-Western perspectives on human communica-
tion: Implications for theory and practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 135, 137.
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people. We do not understand religious fanatics and paramilitary groups in our own country 
who stockpile weapons to attack our own government. Intercultural communication includes 
better understanding of cultural friends and enemies.
	 A fourth reason to study intercultural communication is the convergence of tech-
nologies. Using cell phones and the Internet, people can instantaneously broadcast 
events from around the world even before major news outlets know they are occur-
ring. Individuals who are thousands of miles apart can remain in close contact using 
Skype or other communication tools. New technologies have transformed interper-
sonal and face-to-face communication and have made possible instant communication 
across the world.
	 A fifth reason to study intercultural communication is the influx of foreign-born immi-
grants, aliens, and refugees that has changed the face of the United States. In communities 
across the country, the people we encounter on a daily basis are from distinct international 
cultures other than our own. Whereas coastal cities like New York, Washington D.C., and 
Los Angeles have long been culturally diverse, we now witness similar trends in midwest-
ern communities like Minneapolis–St. Paul, Minnesota; Columbus, Ohio; and Kansas City, 
Missouri. Indeed, the United States is growing in its cultural diversity. In fact, by the end 
of this decade, no single ethnic or racial group will have a majority of children under the 
age of 18; by the early 2040s, no single group will constitute a majority in the country.3 
Being able to navigate the growing melting pot in the United States will require intercul-
tural communication.

Defining Cultures
You have just learned that intercultural communication is the exchange of information 
between people of different cultures, but you may be uncertain about the definition of a 
culture. A culture is a unique combination of rituals (such as greeting and parting), 
religious beliefs, ways of thinking (such as how the Earth was created), and ways of 
behaving (such as women can marry at 14 years of age in Iran) that unify a group of 
people. Often we perceive cultural differences (see the chapter on perception, self, and 
communication) as emerging from nation-states (France, the Czech Republic), religious 
groups (Muslims, Buddhists, Amish), tribal groups (Kurds, Ibos, Potawatomi Nation), or 
even people united by a cause (Palestinians, the Taliban, ISIS).
	 A dominant culture is determined by who has the power and influence in traditional 
social structures like politics, religious institutions, schools, and businesses. For example, 
in the United States the dominant culture is white, male, able-bodied, straight, married, 
and employed.
	 Despite the two-term election of Barack Obama, the U.S. Congress remains 
representative of the dominant culture. For instance, the senators and representatives 
serving at the start of 2015 were 80% white, 80% male, and 92% Christian.4 In big 
business, men hold 82% of the positions on corporate boards, with both women and 
minorities losing ground in recent years. Among Fortune 500 companies, 24 have 
women as their chief executive officer.5 Despite some progress for women, a recent 
poll by Pew Social Research observed that 4 in 10 Americans believe that there are 
double standards for women seeking to break the glass ceiling in business or poli-
tics. In essence, women must do more to prove themselves in comparison to their 
male peers.6

	 If you have persistent bodily or mental deficiencies, you are no longer in the 
dominant culture, as indicated by the fact that you receive federal protection in the job 
market. Despite the recent Supreme Court of the United States ruling that legally 
recognizes same-sex marriage, no federal laws exist to protect LGBTQ individuals in 

culture
A unique combination of 
rituals, religious beliefs, 
ways of thinking, and 
ways of behaving that 
unify a group of people.

dominant culture
A culture determined by 
who has the power and 
influence in traditional 
social structures like 
politics, religious 
institutions, schools, and 
businesses; in the 
United States the 
dominant culture is 
white, male, able-bodied, 
straight, married, and 
employed.
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the workplace.7 The military remains white and male dominated (80%).8 Higher education 
is still the bastion of white male professors, and most pastors and ministers, all imams, 
and all Roman Catholic cardinals, bishops, and priests are males.
	 To connect the issue of the dominant culture to communication, consider the burgeon-
ing number of under- and unemployed. Lose your job and you find out quickly that the 
United States is a capitalist culture that strongly favors workers and casts the unemployed 
into a situation where they are devoid of power or influence. In fact, you end up in a depen-
dent situation where you have to get unemployment, food stamps, and the like from govern-
ment agencies. In the dominant U.S. culture, individual identity is tightly tied to occupation. 
When strangers meet, one of the first questions they ask each other is “What do you do?”
	 In Korea and some of the other Pacific Rim countries, the exchange between strang-
ers is quite different. First, Korea is a country of 100 clans, so your name, whether it be 
Kim, Min, or Choi, tells the other person something of your lineage. But the first ques-
tion people ask is not about what you do for a living. Instead, Koreans want to know 
whom you know in common. In other words, Koreans value human relationships, the 
linkage with others, over occupation.
	 A non-dominant culture exists within a larger, dominant culture but differs from the 
dominant culture in some significant characteristic. For instance, an Afghani who comes 
to the United States moves from a dominant culture (an Afghani in Afghanistan) to a non-
dominant culture (an Afghani in the United States). An able-bodied, wealthy white male 
could move from the dominant culture to a non-dominant culture if he became disabled in 
an automobile accident. Non-dominant cultures are based on varied criteria: females 
because they are not equal to men in pay, power, or prestige; poor people because they are 
united in powerlessness; and gays and lesbians because they lack certain rights and privi-
leges. An individual can belong to many non-dominant cultures. A U.S. adolescent female 
immigrant from Panama who is a Roman Catholic earning minimum wage belongs to at 
least five non-dominant cultures, and no one would say she is of the dominant U.S. culture.
	 Next we are going to explore some methods used by non-dominant cultures to com-
municate with dominant cultures. Consider a gay male working in an office with a dominant 
culture of straight men and women. What choices does he have in relating to other workers? 
The next section explains the goals of assimilation, accommodation, and separation.

THE GOALS OF NON-DOMINANT CULTURAL COMMUNICATION
Some of the earlier studies of non-dominant cultures focused on how little influence 
women had, even when they were part of workforce teams. Kramarae, for instance, called 
women a “muted group” because their ideas were undervalued, underestimated, and 
sometimes unheard.9

	 Non-dominant cultures are often called “margin-
alized groups” because they live on the edges of the 
dominant culture; in other words, they exist on the 
margins. Who are the marginalized groups? Orbe calls 
them “non-dominant groups” and categorizes them as 
“people of color, women, gays/lesbians/bisexuals, 
people with disabilities, lower/working class, and the 
young and the elderly.”10 To these groups we could 
now add others: people who are bankrupt, who have 
lost their jobs, who are unemployed or underem-
ployed, or who have lost their homes due to the eco-
nomic downturn.
	 Who are the likely members of the dominant cul-
ture? Orbe quotes Folb’s list of the dominant as male, 

non-dominant culture
A term that includes 
people of color, women, 
gays/lesbians/bisexuals, 
people with disabilities, 
the lower/working class, 
the unemployed, the 
underemployed, the 
bankrupt, the young, and 
the elderly.

•  Cultural identity is 
maintained by distinctive 
clothing and other 
adornments.
© Mike Segar-Pool/Getty 
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European American, heterosexual, able-
bodied, youthful, middle/upper class, and/or 
Christian groups.11 Others dominant in our 
culture are the college-educated, people in 
the professions, business owners, home-
owners, married couples, and people paid 
by the month instead of by the hour.
	 Usually, marginalized, non-dominant 
groups seek three possible goals to relate to 
dominant groups: assimilation, accommo-
dation, or separation. The assimilation goal 
means that the marginalized group attempts 
to fit in with the dominant group. They 
wear suits; you wear a suit. They don’t have 
body piercing or visible tattoos; you forgo 
the ear, lip, and eyebrow rings and body art. 
They talk sports; you learn the names of the 
teams and players.
	 The accommodation goal means that 
the marginalized group manages to keep its 
identity while striving for positive relation-
ships with the dominant culture. For exam-
ple, a woman takes her lesbian partner to the 
company picnic, makes no secret of the rela-
tionship at work, but does not discuss her 
lesbianism with her heterosexual colleagues. 
A fundamentalist Christian woman always 
wears long dresses and never cuts her hair 
or wears makeup, but she respects the right 
of co-workers to have their own religious 
beliefs without interference from her.
	 A separation goal is achieved when the 
marginalized group relates as exclusively as 
possible with its own group and as little as 
possible with the dominant group. A number 
of very conservative religious groups, such 
as Hasidic Jews, the Amish, and Black Muslims, are examples. But marginalized indi-
viduals can live separate lives in the midst of the dominant culture by relentlessly focusing 
on work, studiously avoiding any but the most necessary interactions, and never socializing 
outside work with any colleagues.
	 Certain events can cause marginalized groups to cycle in and out of these different 
goals. For example, the events surrounding high-profile killings of black men in Fergu-
son, Missouri, and New York sparked protests that, when nonviolent, appeared to focus 
on assimilation or accommodation. Chants of “black lives matter” certainly carried those 
tones. However, when protests turned violent, the “us versus them” antagonism between 
police and protesters certainly appeared to be more separatist in orientation.

Intercultural Communication Problems
Intercultural communication is subject to all the problems that can hamper effective 
interpersonal communication. Intercultural relationships are especially hindered by many 
perceptual distortions (see the chapter on perception, self, and communication). How we 

assimilation goal
The marginalized group 
attempts to fit in with 
the dominant group.

accommodation goal
The marginalized group 
manages to keep its 
identity while striving for 
positive relationships 
with the dominant 
culture.

separation goal
The marginalized group 
relates as exclusively as 
possible with its own 
group and as little as 
possible with the 
dominant group.

Relating to the Dominant Culture
It is likely that you are aware of the dominant and non-
dominant cultures in society. Yet, regardless of where you 
are positioned within them, it is important to critically exam-
ine how communication may be enacted differently depend-
ing on your relation to these cultures.
	 How does your standpoint as part of the dominant 
culture or non-dominant culture influence how you feel about 
the situations listed below? For example, if you are an able-
bodied, white, Christian, straight male, how may you encoun-
ter these situations differently from or similarly to a nonwhite, 
non-Christian, GLBTQ+ woman or non-able-bodied person? 
As you read each situation, think about how you would feel 
and how you would act. Then discuss the situations with 
someone significant in your life.

•	� Exchanging an item for money at a pawn shop, where the 
clerk is an older white man

•	� Seeking to meet an attractive person from the dominant 
culture at a party full of them

•	 �Realizing the person sitting next to you is dressed in what 
you perceive to be “masculine” clothing but identifies as 
female

•	 �Meeting your lover’s dominant-culture parents at their home 
in a suburban gated community

•	� Buying a used car from a white man whose pickup sports 
a Confederate flag

•	 �Buying a small pistol in a state that allows you to carry a 
concealed weapon

•	� Being stopped by the highway patrol when you are quite 
sure you have broken no laws

building behaviors
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select, organize, and interpret visual and message cues is even more important between 
cultures than among friends. Attribution and perceptual errors are more likely to occur 
between persons with many differences. Several additional problems may occur during 
intercultural interactions. Becoming aware of these issues can help you avoid them or 
reduce their effects. Keep in mind that, although the barriers identified here can be 
problematic, they do not occur in every exchange.

ETHNOCENTRISM
The largest problem that occurs during intercultural communication is that people bring 
the prejudices of their culture to the interaction. Ethnocentrism is the belief that your 
own group or culture is superior to all other groups or cultures. You are ethnocentric if 
you see and judge the rest of the world only from your own culture’s perspective. Some 
common examples include thinking that everyone should speak English, that people in 
the United States should not have to learn languages other than English, that the U.S. 
culture is better than Mexico’s, and that the Asian custom of bowing is odd.12 Each of 
us operates from an ethnocentric perspective, but problems arise when we interpret and 
evaluate other cultures negatively compared with our own. Generally, a lack of interaction 
with another culture fosters high levels of ethnocentrism and encourages the notion of 
cultural superiority. Ethnocentrism makes others feel defensive.
	 In ethnocentrism you use your own culture as the measure that others are expected to 
meet; cultural relativism is the belief that another culture should be judged by its own 
context rather than measured against your culture. Saying that the Asian custom of bowing 

is odd overlooks the long history of bowing 
to one another as a sign of respect. To com-
municate effectively with people from differ-
ent cultures, you need to accept people 
whose values and norms may be different 
from your own. An effective communicator 
avoids ethnocentrism and embraces cultural 
relativism. In the box “Cultural Relativism in 
Gestures Around the Globe,” you will find 
some examples of behaviors that make sense 
only in the context of another culture.

STEREOTYPING
Ethnocentrism is not the only perceptual trap 
you can fall into in intercultural communica-
tion. Equally dangerous is the tendency to 
stereotype people in cultural groups. Rogers 
and Steinfatt define a stereotype as “a gen-
eralization about some group of people that 
oversimplifies their culture.”13 The stereotype 
of a gay male is an effeminate fellow, but gay 
people are just as likely to be truckers, physi-
cians, and athletes. Similarly, Jews are both 
wealthy and poor, Asians are both gifted at 
math and not, and some black Americans are 
great athletes but some are not.
	 Why do people stereotype? Bruno 
observes, “The tribal drum beats in all 

ethnocentrism
The belief that your own 
group or culture is 
superior to other groups 
or cultures.

cultural relativism
The belief that another 
culture should be judged 
by its own context rather 
than measured against 
your culture.

engaging diversity
Cultural Relativism in Gestures Around the Globe
As you consider the ideas of cultural relativism, look at this 
list of nonverbal behaviors from around the world. Each of 
these behaviors needs to be judged not in comparison with 
what people do in the United States but in terms of its mean-
ingfulness in another culture.

•	 China: Chinese always use both hands when passing 
food, a gift, or a business card.

•	 Italy: The U.S. indication of “one” (the index finger) 
means “two” in Italy.

•	 Thailand: Do not linger in the doorsill where Thais 
believe a spirit lives.

•	 Greece and Turkey: A small upward nod that means 
“yes” in the United States is the way to say “no.”

•	 Brazil: The OK sign in the United States (circle made 
with thumb and forefinger) is obscene.

•	 Japan: Laughter in certain situations signals embar-
rassment, not amusement.

•	 Kenya: Pointing with the index finger is regarded as very 
insulting.

Source: Mancini, M. (2003). Selling destinations: Geography for the travel 
professional. Clifton Park, NY: Thompson/Delmar Learning.

stereotype 
A generalization about 
some group of people 
that oversimplifies their 
culture.
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societies, warning members of the tribe against the dangers of the others, 
those who are not members of the tribe, even those who are different 
within a society. The drum’s messages result in different tribal behavior, 
from religious warfare in Northern Ireland and the Middle East, ethnic 
cleansing in Yugoslavia and Rwanda, to Neo-Nazi racial purification in 
Germany and America.”14 Bruno notes that prejudice may be bold or 
subtle and can even occur among physicians against the disabled people 
they treat.
	 Allport originally observed that people are more likely to stereotype 
individuals and groups with whom they have little contact.15 For exam-
ple, you might have a whole set of beliefs about Middle Eastern Muslim 
women, many of whom cover their body and face and walk well behind 
their husband. You may not realize that one of your neighbors is actually 
Muslim but does not follow some of the strict traditions of her religion.
	 Sometimes stereotyping occurs because people have had a negative 
or positive experience with a person from another culture. In one inves-
tigation, people stereotyped African Americans after only one observa-
tion of a negative behavior. In another, simply hearing about an alleged crime was suf-
ficient to stereotype African Americans.16 Clearly, people are willing to stereotype with 
very little evidence.
	 How do people feel about receiving either negative or positive comments that reflect 
on their social group rather than on them as individuals? In general, people respond 
adversely to negative comments that are about them either as an individual or as a mem-
ber of a social group. They also respond negatively if the comment is positive but reflects 
a stereotype. Participants in this study reported that even positive stereotypes caused 
increased anger and a desire to avoid or attack the speaker.17

	 What can an individual do who feels that another is stereotyping him or her? A 
study that tested the effectiveness of confrontation found that the following strategy 
helps. Although confrontations elicited negative emotions and evaluations toward the 
person doing the confronting, they also resulted in fewer stereotypic comments from the 
initial speaker. This change in behavior may be due to the negative self-directed affect 
that was felt by the stereotyping speaker.18

PREJUDICE
Whereas ethnocentrism is thinking your culture is better than others and stereotyping is 
acting as if all members of a group were alike, prejudice is a negative attitude toward a 
group of people just because they are who they are. Often the groups on the receiving end 
of prejudice are marginalized groups—people in poverty, people of color, people who speak 
a language other than English, and gay men and lesbian women. People who are accus-
tomed to being on the receiving end of prejudice can become highly aware of that prejudice. 
One study showed that African Americans could identify previously identified prejudiced 
people in only 20 seconds, a much higher degree of accuracy than measured in whites.19

	 Sometimes the group experiencing the prejudice is actually larger than the group 
that exhibits it. For example, many countries, including the United States, show prejudice 
against women (lower pay, the glass ceiling) even though they are a majority. Women 
experience sexist incidents—demeaning and degrading comments and sexual 
objectification—much more than men, and they suffer from depression, anger, and lower 
self-esteem because of such incidents.20 In still other countries, people who are a numer-
ical minority control the fates and show prejudice toward a group that is larger but 
weaker. Some of the countries that deposed their leaders in the Arab Spring of 2011 
were led by rulers from minority groups in their own country.

prejudice
A negative attitude 
toward a group of people 
just because they are 
who they are.

•  What stereotypes 
come to mind when you 
see this image?
© Tanya Constantine/Brand X 
Pictures/PunchStock
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	 Prejudice is often based on ignorance. 
That is, the dominant culture chooses not to 
know much about the target of its prejudice, 
or the dominant group sees the objects of 
their prejudice as being in the place they 
belong. Women and African Americans have 
made some headway against prejudice, but 
“mistakes” indicate that prejudices persist: 
the man—not a woman—must be the man-
ager or owner, the African American man by 
the luxury car must be someone’s driver, and 
that Mexican must be a day laborer. Educa-
tion may be the best route to reducing preju-
dice, so one of the goals of this course is to 
help educated people overcome ethnocen-
trism, stereotyping, and prejudice. That will 
not occur, however, if you protect your prej-
udices against any outside interference.

Characteristics of 
Different Cultures
Accepting that your own culture is not supe-
rior to another person’s culture is one way  
to improve intercultural communication. 
Another way is by understanding some of the 
values and norms of other cultures. For 
example, suppose you are an American teach-
ing in Japan. Your students’ first assignment 
is to give a speech before the class. After you 
give them the assignment, they automatically 
form groups, and each group selects a spokes-
person to give the speech. In the United 
States, students would be unlikely to turn a 
public-speaking assignment into a small-
group activity unless specifically directed to 

do so. If you don’t know anything about the norms and customs of the Japanese culture, 
you might be totally baffled by your students’ behavior. Before launching into some broad 
characteristics of international cultures, review the box “Meeting, Greeting, and Eating.”
	 In this section you will learn about three characteristics of cultures: individualistic 
versus collectivist cultures, uncertainty-accepting versus uncertainty-rejecting cultures, 
and On-time versus Sometime cultures. Keep in mind that the characteristics discussed 
here are general tendencies. They are not always true of a culture, and they are not true 
of everyone in a culture.

INDIVIDUALISTIC VERSUS COLLECTIVIST CULTURES
Much of what is known about individualistic and collectivist cultures comes from a study 
by Hofstede that involved more than 100,000 managers from 40 countries.21 Although 
neither China nor Africa was included, the study is a classic in its comprehensiveness.
	 Individualistic cultures value individual freedom, choice, uniqueness, and indepen-
dence. These cultures place “I” before “we” and value competition over cooperation, 

individualistic cultures
Cultures that value 
individual freedom, 
choice, uniqueness, and 
independence.

engaging diversity
Meeting, Greeting, and Eating

•	 U.S. citizens and Europeans shake hands in greeting, 
whereas an even larger number of Chinese, Taiwanese, 
and Japanese bow when meeting.

•	 In China and other Pacific Rim countries, hosts/hostesses 
and guests exchange small, nicely wrapped presents, 
especially in formal visits.

•	 Men and women in Russia, Italy, and France give each 
other a cheek-to-cheek hug and even a kiss on the cheek 
when greeting.

•	 Citizens of Pacific Rim countries exchange business cards 
on meeting by using both hands as if handing off a delicate 
gift. They look at and even comment on the card.

•	 The Chinese and other Asians eat with chopsticks, 
whereas many countries influenced by the British eat with 
the fork in the left hand and the knife in the right hand. 
North Americans hold the fork in the right hand.

•	 Muslim men in Malaysia and in some other countries 
touch their heart after shaking hands as if to say their 
greeting is “from the heart.”

•	 Whereas many North Americans have alcoholic drinks 
before a big meal, millions of Muslims in the world shun 
alcohol at any time.

•	 Jews eat kosher food that has been blessed by a rabbi; 
Muslim people eat halal foods prepared by custom by a 
butcher who faces east and says the name of Allah while 
draining the animal’s blood. Neither Jews nor Muslims 
eat pork.

•	 Whereas North Americans are famous for their “fast foods,” 
much of the rest of the world takes time to eat, to savor the 
food, and to enjoy conversations with others.
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private property over public or state-owned 
property, personal behavior over group 
behavior, and individual opinion over what 
anyone else might think. In an individualis-
tic society, people are likely to leave the 
family home or the geographic area in which 
they were raised to pursue their dreams; 
their loyalty to an organization has qualifi-
cations; they move from job to job; and they 
may leave churches that no longer meet their 
needs. Loyalty to other people has limits: 
individualistic cultures have high rates of 
divorce and illegitimacy. According to the 
Hofstede study, the top-ranking individual-
istic cultures are the United States, Australia, 
Great Britain, Canada, and the Netherlands.22 
Table 1 charts the broad cultural character-
istics of individualistic cultures; we discuss 
its other comparisons next.

Interpret the Meaning of Common Sayings
Carefully examine the following sayings, and by yourself or 
with classmates determine whether they reflect a collectiv-
ist or an individualistic culture:

1.	When spider webs unite, they can tie up a lion.

2.	God helps those who help themselves.

3.	 The squeaky wheel gets the grease.

4.	 The ill-mannered child finds a father wherever he goes.

Answers:
1. An Ethiopian proverb, collectivist. 2. An American saying, 
individualistic. 3. An American saying, individualistic. 4. An 
African saying, collectivist.

Source: Samovar, L. A., Porter, R. E., & Stefani, L. A. (1998). Communication 
between cultures (3rd ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

building behaviors

Table 1  Summary of Cultural Characteristics

Individualistic Cultures Tend to:	 Collectivist Cultures Tend to:

Value individual freedom; place “I” before “we.”	 Value the group over the individual; place “we” before “I.”

Value independence.	 Value commitment to family, tribe, and clan.

Value directness and clarity.	 Value cooperation over competition.

Examples: United States, Australia, Great Britain	 Examples: Venezuela, Pakistan, Taiwan, Thailand

Uncertainty-Accepting Cultures Tend to:	 Uncertainty-Rejecting Cultures Tend to:

Be willing to take risks.	 Be threatened by ideas and people from outside.

Avoid rules, seek flexibility, and reject hierarchy.	 Establish formal rules for behavior; prefer stability, hierarchy,  
	 and structure.

Value individual opinion, general principles, and	 Embrace written rules, regulation, and rituals. 
common sense.

Examples: United States, Great Britain, Denmark	 Examples: Japan, France, Spain, Greece, Argentina

On-Time Cultures Tend to:	 Sometime Cultures Tend to:

Compartmentalize time.	 Factor in time as one element of a larger context.

Say that they can waste or save time.	 Value social relationships and time considerations together.

Separate work and social time, task and	 Orchestrate family and social responsibilities and task  
relational time.	 dimensions.

Examples: North America, Northern Europe	 Examples: Latin America, Middle East, Asia, France, Africa

Source: Adapted from Dodd, Carley. (1998). Dynamics of intercultural communication. New York: McGraw-Hill. © 1998 The McGraw-Hill 
Companies, Inc. Used by permission.
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	 Collectivist cultures, on the other hand, value the group over the individual. These 
cultures place “we” before “I” and value commitment to family, tribe, and clan; their 
people tend to be loyal to spouse, employer, community, and country. Collectivist cul-
tures value cooperation over competition, and group-defined social norms and duties 
over personal opinions.23 An ancient Confucian saying captures the spirit of collectivist 
cultures: “If one wants to establish himself, he should help others to establish themselves 
first.” The highest-ranking collectivist cultures in Hofstede’s study were Venezuela, 
Pakistan, Peru, Taiwan, and Thailand,24 to which we can easily add China and Japan.

UNCERTAINTY-ACCEPTING VERSUS  
UNCERTAINTY-REJECTING CULTURES
Uncertainty-accepting cultures tolerate ambiguity, uncertainty, and diversity. Some of 
these cultures already have a mixture of ethnic groups, religions, and races. They are more 
likely to accept political refugees, immigrants, and new citizens from other places. They 
are less likely to have a rule for everything and more likely to tolerate general principles. 
Uncertainty-accepting cultures include the United States, Great Britain, Denmark, Sweden, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Ireland, and India.25 Interestingly, Singapore is a city-state that is 
more tolerant of uncertainty and diversity, but it has many rules, including one prohibiting 
chewing gum. This oddity should serve as a reminder that these characteristics are gen-
eralizations and therefore are not found consistently in every culture.
	 Uncertainty-rejecting cultures have difficulty with ambiguity, uncertainty, and 
diversity. These cultures are more likely to have lots of rules, more likely to want to 
know exactly how to behave, and more likely to reject outsiders, such as immigrants, 
refugees, and migrants who look and act differently than they do. Among the most com-
mon uncertainty-rejecting cultures are Japan, France, Spain, Greece, Portugal, Belgium, 
Peru, Chile, Russia, China, and Argentina.26

	 This uncertainty-rejection can lead to communication problems. For example, an 
increasing number of Asian people now reside in the United States. Teachers who are 
conferring with Asian parents may find that their communicative style is different from 
that of European Americans with whom they meet. Lee and Manning report that Asian 
parents do not start talking immediately in a teacher–parent conference.27 Instead, they rely 
on the teacher’s tone of voice, gestures, facial expressions, posture, walk, and treatment of 
time and space to learn about how the teacher feels about their child. The nonverbal cues 
help the Asian parents reduce their uncertainty.

ON-TIME VERSUS SOMETIME CULTURES
The last intercultural characteristic we will consider here is time concepts for differenti-
ating among cultures of the world. On-time cultures compartmentalize time to meet 
personal needs, to separate task and social dimensions, and to point to the future.28 
On-time is dominant in Canada, the United States, and Northern Europe.
	 These cultures see time as something that can be controlled, wasted, or saved. 
Americans might schedule times to work out, to keep appointments, to go to meetings, 
and to take the family to a fast-food restaurant. Time is segmented, dedicated to work or 
social experiences (but usually not both), and plotted toward future events and activities. 
Within this scheme, getting to any appointment on time is given considerable importance.
	 If you travel to other parts of the world, including most countries in Latin America 
and the Middle East, you will probably experience being an On-time person in a 
Sometime world. You may feel psychologically stressed, as others always seem to be 
late. On the other hand, you may note that Sometime people focus only on you when 
they are conversing with you. They are not distracted by schedules or other commitments.
	 Sometime cultures view time as “contextually based and relationally oriented.”29 For 
Sometime cultures, time is not saved or wasted; instead, it is only one factor in a much 

collectivist cultures
Cultures that value the 
group over the individual.

uncertainty-accepting 
cultures
Cultures that tolerate 
ambiguity, uncertainty, 
and diversity.

uncertainty-rejecting 
cultures
Cultures that have 
difficulty with ambiguity, 
uncertainty, and diversity.

On-time
The time schedule that 
compartmentalizes time 
to meet personal needs, 
separates task and 
social dimensions, and 
points to the future.

Sometime
The time schedule that 
views time as 
“contextually based and 
relationally oriented.”
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larger and more complicated context. 
Why halt a conversation with an old 
friend to hurry off to an appointment 
on a relatively unimportant issue?
	 Relationships in some contexts 
trump time considerations. Sometime 
cultures orchestrate their relational and 
task obligations with the fluid move-
ments of jazz, whereas On-time cultures 
treat life like a march in which people 
strive mainly to stay on schedule, be 
efficient, and value tasks over relation-
ships. Typical Sometime cultures are 
found in Latin America, the Middle 
East, Asia, France, Africa, and Greece. 
The United States is predominantly an 
On-time culture because of the strong 
European influence, but some non-dom-
inant cultures within the United States 
exhibit Sometime tendencies.
	 Businesspeople in Sometime cul-
tures do conduct business, but they do it 
very differently than those in On-time 
cultures. A businessperson might have a 
large waiting room outside his or her office. Several people will be in that waiting room, and 
they will use the space and time to meet with each other and resolve issues. A great deal of 
business in Sometime cultures is conducted in public rather than in a series of private meetings.

Strategies for Improving  
Intercultural Communication
Effective intercultural communication often takes considerable time, energy, and commit-
ment. The strategies presented here should provide you with some ways to improve inter-
cultural communication and avoid potential problems. Having some strategies in advance 
will prepare you for new situations with people from other cultures and will increase your 
confidence in your ability to communicate effectively with a variety of people.

  1.	 Conduct a personal self-assessment. How do your own attitudes toward other 
cultures influence your communication with them? One of the first steps toward 
improving your intercultural communication skills is an honest assessment of 
your own communication style, beliefs, and prejudices.

  2.	 Practice supportive communication behaviors. Supportive behaviors, such as 
empathy, encourage success in intercultural exchanges; defensive behaviors tend 
to hamper effectiveness.

  3.	 Develop sensitivity toward diversity. One healthy communication perspective 
holds that you can learn something from all people. Diverse populations provide 
ample opportunity for learning. Take the time to learn about other cultures before 
a communication situation, but don’t forget that you will also learn about others 
simply by taking a risk and talking to someone who is different from you. 
Challenge yourself. You may be surprised by what you learn.

  4.	� Avoid stereotypes. Cultural generalizations go only so far; avoid making assumptions 
about another’s culture, and get to know individuals for themselves.

communicating
	 creatively
Music as Intercultural Dialogue
In an unpublished paper for a class at Dublin City College, Judith 
McKimm-Vorderwinkler pointed out that music can play an 
important role in helping individuals from different cultures find 
common ground from which to communicate. As she noted, when 
individuals create music together, they are in a “space free of 
power structures, based on symmetry and empathic understanding.” 
On your campus, or in your community, there are likely opportunities 
for you to engage in musical exploration with individuals from other 
cultures. By participating in, or at least witnessing, these activities, 
you can learn to interact with individuals from other cultures 
through an aesthetic, creative medium. Such opportunities will bet-
ter prepare you to interact with people from other cultures in vari-
ous types of situations.

Source: McKimm-Vorderwinkler, J. (2010, April 30). Can music play a role in intercul-
tural dialogue? Unpublished manuscript. Dublin City College (www.culturaldiplomacy.
org/acd/content/articles/2011loam/participant-papers/Can_music_play_a_role_in_
intercultural_dialogue.pdf). (p. 11)



156	 Part Two  Communication Contexts

  5.	� Avoid ethnocentrism. You may 
know your own culture the 
best, but that familiarity does 
not make your culture superior 
to all others. You will learn 
more about the strengths and 
weaknesses of your own culture 
by learning more about other 
cultures.

  6.	� Develop code sensitivity. Code 
sensitivity refers to the ability 
to use the verbal and nonverbal 
language appropriate to the 
cultural norms of the individual 
with whom you are 
communicating. The more you 
know about another’s culture, 
the better you will be at 
adapting.

  7.	 �Seek shared codes. A key 
ingredient in establishing 
shared codes is being open-
minded about differences 
while you determine which 
communication style to adopt 
during intercultural 
communication.

  8.	� Use and encourage descriptive 
feedback. Effective feedback 
encou-rages adaptation and 
is crucial in intercultural 
communication. Both 
participants should be willing to 

accept feedback and exhibit supportive behaviors. Feedback should be immediate, 
honest, specific, and clear.

  9.	� Open communication channels. Intercultural communication can be frustrating. One 
important strategy to follow during such interactions is to be patient as you seek 
mutual understanding.

10.	 Manage conflicting beliefs and practices. Think ahead about how you might 
handle minor and major differences, from everyday behavior to seriously 
different practices, such as punishments (beheading, stoning), realities 
(starvation, extreme poverty), and beliefs (male superiority, female 
subjugation).

	 Of course, the most effective strategy for improving your intercultural communi-
cation competence is practice. Fortunately, the increasing diversity of our own culture 
means that intercultural communication practice can take place with the people at the 
corner market, at your place of employment, or even with the student sitting next to 
you in class. To learn from these many instances of intercultural communication, you 
must learn to be reflexive. Reflexivity means being self-aware and learning from 

code sensitivity
The ability to use the 
verbal and nonverbal 
language appropriate to 
the cultural norms of the 
individual with whom you 
are communicating.

reflexivity
Being self-aware and 
learning from 
interactions with the 
intent of improving future 
interactions.

sizing things up
Cultural Orientation Scale
As we grow in experience, we naturally become accustomed to particular 
cultural orientations. For some of us this process begins at birth, and for 
others it can “restart” when we move from one culture to another. Using 
the scale below, provide a number for each statement that best indicates 
how well the statement describes your own orientation.

1 = Does not describe me at all 
2 = Does not describe me very well
3 = Describes me somewhat
4 = Describes me well
5 = Describes me very well

	 1.	 I am a very independent minded person.
	 2.	 I have a strong preference to always follow certain rituals.
	 3.	 I dislike planning my day in a very structured way.
	 4.	 I prefer to promote cooperation and collaboration among 

those with whom I interact.
	 5.	 I dislike having to follow a bunch of rules.
	 6.	 It really annoys me when people waste my time.
	 7.	 The groups I belong to are more important than me as an 

individual.
	 8.	New ways of doing things make me feel uncomfortable.
	 9.	 I like to carefully manage my work time, family time, and 

social time.
	10.	 I value my individual freedom to do things my own way.
	11.	 I am excited to travel to new places.
	12.	 I easily lose track of time when talking with others.

This exercise has no right or wrong answers. A guide for interpreting 
your responses appears at the end of the chapter.
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interactions with the intent of improving future interactions. That is, you are able to 
assess the interaction, identify what went well in the conversation and what could 
have been done better, and then learn from those observations. Through reflexivity 
not only will you improve your intercultural communication skills but you will also 
become a more effective communicator in nearly every situation. 

•  Freedom of expression and a diversity of perspectives are fundamental to a civil society.
© Francis Dean/Dean Pictures/The Image Works

be ready... for what’s next
Getting Involved with Other Cultures
Did you know that spending time with people who are from different ethnic groups has a positive effect on 
your ethnic attitudes during your college years? Researchers have shown that when college students had a 
large percentage of friends from different ethnic groups, especially during sophomore and junior years of 
college, they tended to be less biased in favor of their own ethnic group. Additionally, students tended to 
feel less anxious when interacting with members of different ethnic groups by the end of their senior year.30

	 In an effort to develop new friendships with people from different cultures or gain new understand-
ing of cultural practices, make it a point to ask questions and attend events at your school or in your 
community. Below is a list of questions to help get the conversation started:

1.	 How do people in your culture greet friends, strangers, or business partners?

2.	 What do people in your culture do to establish trust in someone with whom they plan to have 
future dealings?

3.	 What religion, celebrations, and holidays does your culture recognize?

4.	 How is language in your culture different from English in the United States?

5.	 How does the dominant culture in your country differ from that in the United States?
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 The study of intercultural communication is important 
because we are increasingly exposed to people of other 
cultures. We also are curious about and have an eco-
nomic need to relate to others.

2.	 Non-dominant cultures communicate with the dominant 
culture in dealing with different goals. The three goals of 
non-dominant groups with the dominant culture are 
separation, accommodation, and assimilation.

3.	 Ethnocentrism, stereotyping, and prejudice result in 
communication problems in intercultural interactions.

4.	 You can strive to improve your own communication 
competence by

•	 Conducting a personal self-assessment
•	 Practicing supportive communication behaviors

•	 Developing sensitivity toward diversity
•	 Avoiding stereotypes
•	 Avoiding ethnocentrism
•	 Developing code sensitivity
•	 Seeking shared codes
•	 Using descriptive feedback
•	 Opening communication channels
•	 Managing conflicting beliefs and practices
•	 Practicing reflexivity

Summary
In this chapter you learned the following:

Key Terms
Accommodation goal
Assimilation goal
Code sensitivity
Collectivist cultures
Cultural relativism
Culture
Dominant culture

Ethnocentrism
Individualistic cultures
Intercultural communication
Non-dominant culture
On-time
Prejudice
Reflexivity

Separation goal
Sometime
Stereotype
Uncertainty-accepting cultures
Uncertainty-rejecting cultures

Study Questions
  1.	 Which of the following statements is not true?

a.	 The convergence of technologies has created global 
connectedness.

b.	 Communication with people from other cultures is 
becoming increasingly uncommon.

c.	 The influx of foreign-born immigrants, aliens, and 
refugees has changed the face of America.

d.	 Intercultural communication is vital because we 
are increasingly exposed to people from other 
cultures.

  2.	 How does the dominant culture differ from a non-dominant 
culture?

a.	 The non-dominant culture is always smaller in number.
b.	 The non-dominant culture has the power and authority.
c.	 The dominant culture makes the rules.
d.	 The dominant culture is always larger in number.

  3.	 When marginalized groups try to fit in with 
the dominant group, they are attempting to 
achieve

a.	 accommodation.
b.	 separation.
c.	 distinction.
d.	 assimilation.

  4.	 When people bring prejudices of their 
culture to intercultural interactions, they 
are being

a.	 ethnocentric.
b.	 stereotypic.
c.	 accommodating.
d.	 collectivist.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.
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Answers:
1. (b); 2. (c); 3. (d); 4. (a); 5. (b); 6. (c); 7. (a); 8. (a); 9. (a); 10. (d)

  5.	 When people stereotype, they

a.	 judge another person’s culture by its own context.
b.	 make a generalization about a group of people that 

oversimplifies their culture.
c.	 believe their own culture is superior to other cul-

tures.
d.	 avoid making degrading comments with relation to 

sexual objectification.

  6.	 Cultures that are more concerned with individuality, 
competition, and private property are which type of cul-
ture?

a.	 collectivist
b.	 relativistic
c.	 individualistic
d.	 assimilated

  7.	 An example of a non-dominant culture that does not try 
to fit into the dominant culture in the United States is

a.	 the Amish.
b.	 women.
c.	 Protestants.
d.	 the U.S. Army.

  8.	 When you have a negative attitude about other people 
just because they are who they are, you are demon-
strating

a.	 prejudice.
b.	 ignorance.
c.	 ethnocentrism.
d.	 stereotyping.

  9.	 Those who schedule their days, are early for appoint-
ments, and plan for the future are probably members of 
a(n)

a.	 On-time culture.
b.	 Sometime culture.
c.	 uncertainty-accepting culture.
d.	 collectivist culture.

10.	 If you are trying to improve your intercultural communi-
cation, you should do which of the following?

a.	 Be ethnocentric.
b.	 Avoid shared codes.
c.	 Close communication channels.
d.	 Conduct a personal self-assessment.

Critical Thinking
1.	 In the spring of 2015, controversy erupted surrounding a 

religious freedom law that opened the door for private 
businesses to potentially deny services to people who 
are gay, based on religious grounds. How do you think the 
topics of intercultural communication and dominant/non-
dominant subcultures played a role in this controversy?

2.	 What are the dominant and non-dominant cultures 
where you live? By what means does the dominant cul-
ture in your area reinforce its rules for living? How does 
it communicate its rules to all others?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Cultural Orientation Scale

Your responses to these statements can help you assess 
your preferences for individualism/collectivism, uncertainty-
accepting/uncertainty-rejecting, and On-time/Sometime 
cultural orientations. You can score your responses by 
following these directions:

•	 Individualism (add responses to Q1 and Q11) vs. 
Collectivism (add responses to Q4 and Q7)

•	 Uncertainty Accepting (add responses to Q5 and Q11) 
vs. Uncertainty Rejecting (add responses to Q2 and Q8)

•	 On-time (add responses to Q6 and Q9) vs. Sometime 
(add responses to Q3 and Q12)

On each dimension, which side yielded the higher score? 
Were your scores very close together (one or two points) or 
very far apart (5 or more points)? Which cultural orienta-
tions do you lean toward?
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small-group 
communication

Small groups permeate nearly all facets of our lives. Our families, our jobs, our 
courses, and our friends are all invigorated and driven by small groups of people. 
In this chapter we address several issues related to small-group communication. 
After discussing generally what small-group communication is, we turn to theories 
explaining concepts such as leadership, group culture, and small-group decision 
making. The chapter concludes by discussing several processes related to small-
group effectiveness: cohesiveness, the use of technology, and skills used by ethi-
cal group communicators.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Explain what characterizes small-group communication.

2.	 Explain how culture develops in small groups.

3.	 Clarify the two functions of small groups.

4.	 Compare and contrast task, maintenance, and self-centered roles in groups.

5.	 Describe how effective leadership is accomplished in small groups.

6.	 Enact a process for group problem solving and decision making.

7.	 Discuss two technology tools that can be used to facilitate small-group communication.

8.	 Utilize skills necessary for effective and ethical group communication.

8chapter
© Comstock Images/SuperStock RF



oston Strong.1 It was a mantra that echoed across a devastated city 
and nation shortly after the Boston Marathon bombing on April 15, 
2013. You may have seen the blue and yellow block-letter shirts or many of 
its variations, but do you know how the catchphrase started? “Boston Strong” 
was coined by Nicholas Reynolds (class of 2014), a visual and media arts 

major, and Chris Dobens (class of 2016), a marketing communication major, from Emerson 
College in Boston, Massachusetts. Nick and Chris were sitting in dorm rooms, less than a 
mile from the marathon site, and felt the need to do something to help their local community. 
One of your Human Communication authors was a faculty member at Emerson College during 
this time and remembers the feeling of energy that arose from the tragedy as an entire com-
munity rallied in support of fellow classmates, marathon runners, and fellow citizens.

In an interview, Nick stated, “We wanted something 
everyone could rally behind.” These inexpensive shirts 
provide a way for college students and others to support 
their community in remembrance of the tragedy because 
a portion of the proceeds from their sales goes to victims 
of the marathon bombing through the One Fund. The 
campaign has raised over $1 million, and people from all 
over the world post pictures of themselves wearing their 
Boston Strong T-shirts on the Boston Strong website.2

Nick and Chris partnered with Lane Brenner (class 
of 2013), a communication studies major, to manage 
the social media presence by creating Twitter hashtags 
and promoting a Facebook page. Lane shared the fol-
lowing about working in this small group:

Working with only two other people on such a large undertaking was stressful at times, 
but had a multitude of benefits. Nick, Chris, and I were easily able to hash out ideas 
in a casual setting where each of us felt heard and had a chance to contribute. Due 
to this, we could make decisions quickly and efficiently and implement them without 
needing to go through any red tape.3

What do you think were some of the challenges Nick and Chris faced as they initially 
created the catchphrase together? What can you guess were the reasons for bringing Lane 
in to be part of the small group? How can decision making and problem solving occur when 
multiple voices need to be heard? As you consider these questions you will begin to recog-
nize many of the issues surrounding group communication.

Has something in your community or on your campus compelled you to act, but you 
were unsure how to do so? Small groups help provide ideas and energy for addressing those 
types of situations. Nick, Chris, and Lane had only experience, a computer, an idea, and a 
phrase . . . it was simple and made a lasting difference. It worked because a small group 
of like-minded college students made it happen.

Groups are all around us; they are inescapable, and as you’ve read, they can accomplish 
extraordinary things. In this chapter, you will explore the characteristics of groups, how com-
munication works within groups, the various roles within groups, how leaders use their skills, 
and how group members can ethically and effectively make decisions and solve problems.

B

© Steve Lipofsky/Corbis Sports/Corbis
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The Importance of Learning About Small Groups
Small groups are the basic building blocks of our society. Families, work teams, support 
groups, religious circles, and study groups are all examples of the groups on which our 
society is built. In organizations, the higher up you go, the more time you will spend 
working in groups. Membership in small groups is both common and important. In fact, 
most types of jobs increasingly rely on team-based work, and an increasing number 
require working in teams that meet online rather than face-to-face.4 Although the demand 
and expectation to use technology is apparent, a recent article in Forbes, “The Top 10 
Skills Employers Most Want in 2015 Graduates,” indicated that working in teams and 
communicating well with others are more important than technology skills.5 Of course, 
not all teamwork happens smoothly. For example, recent reports refer to the “black holes 
of the workday”6 in response to polls showing that 75% of workers say that time spent 
in meetings could be more productive. That’s why learning about group communication 
skills is important—you will have to work in groups, so why not do it well?
	 Small groups are important for four reasons. First, working in groups is an aspect of 
nearly every human activity. William Schutz, a psychologist who studied group interaction, 
said that humans have needs for inclusion, affection, and control.7 The need for inclusion—
the state of being involved with others—suggests that we need to belong to, or be included 
in, groups with others. As humans, we derive much of our identity, our beliefs about who 
we are, from the groups to which we belong. Starting with our immediate families, because 
they are one of the most influential social groups in our lives,8 and including such impor-
tant groups as members of a neighborhood church, mosque, or synagogue; interest groups 
such as those concerned with preventing sexual assault on campus; and social groups such 
as book clubs—all these help us define who we are. The need for affection—the emotion 
of caring for others and/or being cared for—means that we humans need to love and be 
loved, to know that we are important to others who value us as unique human beings. 
Finally, we have a need for control—the ability to influence our environment. We are 

inclusion
The state of being 
involved with others; a 
human need.

affection
The emotion of caring for 
others and/or being 
cared for.

control
The ability to influence 
our environment.

•  Being a part of a 
group gives us feelings of 
inclusion and affection.
© BananaStock/
JupiterImages, RF
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better able to exercise such control if we work together in groups. One person cannot build 
a school, bridge, or new business. We need others to meet our needs.
	 Second, because group work is expected to increase in the future, particularly in 
business and industry, knowing how groups function and having the ability to operate 
effectively in them will be highly valued skills. A survey of college graduates showed 
that oral communication, problem-solving skills, and the ability to motivate and manage 
others were three of the top four skills taught in college classes that were essential for 
workplace success—the fourth was written communication.9 A Pew Research Center poll 
conducted in October 2014 found that 78% of college-educated adults believed teamwork 
skills are necessary for children to get ahead in the world. Communication skills, in 
general, were ranked number one, followed by reading, logic, writing, and teamwork.10

	 Third, being an effective group or team member is a skill you can learn about, develop, 
and master. As helpful as groups can be to any organization, they often fail because group 
leaders have not thought through exactly what they want the groups to accomplish or 
because group members have not been trained in how to behave appropriately as part of a 
team.11 Group members need training 
to understand the dynamics of small-
group interaction.
	 Finally, groups can be an important 
way for Americans to participate in the 
democratic process. By talking in groups, 
we can become more confident in artic-
ulating our own beliefs, which, in turn, 
may lead us to be more vocal about our 
beliefs in a variety of contexts.12 During 
the 2014 election, small groups played a 
key role in increasing voter turnout. At 
Illinois State University (ISU), a small 
group of communication instructors cre-
ated assignments in their public-speaking 
classes designed to get students more 
involved in civic issues. As a result of 
this effort, students engaged in an annual 
“issues fair” at which small groups of 
students presented information about 
local, state, and national issues by setting 
up tables and booths on their campus 
quad. These students helped raise aware-
ness of how political issues were rele-
vant to other college students. Those 
efforts not only significantly increased 
student-voter turnout but also persuaded 
the county board of elections to expand 
early voting locations to the campus.
	 Most recently, ISU created the 
Social Media Analytics Command 
Center (SMACC) that hosted a campus 
watch party for the 2015 State of the 
Union address. At this event, students 
worked in small groups to analyze the 
social media chatter about the SOTU 

engaging diversity
Groups Help Us Maintain Culture
If you travel 10 minutes northeast of Hermann Park in central 
Houston, you will find yourself in the middle of the greater Third 
Ward. Houston’s Third Ward is distinctive for many reasons: that 
area is the home of Texas Southern University, it is one of the origi-
nal political subdivisions of Houston, and it is just adjacent to down-
town Houston and the world-renowned Texas Medical Center cam-
pus. The Third Ward has also been the home for much of Houston’s 
African American community. As an article in the Houston Business 
Journal points out, the Third Ward has been threatened with losing 
its historic identity because of gentrification, or the influx of higher-
income development within lower-income areas. Lower-income resi-
dents who can no longer afford the rent or property taxes mainly feel 
the effects of gentrification—those residents often become dis-
placed and the historical roots of the area are ripped apart.
	 Small groups of residents in Houston’s Third Ward are doing their 
part to combat the negative effects of gentrification. A group of artists 
created Project Row Houses (www.projectrowhouses.org) in 1993 as a 
way to use art to build community. Today, Project Row Houses em-
braces the philosophy that communities created through art can revital-
ize inner-city neighborhoods like the Third Ward. Recently, artists Ashley 
Hunt and Bree Edwards spearheaded a Row House project called “com-
munograph,” which uses art to create representations of community 
life. Through the communograph initiative, artists can help community 
members and other interested individuals understand the culture of the 
Third Ward through art. Both the Row House project as a whole and the 
communograph initiative in particular started with small groups of peo-
ple working together to effect positive change in their community.

Sources: Bradford, N. (2007, July 22). Houston’s Third Ward battles an identity crisis. 
Houston Business Journal (www.bizjournals.com/houston/stories/2007/07/23/
focus1).html?page=all. Community, creative arts come together with “communograph.” 
(2011, September 19). The Cypress Times (www.thecypresstimes.com/article/ 
News/Local_News/COMMUNITY_CREATIVE_ARTS_COME_TOGETHER_WITH_ 
COMMUNOGRAPH/50755).
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in real time. The small groups analyzed 1,688 posts that contained the #iSOTU hashtag 
and they found that the tweets had the following relationships:

•	 Cliques—groups of Twitter handles that frequently mentioned each other or were 
mentioned together.

•	 Degree—the number of connections to other Twitter handles by means of retweets or 
mentions.

•	 Betweenness—the extent to which a Twitter handle serves as a connection between 
other handles in the network. A Twitter handle with a high level of betweenness has 
influence over what flows and does not flow through the social network.

•	 Authority—the extent to which a Twitter handle is a definitive source of information. 
A Twitter handle with a large amount of authority is frequently retweeted or men-
tioned by other Twitter handles or groups of Twitter handles.13 

This example illustrates how groups can organize and voice opinions through social media.

Defining Small-Group Communication
Small-group communication is the interaction among three to nine people who are work-
ing together to achieve an interdependent goal.14 This definition implies several things:

•	 Groups must be small enough that members are mutually aware that the group is a 
collective entity. Groups typically contain between three and nine people but may be 

small-group 
communication
Interaction among three 
to nine people working 
together to achieve an 
interdependent goal.

•  A social network map 
of the cliques formed by 
Twitter accounts that 
either used or were 
mentioned in 
conjunction with the 
#iSOTU hashtag during 
President Obama’s 2015 
State of the Union 
address.
Source: Social Media 
Analytics Command Center 
(SMACC) at Illinois State 
University.
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larger if members perceive the group as an entity. Research does show that groups of 
three or four people are more productive than are larger groups of five or more people.15 
So, if given a choice, working with a smaller group may produce better results.

•	 The substance that creates and holds the group together is the interaction between members.
•	 Group members are interdependent—they cannot achieve their goals without the help 

of other group members. If you watch reality TV shows, such as The Amazing Race, 
you have seen examples of how groups of people must work as interdependent units 
to achieve success.

	 Based on this definition, communication is the essential process within a small group. 
Communication creates a group, shapes each group in unique ways, and allows the group 
to function. As with other forms of human communication, small-group communication 
involves sending verbal and nonverbal signals that are perceived, interpreted, and responded 
to by other people. Group members pay attention to each other and coordinate their 
behavior in order to accomplish the group’s assignment. In fact, group communication is 
like any other form of communication; however, the greater number of people makes 
communication even more challenging.

The Types and Functions of Small Groups
Think for a moment about the different groups to which you belong. You may regularly 
study with other students from your accounting class, you may belong to an acappella 
singing group on campus, you may be assigned to participate in a student service learn-
ing group, and you likely have a group of friends with whom you socialize. What are 
the key differences between these groups? In answering that question, you might think 
about differences that point to the type of group or the function that the group serves in 
your life. For instance, there are two types of groups:

•	 Assigned groups occur when individuals are appointed to be members of the group. 
A student union advisory board is an example of an assigned group.

•	 Emergent groups occur when a group of individuals decide to form a cohesive group 
out of personal need or desire, but they are not appointed to be part of the group. A 
group of friends who meet at college are an emergent group.

assigned groups
Groups that evolve out of 
a hierarchy whereby 
individuals are assigned 
membership to the 
group.

emergent groups
Groups resulting from 
environmental conditions 
leading to the formation 
of a cohesive group of 
individuals.

•  A family is an example 
of a relationship-oriented 
group.
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We can also classify groups according to the function they serve:
•	 Task-oriented groups are formed for the purpose of completing tasks, such as solv-

ing a problem or making a decision. A group of students studying for an exam are 
taking part in a task-oriented group.

•	 Relationship-oriented groups are usually long-term and exist to meet our needs for 
inclusion and affection. Your family is an example of a relationship-oriented group.

	 Classifying groups according to whether they are task-oriented, relationship-oriented, 
assigned, or emergent is important because a primary tension felt in groups is balancing 
the task and the interaction (relational) side of group work. Because people form groups, 
and because groups can grow and change through communication, lines between these 
types and functions can easily blur. Members of relationship-oriented groups, such as 
families, engage in work, make decisions, and must cooperate to complete tasks. Members 
of task-oriented groups forge strong personal bonds and provide each other with affection 
and recognition. In fact, some of the best task-oriented groups are those that benefit from 
strong relational bonds, so members feel appreciated and valued. If positive relationships 
are established among group members, an assigned group can start to look and feel like 
an emergent group. As we interact with members of that group, a relationship-oriented 
social group may emerge. Just as our personal relationships can go through several 
turning points, our group membership is also constantly in flux.

Establishing Culture in Small Groups
When small groups are created, they immediately begin developing a unique group culture. 
Some group cultures are pleasant, empowering, and motivating, whereas others are aggressive, 
hostile, and demeaning. In this section you will learn how group culture develops as a result 
of group norms, role structures enacted by group members, group cohesiveness, and diversity.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF GROUP NORMS
The first time group members communicate, they begin to establish the norms—
informal rules for interaction created and sustained through communication—that 

task-oriented groups
Also called secondary 
groups; groups formed 
for the purpose of 
completing tasks, such 
as solving problems or 
making decisions.

relationship-oriented 
groups
Groups that are usually 
long-term and exist to 
meet our needs for 
inclusion and affection.

norms
Informal rules for group 
interaction created and 
sustained through 
communication.

•  Both positive and 
negative norms can 
develop in groups. 
Ongoing conflict is an 
example of a negative 
norm.
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will eventually guide the members’ behav-
iors. Norms for group behavior tell us 
implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, how we 
are to act and behave with others in the 
group. At first, the full range of human 
behavior is available to members. For exam-
ple, they may greet each other formally 
(“Director,” “Dr.,” “Professor,” and so on), 
or they may speak informally and use first 
names. Some group members may shake 
hands when they first meet, whereas others 
may hug or bow. The initial pattern of 
behavior tends to set the tone for subsequent 
meetings and to establish the general norms 
that members will follow. The norms of any 
group tend to mirror the norms of broader 
cultures in which the group exists. Such 
norms are also created and altered through 
communication between group members. As 
the group interacts, and as leaders exercise 
authority, the norms of the group can be 
modified to help the group function more 
effectively. Of course, sometimes bad norms 
also develop, which can negatively affect the 
group’s outcomes.
	 Most norms are not established directly. 
For example, if Ali comes late to a meeting 
and no one seems bothered, other members 
may get the message that coming to meetings 
on time is unnecessary. By saying nothing to 
Ali, the group, without consciously thinking 
about it or formally “deciding,” has begun to 
establish a norm that members need not be 
on time.
	 Norms often develop rapidly, without 
members consciously realizing what is 
occurring. For example, repeated behaviors, 
such as members always sitting in the same 
seats, show how easily norms can emerge through communication. Groups naturally 
use feedback to enforce norms. If a group member continually texts during meetings, 
another group member or a leader might say, “We need to put our devices away and 
focus,” to indicate that a norm has been violated.
	 Members should pay attention to group norms to ensure that they are appro-
priate to the group task. As teachers we often observe students working in groups. 
As we walk around the classroom, groups seem to notice we are standing near 
them and quickly stop talking about the band playing at a local club and turn 
to  the topic we asked them to discuss. As we walk away, discussion soon returns 
to music and fun. Such norms for playfulness, although important for relationship 
development, may begin to distract the group from assigned tasks. We certainly 
do not advocate having no “fun time” in groups. Nevertheless, a norm that empha-
sizes all “fun time” and no “work time” can prevent the group from reaching 
its  goal.

sizing things up
Leadership Power in Groups
When we enact leadership in small groups, we use a variety 
of methods to create and enact power that is used to influ-
ence others. Below are several statements to help you as-
sess which types of power you typically use during your 
small group interactions. Respond to each statement using 
the following scale. 

0 = Never
1 = Rarely
2 = Occasionally
3 = Often
4 = Very Often

During group interactions, I generally attempt to influence 
others’ opinions by

	 1.	Showing benefits for agreeing with my viewpoint. 
	 2.	 Threatening to not work as hard if they do not agree 

with me.
	 3.	Being open and friendly with everyone in the 

group.
	 4.	Showing that I have a lot of knowledge or informa-

tion about the topic.
	 5.	 Telling them that my assigned or volunteered role 

should allow my opinion to carry weight.
	 6.	Offering to help them with their tasks if they follow 

my way of thinking.
	 7.	Using subtle threats if they do not agree with me.
	 8.	Demonstrating that I am honest and trustworthy.
	 9.	 Explaining how my background and experiences give 

me a uniquely qualified perspective.
	10.	 Pointing out that I was told to lead the discussion, 

project, or task.

This exercise has no right or wrong answers. A guide for 
interpreting your responses appears at the end of the 
chapter.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF ROLES FOR GROUP MEMBERS
Every group member enacts a unique role, which is a consistent pattern of interaction 
or behavior exhibited over time. In movies, characters enact roles to drive the story; in 
small groups, members enact roles to drive the interaction of the group. Whereas actors 
learn their roles from scripts, group members create their roles spontaneously during 
interactions with others and while drawing on their unique skills and attitudes. Just as 
an actor plays different roles in different scripts, individuals enact many diverse roles in 
the numerous groups to which they belong.

The Types of Group Roles

Two major types of group roles are formal and informal. A formal role (sometimes 
called a positional role) is an assigned role based on an individual’s position or title 
within a group. You may have a job in which you are assigned to send an e-mail 
reminding group members about tasks to complete before the next meeting. Your 
job duty could even state that your role is to keep track of finances or to record 
agenda items for future meetings. As a result of your formal role, other group mem-
bers might expect you to behave in certain ways: they might expect you to be 
organized and have the ability to locate information quickly and without warning. 
Formal roles bring expectations, and your job is to understand and meet those 
expectations.
	 An informal role (sometimes called a behavioral role) is a role that develops natu-
rally, or spontaneously, within a group. The role of each group member is worked out 
through interactions with the rest of the group and changes to meet emerging needs of 
the group. Informal roles strongly reflect members’ personality characteristics, habits, 
and typical ways of interacting within a group. If you are the type of person who likes 
to talk in front of others, you might take on the role of a facilitator. On the other hand, 
if you are less talkative, you might be a person who takes on behind-the-scene roles, 
such as conducting research or creating documents for the group. If you are the most 
competent social media user in your group, you might create a Facebook group for the 
members or coordinate Google hangouts for meetings. Informal roles allow you to play 
to your strengths; of course, to develop informal roles you may need to talk to other 
group members about your preferences and abilities.

Behaviors That Define Roles

Roles enacted by group members create a set of behaviors that help the group achieve 
its objectives. An effective group is like a jigsaw puzzle; each group member performs 
a slightly different role, but each set of behaviors is coordinated to work with the others, 
so that a complete picture is formed.
	 One way of understanding the various types of behaviors performed by group mem-
bers is to classify them as task, maintenance, or self-centered behaviors. Task functions 
are behaviors that are directly relevant to the group’s purpose and that affect the group’s 
productivity; their purpose is to focus group members productively on their assignment. 
Maintenance functions are behaviors that focus on the interpersonal relationships 
among group members; they are aimed at supporting cooperative and harmonious rela-
tionships. Both task and maintenance functions are considered essential to effective 
group communication. On the other hand, self-centered functions are behaviors that 
serve the needs of the individual at the expense of the group. The person performing a 
self-centered behavior implies, “I don’t care what the group needs or wants. I want . . .” 
These group members use self-centered functions to manipulate other members for 
selfish goals that compete with group goals. Examples of statements that support task, 

role
A consistent pattern of 
interaction or behavior 
exhibited over time.

formal role
Also called positional 
role; an assigned role 
based on an individual’s 
position or title within a 
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informal role
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task functions
Behaviors that are 
directly relevant to the 
group’s purpose and that 
affect the group’s 
productivity.

maintenance functions
Behaviors that focus on 
the interpersonal 
relationships among 
group members.

self-centered functions
Behaviors that serve the 
needs of the individual 
at the expense of the 
group.



	 Chapter 8  Small-Group Communication	 171

Table 1  Examples of Task, Maintenance, and Self-Centered Statements

TASK FUNCTIONS AND STATEMENTS

Initiating and Orienting	 “Let’s make a list of what we still need to do.”

Information Giving	 “Last year, the club spent $150 on publicity.”

Information Seeking	 “John, how many donations did the Child and Family Advocacy Center report last year?”

Opinion Giving	 “I don’t think the cost of parking stickers is the worst parking problem students have.”

Clarifying	� “Martina, are you saying that you couldn’t support a proposal that increased student fees?”

Extending	 “Another thing that Toby’s proposal would let us do is . . .”

Evaluating	 “One problem I see with Cindy’s idea is . . .”

Summarizing	� “So we’ve decided that we’ll add two sections to the report, and Terrell and Candy will 
write them.”

Coordinating	� “If Carol gets everyone’s sources by Monday, then Jim and I can prepare the references 
page for Tuesday’s meeting.”

Consensus Testing	 “We seem to be agreed that we prefer the second option.”

Recording	 “I think we decided at our last meeting. Let me check the minutes.”

MAINTENANCE (RELATIONSHIP-ORIENTED) FUNCTIONS AND STATEMENTS

Establishing Norms	� “It doesn’t help to talk about other group members when they aren’t here. Let’s stick to 
the issues.”

Gatekeeping	 “Pat, you look like you want to say something about the proposal.”

Supporting	 “I think Victoria’s point is well made, and we should look at it more closely.”

Harmonizing	� “Jared and Sally, I think there are areas where you are in agreement, and I would like to 
suggest a compromise that might work for you both.”

Tension Relieving	 “We’re getting tired and cranky. Let’s take a 10-minute break.”

Dramatizing	 “That reminds me about one time last year when . . .”

Showing Solidarity	 “We’ve really done good work here!” or “We’re getting this done!”

SELF-CENTERED FUNCTIONS AND STATEMENTS

Withdrawing	 “Do whatever you want; I don’t care” or not speaking at all.

Blocking	 “I don’t care if we’ve already voted; I want to discuss it again!”

Status and Recognition	� “I have a lot more experience fund-raising than many of you, and I think we should do it
Seeking 	 the way I know works.”

maintenance, and self-centered functions are shown in table 1. The list is not exhaustive, 
however; many more functions could be added.
	 Behaviors are the building blocks for roles. These behavioral functions combine to cre-
ate a member’s informal role, which is a comprehensive, general picture of how a particular 
member typically acts in a group. An example of how individual functions combine to create 
a role is shown in figure 1. As you can see, information-giving and information-seeking 
behaviors primarily characterize the information specialist role. The storyteller role comprises 
several behaviors, including dramatizing, relieving tension, supporting, summarizing, and 
clarifying. Numerous other informal roles can be created through combinations of behaviors.

Emerging Technology and Group Roles

New technology and social media are changing the ways groups interact as well as the 
amount and frequency of their interactions. Studies show that students who participate in 
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social media as part of a class feel more connected to their peers than do students 
who do not participate in social media. Using social media creates a more collab-
orative and engaging learning environment for people to discuss ideas.16 Did you 
know that research shows that collaborating with classmates on a given topic through 
social media can help groups develop a stronger sense of community?17 And with 
increased accessibility to news and media, everyone can now be an information giver 

and an information seeker. As a result, we may have to rethink how group roles are derived 
and assigned. For example, perhaps it may be a disadvantage or no longer necessary for 
only one person to be tasked with being an information giver.

GROUP COHESIVENESS
Another important element that helps shape a group’s culture is the group climate, which 
is the emotional tone or atmosphere members create within the group. For example, you 
have probably attended a group meeting where the tension silenced everyone. That atmo-
sphere of tension describes the group’s climate. Three factors that contribute heavily to 
group climate are trust, cohesiveness, and supportiveness.

•	 Trust means that members believe they can rely on each other. Two types of trust 
relevant to group work are task trust and interpersonal trust. Task trust develops when 
you have confidence that others will get their jobs done in support of the group’s goals. 
Interpersonal trust emerges when you perceive that others are working in support of 
the group rather than trying to achieve personal gain or to accomplish hidden agendas.

•	 Supportiveness refers to an atmosphere of openness in which members care about 
each other and create cohesiveness. Examples of both supportive and defensive state-
ments are found in table 2.

•	 Cohesiveness is the attachment members feel toward each other and the group. Highly 
cohesive groups are more open, handle disagreement more effectively, and typically 
perform better than less cohesive groups.18

	 Although cohesiveness is generally desirable for groups, dangers arise from too 
much cohesion. Groupthink happens when the desire for cohesion and agreement takes 
precedence over critical analysis and discussion. According to sociologists, groupthink 
can destroy effective decision making. Several historical decision-making blunders have 

group climate
The emotional tone or 
atmosphere members 
create within the group.

Supporting Seeking
information
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Giving
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Figure 1
Behavioral functions 
combine to create roles.
Source: Galanes, G. J., & Brilhart, 
J. K. (1993). Communicating in 
groups: Applications and skills. 
Madison, WI: Brown & 
Benchmark. Copyright © 1993. 
Times Mirror Higher Education 
Group, Inc. All rights reserved. 
Reprinted by permission.
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been attributed to groupthink, including the escalation of the Vietnam conflict, the space 
shuttle Challenger disaster, and potentially the Columbia shuttle disaster over Texas.19 

More recently, the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010 in the Gulf of Mexico can 
be viewed as an example of groupthink because workers ignored automated warnings 
since they happened frequently on the rig.20 Although groupthink may be difficult to 
detect when you are in a group, researchers have identified the following observable 
signs of groupthink:

•	 An illusion of invulnerability by the group
•	 An unquestioned belief in the morality of the group
•	 Collective efforts by group members to rationalize faulty decisions
•	 Stereotypic views of enemy leaders as evil, weak, or ineffective
•	 Self-censorship of alternative viewpoints
•	 A shared illusion that all group members think the same thing
•	 Direct pressure on group members expressing divergent opinions
•	 The emergence of “mind guards” to screen the group from information contradictory 

to the prevailing opinion

Although Janis’s original description of groupthink suggests that these characteristics 
lead to groupthink, and consequently result in bad decisions, recent studies suggest that 

Table 2  Examples of Defensive and Supportive Statements

Behavior	 Description	 Sample Statement

DEFENSIVE BEHAVIORS AND STATEMENTS

Evaluation	 Judging another person	 “That’s a completely ridiculous idea.”

Control	 Dominating or insisting on your own way	 “I’ve decided what we need to do.”

Manipulation	 Trying to verbally push compliance	 “Don’t you think you should try it my way?”

Neutrality	 Not caring about how others feel	 “It doesn’t matter to me what you decide.”

Superiority	 Pulling rank, maximizing status differences	 “As group leader, I think we should . . .”

Certainty	 Being a “know-it-all”	 “You guys are completely off base. I know  
		  exactly how to handle this.”

SUPPORTIVE BEHAVIORS AND STATEMENTS

Description	 Describing your own feelings without 	 “I prefer the first option because . . .” 
	 making those of others wrong	

Problem Orientation	 Searching for the best solution without 	 “We want to produce the best results, and 
	 predetermining what that should be	 that may mean some extra time from all of us.”

Spontaneity	 Reacting honestly and openly	 “Wow, that sounds like a great idea!”

Empathy	 Showing you care about the other members	 “Jan, originally you were skeptical. How  
		  comfortable will you be if the group favors  
		  that option?”

Equality	 Minimizing status differences by treating 	 “I don’t have all the answers. What do the 
	 members as equals	 rest of you think?”

Provisionalism	 Expressing opinions tentatively and being 	 “Maybe we should try a different approach . . .” 
	 open to others’ suggestions	
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Janis’s groupthink characteristics actually occur after the group has already made a poor 
decision.21 Once groups make decisions, group members try to create and reinforce a 
consensus in support of the decision, even in the face of evidence that the decision is a 
poor one. The desire for consensus then leads to all of the groupthink characteristics 
identified by Janis.
	 Groupthink is possible in nearly every group. To prevent groupthink from occurring, 
groups should

•	 seek all pertinent information,
•	 carefully assess the credibility of information relevant to the decision at hand,
•	 assign members to present counterarguments, and
•	 maintain a commitment to finding the best possible outcome as supported by the available 

evidence.

THE EFFECT OF DIVERSITY ON GROUP CULTURE
Although we typically think of culture as belonging to very large groups of people, small 
groups also develop cultures. Group culture is the socially negotiated system of rules 
that guide group behavior. Group culture differs from national and ethnic cultures in that 
group cultures are relatively unstable and short-term phenomena. Group cultures are con-
stantly in flux, and they disappear when the group dissolves. National and ethnic cultures 
change slowly and are relatively persistent. If you compare two groups from your own 
life, you can easily understand the concept of group culture. Your group of friends has 
implicit rules for behavior—inside jokes, slang, norms for touching, and shared objectives. 
Your group likely has a culture different from that of an assigned group of students you 
work with in one of your classes. Classroom groups are typically more formal, less cohe-
sive, and more task-oriented. The two groups reflect different cultures that have emerged.
	 The culture of a group can be influenced by many things. The norms and behaviors 
of group members can influence culture; so, too, can the diversity among group members. 

group culture
The socially negotiated 
system of rules that 
guide group behavior.

•  Group members must 
make counterviewpoints 
known to help the group 
avoid groupthink.
© Color-Blind Images/ 
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Within-group diversity is the presence of observable and/or implicit differences among 
group members. We observe within-group diversity when group members differ based 
on visible characteristics. For example, to visually distinguish between able-bodied and 
non-able-bodied group members or between members of certain ethnic groups is easy. 
Group diversity can be implicit when members of a group have differing values, attitudes, 
and perspectives—personal characteristics that cannot be seen. Table 3 shows common 
examples of observable and implicit within-group diversity.
	 Differences between group members can have an impact on how they interact with 
one another and how effectively the group functions. To illustrate the effects of group 
diversity on group members’ behaviors, here are several research findings on differences 
between how men and women interact in groups:

•	 In online discussion groups and other forms of digitally mediated communication, 
women tend to use more exclamation points as markers of friendliness—thus empha-
sizing the relational aspects of group communication.22

•	 Although men are typically more influential in standard communication contexts, this 
difference diminishes in groups, especially when more than one woman is present. In 
such situations the influence of women is roughly equal to that of men.23

•	 Recent research has observed no differences in perceived leadership ability regardless 
of whether the group is primarily task- or relationship-oriented; previous research had 
shown that women were better leaders in relationship-oriented groups.24

	 In addition to gender differences, cultural differences can also influence group 
dynamics. For instance, it is likely that work groups and even classroom groups will have 
at least one member who is an English language learner (ELL). You might assume that 
group members who speak English with different levels of proficiency can diminish the 
cohesiveness of the group. That assumption would be incorrect, however. Research shows 
that having various primary languages represented in a group does not impede group 
cohesiveness as long as members continue to have frequent interactions.25

	 In such situations, all group members should make sure that ELL members are fully 
included. Strategies for helping non-native speakers feel included are (1) providing writ-
ten information in advance of discussions, (2) asking someone in the group to take notes 
that can be copied and distributed to all group members, (3) viewing difference as a 
strength of the group, and (4) matching tasks to members’ abilities. Particularly with the 
last suggestion, finding out the strengths of all group members is important. Second-
language speakers often do not speak as frequently as native English speakers, but this 
does not mean that they do not have highly developed skills in other areas, such as 
computers, artwork, record keeping, and so on.
	 If you are a second-language speaker who is part of a group with mostly native 
speakers, you must practice being assertive. You should ask questions to clarify the 

within-group diversity
The presence of 
observable and/or 
implicit differences 
among group members.

Table 3  Observable and Implicit Within-Group Diversity

	 Observable	 Implicit

Definition	 Within-group diversity based on 	 Within-group diversity based on 
	 physical characteristics that can 	 individuals’ worldviews, perspectives, 
	 be seen	 and other personality characteristics

Example	 Ethnicity, sex, able/non-able-	 Religious orientation, educational  
	 bodiedness	 background



176	 Part Two  Communication Contexts

activities of the group or points made during discussion. You should also let group 
members know about skills you have that could be useful to the group. Finally, try to 
recognize that in most situations group discussions are as much about relationship build-
ing as task accomplishment. Taking time to get to know other members of your group 
will not only help all of you build confidence in each other but can lead to meaningful 
friendships outside class or the workplace.

The Role of Leadership in Small Groups
For most groups to work effectively, some structure is necessary. Noted group commu-
nication scholar Gloria Galanes observed that group leaders must attend to four issues: 
(1) identifying the task of the group; (2) creating cohesiveness among the group mem-
bers; (3) monitoring and adapting the behaviors of the group members as needed to 
accomplish tasks; and (4) keeping the group focused on the task at hand.26

DEFINING LEADERSHIP
Hackman and Johnson define leadership as a process of using communication to influ-
ence the behaviors and attitudes of others to meet group goals.27 A leader is a person who 
influences the behavior and attitudes of others through communication. In small groups, 
two types of leader are designated and emergent. A designated leader is someone who 
has been appointed or elected to a leadership position (such as a chair, team leader, coor-
dinator, or facilitator). An emergent leader is someone who becomes an informal leader 
by exerting influence toward the achievement of a group’s goal but does not hold the 
formal position or role of leader. Groups benefit from having a designated leader because 
designated leaders add stability and organization to the group’s activities. An emergent 
leader can be any group member who helps the group meet its goals. Groups work best 
when all members contribute skills and leadership behaviors on behalf of the group.
	 How do leaders, designated or emergent, gain their ability to influence others? 
Wilmot and Hocker suggest that group leaders may gain interpersonal influence over 
groups through the use of power, which is the interpersonal influence that forms the 
basis for small-group leadership.28 According to Wilmot and Hocker’s perspective, group 
leaders likely use one of three types of power:

•	 Distributive power, whereby the leader exerts influence over others.
•	 Integrative power, which highlights interdependence with another person or persons 

to achieve mutually agreed-upon goals.
•	 Designated power, which reflects the importance of relationships between people. 

Marriages, families, and groups often hold such power for us.

Whereas Wilmot and Hocker describe how power influences us, a classic study by French 
and Raven describes different ways in which group members enact power:

•	 Reward power—the ability to give followers what they want and need.
•	 Punishment power—the ability to withhold from followers what they want and need. 

An extreme form of punishment power is coercion, in which compliance is forced 
through hostile acts.

•	 Referent power—power based on others’ admiration and respect. Charisma is an 
extreme form of referent power that inspires strong loyalty and devotion from others.

•	 Expert power—power that arises when the other members value a person’s knowledge 
or expertise.

•	 Legitimate power—power given to a person because of a title, position, or role.29

leadership
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	 Understanding how to use power to influence small groups is not easy. Galanes 
describes the process of leadership as a balancing act, where leaders must learn to man-
age various tensions, identified in table 4. Group leaders must understand how to use 
power in ways that balance several of these tensions in an effort to push the group to 
achieve its goals while building and maintaining a positive culture.

WAYS OF ENACTING LEADERSHIP
Since Aristotle’s time, people have been interested in what makes a good leader. Is 
leadership a skill you are born with? Can you learn to be a leader? In this section you 
will learn about three ways of thinking about effective leadership: leadership as style, 
leadership as communication competence, and leadership as planning. Although they are 
presented as separate perspectives, effective leaders learn to embrace key elements from 
each simultaneously.

Leadership Styles

Style approaches to studying leadership focus on the patterns of behavior that leaders 
exhibit in groups. Considerable research has examined three major styles of designated 
leader: democratic, laissez-faire, and autocratic. Democratic leaders encourage members 
to participate in group decisions, even major ones: “What suggestions do you have for 
solving our problem?” Laissez-faire leaders take almost no initiative in structuring a group 
discussion; they are nonleaders whose typical response is “I don’t care; whatever you want 
to do is fine with me.” Autocratic leaders maintain strict control over their group, includ-
ing making assignments and giving orders: “Here’s how we’ll solve the problem. First, you 
will . . .” Autocratic leaders ask fewer questions but answer more than democratic leaders; 
they make more attempts to coerce and fewer attempts to get others to participate.30

	 Groups vary in the amount of structure and control their members want and need, 
but research findings about style have been consistent.31 Most people in the United States 
prefer democratic groups and are more satisfied in democratically rather than autocrati-
cally led groups.
	 The style approaches imply a single leadership style good for all situations. However, 
most scholars believe that the style should match the needs of the situation. For example, if 
you are in a group working on a class project and the deadline is tomorrow, a democratic 
leadership style might be ineffective, because it takes longer to make decisions.

democratic leaders
Leaders who encourage 
members to participate 
in group decisions.

laissez-faire leaders
Leaders who take almost 
no initiative in 
structuring a group 
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autocratic leaders
Leaders who maintain 
strict control over their 
group.

Table 4  Tensions Present for Group Leaders

Tension	 Description

Leader-centered vs. group-centered	� Does the leader maintain complete control over the group, or are aspects of group 
control given to members of the group?

Listening vs.talking	� Does the group leader spend more time talking, to set an agenda for group 
action, or listening, to build trust and cohesiveness?

Task vs. nontask emphasis	� Does the group focus primarily on task-related behaviors or primarily on nontask 
behaviors? One focus could get the job done quicker; the other could build 
cohesiveness.

Process vs. outcome focus	� Does the group focus only on outcomes, or does it also focus on getting tasks 
done “the right way”?

Source: Based on Galanes, G. (2009). Dialectical tensions of small group leadership. Communication Studies, 60, 409–425.
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The Communication 
Competencies of Leaders

Communication scholars who adopt the 
communicative competencies approach 
have tried to focus on the communica-
tive behaviors of leaders as they exercise 
interpersonal influence to accomplish 
group goals. They ask such questions 
as “What do effective leaders do?” The 
Communication Competency Model of 
Group Leadership, developed by Barge 
and Hirokawa,32 is one of the most 
comprehensive models to address this 
question. This model assumes that 
leaders help a group achieve its goals 
through communication skills (compe-
tencies). Two competencies include the 
task and interpersonal, or relationship, 
distinctions discussed earlier. Leaders 

must be flexible to draw from a personal repertoire of such competencies. Some of the 
most important leader competencies are described briefly here:

•	 Effective leaders are able to clearly and appropriately communicate ideas to the group 
without dominating the conversation.

•	 Effective leaders communicate a clear grasp of the task facing the group.
•	 Effective leaders are skilled at facilitating discussion.
•	 Effective leaders encourage open dialogue and do not force their own ideas on the group.
•	 Effective leaders place group needs over personal concerns.
•	 Effective leaders display respect for others during interaction.
•	 Effective leaders share in the successes and failures of the group.

The Planning Skills of Leaders

In addition to exhibiting an appropriate style and being a competent communicator, 
effective leaders must learn to plan. Although planning cannot prevent all problems from 
occurring, some up-front work can increase the likelihood of successful outcomes. Here 
are some tips for planning effective meetings:

1.	 Know the task at hand. Later in the chapter you will learn about the group 
problem-solving model. Effective leaders should understand the problem facing 
the group and take care to communicate that task to group members.

2.	 Know the people. As you will learn, individual group members have different 
skills, motivations, frames of reference, and knowledge bases. Understanding how 
to draw on group members’ strengths and manage interpersonal dynamics is a key 
role of the group leader.

3.	 Collect information. The group leader should attempt to become knowledgeable 
on all issues facing the group. If you are knowledgeable, you will know when 
discussions are off track.

4.	 Distribute leadership. In certain situations, leadership should be distributed among 
all group members. The designated leader may need to delegate responsibility, 
especially when smaller tasks need to be assigned to individual group members. 

•  Democratic groups 
allow group members to 
take part in decision 
making.
© Hybrid Images/Cultura/
Getty Images RF
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Distributed leadership, whereby all members share in leadership 
responsibilities, can result in highly productive group outcomes.33

5.	 Organize the discussion. Although some types of group discussions may not 
need much organization—a short class discussion assigned by your teacher, for 
instance—most discussions need more structure. The group leader should plan an 
agenda for the discussion. The agenda should be adapted to the task at hand; 
however, a general template for the agenda is provided in figure 2. As you can 
see, the typical agenda requires group members to agree on minutes from the past 
meeting to clear up any confusion or disagreement, make announcements, hear 
reports, consider new business, and reconsider old business as necessary.

Problem Solving and Decision Making
A primary task facing many groups is solving problems: student clubs need to raise money, 
church groups need to plan activities, and social groups must find fun things to do. Group 
members must be both creative and critical to arrive at the best solutions to these problems. 
Groups are usually (but not always) better problem solvers than individuals, because several 
people can provide more information than one person. Group members can bring greater 
resources to bear on a problem, can collectively have a broader perspective, and can more 
easily spot flaws in each other’s reasoning. However, trade-offs occur. Group problem 
solving takes longer, and sometimes personality, procedural, or social problems make work-
ing as a team difficult for members. Group problem solving is usually more effective when 
the process is systematic and organized, because a group that does not have an overall plan 
for decision making is more likely to make a poor decision.34 In this section you will learn 
techniques for making group problem-solving efforts more systematic and organized, as 
well as other work you can accomplish in groups.

GROUP AGENDA

DATE

I.  A�pproval of minutes from previous meeting(s). The group facilitator should determine  
if there are any changes to the minutes and have group members vote to approve the 
minutes.

II.  A�nnouncements. Members of the group should make announcements relevant to the 
group but not necessarily tied to group business. For example, a group member might 
read a thank-you note from a person the group helped or might provide personal 
announcements that may be of interest to group members. Such announcements  
should be brief.

III.  R�eports. Individuals assigned to collect information or carry out tasks should report on  
their progress. If a report results in an action item—that is, something the group should 
discuss and vote on—the report should be included under new business. Reports in this 
segment of the meeting should be informative, but they do not necessarily require action 
at this time.

IV.  N�ew business. Items in this part of the agenda can include important discussions and/
or action items. Discussions may or may not result in a vote, but action items should  
be voted on by the group.

V.  O�ld business. Occasionally, action items and discussion from previous meetings may  
not be complete. In such cases those items should be listed under old business and 
approached in the same way as new business, with appropriate discussion and voting  
as necessary.

Figure 2
Standard group agenda 
template.
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EFFECTIVE GROUP PROBLEM SOLVING
When groups succeed, it is, in part, because they have followed a coordinated process 
for analyzing and discussing the problem and its solutions. Effective problem solving is 
systematic and follows a procedure. Typically the problem-solving process includes deter-
mining the discussion question, identifying the criteria, identifying potential solutions, 
and evaluating potential solutions.

Determining the Discussion Question

Problem-solving groups typically handle three basic types of discussion questions. Ques-
tions of fact deal with whether something is true or can be verified. Questions of value 
ask whether something is good or bad, better or worse. Cultural and individual values 
and beliefs are central to questions of value. Questions of policy ask what action should 
be taken. The key word should is either stated or implied in questions of policy. Exam-
ples of each type of question are presented in figure 3.

	 Regardless of the type of discussion question guiding a problem-solving group, the 
leader must state the question appropriately. Remember, a key task of effective leaders 
is to help focus the group on what is being discussed. First, the language and terminol-
ogy should be concrete rather than abstract. If ambiguous terms such as effective, good, 
or fair are used, providing examples helps each group member have as close to the 
same meaning as possible. Second, a well-stated discussion question helps group mem-
bers know when the solution has been achieved. For example, a task force charged 

POLICY

What courses should students be required to take?

Should the state’s drunk-driving laws be changed?

What are the arguments for and against mandatory retirement?

Should the United States intervene in foreign disputes for humanitarian reasons?

What advantages should government provide for businesses willing to develop  
in high-risk areas of a city?

FACT

How has the divorce rate changed in the past 15 years?

How many Hispanic students graduate from high school each year?

What percentage of college students graduate in four years?

How often, on average, does a person speak each day?

What occupations earn the highest annual incomes?

VALUE

Why should people seek higher education?

How should Americans treat international students?

Does our legal system provide “justice for all”?

How should young people be educated about AIDS?

What is the value of standardized tests for college 
admission?

Figure 3
Examples of questions of 
fact, value, and policy.
(top): © Burke/Triolo/Brand X 
Pictures/PunchStock RF
(middle): © Comstock/
Jupiterimages RF;
(bottom): © Siede Preis/
Photodisc/Getty Images RF
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with “completing a report by May 15 on why membership has dropped from 100 to 
50 members” knows exactly what to do by what deadline. Finally, a group should 
start its problem solving with a problem question rather than a solution question. 
Problem questions focus on what is wrong and imply that many solutions are possible 
for resolving the problem. Problem questions do not bias a group toward one particular 
solution. Solution questions, on the other hand, slant the group’s discussion toward one 
particular option. They may inadvertently cause a group to ignore creative or unusual options 
because they blind members to some alternatives. Examples of problem and solution ques-
tions appear in figure 4.

Identifying Criteria

Criteria are the standards by which a group must judge potential solutions. For example, 
a solution’s likely effectiveness (“Will it work?”), acceptability (“Will people vote for 
our proposal?”), and cost (“Does this option keep us within the budget?”) are common 
criteria. Group members should discuss and agree on criteria before adopting a solution. 
Because criteria are based on the values of group members, two members, each using 
rational tools of decision making, can arrive at different conclusions. The more similar 
group members are in age, gender, ethnicity, background, attitudes, values, and beliefs, 
the more easily they can agree on criteria.
	 Two kinds of criteria are common. Absolute criteria are those that must be met; the 
group has no leeway. Important criteria are those that should be met, but the group 
has some flexibility. Group members should give the highest priority to criteria that 
must be met. Ideas that do not meet absolute criteria should be rejected, and the 
rest should be ranked on how well they meet important criteria. Examples of abso-
lute and important criteria are presented in figure 5.

criteria
The standards by which 
a group must judge 
potential solutions.

PROBLEM QUESTIONS	 SOLUTION QUESTIONS

How can we reduce complaints about 	 How can we increase the number of parking 
parking on campus?	 spaces in the campus lots?

What can we do to increase attendance 	 How can we improve publicity for our club’s 
at our club’s activities?	 activities?

How can we make Ginny Avenue safer 	 How can we get the city council to reduce the 
to cross?	 speed limit on Ginny Avenue?

Figure 4
Problem questions versus 
solution questions.

ABSOLUTE CRITERIA	 IMPORTANT CRITERIA

(Must be met)	 (Should be met)

•	 Must not cost more than $2 million	 •	 Should be centrally located

•	 Must be wheelchair-accessible	 •	 Should have stage space for concerts

•	� Must include flexible space that can 	 •	 Should be attractive to all campus
	 be arranged in different ways 		�  constituencies, including traditional 

and nontraditional students, faculty, 
and staff

Figure 5
Absolute criteria versus 
important criteria for a new 
student union.
© Thinkstock/Jupiterimages RF

© PNC/Photodisc/Punchstock, RF
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Identifying Potential Solutions

One of the most important jobs a leader has is to encourage group creativity. One tech-
nique that can promote innovation and creative thought among groups is brainstorming.35 
Brainstorming is most effective when group members are free to identify multiple ideas, 
they are asked to defer any judgment (positive or negative) until all ideas have been 
identified, and the ideas are succinct. Critical evaluation kills creativity, so the main rule 
of brainstorming is “no evaluation,” at least during the brainstorming process. Evaluation 
of the ideas takes place after the group has exhausted its options.
	 As a leader, you must carefully guide the brainstorming phase of group discussions. You 
should start with a specified time period in which brainstorming will occur. Before starting 
dialogue, providing group members with a few minutes to consider the question before 
responding can help them start individual brainstorming. As ideas are presented to the group, 
they should be recorded and displayed for all to see; doing so can generate additional ideas. 
The initial time period for brainstorming can be modified based on the discussion. If ideas 
start to become repetitive, you may need to stop sooner; if ideas are still unique and interest-
ing, you may need to slightly extend the time. In research this is called “looking for satura-
tion.” When all the new ideas have been tapped out (saturated), that is a good time to stop.

Evaluating Potential Solutions

After group members have adequately brainstormed potential solutions, the final task is 
to evaluate the ideas. At this stage in the discussion, the criteria the group has identified 
are used to judge the efficacy of each idea generated through brainstorming. Before 
proceeding to this step, it may be useful to determine whether various ideas can be 
organized together in some way. Solutions failing to meet absolute criteria are quickly 
eliminated. Once the nonviable alternatives are eliminated, group members must evaluate 
each alternative based on the remaining important criteria. Eventually, the group must 
determine which alternative best meets the set of important criteria they identified.

OTHER WORK TO ACCOMPLISH IN GROUPS
Although this section has highlighted the role of problem solving in small groups, other 
important types of work are also accomplished in group settings. In fact, groups serve 
multiple functions, sometimes simultaneously. In addition to helping us perform task 
functions, such as solving problems, groups also allow us to do the following:

1.	 Make decisions. Many groups exist to make decisions that are unrelated to 
specific problems. For example, student groups on your campus make daily 
decisions, such as planning events, launching community outreach projects, and 
maintaining facilities. These decisions do not necessarily solve problems; rather, 
they sustain the day-to-day functions of the groups.

2.	 Effect change. Some groups want to influence society but do not have the power to 
make decisions. You might belong to a community association or the student 
government organization on your campus. Those groups attempt to influence change 
even though they may not have the power to make final decisions on that change.

3.	 Negotiate conflict. Groups are often created to resolve conflict. In Los Angeles, small 
groups were used to bring Latino American and Armenian American high school 
students together to resolve racial tensions. In fact, the National Communication Associ- 
ation in partnership with the Southern Poverty Law Center has used this strategy across 
the nation to promote intercultural understanding and to help resolve racial conflict.

4.	 Foster creativity. Groups help us achieve a level of creativity not possible when 
working alone. The idea that “two heads are better than one” is magnified in 
groups. People working together to identify creative ideas will likely be more 
successful than one person working alone.
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5.	 Maintain ties between stakeholders. A final function for small groups is to bring 
together stakeholders. Stakeholders are groups of people who have an interest in the 
actions of an organization. For example, most schools have parent–teacher organi- 
zations. The principal of a school might bring together selected teachers and parents 
to discuss issues facing the school so that open lines of communication between the 
stakeholders (parents, teachers, and administrators) can be maintained. Various organiza- 
tions, including businesses, government agencies, and nonprofit organizations, use gro- 
ups to establish and maintain communication among multiple groups of stakeholders.

	 As you can see, groups exist for many reasons. Although the heart of group activity 
may indeed be problem solving, not all groups exist solely for that purpose.

Technology and Group Communication Processes
Throughout this course you have learned how technology impacts various forms of 
human communication, and group communication is no different. Groups of all types 
use technology to find and analyze 
information, to facilitate interaction 
among group members, and even to 
aid in the decision-making process.
	 As Web 2.0 technology has 
advanced, many other tools have become 
available to help support the work of 
groups by allowing people to collabo-
rate and share information online. 
Consider how the following resources 
can help groups work more efficiently:

•	 Facebook. Besides helping group 
members stay connected as friends, 
Facebook allows you to create a 
group page for any group to which 
you belong. On the group page you 
can post information, links to other 
resources, agendas, and other infor-
mation that may help group mem-
bers stay prepared. You can also 
create events to alert group mem-
bers to upcoming meetings.

•	 Dropbox. Dropbox is a free file-
sharing service that allows you to 
create shared folders, so that group 
members can all store, have access 
to, and edit group documents, such 
as word processing files, presenta-
tion files, and other documents.

•	 Evernote. This free resource can be 
used for content curation, the col-
lection and storage of information 
from across the web. Your group 
might locate several webpages, vid-
eos, and other resources and use 
Evernote to maintain a  research file

stakeholders
Groups of people who 
have an interest in the 
actions of an 
organization.

content curation
The collection and 
storage of documents 
and other multimedia 
from the web, covering a 
specified topic. 

communicating
	 creatively
Collaborative Co-working
What images and feelings arise in you when you think about working 
in a cubicle? Like many people, you may think it reflects an outdated 
way of organizing a workspace and limits co-worker interaction. 
Initially, organizations thought creating open workspaces was the 
answer, but it turns out that open workspaces promote less 
productivity, increase the use of sick days, and reduce morale.

Now consider the images and feelings that arise in you when 
you think about working in a collaborative common area that 
includes space for meetings and casual gatherings among  
co-workers. Many contemporary organizations are turning to a 
design approach that considers employee work and privacy needs. 
For example, designers are creating team rooms but also quiet 
spaces, where people can make personal calls and have one-on-one 
meetings, that encourage some degree of privacy. Frank Chalupa, 
president and cofounder of Amata Office Solutions, indicates that

a circular or rectangular layout is one way to achieve this, 
as it avoids dead-end hallways that workers might not pass 
through if their offices are located elsewhere. It’s also 
important to scatter amenities throughout a workplace so 
employees aren’t walking by the same offices or worksta-
tions each day.

When you think about the type of physical environment that you 
want to work in, what does it look like? What types of communica-
tion and collaboration opportunities do you want with your 
co-workers? You may want to begin implementing some of these 
workspace plans into the task-oriented groups that you are cur-
rently part of. This will help you get a sense of how you work and 
communicate best in groups and teams.

Source: Chalupa, F. (2015, March). Coworking 2.0: Collaborating meeting privacy in the 
workplace. The Huffington Post (www.huffingtonpost.com/frank-chalupa/coworking-
20-collaboration-meets-privacy-in-the-workplace_b_6858952.html).
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	 in shared notebooks. Evernote is also a powerful 
note-taking tool, so you can use the service to 
record and publish notes from meetings. You can 
collaborate on notes, and the Work Chat feature 
allows you to instant-message with people who 
are working on the project. This ensures your 
notes and comments about the project are orga-
nized in one place.

•	Google Documents. Google provides a free ver-
sion of office programs used for word process-
ing, spreadsheets, and presentations. You can 
create, collect, and analyze online forms using 
Google Docs. All files can be shared and edited 
by other members of your group.

•	 Skype and Google Hangout. These free resources 
can be used for online videoconferencing so that 
group members can meet remotely to share 
ideas, images, screens, and folders.

•	 Asana. This is one of many free web and mobile-based applications created to allow 
teams to plan and manage projects and tasks online without e-mail. Each group gets 
a workspace where members can assign tasks to users and include notes, comments, 
attachments, and tags.

•	 Texting. Although you are probably well versed in using text messaging for social 
interactions, many students find it easy to use text messages for quick reminders and 
general announcements. For example, if a room change occurs a half hour before a 
meeting, one group member can text the entire group with the update.

•	 Mural.ly. This is a visual collaboration and communication tool that allows multiple 
users to visually collaborate and storyboard ideas. Users can upload photos, insert 
videos and figures, and create Post-it notes on the board. Unlike the other applications 
that have been discussed, this one requires subscription fees.

These resources show several options available online that can be used to facilitate the 
work of groups. Of course, how you use the web for group work is limited only by your 
imagination. A variety of services and social media sites can be readily adapted to sup-
port the work of your group.
	 One form of group communication technology is a group decision support system, 
or GDSS. A GDSS system uses networked computers, so group members can anony-
mously communicate with one another through text messages, and it allows anonymous 
voting to help make decisions. If you have ever taken a class in which “clickers,” or 
student response systems, are used, you have seen GDSS technology in action. Clickers 
allow teachers to ask students practice quiz questions and have a summary of anonymous 
responses displayed for the class. More advanced GDSS systems (and, in fact, more 
advanced student response systems) simply add the element of anonymous texting. 
Research shows that GDSS technology has the potential to increase interactions because 
it allows anonymity for group members, can increase the efficiency of decision making, 
and can reduce the potential that groupthink will influence outcomes.36

	 Regardless of which resources a group uses, it is important that group members 
create rules surrounding how they will and will not share private information created as 
a result of these tools. For example, if the group determines that individual group mem-
bers cannot use the research summaries created for the current project for other courses, 

group decision support 
system (GDSS)
An interactive network of 
computers with 
specialized software, 
allowing users to 
generate solutions for 
unstructured problems.

•  Computers can be 
used to facilitate group 
communication.
© Ariel Skelley/The Agency 
Collection /Getty Images RF
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then the group members must be accountable and uphold this rule. Similarly, group 
members may decide that they will not share with nongroup members any private infor-
mation generated during group texts (e.g., text messages).
	 Of course, not all group technology automatically improves group communication. 
As communication researcher Paul Turman points out, groups communicating entirely 
through technology may find that group norms and basic structures for how the group 
operates are more difficult to create in computer-mediated environments.37 He cautions 
that computer-mediated groups must take more time to explicitly talk about how the 
group will function and about various norms for communication among group members.

How to Communicate in Small Groups
Each member of a group must take personal responsibility to help support the functions 
of the group. How can you best do that? The ability to speak fluently and with polish 
is not essential, but the ability to speak clearly is. Other members of the group will 
understand your views more easily if you follow this advice:
1.	 Relate your statements to preceding remarks. Public speakers do not always 

have the opportunity to respond to remarks by others, but small-group members 
do. Your statement should not appear irrelevant. Clarify the relevance of your 
remark to the topic under discussion by linking your remark to the preceding 
remark:
•	 Briefly note the previous speaker’s point that you want to address—for example, “I 

want to piggyback on Bill’s comment by noting that we can meet our goal by . . .”
•	 State your point clearly and concisely.
•	 Summarize how your point adds to the comments made by others—for example, 

“So, I agree with Bill. We need to fund-raise, but we can’t get so caught up in 
raising money that we forget about our goal of volunteering.”

2.	 Use conventional word arrangements. When you speak, you should use clear, 
common language, so that people can understand you. Consider this comment:  
“I unequivocally recognize the meaningful contribution made by my colleague.” 
Although the language might impress some, a simple “I agree” would work just as 
well. Here are some ways to improve your verbal clarity while in group discussions:
•	 After connecting your idea to the dis-

cussion or previous speaker, state your 
point and then provide one piece of 
supporting information or additional 
explanation.

•	 Explain to group members how you 
perceive the importance of what you 
are saying. Not all comments are 
critical; some are just ideas. Letting 
others know how important you 
think something is may influence 
how they react and respond.

•	 When done, ask if anyone needs you 
to clarify your point.

3.	 Speak concisely. The point here is 
simple: don’t be long-winded. The main 
advantage of small groups is their

Harnessing Technology for Your Group
Digital tools to support the work of a group are a valuable 
resource that can help you with any group to which you 
belong. Go to google.com/docs and explore the various 
ways in which you can create word processing, spread-
sheet, and presentation files. Using this chapter as a guide, 
create a three-slide presentation explaining what you feel 
are the three most important technology resources you 
read about in this chapter. In your presentation, identify the 
resource, present its key features, and explain why groups 
should use this tool or application rather than others. After 
creating the presentation, share the file with your teacher or 
at least one other student in your class.

building behaviors
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	 ability to approach a problem interactively. 
If you monopolize the discussion, that 
advantage may be diminished or lost 
completely. To learn to speak concisely, 
try the following:
•	 Write down your idea before speaking. 

Those who are wordy during group dis-
cussions often spend much of their time 
trying  to figure out what they want to say.

•	 Try to talk for no more than one minute 
at a time. Of course, this time limit is 
arbitrary; however, one minute should 
be enough time to get an idea out for 
consideration, and you can always 
answer questions to clarify as needed.

4.	 State one point at a time. Sometimes this 
rule is violated appropriately, such as 
when a group member is presenting a 
report to the group. However, during  
give-and-take discussion, stating only one 
idea promotes efficiency and 
responsiveness. To ensure this practice, 
try the following strategies:
•	 As a group, appoint a process observer 

to be in charge of keeping the group 
discussion moving along and prevent-
ing any member from bringing up more 
than one idea at a time. After using the 
process observer a few times, these 
behaviors become second nature.

•	 If you have several ideas that vary in 
importance, provide some of the less 
important points to group members in 
written form for later reflection. Save dis-
cussion time for the most important ideas.

Being an Ethical Group Member
The unique nature of small groups requires attention to special ethical concerns regarding 
the treatment of speech, people, and information. First, as noted in the NCA Credo of 
Ethics, the field of communication strongly supports the value of free speech. Many 
secondary groups are formed because several heads perform better than one, but that 
advantage will not be realized if group members are unwilling or afraid to speak freely 
in the group. An important ethical principle for small groups is that group members should 
be willing to share their unique perspectives. But they should also refrain from saying or 
doing things that prevent others from speaking freely. Members who are trustworthy and 
supportive are behaving ethically.
	 Second, group members must be honest and truthful. In a small group they should 
not intentionally deceive one another or manufacture information or evidence to persuade 
other members to adopt their point of view.

sizing things up
Adapted Competent Group Communication 
Evaluation Form
Think about a problem-solving-type group you are currently 
involved in. For each of the eight competencies listed below, 
decide whether you believe you are performing the behavior 
unsatisfactorily, satisfactorily or excellently.

Group Task Competencies (1–5)

	 1.	Defines and analyzes the problem—appropriately 
defines and analyzes the problem that confronts 
the group

	 2.	 Identifies criteria—appropriately participates in the 
establishment of the group goal and identifies crite-
ria for assessing the quality of the group outcome

	 3.	Generates solutions—appropriately generates 
solutions or alternatives

	 4.	Evaluates solutions—appropriately evaluates the 
solutions or alternatives identified by group members

	 5.	Maintains task focus—appropriately helps the group 
stay on the task, issue, or agenda item the group is 
discussing

Group Relationship Competencies (6–8)

	 6.	Manages conflict—appropriately manages disagree-
ments and conflict

	 7.	Manages climate—appropriately provides support-
ive comments to other group members

	 8.	Manages interaction—helps manage interaction and 
appropriately invites others to participate

Source: Beebe, S. A., Barge, J. K., & McCormick, C. (1995). The competent 
group communicator: Assessing essential competencies of small group prob-
lem solving. Presented at the annual meeting of the Speech Communication 
Association, San Antonio, TX.
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	 Third, group members must be thorough and unbiased when they evaluate informa-
tion. Groups are used to make any number of decisions, both large and small. Such 
decisions will be only as good as the information on which they are based and the rea-
soning the members use to assess the information. Group members must consider all 
relevant information in an open-minded, unbiased way by using the best critical thinking 
skills they can; otherwise, tragedies can result.
	 Fourth, group members must behave with integrity. That is, they must be willing to 
place the good of the group ahead of their own goals. Some individuals cannot be team 
players because they are unable or unwilling to merge their personal agendas with those 
of the group. Groups are better off without such individuals. If you make a commitment 
to join a group, you should be the kind of team member who will benefit rather than 
harm the group. If you cannot in good conscience give a group your support, you should 
leave the group rather than pretend to support the group while sabotaging it.
	 Finally, group members must learn to manage group conflict, which is an expressed 
struggle between two or more members of a group.38 Although some conflict can actu-
ally help groups make better decisions because ideas are debated and tested more vigor-
ously, too much conflict may result in decreased group cohesiveness and can cause the 
group to cease functioning. To manage conflict, group members must be ethical in the 
way they approach disagreement and be willing to listen to and compromise with others. 
Ethical disagreement happens when you express your disagreement openly, disagree with 
ideas rather than people, base your disagreement on evidence and reasoning, and react 
to disagreement positively rather than defensively.39

group conflict
An expressed struggle 
between two or more 
members of a group.

be ready... for what’s next
Resolving Group Conflicts
Our hope is that you engage in meaningful group work like Lane, Chris, and Nick did with the Boston 
Strong campaign. Yet it’s inevitable that you will also find yourself engaged in difficult group experiences. 
Difficult group experiences occur because of the task at hand and/or relationships among the group 
members. Perhaps you are currently experiencing problems with a group project. Maybe group members 
are missing meetings or regularly come late to meetings. What are you and the other members doing 
as a group about these problematic behaviors, if anything? What would you do if your group’s final 
presentation occurred and one of your group members failed to show up? Perhaps you’d talk to your 
instructor about it, who says that it’s up to the group to decide what to do about the group member’s 
grade in light of the missed presentation. Does the group member get the same grade as the rest of 
the group for the project? Or does the group determine that a reduction in grade is warranted for his 
or her absence? If you experience these situations as part of class projects, they are actually important 
opportunities for you to build the behaviors you’ve read about in this chapter. For example, though it 
may be uncomfortable to tell a group member that the rest of the group is frustrated with his or her 
habitual lateness, it is far better to deal with it early on rather than let the behavior continue.
	 If you find yourself in situations like this, talk to your group members about the problem and perhaps 
seek the advice of your instructor. It is likely that your instructor will want you and the other members 
to try to work these problems out as a group. This is a good thing because it will ultimately provide 
you with real examples of how you’ve handled conflict in groups that you can talk about during future 
job interviews. Remember, one of the top skills employers want college graduates to have is team-
building skills, and having experiences to highlight how you have managed conflict—rather than avoided 
it—provides evidence of your ability to work effectively in groups and teams.
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Small-group communication is the interaction of a small 
group of people working together to achieve a common 
goal. Small groups can be classified as task-related, 
relationship-related, assigned, or emergent. Many groups 
can blur boundaries among these types of groups.

•	 Task groups are formed to accomplish something, 
such as solving a problem.

•	 Relationship groups are formed to meet our needs 
for inclusion and affection.

•	 Assigned groups occur because individuals are ap-
pointed to the group by someone else.

•	 Emergent groups occur naturally as individuals meet 
and decide to become interdependent.

2.	 Groups form unique cultures as members interact with 
one another.

•	 From the first time group members talk, they start to 
develop norms for how the group will interact. As 
those norms develop, individual group members be-
gin to take on certain roles in the group.

•	 Strong group cultures can lead to greater cohesive-
ness, which can more strongly tie group members 
together. Groups must take care that cohesiveness 
does not lead to groupthink.

•	 Diversity among group members can influence, both 
positively and negatively, the culture of a group.

3.	 Leadership is the process of using communication to 
influence the behaviors and attitudes of people to meet 
group goals. Various theories discuss how leadership 
affects small-group communication.

•	 The most effective leaders are able to adapt their lead-
ership skills to the needs of the group. All members of 
the group can share leadership responsibilities.

•	 Leaders must learn to manage various tensions 
within a group, such as the tension between task and 
relational goals.

4.	 Group decision making has four steps:

•	 Determining the discussion question

•	 Discussing criteria for evaluating potential solutions

•	 Brainstorming possible solutions

•	 Evaluating possible solutions

5.	 Small-group communication can utilize technology to 
help facilitate communication and decision making.

•	 Group decision support systems use special soft-
ware to facilitate brainstorming and decision making. 
Group members are able to anonymously present 
ideas to other members and are able to anonymously 
rate and vote for specific alternatives.

•	 A variety of free web services and tools can be used 
to facilitate group communication and group work.

6.	 To effectively communicate in small groups, you must 
use clear language and make concise comments that 
are related to the comments of other group members. 
You should try to keep your comments limited to one is-
sue at a time.

7.	 Ethical behaviors in group contexts include allowing oth-
ers to speak without fear, being honest and truthful, 
carefully evaluating alternatives, acting with integrity, 
and managing conflict ethically.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Affection
Assigned groups
Autocratic leaders
Content curation
Control
Criteria
Democratic leaders
Designated leader
Emergent groups
Emergent leader
Formal role

Group climate
Group conflict
Group culture
Group decision support system 

(GDSS)
Groupthink
Inclusion
Informal role
Laissez-faire leaders
Leadership
Maintenance functions

Norms
Power
Relationship-oriented groups
Role
Self-centered functions
Small-group communication
Stakeholders
Task functions
Task-oriented groups
Within-group diversity
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Study Questions
	 1.	 “Groups meet needs,” “Groups are everywhere,” and 

“Working effectively in groups requires training” are 
statements that explain

a.	 types of small groups.
b.	 reasons for studying small-group communication.
c.	 ways of interacting in small groups.
d.	 methods of studying small-group communication.

	 2.	 What is true of small groups?

a.	 They are comprised of three to nine people.
b.	 Members are interdependent.
c.	 Group members work toward a common goal.
d.	 All of the above are correct.

	 3.	 A group that meets via Skype to discuss integrated 
urban housing developments for cities near Los 
Angeles is an example of a

a.	 relationship-oriented group.
b.	 task-oriented group.
c.	 cluster-oriented group.
d.	 meeting-oriented group.

	 4.	 A process of using communication to influence the 
behaviors and attitudes of others to meet group goals 
and to benefit the group is

a.	 groupthink.
b.	 inclusion.
c.	 leadership.
d.	 role.

	 5.	 According to French and Raven, referent power is

a.	 power based on others’ admiration and respect.
b.	 the ability to give followers what they want and 

need.
c.	 power that arises when other members value a per-

son’s knowledge or expertise.
d.	 the ability to withhold from followers what they want 

and need.

	 6.	 Informal rules for group interaction, the 
emotional tone created within a group, 
and group member roles are comprised 
in

a.	 leadership skills.
b.	 brainstorming techniques.
c.	 maintenance functions.
d.	 a group’s culture.

	 7.	 Creating a discussion question, evaluating 
prospective solutions, and brainstorming 
and evaluating possible solutions are 
steps in

a.	 group conflict.
b.	 group diversity.
c.	 group decision making.
d.	 groupthink.

	 8.	 Which of the following statements is true?

a.	 Groups exist solely for problem solving.
b.	 Effective leaders do not adapt their leadership 

skills to the needs of the group.
c.	 Technology can be utilized to help facilitate com-

munication within small groups.
d.	 Groupthink is a helpful and effective method of de-

cision making.

	 9.	 When communicating with other group members, you 
should

a.	 use technical language, so that you appear more 
credible.

b.	 state numerous points at a time.
c.	 be long-winded.
d.	 relate your remarks to previous statements.

10.	 To manage group conflict ethically, members must

a.	 be willing to listen to and compromise with others.
b.	 base their disagreements on feeling and intuition.
c.	 disagree with people rather than ideas.
d.	 defend their ideas and refuse to listen to others’ ideas.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (b); 2. (d); 3. (b); 4. (c); 5. (a); 6. (d); 7. (c); 8. (c); 9. (d); 10. (a)

Critical Thinking
1.	 Think of the groups to which you belong. Do they mesh 

with the text’s definition of a small group? What are the 
groups’ functions? What type of leader does each 
group have? What group norms are you expected to 
abide by?

2.	 What are the benefits and drawbacks to group pro-
cesses when groups attempt to implement technology 
resources like Evernote, Asana, and Google Hangout to 
aid in their workflow? Have you experienced any of these 
benefits or drawbacks personally?
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Leadership Power in Groups

The Leadership Power in Groups scale assesses your 
use of French and Raven’s categories of power. You can 
assess your use of power along these dimensions by 
averaging together (add your responses together and 
then divide by 2) your responses to the following 
statements:

•	 Reward Power: Statements 1 and 6

•	 Punishment Power: Statements 2 and 7

•	 Referent Power: Statements 3 and 8

•	 Expert Power: Statements 4 and 9
•	 Legitimate Power: Statements 5 and 10 

Averages for your responses to any particular category of 
power that are above 3 suggest that you rely on that type of 
power frequently. Averages of 2 or below indicate that you 
use that type of power infrequently, if at all. Your results may 
show that you rely on several types of power frequently, that 
you typically focus on only one, or that you generally rely on 
none. Any of these outcomes can help you better under-
stand your leadership approach in group situations.
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workplace  
communication

The very fabric of our social, cultural, and economic worlds is intertwined with 
various organizations, including schools, clubs, places of worship, and the work-
place. Our ability to communicate effectively and ethically within these various or-
ganizations determines, in large part, our opportunities for personal, social, and 
economic advancement. In this chapter you will learn about various skills related 
to workplace communication.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Describe the structures of workplace communication as they are created within diverse types 
of organizations.

2.	 Create and communicate your personal brand in preparation for a job search.

3.	 Take steps to effectively prepare for employment interviews.

4.	 Enact communication behaviors that will demonstrate communication competence in the 
workplace.

5.	 Recognize and practice ethical workplace communication behaviors.

9chapter
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n March 2015, former First Lady Laura Bush celebrated the fifth year of her 
Women’s Initiative Fellowship program. The Women’s Initiative Fellowship is 
“designed to enhance the leadership skills of women around the world with an initial 
focus on women in the Middle East and North Africa.” According to the Women’s Initia-
tive website,1 women who develop strong professional networks are able to thrive eco-

nomically and contribute to the social institutions that promote prosperity and empowerment. 
The program pairs prominent American women as men-

tors to women from other nations so that they can 
expand their network and gain valuable knowledge on 
how to build lasting change in their home countries.

Like many other organizations, the Women’s 
Initiative is reliant on communication for success. 

As the primary spokesperson, Laura Bush must 
explain the objectives of the organization to potential 

supporters and other stakeholders. Once the mission 
is clear, communication must be used to organize the 

efforts of volunteers and others to support opportunities 
for women entrepreneurs, activists, and leaders throughout 

the world. To achieve success, these communication efforts must 
be organized and executed carefully.

The Women’s Initiative teaches us two important lessons. First, 
organizations of all types rely on effective communication for success. The Women’s Initiative 
is not unlike your university, a local small business, a church, or a community group in this 
regard—communication is used to accomplish strategic objectives. From this example we also 
learn that organizational communication is carefully planned in many instances. For the cel-
ebration of the Women’s Initiative, a speech by Mrs. Bush was combined with press releases 
and other information published on the organization’s website to launch a new cohort of women 
who would participate in the program. Effective organizational communication requires strate-
gic planning for both the message and how the message will be disseminated to various 
stakeholders and audiences. In this chapter, you will learn more about the nature of organi-
zational communication, both for the success of the organization itself and for your personal 
success as you seek employment or other forms of involvement with organizations.

I

Defining Workplace Communication
Each of us belongs to several different organizations, which are social collectives, or 
groups of people, in which activities are coordinated to achieve both individual and col-
lective goals. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 72% of the 19.7 million college 
students in the United States in 2011 worked at least part-time to help pay for their 
education and living expenses.2 You may belong to a church, student clubs, and com-
munity service organizations, and, of course, we are all members of local, state, and 
national government organizations. To contribute meaningfully to these organizations, 
you must have some understanding of how communication functions in these settings, 
as well as understanding the skills that are most salient to organizational contexts. We 

organizations
Social collectives, or 
groups of people, in 
which activities are 
coordinated to achieve 
both individual and 
collective goals.

© Ingram Publishing/Super Stock RF
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define organizational communication as the ways in which groups of people both 
maintain structure and order through their symbolic interactions and allow individual 
actors the freedom to accomplish their goals. From this definition you should be aware 
of the following points. First, we use verbal and nonverbal communication to create 
structure. Through organizational communication, hierarchy is established among people. 
For instance, there are supervisors and subordinates, with formal or informal rules about 
how they communicate with each other. Second, we use communication to create order. 
How we discuss problems, how we arrive at decisions, and how we celebrate successes 
are all organizational processes that are created in and through organizational communi-
cation. Third, we use organizational communication to accomplish personal goals. 
Through the structure and order found in most organizations, we have an ability to use 
communication to demonstrate our creativity, ability, and potential so that we are better 
able to accomplish personal goals in support of the organization. Consequently, com-
munication simultaneously creates structure and freedom as we enact our roles within 
the organization. In this section you will learn about organizational communication as it 
flows through communications networks in various types of organizations.

TYPES OF ORGANIZATIONS
Talcott Parsons classified organizations into four primary types: economic, political, inte-
gration, and pattern maintenance.3 Although some organizations might overlap these cat-
egories, we usually can classify organizations according to their primary functions in society. 
For instance, a labor union has a primarily political function as it represents members’ 
interests to management, local and state governments, and other unions. At the same time, 
unions obviously have an interest in promoting economic vitality. Although they span more 

than one organization type, unions have a primary 
function that allows clear classification.
	 Organizations with an economic orientation 
tend to manufacture products and/or offer services 
for consumers. Small businesses, which according 
to the U.S. Small Business Administration account 
for 99.7% of all U.S. employer firms and employ 
about half of private sector employees, are exam-
ples of organizations with an economic orientation.4 
Of course, large corporations, banks, and media 
organizations also have economic orientations.
	 Organizations with a political orientation gen-
erate and distribute power and control within society. 
Elected local, state, and federal officials and police 
and military forces are political organizations. Of 
course, there are Democrats and Republicans who 
form organizations with political orientations, but 
did you know that as of April 2015 there were 39 
national third-party political organizations in the 
United States, with an additional 221 operating 

within various states?5 Political organizations must adhere to rules established in formal 
documents, such as the U.S. Constitution, while they attempt to influence the ideology of 
the electorate. You have witnessed the attempts of the Tea Party and the Occupy Wall 
Street movement to use the media and social networks to promote particular positions on 
issues.
	 Organizations with an integration orientation help mediate and resolve discord 
among members of society. Our court system, public interest groups, and conflict 

organizational 
communication
The ways in which groups 
of people both maintain 
structure and order 
through their symbolic 
interactions and allow 
individual actors the 
freedom to accomplish 
their goals.

economic orientation
Organizations that 
manufacture products 
and/or offer services for 
consumers.

political orientation
Organizations that 
generate and distribute 
power and control within 
society.

integration orientation
Organizations that help 
mediate and resolve 
discord among members 
of society.

•  Schools are pattern-
maintenance organizations 
because they teach 
people how to effectively 
participate in society.
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management centers are all examples of integration-oriented organizations. One unique 
characteristic of communication within integrative organizations is the necessity for 
impartiality. A judge, for example, must not be biased in the way he or she talks to 
criminal defendants, and public interest groups must demonstrate that their objective 
benefits all of society, not just a few individuals.
	 Organizations with a pattern-maintenance orientation promote cultural and educa-
tional regularity and development within society. Organizations that teach individuals how 
to participate effectively in society, including families, schools, and religious groups, pro-
mote pattern maintenance. Communication within organizations focused on pattern mainte-
nance emphasizes social support. Your family or your church, for instance, provides you 
with personal and spiritual support. Even schools support individuals by helping them learn.

COMMUNICATION NETWORKS
Competent workplace communicators understand that the workplace comprises multiple 
communication networks. Communication networks are patterns of relationships 
through which information flows in an organization. Stohl describes communication net-
works as capturing “the tapestry of relationships—the complex web of affiliations among 
individuals and organizations as they are woven through the collaborative threads of 
communication.”6 Communication networks can take many forms, depending on the 
complexity of the organization. However, we typically classify these networks as formal 
or informal in nature.
	 Formal communication consists of messages that follow prescribed channels of com-
munication throughout the organization. The most common way of depicting formal 
communication networks is with organizational charts like the one in figure 1. Organizational 
charts provide clear guidelines as to who is responsible for a given task and which employees 

pattern-maintenance 
orientation
Organizations that 
promote cultural and 
educational regularity 
and development within 
society.

communication 
networks
Patterns of relationships 
through which 
information flows in an 
organization.

formal communication
Messages that follow 
prescribed channels of 
communication through-
out the organization.
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are responsible for others’ performance. When communicating occurs in formal networks, 
information typically flows in three ways:

•	 Downward communication occurs whenever superiors initiate messages to subordi-
nates. Ideally, downward communication should include such things as job instructions, 
job rationale, policy and procedures, performance feedback, and motivational appeals.

•	 Upward communication occurs when messages flow from subordinates to superiors. 
Obviously, effective decision making depends on timely, accurate, and complete infor-
mation traveling upward from subordinates.

•	 Horizontal communication flows between people who are at the same level of the 
organizational hierarchy. It influences organizational success by allowing members to 
coordinate tasks, solve problems, share information, and resolve conflict.

	 Informal communication consists of interactions that do not follow the formal upward 
and downward structures of the organization but emerge out of less formal interactions 
among organizational members.7 For example, co-workers who work from home might 
use private e-mail accounts, Facebook, or other noncompany mechanisms to have infor-
mal discussions about other employees, their boss, or other issues about their jobs.8 These 
informal networks, sometimes referred to as “grapevine communication,” are typically 
very accurate, with between 80% and 90% of the information being correct.9 An under-
standing of formal and informal networks within organizations is critical as you join and 
try to fit in at a new organization.
	 Communication networks can also extend beyond organizations. Organizational 
communities are established when several organizations—similar businesses, clubs, or 
community service organizations—have overlapping interests and become networked 
together to provide mutual support and resources.10 For example, a group of organic farms 
in your area might act together to make connections with local restaurants and grocery 
stores to sell their goods. If the farmers and the restaurants form networks to coordinate 
menus with seasonal local foods, or “30-mile meals,” those networks can evolve as the 
organizational community grows. Social media helps facilitate organizational communi-
ties. When one organization follows another, information can be shared. For organizational 
communities to thrive, key individuals must step forward to be boundary spanners. A 
boundary spanner not only shares information between groups but also provides strate-
gic vision for how the groups can actively work together and form a community.

Preparing for the Job Market
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 19 of the 30 fastest-growing occupations 
through 2022 will require an associate degree or higher; those occupations project more 
rapid wage growth than occupations that do not require any form of postsecondary edu-
cation.11 The implication is clear: your qualifications matter when you are looking for a 
job. To have success in the job market, you must define and communicate your personal 
brand. A personal brand is a set of attributes and values that can be used to consistently 
represent yourself to others (see the chapter on perception, self, and communication). 
You might think of personal branding as a particular type of identity management focused 
on your public and professional identity. In this section you will learn how to present 
your personal brand throughout the job search process.

CONDUCTING A SELF-INVENTORY
What do you really know about yourself? When was the last time you took inventory of 
your assets and liabilities as a potential employee? Could you express these qualities 

downward 
communication
Messages flowing from 
superiors to subordinates.

upward communication
Messages flowing from 
subordinates to superiors.
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together to provide 
mutual support and 
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boundary spanner
An individual who shares 
information between 
groups and establishes 
strategic vision for 
collaboration.
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and values that can be 
consistently 
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intelligently? Analyzing answers to 
these questions will help you discover 
the attributes and values that define 
your personal brand. Although you 
will want to gain feedback from oth-
ers, defining your personal brand 
begins with a careful self-inventory 
based on qualities like these:

•	 Your work and educational experi-
ences

•	 Your motivations and goals
•	 Your strengths and weaknesses
•	 Your likes and dislikes
•	 Your skills
•	 Your roles in campus extracurricu-

lar activities
•	 Your professional experience, if 

any (including co-op programs and 
internships)

•	 Your interests and hobbies
•	 Your talents, aptitudes, and achievements
•	 What is important to you in a position and an organization

	 After answering these questions, you will be armed with a series of fact statements 
and value statements. For example, a fact statement might be that you have had a variety 
of leadership experiences in student organizations and part-time employment positions. 
A value statement might be that you enjoy work settings where you have the opportunity 
to interact with others. By combining fact and value statements, you can articulate your 
personal brand through a statement like, “I am an experienced leader who values solving 
problems by communicating with co-workers and clients.”

CREATING A PERSONAL NETWORK
Many people assume that the key to landing a good 
job is having a good résumé. Though partly true, 
this conventional wisdom is also incomplete: the 
key to finding a great job is getting your résumé 
into the hands of the right people, and that requires 
having a great personal network. A personal net-
work is an intricate web of contacts and relation-
ships designed to benefit the participants—
including identifying leads and giving referrals.12 
People in your network, including family, friends, 
people you have met at social functions, and people 
with whom you have worked and studied, can assist 
you in identifying job leads and introducing you to 
others who can become a part of your network.
	 Because many college students have not yet 
had significant work experience, developing a 

personal network
A web of contacts and 
relationships that can 
help you gain job leads 
and can provide 
referrals.

communicating
	 creatively
Blogging Your Personal Brand
In addition to using a self-inventory to better understand your per-
sonal brand, you should also actively create and manage your 
brand. Lindsey Shoemake, a student at Georgia College & State 
University, created a blog called That Working Girl to engage readers 
about young women who want to develop careers in public relations 
and media. Through her blog she was able to gain a substantial 
number of followers, which helped her gain a valuable internship. 
Creating a blog is free and easy, but the maintenance requires on-
going attention. The work you put into your blog can show that you 
are actively engaged in your profession while also demonstrating 
that you have valuable digital skills.

Source: Duis, S. (2013, July 15). Experts to students: Build your brand now, get hired 
later. USA Today College (http://college.usatoday.com/2013/07/15/experts-to-
students-build-your-brand-now-get-hired-later/).

•  Volunteering is a great 
way to make connections 
and expand your 
personal network.
© Ariel Skelley/Blend 
Images/Corbis RF
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network is critical to postcollege employment. Here are strategies you can use to develop 
your network:

1.	 Create an inventory of your network. Using your phone list, e-mail list, set of 
Facebook friends, and other sources, inventory the people in your social network 
who could assist you in your job search. Talk with those who have significant 
work experience to make them aware that you are in the job market.

2.	 Contact the career services office on your campus. Most campuses offer several 
job fairs throughout the academic year or provide other networking opportunities. 
Taking advantage of these face-to-face meeting opportunities can be a very 
productive use of your time.

3.	 Contact and join student chapters of professional organizations on your campus. 
In communication, for instance, students often join clubs such as the National 
Communication Association, the Association for Women in Communication, the 
Public Relations Society of America, or the Society for Professional Journalists. 
Campus chapters of these organizations provide very useful networking 
opportunities for members.

4.	 Consider an internship. If you are early in your academic career, an internship 
can provide valuable networking opportunities. Most colleges and universities 
offer options for students to earn course credit for internships—you should talk 
with your academic adviser about such options on your campus.

5.	 Volunteer. Simply taking the time to volunteer in your community can open many 
doors. Besides giving you the satisfaction that comes from helping others, your 
hard work and dedication will be noticed by others. Volunteering for a community 
organization will allow you to get to know many different types of people in your 
community, thus expanding your network.

SEARCHING FOR A JOB
Once you have defined your personal brand and created your network, you can embark 
on the exciting, and sometimes frustrating, journey of a job search. With millions of 
potential employers, how can you possibly begin the process of narrowing your focus? 
In addition to the traditional methods of meeting with your career-services center on 
campus, reading job advertisements, contacting your personal network, and attending 

career and job fairs, you can use a variety 
of online tools.
	 One key to successful online searching 
is to use regional job sites that allow you to 
focus your efforts by geographic location. 
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics main-
tains an employment information database 
for each state that you can find online. 
Using this resource, you can find links to 
state employment statistics bureaus, as well 
as job and employment projections broken 
down by state. Such information can help 
you identify potentially good leads in areas 
where you want to live. Likewise, the Riley 
Guide, also available online, provides links 
to several domestic and international job 
databases. Using those databases, coupled 

engaging diversity
Being Bilingual Helps the Job Search
As a result of globalization, organizations increasingly func-
tion in a bilingual world. Even small businesses routinely 
work in a global market. As a result, language skills can sig-
nificantly benefit you as you seek employment. For private 
sector jobs, Asian languages, Scandinavian languages, and 
Portuguese could provide you with the biggest payoff. For gov-
ernment jobs, East Asian, South Asian, and Near East lan-
guages may be most in demand.

Source: Burrow, G. (2013, November 14). Hot job skill: Fluency in a foreign lan-
guage. Economic Modeling Specialists International [blog] (www.economicmod 
eling.com/2013/11/14/hot-job-skill-fluency-in-a-foreign-language/).
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with statistical information, you will have a data-driven starting point for finding poten-
tial jobs. Newspaper websites and other sites such as www.localhelpwanted.net can also 
help you target your search to specific cities and careers.
	 U.S. adults born between 1957 and 1964 (the youngest group of baby boomers) held 
an average of 11 jobs from age 18 to 44, more than half of them before they were 27, 
according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.13 
This trend has changed very little in subsequent generations; people still hold several 
different types of jobs. If you have held previous jobs, one search strategy is to identify 
similar or related career fields, which you can do on the My Skills My Future website 
(www.myskillsmyfuture.org). For example, assume that you have previous experience as 
a retail salesperson. If you enter that into the My Skills database, it will point out that 
a related position in meeting, conference, and event planning has a bright outlook for 
bachelor-degree holders.
	 There are thousands of online websites designed to help you search for jobs. Some 
are free. Before using any online source, particularly one that costs money, consult with 
professors, individuals from your career-services office, and professionals in the field. 
You should not waste time or money joining a site that has little relevance to your field(s) 
of interest.

PREPARING COVER LETTERS
A cover letter is a short letter to an interviewer persuasively introducing you and your 
credentials in relationship to the job description, and it typically accompanies your 
résumé. Cover letters help ensure that your résumé is read and let you target your appeal 
for a particular job. Typical cover letters have four main sections or paragraphs designed 
to achieve the following: (1) attention, (2) interest, (3) desire, and (4) action.14

	 After headings that contain your address and the interviewer’s address, your cover 
letter should gain the attention of the reader. At this point you should specify the position 
for which you are applying, indicate how you heard about it, and provide a general 
overview of your qualifications. The introductory paragraph is where you should provide 
a clear but brief description of your personal brand. In the second paragraph you need 
to arouse the reader’s interest and demonstrate your desire for the job. At this point you 
want to describe your major experiences and strengths as they relate to the job. If pos-
sible, mention one or two accomplishments that illustrate your proficiency and effective-
ness. The main idea is to create interest and show how your skills and qualifications can 
be of value to the organization. You can refer the reader to the enclosed résumé for more 
detail on your qualifications and experience. In the third paragraph you need to suggest 
action. Restate your desire to learn more about the organization and to have a face-to-
face meeting, which is the action you are hoping for. Finally, express your appreciation 
for the reader’s time and/or consideration.
	 A cover letter is an opportunity to demonstrate your writing skills. Take care with 
respect to grammar, spelling, and other mechanics that could turn off a potential employer. 
You would be surprised at how easily a perfectly credible applicant is dismissed simply 
because of correctable errors. If you opt to send e-mail queries to potential employers, 
remember that the e-mail will act as your cover letter. Make it persuasive and include 
your résumé as an attachment. If you receive a reply to your e-mail inquiry, you should 
carefully follow the directions about what to do next.

PREPARING RÉSUMÉS AND OTHER CREDENTIALS
Although human resource professionals use a variety of employment screening tools to 
screen job applicants, ranging from surveys to background checks, the professional 

cover letter
A short letter introducing 
you and your résumé to 
an interviewer.
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résumé remains the foundational source of information.15 A good résumé is your 
starting point in any job search, and it is likely to be critical to securing an interview 

and an eventual offer of employment. To create a successful résumé, you must consider 
style, content, and format.

Style

Style refers to the way you use language and grammar to construct your written materi-
als. It can range from very informal to very formal in tone. A sample résumé is shown 
in figure 2. Notice it uses several stylistic approaches that are uncommon in other forms 
of writing.
	 First, complete sentences and the pronoun “I” are unnecessary in résumés. Descriptive 
clauses are sufficient as long as they are understandable. Many experts recommend begin-
ning descriptive clauses with action verbs, such as planned, supervised, and conducted.16 

SAMANTHA BRADSHAW

OBJECTIVE 

To obtain an entry-level position in social media communication strategy and analytics.

EXPERIENCE 

Social Media Intern  Transpar, LLC (Charleston, SC)	 2015–Present

•  Create cross-platform social media messages

•  Track views, impressions, and click-throughs across social media platforms

•  Develop cross-platform communication strategy

•  Provide briefings to CEO, CFAO and Director of Communications

Web Designer  Low Country Tours (Beaufort, SC)	 2013–2015

•  Developed website architecture using Wordpress

•  Created page templates to implement user interface design

Tour Guide  Low Country Tours (Beaufort, SC)	 2012–2013

•  Assisted boat captain with safety preparations and monitoring during cruises

•  Gave public presentations on historic landmarks and ecology

•  Provided direct customer service to clients while on tours

EDUCATION 

B.A. in Strategic Communication, Georgetown River University (Georgetown, SC)	 2007–2013

•  GPA 3.85

•  Certificate in Digital Media Production

SKILLS 

Outstanding in oral and written communication. Proficient in Wordpress CMS, HTML 
Coding, Nuvi Social Media Analytics, Adobe Creative Cloud Suite, Final Cut Pro, and 
Microsoft Office.

14 35th St South, Lowland, SC 34567  
| (123) 456-7890 | bradshaw@llmail.com

www.sam-makes-media.com

Figure 2
Sample chronological résumé.
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These words catch employers’ attention because they are concrete and indicate what you 
have done. Some commonly used action verbs are listed in table 1. Should you use past- 
or present-tense verbs? The tense depends on whether you are currently performing the 
particular job duties. Use present-tense verbs for present employment and activities, and 
use past-tense verbs for past jobs.
	 Whenever possible, you should quantify information to illustrate the scope of your 
accomplishments. Here are some examples:

Managed a $30,000 budget for Lambda Chi Alpha
Supervised 10 customer service representatives
Increased sales by 200%

	 Employers look for accomplishments like these because they are concrete, measur-
able, and significant.
	 Be consistent. Whenever you make stylistic decisions, adhere to them. If you use 
bullets to present your job duties, use bullets throughout your résumé. If you put periods 
at the end of your bulleted descriptions, make sure you do so consistently. If you indent 
one job title five spaces and underline, make sure all your job titles are indented five 
spaces and underlined.
	 Be concise. Remember that you do not have to put everything in a résumé. In fact, 
view your résumé as an appetizer. You can tell about the main course in the interview. 
Unless you have more than seven years of work experience, most experts agree that your 
résumé should not be longer than one page.17

	 Be neat. Given that employers have very limited time to spend reading your résumé, 
the overall impression it creates is important. Employers judge you and your capabilities 
based in part on the physical appearance of your résumé. Hiring managers will have a 
hard time ignoring poor proofreading and sloppiness, and your chances of securing an 
interview will significantly decrease.

Content

The content of résumés for college students typically includes contact information as 
well as your objectives, education, experience, skills, and campus activities or community 
involvement. Without contact information the rest of your résumé is useless. Include links 
to your LinkedIn profile or creative portfolio if available.

Table 1  Action Verbs for Résumés

Accomplished	 Formulated	 Ordered	 Succeeded

Adapted	 Generated	 Participated	 Supervised

Administered	 Handled	 Performed	 Supplied

Analyzed	 Headed	 Persuaded	 Supported

Balanced	 Identified	 Prepared	 Tabulated

Disbursed	 Managed	 Revised	 Uploaded

Examined	 Modified	 Searched	 Verified

Executed	 Notified	 Selected	 Volunteered

Explained	 Obtained	 Sponsored	 Won

Filed	 Offered	 Streamlined	 Wrote
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	 An objective statement, or an articulation of your goals, is usually the first infor-
mation on the résumé, just below your contact information. Objective statements are 
important because they allow you to tailor your credentials and goals to the needs of a 
particular organization and job description.18 In addition to describing your personal 
goals, you should consider what the organization needs or what types of issues it faces 
when you are writing your objective statement. The following are examples of objective 
statements:

•	 To apply programming skills in an environment with short deadlines and demanding 
customers.

•	 To achieve observable increases in return on investment of information technology 
expenditures.

	 Employers also want to see your educational credentials. Your credentials show 
that you had the intellect to go to college, the determination to complete high school, 
and the capability of learning new things and finishing complex projects. In summarizing 
your education, you should include degrees awarded, completion dates (or anticipated 
completion dates), schools attended, majors and minors, and honors or scholarships. 
Employers always look at your education, but the further along you are in your career, 
the smaller the role it plays on your résumé. Instead, experience becomes more 
important.
	 With few exceptions, employers will focus much of their attention on your past jobs, 
whether you are a freshly minted college graduate or an experienced individual changing 
jobs or careers. Employers look at the types of jobs you have held, as well as your job 
tenure, job duties, and accomplishments. When describing your work experience, make 
sure you include a job title, the name of the organization, the dates of employment, and 
a description of your major responsibilities and achievements. Remember to use action 
verbs (see table 1) and to quantify accomplishments whenever possible.
	 When adapting your résumé to a particular job, include key words and phrases from 
the actual job description. In larger organizations, electronic databases are used to search 
through hundreds of résumés to find perfect matches between jobs and people—much 
as what happens when you use Google to search for a webpage.19 As a result, if your 
résumé contains more key terms from the job advertisement, the chance that an actual 
person will review it is increased.
	 Most résumés also include a skills section highlighting abilities, ranging from the 
ability to use specialized computer applications to fluency in multiple languages. The 
skills section of your résumé should be tailored to the job description of the position for 
which you are applying.
	 Many college students end their résumé with a list of their campus activities and/or 
community involvement. Don’t stop there. Rather, indicate your level of involvement, 
including participation on committees and leadership positions. Involvement in campus 
and community organizations is important because, in the mind of many employers, it 
translates to workplace citizenship.

Traditional Formats

Traditional résumés are designed to be printed. These types of résumés are used for mass 
interviews, job fairs, and other face-to-face meetings. Traditional résumés typically rely 
on chronological or functional formatting.
	 The chronological résumé, which organizes your credentials over time, is what most 
people envision when they think of a résumé. A résumé based on time has long been 
the standard and, despite technological advances allowing for electronic résumés, 

objective statement
An articulation of your 
goals.

chronological résumé
A document that 
organizes your 
credentials over time.
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continues to be the most widely accepted format.20 To refer to a résumé as “reverse 
chronological” is actually more accurate, because in describing your work experience 
(and education), you begin with your present or most recent job and continue back to 
past jobs. Figure 2 is an example of a chronological résumé.
	 Whereas the chronological format organizes your experience based on when you 
acquired it, the functional résumé organizes your experience by type of function 
performed. If you have held a variety of jobs (such as teaching, sales, and advertising), 
the functional résumé allows you to group them by the skills you developed and the 
duties you performed. Graduating college students will use a functional résumé to 
group “professional experience” separately from “other work experience,” which may 
include jobs that do not directly relate to your career goal but nonetheless illustrate 
your work ethic.

Electronic Résumés

A preference for electronic résumés is increasing in most businesses, regardless of their 
size or type of industry. Research reported in Business Communication Quarterly showed 
that 71% of the companies surveyed preferred standard résumés following the chrono-
logical or functional format.21 The majority, 41%, preferred that résumés be submitted 
as e-mail attachments, followed closely by 34% preferring they be uploaded to a website. 
One reason why electronic résumés are so popular is that they are searchable. One effi-
cient way to evaluate candidates is to search for similarities in wording between a job 
description and résumés submitted for the job. Résumés that have a better match with 
the job description based on such an analysis may rise to the top of an interview list 
more easily. Take care to adapt your résumé and cover letter to the job for which you 
are applying.

Portfolios

Some fields, including technical writing, web design, graphic arts, and even public rela-
tions, may require development of a professional portfolio as you enter the job market. A 
professional portfolio provides examples of your knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform 
specific field-related tasks.22 Because the format and design of portfolios will vary by 
field, your best source of information for how to create yours will be your professors and 
mentors. However, if you are in a creative field, or any field where you create products 
that can be shown to others, you should plan early to build your portfolio.
	 A good rule of thumb is to save everything and to make notes to yourself indicat-
ing what skill you mastered or perfected on each project that you save. Later, when 
you are applying for an internship or a job, your mentor can assist you in compiling 
the materials into an acceptable portfolio. Having a portfolio can be valuable for any 
type of profession—keeping papers and other projects from all your courses could 
come in handy as you attempt to illustrate the broad repertoire of skills, particularly 
communication skills, you accumulated in college. You can see what portfolios look 
like by visiting Seelio.com and reviewing one of the many portfolios on that site. 
Such portfolios provide more concrete information than a simple résumé or LinkedIn 
account and are more professional than simply using Facebook or other informal 
social media outlets.

Preparing for the Interview
Your written credentials will rarely be sufficient to obtain employment. Nearly every job 
search will require some sort of personal interview. Like any formal communication 
situation—including speeches and presentations—job interviews start with careful 

functional résumé
A document that 
organizes your 
credentials by type of 
function performed.
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planning and practice. In this section you will learn various strategies 
for guiding that preparation.

GATHER INFORMATION
Your initial step in preparing for a job interview is carefully researching 
the organization. Although you may not have much time for this step, 
knowing about the organization and the position for which you applied 
is critical to successfully answering questions during the interview. Your 
research efforts can be focused around three general goals:

1.	 Understand the job. A job description defines the position in 
terms of its content and scope. Although the format can vary, job 
descriptions may include information on job duties and 
responsibilities; the knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary to 
accomplish the duties; working conditions; relationships with 
co-workers, supervisors, and external stakeholders; and the extent 
of supervision required. You will likely find the formal job 
description online, either on the company website or as part of a

	 job search database. Besides providing you with information about 
the job expectations, the job description serves as the legal basis upon which the 
job interview is conducted, including the focus of interview questions. If you have 
sufficient time, you can use your professional/social network to try to solicit 
others’ perspectives on the type of job for which you applied.

2.	 Understand the organization. Job applicants and interviewees lose all credibility 
when they cannot demonstrate even superficial knowledge of the organization  
to which they are applying. Besides using obvious sources of information, such 
as the organization’s website, check your library for specialized resources, such 
as the LexisNexis Company Insight database or the BusinessWeek Company 
Insight Center, to find information about the company’s finances, executive 
officers, and other pertinent facts. Of course, small businesses may not be 
indexed in such databases. A local library or chamber of commerce may have 
information about these.

3.	 Understand the field. To present yourself as a mature candidate for any job, you 
will want to illustrate knowledge of your chosen field by demonstrating awareness 
of new trends, market forces, and other matters. Keep current on all aspects of 
your field, because employers will view you more positively if you are conversant 
with these issues. Professional trade magazines are helpful for this type of research. 
Of course, by virtue of your major you should be keeping up with this type of 
information well before a job interview.

	 Remember that the primary purpose of an interview is to analyze the knowledge, 
skills, and abilities of a particular applicant in relationship to the required and 
desired skills in the job description. Taking time to learn about these issues will 
help you advocate for a close fit between your qualifications and those specified by 
the employer.

GENERAL INTERVIEWING STRATEGIES
During the interview you must present yourself as a potential asset to the organization. 
Doing so requires using verbal and nonverbal communication; specifically, you want to 
(1) create a good first impression, (2) speak with clarity, and (3) demonstrate interest.

job description
A document that defines 
a job in terms of its 
content and scope.

•  Study the job 
description carefully so 
that you can learn the 
exact skills needed to 
succeed.
© Peopleimages/Getty 
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	 Just as your written credentials should 
reflect a professional and competent image, 
so should you. One of the most obvious 
ways to create a good first impression is to 
dress appropriately. The general rule is to 
match the style of dress of the interviewer. 
For professional positions, conservative 
dress is typically appropriate (dark suits, 
white shirts or blouses, standard ties for 
men, dark socks or neutral hose, dark shoes). 
Be sure to wear clothes that fit and are com-
fortable but not too casual. Be modest in 
your use of jewelry and cologne. Of course, 
you need to arrive on time and learn to take 
cues from the interviewer on how to act, 
while trying to present yourself in an hon-
est, positive way.
	 The way you use grammar can deeply 
influence the impressions others form about 
you in professional settings, such as job inter-
views.23 Even if you have to pause before 
responding, organize your answer and avoid 
slurring your words, using potentially offen-
sive language, or using grammatically incor-
rect sentences. Many applicants do not con-
vey clear messages because their sentences 
include vocalized pauses (“uh,” “um”), verbal 
fillers (“you know”), and repetitive phrases 
(“things like that”). By practicing beforehand 

Practicing Interview Questions
Practice answering these typical job interview questions 
with a partner:

  1.	 Why would you like to work for us?

  2.	 What do you know about our products or services?

  3.	 How have your previous work positions prepared you for 
this position?

  4.	 What do you think your previous supervisors would cite 
as your strengths? Weaknesses?

  5.	 Describe a typical strategy that you would use in a cus-
tomer service call.

  6.	 What criteria do you use when assigning work to others?

  7.	 How do you follow up on work assigned to others?

  8.	 Which aspect of your education has prepared you most 
for this position?

  9.	 Which course did you like most in college?

10.	 If you had your education to do over again, what would 
you do differently, and why?

11.	Why did you choose _____ as your major?

12.	What do you think is the greatest challenge facing this 
field today?

13.	Which area of this field do you think will expand the most 
in the next few years?

building behaviors

• Be prepared to both 
answer and ask 
questions effectively 
during your interviews.
© MBI/Stockbroker/Alamy RF
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and thinking quickly on your feet, you should be able to speak with clarity and precision. 
In sum, the employment interview is a context in which to practice the verbal and nonver-
bal communication skills you have been learning about and developing in this course. You 
should also use the interview as an opportunity to expand on your personal branding state-
ment. If you say that you are an experienced leader, how can you demonstrate that through 
your previous experiences? If you value working with others to solve problems, what exam-
ples of group problem solving can you relate? How can you demonstrate that you attempt 
to improve your communication skills across a variety of settings?
	 To be interpersonally effective in interviews, you must also demonstrate interest. 
One of the most important and meaningful ways to do so is by maintaining strong eye 
contact with the interviewer.24 Although you may be tempted to focus on responding to 
questions as the central interviewing skill, listening can also improve your responses. 
Use body language to show interest. Smile, nod, and give nonverbal feedback to the 
interviewer. Although you want to remain engaged, being confident and somewhat 
relaxed is ideal. Be sure to thank the interviewer for his or her time and consideration 
of you as a candidate.

ANSWERING QUESTIONS EFFECTIVELY AND ETHICALLY
Answering questions effectively is critical for interviewees. Research has shown that 
various strategies are associated with successfully answering questions.25 Four key guide-
lines emerge from that body of research: (1) offer relevant answers, (2) substantiate your 
claims with evidence, (3) provide accurate answers, and (4) be positive.
	 Your answers should be relevant to the question asked and to the job description. As 
an interviewee you should never evade questions; rather, you should respond to them 
thoroughly and directly. In discussing your skills and abilities, try to relate them to the 
specific position for which you are interviewing. Whenever possible, specify how and why 
you think you are well suited to the job. By so doing, you demonstrate your knowledge of 
the position and illustrate the transferability of your knowledge and skills to the job at hand.
	 Whatever claims you make about your experience, always provide support. Some 
interviewees give terse, underdeveloped responses, forcing the interviewer to probe end-
lessly. Presenting claims without evidence can sound self-serving. If you offer evidence 
for your assertions, the objective facts and supporting examples will confirm your 
strengths. Take care to avoid talking for too long when responding. After you have pro-
vided a direct answer and presented an example or other form of evidence, summarize 
your point and wait for a response or the next question. A long, rambling answer can be 
just as negative as an underdeveloped one.
	 All employers are searching for honest employees, so always provide accurate infor-
mation. If an employer finds out you have misrepresented yourself during the interview 
by exaggerating or lying, everything you do and say will become suspect. Successful 
interviews feature candid conversation. If you are asked a question you cannot answer, 
simply say so and do not act embarrassed. An interviewer will have more respect for an 
interviewee who admits to ignorance than for one who tries to fake an answer.
	 Being accurate does not mean confessing to every self-doubt or shortcoming. In fact, 
be as positive as possible during interviews, because in a sense you are “selling” yourself 
to the employer. To volunteer some limitations or claim personal responsibility for past 
events is fine, especially in the context of challenges you have met or problems you have 
encountered. However, avoid being overly critical of others and yourself. You can high-
light your strengths and downplay your weaknesses, but always be honest.
	 Table 2 provides examples illustrating these suggestions. Notice how the effective 
answers demonstrate honesty while presenting the best case possible for your attributes 
as an employee.
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ASKING QUESTIONS EFFECTIVELY AND ETHICALLY
Any potential employer will recognize that you have questions about the job and/or 
organizational environment. After answering the interviewer’s questions, you should be 
prepared to ask questions. This gives you the insight you need to decide if you want this 
particular job, shows your interest in the job, and demonstrates communication skills.
	 Recognize that your questions make indirect statements about your priorities, ambi-
tions, and level of commitment. Consequently, avoid overreliance on questions that focus 
on financial issues such as salary, vacation time, and benefits. Devise questions that elicit 
information about the company and/or job that you were unable to obtain through your 
research. Arrange questions so that the most important ones come first, because you may 
not get a chance to ask all of your prepared questions. Although your questions will need 
to be tailored to the organization, here are general types of questions relevant in most 
interview situations:

“Do you assign mentors to help new employees fit in with the culture of the company 
while learning their new job roles?”
“What is the average length of time that an employee works for the company?”
“What percentage of entry-level employees stay with the company and get promoted?”
“Does the company offer financial support for continuing education?”

PREPARING FOR ILLEGAL QUESTIONS
Legally, employers must approach the hiring process with reference to the laws that 
govern employment. These laws, known as equal employment opportunity (EEO) laws, 
are written and enacted by Congress and individual state legislatures. Although a variety 
of laws can exist at the state level, the pertinent federal statutes are

•	 Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. This law prevents employment discrimination based 
on race, color, sex, religion, or national origin.

•	 Equal Pay Act. This act, passed in 1963, prevents unequal pay for men and women 
for equal work.

•	 Pregnancy Discrimination Act. This law makes it illegal to discriminate, either through 
hiring or promotion, based on pregnancy or related medical issues.

Table 2  Answering Questions Effectively

Ineffective	 Effective

Question: “Describe your best attribute as an employee.”

“I’m really organized.”	� “I take time to ensure that materials and documents are put away before 
leaving my desk. This promotes security and allows me to stay organized.”

Question: “Have you ever coded HTML?”

“I think that I had to do something with	� “I have not actually coded HTML, but I am comfortable working on
HTML when working on my 	 webpages that use plain text content management systems like you find on  
Facebook page.”	 social media sites.”

Question: “Have you experienced conflict in the workplace?”

“Yes! One of my previous bosses was 	 “I did experience conflict with a co-worker, but I was able to resolve the problem 
always mad at everyone and it was 	 amicably by communicating less by e-mail and more through face-to-face 
always horrible to go to work!”	 interactions where we could clarify our perceptions more effectively.”
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•	 Age Discrimination Act. According to this law, employers cannot refuse to hire appli-
cants who are 40 years of age or older because of age alone.

•	 The Americans with Disabilities Act. This act prevents discrimination against qualified 
applicants because of a disability and requires employers to make reasonable accom-
modations to help them apply and perform work.26

The purpose of such laws is to ensure that individuals are selected for employment 
without bias.
	 To comply with these laws, employers should (1) describe the qualities and skills 
needed for the position they hope to fill, (2) construct questions that relate to those 
attributes, and (3) ask the same questions of all candidates for the position. These ques-
tions are known as “bona fide occupational qualification (BFOQ) questions.” BFOQ 
questions should be about skills, training, education, work experience, physical attributes, 
and personality traits. With rare exceptions, questions should not be about age, gender, 
race, religion, physical appearance, disabilities, ethnic group, or citizenship.
	 Even with carefully planned BFOQ questions, employers will occasionally pose 
questions to interviewees that are intentionally or unintentionally illegal. For example, 
an employer might ask, “Are you married?” or “How old are your children?” when, in 
fact, he or she should really ask, “Is there anything that would prevent you from being 
able to travel frequently?” Often, illegal questions are unintentionally asked by untrained 
interviewers who are trying to be polite. In any circumstance you must carefully consider 
how to respond to the illegal question(s), using one or more of these strategies:

1.	 Weigh the severity of the violation against your desire for the job. If you really 
want the job and the violation was minor, you may opt to provide a short answer 
or tactfully try to rephrase the question to avoid being forced to provide irrelevant 
information.

2.	 Ask for clarification. If you suspect that the illegal question is actually attempting 
to reference a BFOQ for the job, you can clarify what skills, knowledge, or 
attitudes the interviewer is attempting to assess.

3.	 Be assertive. You can tell the interviewer that the question is not related to the 
attributes specified in the job description or that the question, as phrased, asks for 
information you do not have to provide. A less aggressive option is to politely 
decline to answer the question as phrased.

4.	 Report the violation. If the interviewer continues to ask illegal questions or is 
otherwise offensive, you might consider reporting the violation to a superior and/
or to the federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (www.eeoc.gov) or 
a similar state agency.

THE POSTINTERVIEW STAGE
Most interviews end with some plan for future action on the part of both the interviewee 
and the interviewer. The interviewer will typically explain the criteria for selection as well 
as a time frame for the decision. As an interviewee, make certain you carry out appropri-
ate responsibilities, including writing to reconfirm your interest in the position and thank-
ing the interviewer for his or her time. Be prepared to deal with various interview outcomes.
	 A letter of appreciation is appropriate after an interview and should be sent within 
one or two days following the interview. If a company has been corresponding with you 
using e-mail, then you should send an e-mail thank-you letter. If you are still interested 
in the position, express that interest in the letter. If you are not interested, a letter is still 
appropriate for withdrawing your candidacy.
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	 After the employment interview you may receive a job offer. Making a final decision 
about accepting a job involves careful consideration of multiple pieces of information. 
Here are tips for conducting negotiations with your potential employer and making a 
final decision:

1.	 Wait for the appropriate time. The interview is not the ideal place to discuss 
salary expectations and other points of negotiation. In the interview you have little 
bargaining power. Once the company makes an offer, you are in demand and have 
a better chance of negotiating various items.

2.	 Know what you want in advance. Once you have been offered the job, you should 
immediately be prepared to begin the negotiation process. Conduct research to 
determine common salary ranges for your type of position. Online salary 
databases, such as www.salary.com, provide national and regional salary profiles 
for different types of jobs. Depending on the type of position, you may also be 
able to negotiate moving expenses, the start date, continuing education funding, 
and other types of benefits.

3.	 Understand the implications of taking the job. If the job requires moving, you 
may want to investigate the living expenses of the new community. Try using an 
online cost-of-living calculator to compare where you live now with the place you 
will live if you accept the job.

4.	 Get it in writing. Be aware that a job offer and your acceptance of it are legally 
binding documents. Take care to ensure that all negotiated items are included in 
the offer letter, and do not write an acceptance letter until you have a correct offer 
letter in hand.

5.	 Be tactful in your response. Regardless of whether you are accepting or declining 
the job offer, your official response should be professional. If you accept the 
position, your acceptance letter should thank the interviewer and formally state 
that you are accepting the position as described in the offer letter. If you decline 
the offer, you should state your reason(s) for not accepting the offer, explicitly 
decline the offer, and end on a pleasant note.

Communication Skills Needed on the Job
Previous sections of this chapter provided you with general information about organiza-
tions and taught you the skills necessary for obtaining a job. This section emphasizes 
skills relevant to your role as an employee or organizational member. We begin by 
identifying several behaviors representing competent workplace communication and then 
discuss specific skills, such as conflict management and customer service effectiveness.

WORKPLACE COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE
Before turning to specific communication skills, we begin by discussing the general 
nature of communication competence in the workplace. Communication competence is 
the extent to which you are able to be effective at a broad range of verbal and nonverbal 
communication skills in particular settings. A study by Joann Keyton and colleagues 
reviewed literature on workplace communication and synthesized over 300 communication 
behaviors into the four general categories listed in table 3. According to their research, 
competent workplace communicators effectively share information by asking and answer-
ing questions, providing feedback, and engaging in discussions with others. They engage 
in relationship maintenance by appropriately using humor, engaging in small talk with 
others, and creating positive relationships. To engage in organizing behaviors, competent 
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communicators are clear on how they schedule tasks and actions and manage others, 
while also being very effective listeners. Finally, competent communicators avoid com-
plaining and continual displays of frustration.27

SPECIFIC WORKPLACE COMMUNICATION SKILLS
Whereas the previous discussion of communication competence provides a broad strategy 
for improving your workplace communication skills, this section concludes by highlight-
ing seven specific behaviors that will help you improve your workplace communication 
in a variety of settings: immediacy, supportiveness, strategic ambiguity, interaction man-
agement, cross-cultural skills, conflict management, and customer service.

Immediacy

When people engage in communication behaviors intended to create perceptions of psy-
chological closeness with others, they are enacting immediacy. Immediacy can be both 
verbal and nonverbal. Smiling, reducing physical distance, and using animated gestures 
and facial expressions are all examples of nonverbally immediate behaviors, whereas 
calling people by their first names, using “we” language, and telling stories are examples 
of verbal immediacy behaviors. Using immediacy has been shown to have positive effects 
in the workplace. For instance, it can improve the relationship between supervisors and 
subordinates28 and encourage people to engage in higher levels of self-disclosure.29 In 
sales situations, higher levels of self-disclosure can be helpful, because they create more 
rapport between the salesperson and the customer, and the salesperson can learn valuable 
information that gives a product or service more value for that customer.

Supportiveness
People engage in supportive communication when they listen with empathy, acknowledge 
the feelings of others, and engage in dialogue to help others maintain a sense of personal 
control. Of course, supportive communication is an important skill in any context, includ-
ing workplace settings. Research reviewed by Hopkins suggests that supportive supervisor 
communication is one of the most significant factors influencing employee morale.30  

immediacy
Communication 
behaviors intended to 
create perceptions of 
psychological closeness 
with others.

supportive 
communication
Listening with empathy, 
acknowledging others’ 
feelings, and engaging in 
dialogue to help others 
maintain a sense of 
personal control.

Table 3  Workplace Communication Competence Categories

Category	 Definition

Information sharing	 Effectively sending and receiving job-related content to and from others

	� Representative behaviors: Giving and receiving feedback, asking others for opinions, asking and 
answering questions, showing respect, engaging in discussion

Relationship maintenance	 Creating and continuing positive workplace connections with others

	� Representative behaviors: Creating relationships, engaging in small talk, using humor appropriately

Avoiding negative emotion	 Reducing continual outward displays of negativity surrounding your job or the organization

	� Representative behaviors: Avoiding displays of frustration and anger, reducing complaints about 
your job or co-workers

Organizing	 Using communication to promote coherent work flow

	� Representative behaviors: Discussing schedules, making decisions, resolving problems, planning, 
managing others effectively

Source: Adapted from Keyton, J., Caputo, J. M., Fore, E. A., Fu, R., Leibowitz, S. A., Liu, T., Polasik, S. S., Gosh, P., & Wu, C. (2013). Inves-
tigating verbal workplace communication behaviors. Journal of Business Communication, 50, 152–169.
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To enhance your supportive communication skills, 
consider the following strategies adapted from Albrecht 
and Bach’s discussion of supportive communication:

1.	 Listen without judging. Being judgmental 
while listening to a co-worker’s explanation 
of a problem can cause you to lose your 
focus on what he or she is really saying.

2.	 Validate feelings. Even if you disagree with 
something your co-workers say, validating 
their perceptions and feelings is an important 
step in building a trusting relationship.

3.	 Provide both informational and relational 
messages. Supportive communication involves 
both helping and healing messages. Providing a 
metaphorical “shoulder to cry on” is equally as 
important as providing suggestions and advice.

4.	 Be confidential. When co-workers share feelings and personal reflections with 
you, maintaining their trust and confidence is essential. Telling others or gossiping 
about the issue will destroy your credibility as a trustworthy co-worker.31

Strategic Ambiguity

When learning to be competent communicators, we often assume that being competent 
always means being clear. Eisenberg disagrees with this assumption and points out that 
clarity is essential for competent communication only when clear communication is the 
objective of the communicator.32 Professional and workplace communication often fea-
tures the use of strategic ambiguity—the purposeful use of symbols to allow multiple 
interpretations of messages. You have probably witnessed instances of strategic ambigu-
ity on your college campus. At the beginning of each year, various student organizations 
undertake recruitment drives to gain new members. When presenting their organization, 
whether a student club or a Greek organization, members are often strategically ambig-
uous about some aspect of it. After all, recruiting would be difficult if we knew there 
were really only a few members or there was significant political infighting in the club. 
When you enter the workforce, you will encounter new examples of strategic ambiguity. 
During orientation, for example, you might learn about your new company’s mission 
statement. Such mission statements are often strategically ambiguous so that all stake-
holders (employees, managers, owners, and so on) can find relevant meaning in them. 
Of course, competent communicators must not only be skillful in recognizing the use of 
strategic ambiguity but also be able to use it themselves when necessary.

Interaction Management

Workplace communication is somewhat different from other types of communication 
situations because conversations tend to flow between the technical jargon associated 
with the workplace and other topics brought up to relieve stress and pass time. Thus, 
computer technicians might talk about megabytes and megapixels one minute and spec-
ulate about next week’s episode of Game of Thrones the next. Competent workplace 
communicators engage in interaction management to establish a smooth pattern of 
interaction that allows a clear flow between topics and ideas. Using pauses, changing 
pitch, carefully listening to the topics being discussed, and responding appropriately are 
skills related to interaction management.

strategic ambiguity
The purposeful use of 
symbols to allow 
multiple interpretations 
of messages.

interaction 
management
Establishing a smooth 
pattern of interaction 
that allows a clear flow 
between topics and 
ideas.

•  Professional touch, 
such as a handshake, 
can help establish 
immediacy between 
people.
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	 Being an effective communicator with co-workers and clients requires carefully 
observing how they prefer to talk. Recognizing that one co-worker always talks about 
technical matters related to the job, whereas another always likes to chit-chat about fam-
ily, is important; adapting your conversational style to the different styles of these indi-
viduals will help you fit in more easily. If you aspire to managerial positions in your 
company, the ability to communicate well with various individuals is critical.

Cross-Cultural Skills

The changing nature of the U.S. workplace makes it increasingly a cross-cultural setting. 
If you speak English as a second language, develop cross-cultural skills to aid your 
transition to the workplace. Because you have both a new language and a new set of 
technical terms to learn in your workplace, questions are the most effective strategy for 
avoiding misunderstanding. Ask questions as needed to clarify instructions or expecta-
tions, and pay careful attention to your co-workers. By observing them and asking ques-
tions if necessary, you can learn not only important vocabulary but also skills for inter-
acting with customers or clients. Finally, keeping a journal of your daily activities is a 
good idea. The first few days and weeks may seem overwhelming, but you will learn a 
great deal. Keeping a journal can help you retain vocabulary, directions, and other impor-
tant pieces of information more easily.
	 If you are a native speaker who works with a second-language speaker, you will also 
have to adapt your communication behaviors. You can help ease your co-worker’s tran-
sition through some relatively easy steps. First, provide important directions, policies, 
and procedures in writing. Second-language speakers often find written information 
easier to process because the pace of spoken language can be challenging. Second, take 
time to explain. You can help your co-worker(s) learn vocabulary and interaction skills 
more quickly if you take a few moments to explain how and why you communicate the 
way you do. Finally, be patient. Becoming impatient and frustrated will introduce new 

•  Cross-cultural skills 
are necessary in today’s 
global economy.
© Andersen Ross/Blend 
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problems and make the situation worse for everyone. Patience makes the transition eas-
ier and will likely prevent problems from recurring.

Conflict Management Skills

Communicating in organizations is not an 
easy task. In fact, a pervasive part of orga-
nizational life is conflict—both destructive 
and productive. Destructive conflict can 
destroy work relationships, whereas produc-
tive conflict can create a needed impetus for 
organizational change and development. 
Workplace conflict can occur because of 
mundane issues, such as one person playing 
a radio too loudly in her cubicle, or serious 
issues, such as office politics pitting one 
faction of employees against another. Indeed, 
conflict management skills are not just desir-
able but necessary for effective workplace 
communication.
	 People often view conflict negatively 
because they associate it with anger. However, 
conflict occurs anytime two or more people 
have goals they perceive to be incompatible. 
When one employee wants to work late to fin-
ish a joint project and another wants to go 
home to be with his or her family, conflict can 
occur. In short, workplace conflict is a fact of 
life—the rule rather than the exception.
	 You can use a variety of techniques to 
manage conflict productively. Wilmot and 
Hocker suggest several approaches:

•	 Avoidance. With the avoidance style, you 
deny the existence of conflict. Although 
avoidance can provide you with time to 
think through a situation, continued avoid-
ance allows conflict to simmer and flare up 
with more intensity.

•	 Competition. With the competition style, 
you view conflict as a battle and advance 
your own interests over those of others. 
Although the competition style can be nec-
essary when quick decisions must be made 
or when you are strongly committed to a 
position, it can also be highly detrimental 
to your relationships with your co-workers.

•	 Compromise. With a compromise style, you 
are willing to negotiate away some of your 
position as long as the other party in the 
conflict is willing to do the same. Compro-
mise can be an effective strategy because it 

sizing things up
Conflict in the Workplace
Workplace contexts create potential for conflict because 
they force us to accomplish important task outcomes while 
managing relationships with others. The way we manage 
conflict can influence how effective we are as organizational 
communicators. Below you will find several statements; for 
each one, indicate how well the statement describes you by 
using the following scale:

1 = Does not describe me at all
2 = Does not describe me very well
3 = Describes me somewhat
4 = Describes me well
5 = Describes me very well

	 1.	When working on problems, I try to win arguments 
to support my opinion.

	 2.	When communicating at work, I generally let others 
have their way.

	 3.	 If I sense a conflict brewing, I would rather find a 
way to leave.

	 4.	When in a conflict with a co-worker, I work to find 
common ground to resolve the conflict.

	 5.	When I disagree with someone, I am willing to give 
up some of my own position as long as others are 
willing to do the same.

	 6.	 I am quick to give up on my opinion when I sense 
conflict coming.

	 7.	 I am generally willing to meet others halfway to re-
solve conflict.

	 8.	When in a conflict, my interests are most important.
	 9.	 I generally avoid conflict in the workplace.
10.	When involved in a conflict, talking things through is 

the best way to find a solution.
11.	 I generally resolve conflict by compromising with the 

other person.
12.	 I often try to find ways to delay having to face a con-

flict situation.
13.	When in a conflict, having dialogue can often re-

solve the situation.
14.	 I tend to give up on my views to resolve conflicts 

with others.
15.	When in a conflict, I approach the other person 

ready for battle.

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions. A 
guide for interpreting your responses appears at the end of 
this chapter.
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is a win–win proposition for both parties, but when used too often, it can become a 
sophisticated form of conflict avoidance.

•	 Accommodation. With the accommodation style, you set aside your views and accept 
those of others. Accommodation can maintain harmony in relationships, but it is 
problematic in many situations, because tacit acceptance of others’ views can stifle 
creative dialogue and decision making.

•	 Collaboration. A collaborative style relies on thoughtful negotiation and reasoned 
compromise whereby both parties agree that the negotiated outcome is the best pos-
sible alternative under the circumstances. Although collaboration takes more time and 
effort to enact, it typically results in the best possible outcome for all parties.33

Customer Service Skills

We often hear that we now live in a “service economy,” in which U.S. companies increas-
ingly make money by providing services rather than goods. In this kind of business 
environment, one of the most important forms of external communication occurs in 
providing service to organizational customers. Bitner, Booms, and Tetreault define the 
customer service encounter as “the moment of interaction between the customer and 
the firm.”34 During this moment the organizational representative provides professional 
assistance in exchange for the customer’s money or attention.
	 Customer service means different things to different people. For some it means being 
friendly, shaking hands warmly, and initiating pleasant conversations with clients. For 
others, customer service means processing customers efficiently and quickly. Still others 
view it as listening intently to identify individual needs and providing sufficient informa-
tion and/or support to meet those needs. All these perspectives are legitimate; however, 
the customer is the ultimate judge of whether customer service interactions are satisfying.
	 Regardless of how employees understand the concept of customer service, most 
providers have the goal of influencing their customers’ behaviors. An extensive body of 
research covers communication techniques for gaining compliance. In her book Com-
municating with Customers: Service Approaches, Ethics, and Impact, W. Z. Ford reviews 
compliance-gaining strategies used by customer service representatives. Her work is sum-
marized in table 4.

customer service 
encounter
The moment of 
interaction between the 
customer and the firm.

Table 4 � Compliance-Gaining Strategies Used by Customer Service 
Representatives

Promise: Promising a reward for compliance (e.g., “If you purchase this car, I’ll give you tickets 
to a football game.”)

Threat: Threatening to punish for noncompliance (e.g., “If you don’t buy the car before the end 
of the week, I cannot guarantee the 1 percent interest rate.”)

Pre-giving: Rewarding the customer before requesting compliance (e.g., “I will give you $50 just 
for test-driving this new car.”)

Moral appeal: Implying that it is immoral not to comply (e.g., “Since you have small children, 
you should be looking at our crossover utility model with more safety features.”)

Liking: Being friendly and helpful to get the customer in a good frame of mind to ensure 
compliance (e.g., “Good afternoon; my, how nice you look today. How can I help you?”)

Source: Adapted from Ford, W. Z. (1998). Communicating with customers: Service approaches, ethics, and 
impact. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press. Used by permission of Hampton Press, Inc.
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	 A wide range of occupations require interactions between employees and clients or 
customers. In many of these, the provision of service often involves some degree of 
emotional content.35 Nurses interact with dying patients in a hospice, ministers counsel 
troubled parishioners, and social workers help physically abused women. Emotional com-
munication also characterizes other, less obvious occupations. Flight attendants must 
appear happy and attentive during flights,36 and bill collectors must remain stern and 
avoid any trace of sympathy in interactions.37

	 Arlie Hochschild was the first scholar to deal with this phenomenon, in her book The 
Managed Heart.38 She uses the term emotional labor to refer to jobs in which employees 
are expected to display certain feelings in order to satisfy organizational role expectations. 
Research has indicated that, although emotional labor may be fiscally rewarding for the 
organization and the client, it can be dangerous for the service provider and can lead to 
negative consequences, such as burnout, job dissatisfaction, and turnover.39

Ethical Dimensions in the Workplace
In this section we are concerned with the ethical dimensions of workplace communication. 
In particular, we focus on aggressive communication, honesty, and sexual harassment.

AGGRESSIVE COMMUNICATION
Verbal aggressiveness is communication that attacks the self-concepts of 
other people in order to inflict psychological pain.40 It is on the rise in 
organizational settings, though sometimes unrecognized by management. 
A recent summary of literature on workplace aggression identified the 
following types:

•	 Abusive supervision occurs when a supervisor engages in sustained 
behaviors via hostile verbal and nonverbal messages but does not rise 
to the level of physical aggression.

•	 Bullying occurs when one person is subjected to ridicule, offensive 
statements, teasing, social isolation, or other abuse by one or more 
individuals over an extended period of time.

•	 Incivility is frequent rude behavior that may or may not have the intent 
of being harmful. Uncivil people may or may not know they are being rude.

•	 Social undermining is action meant to socially isolate another person from a larger 
group. Whereas incivility can occur unwittingly, social undermining is intentional and 
often planned.41

The psychological pain produced by verbal aggression and other aggressive behaviors 
includes embarrassment, feelings of inadequacy, humiliation, hopelessness, despair, and 
depression. If you feel you are the victim of workplace aggression, consult a human 
resources manager, a union representative, or a trusted manager for advice.

HONESTY
Political figures and other prominent individuals are constantly scrutinized for the hon-
esty and accuracy of their statements. When you speak to others, whether for personal 
or professional reasons, they rely on you to be honest. One might assume that for com-
munication to work effectively, all parties must both enact and assume honesty. Is it 
appropriate for you to misrepresent information to your supervisor to make your perfor-
mance appear better? Is it ethical to integrate key words into your résumé so electronic 
search engines will highlight them, even if you do not truly possess the requisite skills 

emotional labor
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•  Any problems with 
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should be reported to a 
trusted manager or a 
representative of human 
resources or the 
appropriate union.
© Olix Wirtinger/Fancy/ 
Corbis RF



216	 Part Two  Communication Contexts

for that job? Amare and Manning observe that individuals at all levels of organizations 
have a personal responsibility to act with integrity and to be honest.42 Even deciding 
with whom you should be honest is important. If you know a fellow employee is under-
performing, should you confront your peer first or go straight to your supervisor?
	 Honesty is at the heart of personal ethics and must begin with open communication 
and trust. The fears that drive people to dishonest behaviors at work can often be coun-
tered by establishing open communication with co-workers.

SEXUAL HARASSMENT
Sexual harassment includes a set of behaviors that constitute workplace aggression. 
Unfortunately, instances of sexual harassment litter the news, and sexual harassment has 
been a problem in the workplace for decades.
	 What is sexual harassment? The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
(EEOC) defines sexual harassment as

unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical 
conduct of a sexual nature if (1) submission to the conduct is made a condition of 
employment, (2) submission to or rejection of the conduct is made the basis for an 
employment decision, or (3) the conduct seriously affects an employee’s work per-
formance or creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive working environment.43

Simply put, sexual harassment is unwelcome, unsolicited, repeated behavior of a sexual 
nature.
	 The EEOC definition outlines two different, although sometimes overlapping, types 
of sexual harassment. The first type, quid pro quo sexual harassment, occurs when an 
employee is offered a reward or is threatened with punishment based on his or her par-
ticipation in a sexual activity. For example, a supervisor might tell her employee, “I’ll 
give you Friday off if you meet me at my place tonight.” The second type is hostile 
work environment sexual harassment, or conditions in the workplace that are sexually 
offensive, intimidating, or hostile and that affect an individual’s ability to perform his or 
her job. For example, if two males talk explicitly about the physical features of a female 
colleague in her presence, sexual harassment has occurred.
	 A major obstacle to ending sexual harassment is the tendency of victims to avoid 
confronting the harasser. Most instances of sexual harassment are neither exposed nor 
reported. Instead, the victim usually avoids the situation by taking time off, transferring 
to another area, or changing jobs. The perpetrator is usually someone in the organization 
with authority and status—with power over the victim—and the victim feels exposure 
or confrontation will backfire.
	 Clearly, the EEOC’s definition indicates that a wide range of communication behaviors 
can constitute sexual harassment, although many men and women see only serious offenses 
(for example, career benefits in exchange for sexual favors) as harassment. However, although 
harassment is judged by its effects on the victim, not on the intentions of the harasser, a 
person need not suffer severe psychological or work outcomes to be a victim. The courts 
use the “reasonable person rule” to determine whether a reasonable person would find the 
behavior in question offensive. One limitation of this rule, however, is evidence that men 
and women view sexual harassment differently.44 In particular, sexual overtures that women 
typically view as insulting are viewed by men, in general, as flattering.
	 Sexual harassment is a serious and pervasive communication problem in modern 
organizational life, with both the victims and the perpetrators (and even falsely 
accused perpetrators) suffering personal and professional anguish. Note that, even 
though in a majority of cases women are victims, the EEOC guidelines apply equally 
to men.
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be ready... for what’s next
Building Your Personal Brand
Earlier in this chapter you learned about the concept of personal branding. Your personal brand is 
something that you use to define yourself to others by representing who you are and what you stand 
for. Brands, whether they are for products or for people, must be built.
	 One way that you can develop your personal brand is to strategically use social media. Statistics 
reported by Ad Week show that 92% of companies use social media for recruiting. In addition, 1 out of 
3 employers reported that candidates were rejected for employment because of something observed on 
social media accounts.45 How can you use social media to effectively build your personal brand?

1.	 Strategically use platforms. LinkedIn is the most popular social media service for employers to recruit 
and evaluate candidates. Other platforms like Twitter or Pinterest are gaining in relevance.

2.	 Demonstrate engagement in serious matters. Using social media to state observations or opinions 
on topics related to your profession can show potential employers that you are developing thought 
leadership skills that help promote innovation in the organization.

3.	 Connect. A key benefit of social media rests in the connections you can make. Follow and friend 
respected professionals in your field.

4.	 Be personal, but remember it is public. You have seen the stereotype of college students who empha-
size “party hard” over “work hard.” Although your social media branding should show your human 
side, it should not create a one-sided caricature of who you are.

Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Workplace communication takes place within the con-
text of an organization.

•	 Organizations are generally classified as having one 
of four primary functions in society: economic pro-
duction, political participation, integration, and pat-
tern maintenance.

•	 Communication within organizations follows networks. 
These networks provide for formal communication 
flow, including upward communication, downward com-
munication, and horizontal communication. Networks 
also allow informal, or “grapevine,” communication.

2.	 To prepare for your job market, you create a personal 
brand to represent who you are and what you stand for 
as a potential employee.

•	 A cover letter should persuasively establish your 
qualifications in relation to the job description.

•	 The résumé should be concise and stylistically re-
flect your personality in a professional way.

•	 Your résumé should highlight your work qualifications 
and experiences.

•	 Certain professions may require a professional port-
folio to illustrate your mastery of key skills.

3.	 Effective strategies for preparing for a job interview 
include gathering information about the organization, 
answering questions appropriately, asking questions, 
and conducting postinterview negotiations.

4.	 Workplace communication competence involves using 
verbal and nonverbal communication effectively in a vari-
ety of organizational settings.

•	 Specific behaviors that contribute to your communi-
cation competence include immediacy, supportive 
communication, strategic ambiguity, interaction man-
agement, cross-cultural skills, conflict management, 
and customer service skills.

•	 Cross-cultural understanding requires that you act 
with sensitivity toward those who are different, in-
cluding those who do not speak your language well.

•	 Conflict management approaches include avoidance, 
competition, compromise, accommodation, and col-
laboration. Each approach may have utility in specific 
situations; however, the collaborative approach works 
best in most situations.

•	 Customer service interaction skills include using 
compliance-gaining strategies with customers while 
engaging in emotional labor.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:
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5.	 Unethical workplace communication includes aggressive 
communication and sexual harassment.

•	 Workplace aggression occurs when individuals inten-
tionally or unintentionally use verbal or nonverbal ag-
gressive behaviors toward others.

•	 Sexual harassment is the abuse of power involving 
either quid pro quo harassment or a hostile work 
environment.

Key Terms
Boundary spanner
Chronological résumé
Communication networks
Cover letter
Customer service encounter
Downward communication
Economic orientation
Emotional labor
Formal communication
Functional résumé
Horizontal communication

Hostile work environment sexual 
harassment

Immediacy
Informal communication
Integration orientation
Interaction management
Job description
Objective statement
Organizational communication
Organizational communities
Organizations

Pattern-maintenance orientation
Personal brand
Personal network
Political orientation
Quid pro quo sexual harassment
Sexual harassment
Strategic ambiguity
Supportive communication
Upward communication

Study Questions
  1.	 An organization with this orientation generates and dis-

tributes power and control within society.

a.	 economic	 c.	 political
b.	 pattern maintenance	 d.	 integration

  2.	 Information flows in an organization through patterns of 
relationships known as

a.	 communication networks.
b.	 organizational communication.
c.	 objective statements.
d.	 pattern maintenance.

  3.	 When information is transferred formally between a 
worker and his or her boss, which type of communica-
tion takes place?

a.	 horizontal	 c.	 societal
b.	 political	 d.	 upward

  4.	 When preparing for and taking part in an interview, you 
should

a.	 dress a bit more casually than you expect the inter-
viewer to dress.

b.	 ignore the job description, because the interviewer 
will tell you about the job’s duties.

c.	 avoid using strong eye contact.
d.	 ask and answer questions effectively and ethically.

  5.	 Which workplace communication competence category 
includes behaviors surrounding giving and receiving 
feedback?

a.	 organizing
b.	 immediacy
c.	 relationship maintenance
d.	 information sharing

  6.	 By smiling, gesturing, and using facial 
expressions in the workplace to create 
perceptions of psychological closeness 
with others, you are enacting

a.	 immediacy.
b.	 management.
c.	 ambiguity.
d.	 preparation.

  7.	 Which technique of conflict management is 
used to maintain relationship harmony but 
stifles creative dialogue and decision 
making?

a.	 compromise
b.	 accommodation
c.	 avoidance
d.	 collaboration

  8.	 Customer service representatives may use which of the 
following compliance-gaining strategies, in which the 
representative implies that it is immoral not to comply?

a.	 promises	 c.	 pre-giving
b.	 threats	 d.	 moral appeals

  9.	 Conflict in the workplace can be

a.	 destructive.	 c.	 neither a nor b.
b.	 productive.	 d.	 both a and b.

10.	 If your boss tells you that you can leave work early on 
Fridays if you go on a date with him or her, he or she is 
utilizing a type of sexual harassment called

a.	 quid pro quo sexual harassment.
b.	 hostile work environment sexual harassment.
c.	 emotional labor.
d.	 nothing; it is not sexual harassment.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (c); 2. (a); 3. (d); 4. (d); 5. (d); 6. (a); 7. (b); 8. (d); 9. (d); 10. (a)
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Critical Thinking
1.	 Pick one of your friends and analyze several months of 

his or her social media presence. Based on your review, 
what would you identify as the attributes, values, and 
principles that define your friend’s observable personal 
brand. What feedback would you provide your friend to 
work toward improving his or her brand?

2.	 Think about some of your past jobs. In the workplace, 
did people display immediacy, supportiveness, strategic 
ambiguity, or interaction management? What did they do 
to demonstrate these behaviors? What conflict manage-
ment skills did your supervisors use? Were they 
successful?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Conflict in the Workplace

People have different natural orientations toward how con-
flict should be resolved. Although most people adapt to their 
circumstances to select approaches to conflict resolution, 
predispositions might make some options more likely  
than others. The Conflict in the Workplace Scale assesses 
your predispositions toward five approaches for managing 
conflict.

	 You should sum and average responses to determine 
scores for each one of the five dimensions:

•	 Avoidance: attempting to deny the existence of conflict; 
items 3, 9, and 12

•	 Competition: viewing conflict as a battle; items 1, 8, and 15

•	 Compromise: being willing to negotiate away some 
things if others will as well; items 5, 7, and 11

•	 Accommodation: setting aside your views and accepting 
the views of another; items 2, 6, and 14

•	 Collaboration: using dialogue to reach a mutually benefi-
cial solution; items 4, 10, and 13

As worded, this scale can be used to assess a general pre-
disposition toward conflict resolution. You can adapt the 
scale by tying it to various scenarios of conflict to determine 
whether approaches toward conflict resolution differ from 
situation to situation or because of the source of conflict, 
and so on. For example, you could complete the scale once 
when thinking about conflict with your roommate and again 
when thinking about conflict with your parents or another 
family member.
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topic selection  
and audience analysis

How do you choose what to speak about? Many speakers get stuck on this first 
step in creating a speech and spend way too much time trying to decide on a topic. 
They have too many choices and cannot settle on just one. So this chapter will 
help you to more quickly determine what topics are important to you and to your 
audience, how to more rapidly narrow the focus so you do not waste time by explor-
ing too many avenues, and how to accurately analyze the audience to make sure 
they will care about what you have to say. Your ability to effectively inform or per-
suade an audience rests on your skill in selecting an appropriate topic and in 
adapting that topic to the particular audience. Once you have mastered these 
skills for your classroom audience, you can apply them at work and in the community.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Select a topic appropriate for you and your audience.

2.	 Practice narrowing a topic to save time and energy and increase its relevance to the audience.

3.	 Analyze your audience through observation, inference, research, and questionnaires.

4.	 Adapt your topic, yourself, your language, and your purpose for an audience.
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tephen Bonsi, an international student from West Africa, was truly 
surprised when he did not earn a higher grade on his persuasive 
speech, but his story reveals the importance of topic selection and 
audience analysis.

Stephen did some things right. He loved politics and economics, so he had 
a vital topic. He was engaged in some protests over wealth inequality, so he had interest and 
commitment. He knew much about economics, so his speech was loaded with details about 
“waves of regulations,” “financial time bombs,” and “huge mortgage derivatives.” He pitted Wall 

Street against Main Street and waxed elo-
quent about the pitfalls of joblessness. 
Moreover, his persuasive purpose was an 
action goal of urging his audience to join the 
protest movement against the top 1% in 
wealth. But Stephen had trouble with topic 
selection and audience analysis.

His audience, about 20 students from 
nearly as many different programs, knew 
practically nothing about economics, cared 
little about politics, and were the opposite of 
activist. They had more immediate things to 
worry about: paying for school, keeping a job, 

caring for kids, and paying for food and lodging. More importantly, Stephen’s speech went way 
over their heads. He knew so much about economics and politics that little of what he said was 
actually understood. A speech that would have been a hit in a room full of political activists who 
knew more about economics was a failure in this particular classroom.

Have you ever had a similar experience? What could Stephen have done to choose a more 
appropriate topic and adapt it to his audience? What would you suggest? At the end of the 
chapter, we’ll take another look at Stephen’s situation.

You can skillfully avoid being a failure with your presentation just by learning about the 
basics of topic selection and audience analysis, two concepts that are bonded in any 
successful presentation. In this chapter you will learn some quick and effective ways to 
arrive at a topic without wasting time and effort. You will also learn how to size up your 
audience so you successfully inform and persuade them.

S

How to Select a Topic Appropriate for You  
and Your Audience
Finding a topic that is right for you and for your audience can be a challenge. Some speakers 
spend far too little time finding a suitable topic and end up speaking on something that audi-
ence members cannot connect with; others spend too long searching for topics, get forced into 
making a last-minute decision, and sacrifice valuable preparation time. Although you should 
devote adequate attention to thoughtful topic selection, this step should require only a small 
amount of your speech preparation time. This section explores some strategies for making an 
efficient and effective choice, beginning with two ways to quickly generate a list of ideas.

© Norma Jean Gargasz/Age Fotostock, RF
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USE BRAINSTORMING
Brainstorming consists of thinking of as many topics as you can in a limited time so 
you can select one that will be appropriate for you and your audience. Individual brain-
storming (brainstorming by yourself as opposed to in a group) can be an effective way 
to find a topic for your public speech, reports, and term papers. Selecting a topic from 
a list of many that you’ve generated through brainstorming can be much easier than try-
ing to think of just one perfect idea.
	 You’ll find individual brainstorming to be relatively quick and easy. First, give your-
self a limited time—say, five minutes—and without trying to think of titles or even 
complete thoughts, write down as many potential topics as you can. When your time is 
up, you should have a rough list of possible ideas or topics for your speech. Repeat this 
step if you want an even larger list.
	 Second, select the three items from your list that are the most appealing to you as 
topics for your speech. Third, from those three topics choose the one you think would 
be most appealing to both you and your audience. An alternate strategy, which we look 
at next, is to target your own interests as possible topics.

SURVEY YOUR INTERESTS
Public speaking starts with the self—with what you know, have experienced, or are 
willing to learn. Self-analysis can help you uncover the areas in which you are qualified 
to speak.
	 To survey your interests, consider the following:

•	 �What you like best and least at work, 
about family life, about your community, 
and about our government, politics, and 
policies

•	 �What causes take up your time and energy: 
your religion, your political party, and 
your position on important current issues

•	 �What particular issues bother you per-
sonally that you want to bring to the 
attention of others: discrimination, envi-
ronmental concerns, and healthcare

•	 �What YouTube videos, TED Talks, or 
blogs you view have focused on

	 How do you select from among the top-
ics that emerge through your brainstorming or 
a survey of your interests? First consider what 
you know and how you feel about the topic.

ASSESS YOUR KNOWLEDGE  
OF THE TOPIC
Once you have established that your topic is 
interesting to you and to your audience, you 
need to determine what you and your audi-
ence know about the subject. You are in the 
best position if you know more about the 
topic than does your audience. You can also 

brainstorming
A creative procedure for 
thinking of as many 
topics as you can in a 
limited time.

building behaviors
Using the Internet to Increase  
Your Knowledge of the Topic
You can find information about any topic by using Google or 
another search engine and appropriate key words. Table 1 
lists examples of a few sources on just two topic areas—
health and politics. Choose two or three sites that look 
interesting to you, go to those sites, and see if you can find 
and write down in your notebook one surprising fact that 
you learn from each of the sites. Your reason for doing this 
exercise all on your own is to demonstrate your skill in find-
ing information and determining which information is worth 
telling others.
	 To find specific information and some unique sources 
for your topic, take a close look at blog sites. You can find 
them by doing an Internet search for “blog directory.” Select 
a particular area—for instance, “environment”—and you 
will usually find hundreds of blog sites that reveal specific 
information about topics such as “living green.” Take care 
to evaluate the information you find in blogs—some blogs 
are more reliable than others and better at revealing the 
source of material presented as fact. And, as always, 
remember to reveal in your speech where you found your 
information.
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add to what you know by talking to others, reading, and visiting websites on the subject. 
Let’s say you really think that something a politician said was far from true, yet you hear 
classmates saying the same untrue statement. You can check up on the truth or accuracy 
of a politician’s speech by going to a fact-check website like the ones in table 1.

EVALUATE YOUR COMMITMENT TO THE TOPIC
Even a topic about which you’re well informed is not a good choice for a presentation 
unless you feel some commitment to it. Commitment is a measure of how much time 
and effort you put into a cause. For example, you know many children are waiting to be 
adopted; you deeply want more people to be concerned about heart disease and cancer 
because your relatives died from these diseases; or you want less government interference 
in our personal lives. You spend time and effort on what you care about, so those causes 
can guide you to select an ideal topic for you and your audience.
	 Be aware, however, that commitment to a topic may not be enough to overcome 
poor preparation. A study exploring whether commitment to a topic is related to speech 
performance found it was not—the strongest predictor of speech performance is actually 
the work put into preparation.1 Although you may need to be committed to a topic to 
put in adequate preparation for a speech, commitment may not be enough to help you 
deliver an effective presentation.

CONSIDER THE AGE OF THE TOPIC AND OF THE AUDIENCE
Topics, like people, live, change, and die—some have long and varied lives, whereas 
others pass on quickly. You will want to consider the age and development of your sub-
ject matter, as well as the age and development of your audience. Some topics have 
endured for decades, if not centuries:

•	 How much should government be allowed to intervene in our lives?
•	 Should the United States use military force to promote democracy?
•	 What can and should we do for the poor and marginalized in our society?
•	 What can and should we do about the privileged and overrewarded in our society?
•	 Should concern for the environment limit our exploration for oil?

commitment
A measure of how much 
time and effort you put 
into a cause; your 
passion and concern 
about the topic.

Table 1  Internet Sources for Health and Politics

HEALTH

www.cnn.com/HEALTH/  Information on diet, fitness, and parenting; special feature: video clips

www.webmd.com/  Health and medical news and information

www.healthfinder.gov/  Health and human services from the U.S. government; special feature: leads to online publications

POLITICS

www.factcheck.org/  A website sponsored by the Annenberg Public Policy Center to check on the accuracy of political 
statements in ads, debates, and speeches

www.cnn.com/POLITICS/  Cable News Network’s political section, a middle-of-the-road, national perspective

www.nytimes.com/pages/politics/index.html  News, opinions, and multimedia about political campaigns and elections 
from an East Coast, liberal perspective

www.latimes.com/news/politics/  Political news and information on elected officials and candidates with an emphasis 
on West Coast and national government

www.politico.com/  A widely respected website on politics from D.C.
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Even very young people have probably heard plenty about many long-standing issues, 
although more mature audiences, including returning college students, are likely to have 
more sophisticated ideas about them. Younger audiences may have less hardened posi-
tions, however. What all this means is that groups of different ages can be treated dif-
ferently. You will also want to treat mature topics in new ways, not just rehash what the 
audience has heard repeatedly in the past. The effective presenter takes into account both 
the age of the issue and the age of the audience and skillfully adapts the topic to the 
particular audience for maximum effect.
	 In fact, here are some suggestions that can keep you on track to success because vio-
lating these three suggestions has resulted in poor evaluations for students who ignore them.

1.	 Stick to vital topics; do not select a trivial topic. You might find fascinating the 
making of a leather belt, but the topic is neither vital nor necessarily of interest to 
a general audience.

2.	 Beware of overused topics—unless you have a novel approach. Gun control and 
abortion are important topics, but unless you have something new to offer, your 
teacher and your audience may be bored by hearing more on the topic.

3.	 Do not demonstrate with visual resources that are banned on campus, such as 
firearms, illegal drugs, and alcohol.

We turn next from commitment and avoidable topics to determining your audience’s 
interest in a topic.

DETERMINE YOUR TOPIC’S IMPORTANCE TO YOUR AUDIENCE
Once you have selected a possible topic, evaluate whether it is important to your audience. 
First, you have the advantage of hearing every speech your classmates deliver, so their 
topic selections give you a good idea of what they think are important subjects. Second, 
you are in a college context where important issues arise about student rights and the costs 
of tuition, books, food, and lodging; and often guest speakers come on campus to address 
issues of interest to college students. Third, your college exists in a community where issues 
occur between town and gown: noise ordinances, parking restrictions, housing and zoning 
regulations, slumlords, and overpriced housing. Fourth, you can be among the few who 
actually know about the larger context to national and international issues that can affect 
students whether they know it or not. So you can be among the first to warn them of issues 
such as recessions, employment trends, interest rates, and new legislation that will affect 
them now or in the near future. The importance of a topic, then, can be as close to home 
as another student’s speech or as far as financial failure in a distant land, as long as you 
can relate that topic by demonstrating its importance to your audience.

TOPIC SELECTION FOR ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS
Topic selection can be even more challenging for students who are English language 
learners (ELLs) because different cultures may have quite different norms about what 
may be discussed in public, about the appropriate use and meaning of silence or long 
pauses, and about the desirability of looking at your audience when you speak. In this 
section we provide various suggestions for non-native speakers to keep in mind when 
selecting a topic.

1.	 Draw on personal experience. Because U.S. culture values individuality, people’s 
unique personal experiences are often viewed as important layers of an 
explanation or argument, and U.S. speakers are usually quite comfortable about 
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revealing personal experiences to an audience. You may or may not be as 
comfortable talking about yourself, but while you should also use other types of 
support to document your speech, selecting a topic with which you have personal 
experience, and therefore credibility, is often wise.

2.	 Review many sample topics. To get a sense of what types of topics other students 
are likely to select, review as many sample topics as possible, using this edition of 
Human Communication, resources from your library, and an Internet search for 
“speech topics.” You can then adapt your own topic ideas to be consistent with 
these samples in scope, focus, and viewpoint if necessary.

3.	 Consult with your instructor. Your instructor is your most valuable resource for 
topic selection. The best approach is to brainstorm three to five topic ideas and 
meet with your instructor to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of each. 
You should also talk to your instructor about how to appropriately narrow your 
chosen topic.

4.	 Remember that smaller is better. If reading material quickly is difficult for you, 
you might benefit from selecting topics that are narrower in focus. Narrower 
topics are easier to research and probably easier to organize. Better to talk about 
only the ecology of the Amazon River than to try to discuss the environment of 
all of Brazil.

Practice Narrowing Your Topic
Even after thinking about their topic’s importance and their own knowledge and com-
mitment, beginning presenters often select a topic that is too large for their time limit. 
Ending animal cruelty, buying a car, and overcoming an addiction may meet the require-
ments of importance, knowledge, and commitment, but they are too broad. They will 
produce hundreds of sources on the Internet, giving you much more information than 
you can manage. If you take the time to carefully narrow a topic before you begin your 
search for additional information, you can save much time and even more frustration. 
Figure 1 shows concept mapping, one way to narrow your topic.
	 Another way to narrow a topic is to take a broad and even abstract category, such as 
music, and list as many smaller topics as you can that are at least loosely related to it:

•	 The development of country/western music
•	 The influence of Les Paul on rock and blues
•	 Rap artists
•	 Music therapy
•	 The history of Parkour
•	 Elementary music education
•	 The history of the electric guitar
•	 Hip-hop artists as role models

Extend your list of more specific and concrete topics until you have a large number from 
which to choose.
	 How will you know when your topic is narrow enough? Consider (1) the amount of 
information available about it, (2) the amount of information you can convey within the 
time limits for the speech, and (3) whether you can discuss the topic in enough depth to 
keep audience members interested.
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	 Still another approach is to look at the examples of successful topics in table 2. 
These topics are called “successful” because they have currency, they are related 

to some issues of national importance, and they are relatively easy to link to listen-
ers’ interests. For example, the topic “Ditch Your Bank” is a national issue that can 

easily affect people in your audience. When federal legislation lowered bank profits by 
limiting how much banks can charge merchants for customers who use debit cards, the 
banks struck back by trying and sometimes failing to impose other fees, such as a fee 
for having a checking account.2 People responded so negatively that some of the biggest 
U.S. banks had to back off their decision and rescind the new fees.3 But other fees for 
not using your account, for using a teller, for requesting a canceled check, or for using 
an ATM remain. So, the “Ditch Your Bank” topic is current and relates directly to any-
one who uses a bank. The other topics on the list are similarly related to current concerns 
and linked to audience interests.

Private
institutions

A student can narrow a speech topic down by using an approach called concept mapping. Starting 
with the general topic of college, she is able to visually identify four subtopics: applying to college, 
types of colleges, programs offered, and financial aid. Each subtopic is further broken down into 
more specific areas. Visually mapping the topic-narrowing step in this way can help you see important 
dimensions of a particular topic area as well as connections between several dimensions of the topic. 

Contacting
a school

Applying to college

Finding
information

Programs
offered

Activities
Majors

Government aid

Financial aid

Scholarships

Types of colleges

College

Public
institutions

Figure 1
Selecting and narrowing a 
topic.

Table 2  Possible Presentation Topics

Ditch Your Bank	 Successful Job Hunting

Foodborne Illnesses	 Keeping Drugs Out of Sports

Pawn with Care	 Beware of Paycheck Loans

Why Tuition Keeps Rising	 Costs of Insurance
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Analyze Your Audience
Audience analysis is the collection and interpretation of audience characteristics through 
observation, inference, research, and questionnaires. Why should you analyze your audi-
ence? Especially, why should you analyze an audience of classmates?
	 Suppose you are giving a speech arguing that a state should not take away an indi-
vidual’s right to belong to a union. To give an effective presentation, you should know 
not only state law (some states prohibit unions by denying workers the right to strike) 
but also how most of the individuals in your audience feel about unionization. If they 
agree with your view, you will probably take a different persuasive approach than if they 
disagree. If you plan to inform audience members about the use of performance-enhancing 
drugs in sports, you will want to know whether any of them have played organized sports, 
because this activity might have given them personal experience of such drugs, which 
will influence their attitudes about your information. In both cases you must use audience 
analysis to learn about your audience members’ beliefs and backgrounds; such informa-
tion will be invaluable as you select, focus, and narrow your topic.
	 Audience analysis for public speaking is similar to target marketing in advertising 
and public relations. The process can be as simple as “eyeballing” a group to estimate 
age, sex, and race or as complicated as polling a group of people to discover their feel-
ings on your topic. The insights you gain about the people to whom you speak will 
ensure that your speech is as effective as possible.
	 Next we examine four methods of analyzing an audience. They are based on your obser-
vations of the audience, your inferences, your research, and your questions and their answers.

OBSERVATION
Effective public speakers must engage in active observation, using their senses of sight, 
hearing, smell, and touch to build information about their audience. An effective lawyer 
observes jurors’ verbal and nonverbal behavior and decides which arguments, evidence, 
and witnesses are influencing them. Activists and fund-raisers have usually spent years 
watching others and learning which approaches, arguments, and evidence are most likely 
to be accepted by an audience.
	 You can learn to observe your class. For every speech you give, you might listen to 
20 or 25 given by others, each of which gives you a unique opportunity to discover your 
classmates’ responses. Do they respond 
well to speakers who come on strong or to 
speakers who talk to them as equals? Do 
they like speeches about work, leisure, or 
ambition? Do they respond well to numbers 
and statistics, stories and examples, graphs 
and posters, or PowerPoint and Prezi? Even 
though your classroom audience may not 
have gathered just to hear you, you have an 
advantage over most public speakers: after 
all, how many of them have had the oppor-
tunity to hear every one of their listeners 
give a speech? Your classmates’ responses 
to a variety of speakers, topics, and visual 
resources will give you a rich base of infor-
mation about this audience, which you can 
use to your advantage when it is your turn 
to speak.

audience analysis
The collection and 
interpretation of 
audience information 
obtained by observation, 
inference, research, and 
questionnaires.

Sizing Up Your Audience
Some people are much better than others at sizing up an 
audience. Check out your own skill at analyzing an audi-
ence by inferring audience characteristics. For example, 
what is the approximate range in age, what cultures are 
represented, how many individuals wear attire or symbols 
that indicate their religion, how many wear athletic jackets 
and letters, do any have the names of fraternities or sorori-
ties on their clothing, and do any wear uniforms that indi-
cate armed forces or the kind of work they do? Perhaps 
your instructor will allow you to check the accuracy of your 
inferences if classmates are willing to reveal some of this 
information.

building behaviors
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INFERENCE
To draw an inference is to make a tentative generalization based on some evidence. We 
infer from a man’s wedding band that he is married, and from the children tugging at 
his sleeve that he is a father. We infer that the woman holding his arm is his wife. We 
are basing these inferences on thin data, but they are probably (though not infallibly) 
correct. The more evidence on which an inference is based, the more likely it is to be 
accurate.
	 You can base inferences on the observed characteristics of your audience, on demo-
graphic information, and on information obtained from questionnaires (discussed later in 
this section). An indirect inference is one we draw by observation. You might, for 
example, find that most of the students at a particular college hold part-time jobs (an 
observation). You might further infer that the school is expensive, that financial aid is 
limited, or that the cost of area housing is high. You might also infer, from your limited 
information, that most of the students in this school value their education, are exception-
ally well motivated, or believe in saving money.
	 A direct inference is based on deliberately gathered data. You could, for exam-
ple, ask either orally or in writing how many students in the class have part- or full-
time jobs; how many are married, have families, and/or have grown children; how 
many plan to become wealthy; whether they were raised in an urban or a rural setting; 
and how many have strong religious ties. The answers to these questions provide 
valuable information about your audience. If you plan to deliver a presentation encour-
aging your audience to join the armed forces, your teacher will likely allow you  
to ask your classroom full of listeners how many of them have been deployed, have 
close relatives in the military, or plan to serve in the armed forces someday. Their 
answers to a simple question or two will certainly give you a head start on informing 
or persuading them.

RESEARCH ON YOUR AUDIENCE
When speaking outside the classroom, you can improve your chances of success by care-
fully researching your audience. That research can include inside informants, others who 
belong to the group, and an organization’s website. Often the best inside informant is 
the person who invited you to speak to a group. Because you are a successful athlete, a 
high school asks you to speak at its annual athletic awards banquet. You will want to 
know from the person who invited you who is going to be in the audience (athletes only, 
or their parents and friends as well?), where the presentation is going to occur (in a 
crowded gym, a hotel banquet room?), how long you are expected to speak, and what 
they would like you to talk about. Similarly if you are asked to speak to a service club, 
such as Rotary, Kiwanis, or the Lions, you need to ask similar questions.
	 In addition, you will want to research the organization. Rotary International, for 
example, is very proud of its efforts to eradicate polio worldwide, Kiwanis is committed 
to changing the world one child and one community at a time, and the Lions are dedi-
cated to solving vision problems around the globe. All three serve others, so your speech 
about any theme related to helping others is welcome at their meetings. Fortunately, the 
Internet has made your task of researching your audience much easier because most 
business, social, and religious groups have websites that detail their purpose. You can 
adapt your message to their mission.
	 For speaking in the classroom, the Internet offers considerable information about the 
characteristics of the first-year class; attitudes, beliefs, and practices of beginning college 
students; and even the way students spend their time. Many universities provide a deep 

inference
A tentative generalization 
based on some 
evidence.

indirect inference
A tentative generalization 
based on observation.

direct inference
A tentative generalization 
based on deliberately 
gathered data.
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study of their students that goes beyond surface information, such as the ratio of males 
to females and the number of international students. For example, Stephens Point 
University in Wisconsin analyzes its entering class to come up with such interesting 
details as the fact that a much larger percentage of female students use social networking 
than do males but substantially more males play computer games. At many schools, the 
registrar includes detailed information on the university’s website about how many stu-
dents work, students’ scores on standardized entrance tests, the highest education level 
achieved by their families, and much more. The Internet can be a source of information 
to help you know your classroom audience.

THE QUESTIONNAIRE
A more formal way to collect data on which you can base inferences is to ask your 
audience to fill out a questionnaire consisting of written questions developed to obtain 
demographic and attitudinal information.

Finding Demographic Characteristics

An important step in the process of speech preparation is discovering the audience’s 
demographic characteristics. The term demographics means “the characteristics of the 
people.” Demographic analysis is the collection and interpretation of data about the 
characteristics of people: name, age, sex, hometown, year in school, race, major subject, 
religion, and organizational affiliations. By describing the audience in detail, demo-
graphic information can reveal to public speakers the extent to which they will have to 
adapt themselves and their topics to their listeners.
	 Seasoned public speakers usually rely heavily on demographic information. Politi-
cians send staff ahead to find out how many blue-collar workers, faithful party mem-
bers, older adults, union members, and hecklers they are likely to encounter. They 
consult opinion polls, population studies, and reliable persons in the area to discover 
the nature of a prospective audience. Conducting a demographic analysis of your class 
can serve a similar purpose—analysis will help you design a speech better adapted to 
your audience.
	 The groups to which your audience members belong, for instance, can signal sup-
port for or hostility toward your topic. How can you learn about these groups? Bumper 
stickers you observe on students’ cars can signal your audience’s attitudes about gun 
control, abortion, and political parties. In the classroom, jackets or shirts with slogans, 
Christian crosses, a Star of David, a Muslim hijab, sorority or fraternity letters, ethnic 
dress, a VFW or American Legion or Rotary pin, a Harley-Davidson jacket, telltale 
tattoos—many signs such as these indicate memberships that may also reflect attitudes 
about topics.
	 Levi wanted to deliver a persuasive speech on joining a fraternity, so he asked before 
class one day how many students in the class belonged to a sorority or fraternity. Nobody 
did. He knew from the outset that he had no support in the audience, but he also knew 
that he had selected a topic that required persuasion to change the audience’s mind about 
joining fraternities and sororities. He started his speech by addressing some issues that 
people do not like about Greek organizations: hazing, drinking, and cost. He did not 
manage to get anyone to join a Greek house as a result of his persuasive effort, but his 
arguments did make his audience review and possibly revise their thinking about the 
value of Greek organizations when they found out that a high percentage of business 
leaders had been in such organizations when they were in college. Levi just asked one 
question of his audience before class; you can do the same or develop a very brief 

questionnaire
A set of written 
questions developed to 
obtain demographic and 
attitudinal information.

demographic analysis
The collection and 
interpretation of data 
about the characteristics 
of people.
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questionnaire. You can gather and summarize demographic information from questions 
similar to the following:

____1.  I am	 ____2.  I am
	 a.  a first-year student		  a.  17–21 years old
	 b.  a sophomore		  b.  22–35 years old
	 c.  a junior		  c.  36–45 years old
	 d.  a senior		  d.  over 45
____3.  I am	 ____4.  I have
	 a.  single		  a.  no children
	 b.  married		  b.  one child
	 c.  divorced or separated		  c.  two children
	 d.  widowed		  d.  more than two children

The audience members do not have to identify themselves by name to provide this infor-
mation. Keeping the questionnaires anonymous encourages honest answers and does not 
reduce the value of the information.

Finding Attitudes, Beliefs, and Values

You can also use questionnaires to discern audience attitudes, beliefs, and values on an issue 
before giving the speech. An attitude is a predisposition to respond favorably or unfavorably 
to a person, an object, an idea, or an event. Attitudes are regarded as quite stable and often 
difficult to change. You can assess the attitudes of audience members through questionnaires, 
by careful observation, or even by asking the right questions. If your audience shares many 
attitudes, beliefs, and values, your audience analysis may be easy. For example, a speech 
about safe sex would be heard in some colleges with as much excitement as a speech on 
snails; however, at other colleges even guest speakers are not allowed on campus to talk about 
that subject.4 Attitudes toward politics, sexual preference, religion, drugs, and even work vary 
in different geographic areas and cultures. Regardless of the purpose of your speech, the 
attitudes of audience members will make a difference in the appropriateness of your topic 
and the way you present it. For this reason effective public speakers learn as much as pos-
sible about audience attitudes before they speak. Some examples of attitudes follow:

Antigovernment	 Pro-business	 Pro-conservation
Anti–gun control	 Pro-green	 Pro-technology
Antipollution	 Pro-choice	 Pro-diversity
Anti-immigration	 Pro-life	 Antirefugee
Pro–animal rights	 Antitax	 Pro–free trade

	 A belief is a conviction. Beliefs are usually considered more enduring than attitudes, but 
our attitudes often spring from our beliefs. Your belief in healthy eating habits may lead to a 
negative attitude toward overeating and obesity and a positive attitude toward balanced meals 
and nutrition. Your audience’s beliefs make a difference in how they respond to your speech. 
They may believe in upward mobility through higher education, in higher pay through hard 
work, or in social welfare. On the other hand, they may not believe in any of these ideas. 
Beliefs are like anchors to which our attitudes are attached. To discover the beliefs of an audi-
ence, you need to ask questions and to observe carefully. Some examples of beliefs follow:

Hard work pays off.	 Good people will go to heaven.
Taxes are too high.	 Work comes before play.
Anyone can get rich.	 Government should be small.
Education pays.	 Wickedness will be punished.

attitude
A predisposition to 
respond favorably or 
unfavorably to a person, 
an object, an idea, or an 
event.

belief
A conviction; often 
thought to be more 
enduring than an 
attitude and less 
enduring than a value.
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Knowing your audience’s beliefs about your topic can be a valuable aid in informing and 
persuading them.
	 A value is a deeply rooted belief that governs our attitude about something. Both beliefs 
and attitudes can be traced to a value we hold. Learned from childhood through the family, 
religion, school, and many other sources, 
values are often so much a foundation for 
the rest of what we believe and know that 
we do not question them. Sometimes we 
remain unaware of our primary values 
until they clash. For example, a person 
might have an unquestioned belief that 
every individual has the right to be and 
do whatever he or she wishes—basic 
values of individuality and freedom—
until it comes to sexuality. Table 3 shows 
one method for ranking values.
	 You can collect attitudinal infor-
mation in at least three ways. One way 
is to ask questions that place audience 
members in identifiable groups, as 
these questions do:

____5.  I am
	 a.  active in organizations
	 b.  not active in organizations
____6.  I see myself as
	 a.  conservative
	 b.  liberal
	 c.  independent
____7.  I see myself as
	 a.  strongly religious
	 b.  moderately religious
	 c.  not religious
	 A second method of gaining atti-
tudinal information is to ask people to 
rank values, such as hard work, higher 

value
A deeply rooted belief 
that governs our attitude 
about something.

engaging diversity
Dangerous Speech Project
Susan Benesch, a human-rights lawyer at Harvard University, founded 
the Dangerous Speech Project to study dangerous speech and ways 
to counteract it. More specifically, the project works to identify inflam-
matory language that can motivate groups to violence. The Dangerous 
Speech Project contends that incendiary public speech increases 
steadily before outbreaks of mass violence and is found in many 
languages, cultures, and religions. Part of the mission of the project 
is to distinguish “dangerous” speech from other forms of distasteful 
and offensive language that typically do not give rise to violence.
	 Benesch uses five contextual elements that form the Danger-
ous Speech Framework for identifying dangerous speech:

1.	 The speech takes place in a social or historical context rife with 
violence—for example, long-standing struggles for scarce resources.

2.	 The audience has grievances or fears that a speaker uses to his 
or her advantage.

3.	 The speaker is highly influential and charismatic.

4.	 The speech is clearly understandable as a call to violence.

5.	 The speaker employs an influential medium—typically radio or 
television.

A major goal of the Dangerous Speech Project is to find the best ways 
to prevent violence. To do so, the project works not only to make audi-
ences less motivated to respond with violence but also to diminish the 
use of dangerous speech in a way that protects freedom of expression.

Sources: Eler, A. (2015, March). How Facebook is taking on “dangerous speech:”  
The social network aims to tamp down violent incitement in Myanmar. Readwrite 
(http://readwrite.com/2015/03/03/facebook-myanmar-dangerous-speech). What is 
dangerous speech? (n.d.). Dangerous Speech Project [website] (www.dangerousspeech.
org/the-dangerous-speech-project-preventing-mass-violence/).

Table 3  Ranking Values

Rank five of the following values in their order of importance to you. If you can 
persuade some of your classmates, or the entire class, to do this as well, you will have 
information that will help you prepare your speech.

 Wisdom	  Wealth	  Fame

 A World at Peace	  Security	  Health

 Freedom	  Fulfillment	  Love

 Equality	  Education	  Faith

How does your ranking compare with those of your classmates? What other values might help 
you with your speech?



234	 Part Three  Fundamentals of Public Speaking

education, high pay, and security, using a scale like table 3. People’s ranking of 
their values can provide additional information about their attitudes and beliefs.
	 The third method of collecting data about people’s attitudes is to list word con-
cepts that reveal attitudes and then ask respondents to assess their attitudes toward 
these specific issues, such as by using an attitudinal scale like the one in figure 2. 
The reactions to these and similar words or phrases can provide information that 
will help you approach your audience successfully. For example, if most persons in 
your audience are neutral to mildly favorable toward taxing tobacco, then your 
speech advocating higher tobacco taxes could be designed to move their attitudes 
from mildly favorable to strongly favorable. If the responses are negative, then you 

may have to work just to move your audience closer to a mildly unfavorable attitude or 
toward neutrality. Check out your own attitudes toward some word concepts in figure 2.
	 The values your audience members hold and the order in which they rank them can 
provide important clues about their attitudes and beliefs. A speaker who addresses an 
audience without knowing its members’ values is taking a risk that can be avoided 
through careful audience analysis. The relationships among attitudes, beliefs, and values 
are illustrated in figure 3.

Strongly
favor

Mildly
favor

Neutral
Mildly

disfavor
Strongly
disfavor

Government bailouts of business

Unions’ right to collective bargaining

Immigration policies

Employer-sponsored childcare

Military spending

Medical marijuana

For each word or phrase, indicate your attitude toward it by determining how
strongly you favor or disfavor it.

Figure 2
Sample attitudinal scale. 
Compile data that indicate 
the attitudes within your 
class on one of these 
topics. What does this 
information tell you about 
how to approach your 
audience about this topic?

Value: wisdom

Belief in education

Positive 
attitude

toward college

Figure 3
Relationships among 
attitudes, beliefs, and 
values.
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sizing things up
Evaluating Topics
Brainstorming and eventually selecting an effective 
speech topic begins with a thorough self-assessment of 
your own interests and knowledge. Below you will find 
several topics followed by pairs of opposing adjectives 
arranged on a scale, or continuum. Check the space on 
the continuum that best represents your opinion of each 
topic’s appropriateness as a subject for you to speak 
about. The space closest to “interesting,” for example, 
represents “extremely interesting,” and the space in the 
middle of each pair stands for “neutral.” This exercise 
has no right or wrong answers, but if your teacher 
approves, you can compare your answers with those of 
others in your class. You might learn something about 
your captive audience’s attitudes in the process. For 
additional information, refer to the guide for interpreting 
your responses that appears at the end of this chapter.

1.  Politics

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

2.  The Environment

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

3.  The Economy

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

4.  Education

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad

Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

5.  Health

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

6.  Technology

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

7.  Diversity

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

8.  Religion

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

9.  Interpersonal conflict

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

10.  Poverty

Interesting	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Uninteresting
Good	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Bad
Confident	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Not Confident
Relevant	 (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  (__)  Irrelevant

Adapt to the Audience
Audience analysis yields information about your listeners that enables you to adapt your-
self and your message to that audience. A speech is not imposed on a collection of 
listeners; a message is negotiated between a speaker and an audience and is designed to 
inform, entertain, inspire, teach, or persuade that audience. This negotiation is based on 
your analysis of your audience.

ADAPTING YOURSELF
In public speaking you also have to adjust to information about the audience. Just as a 
college senior preparing for a job interview adapts to an interviewer in dress, manner, 
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and language, a public speaker pre-
pares for an audience by adapting to 
its expectations. How you look, how 
you behave, and what you say should 
be carefully tailored to your audience.

ADAPTING YOUR 
LANGUAGE
The language you use in your speech, as 
well as your gestures, movements, 
and even facial expressions, should be 
adapted to your audience. Does your 
audience analysis indicate that your 
language should be conversational, 
formal, cynical, or technical? Does it 
suggest that your listeners like num-
bers and statistics? Do your observa-
tions indicate that you should pace 
the stage or remain behind the lec-
tern? Should you avoid taboo words 
in your speech, lest you alienate your 
group, or will the audience respond 
positively to controversial language?

ADAPTING YOUR TOPIC
Public speakers should be permitted to 
speak on nearly any topic; after all, 
the First Amendment provides some 
protection for free speech. But practi-
cal considerations may lead you to 
avoid certain topics, which will typi-
cally be unique to specific situations 
and contexts. For instance, you would 
almost certainly never speak about 
how to create biological weapons or 
commit financial fraud.
	 Of course, the right to speak on 
nearly any topic brings with it a respon-

sibility to adapt the way you approach your subject, given the audience to which you are 
speaking. Using audience analysis, you must figure out how to best approach your topic to 
meet your audience’s needs. You may adjust your language, visual resources, supporting 
evidence, or even the points you make during the presentation. For example, suppose you 
want to speak in favor of physician-assisted suicide, and your audience analysis indicates 
that the majority of your listeners are opposed to it. You need not conclude that the topic 
is inappropriate. You may, however, adapt to the members of your audience by starting with 
a position closer to theirs. Your initial step might be to make audience members feel less 
comfortable about their present position, so that they are more prepared to hear your views.

ADAPTING YOUR PURPOSE AND GOAL
You should also adapt the purpose of your speech to your audience. Teachers often ask 
students to state the purpose of a speech—what do you want your audience to know, 

communicating
	 creatively
Delivering a Provocative Speech
To engage your audience, you must deliver a provocative speech. 
Public speaking coach Susan Trivers suggests that provocative 
speakers do the following:
•	 They challenge the audience. Provocative speakers challenge 

their audience to consider doing things tomorrow that have 
some risks but also appropriate rewards. For example, rather 
than just telling the audience that the state of math educa-
tion is cause for serious concern, provocative speakers ask 
the audience to take risks to make change happen.

•	 They create imaginative scenarios. Provocative speakers cre-
ate hypothetical or factual narratives about the struggles and 
victories of people that relate to their topic. Using vivid lan-
guage and specific names and places rather than abstract 
terms allows the audience to empathize and feel connected 
to the topic. To remain ethical, you should not make up facts 
or lie about your personal experiences.

•	 They help the audience connect the topic to their lives. Provoc-
ative speakers frame the action they want the audience to 
engage in as a metaphor, such as framing the task like a 
sports competition or reality TV competition. When speakers 
use metaphors, they invite the audience to recognize that 
they (as audience members) are capable of connecting the 
metaphor to their real-life situations. This creates a feeling of 
empowerment and connection for the audience.

Trivers believes that audiences are always hoping they will be en-
gaged when they listen to a presentation, but in reality this rarely 
happens. You’ll know you’ve delivered a provocative speech when 
the audience argues with you, attempts to engage you in debate, or 
crowds around you afterward to share their ideas.

Source: Trivers, S. G. (2013). The provocative speech is just what the audience craves 
(www.greatspeakingcoach.com/2013/10/the-provocative-speech-is-just-what-the-
audience-craves.html).
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understand, or do? At first you might think your purpose should be to persuade your audience 
to save money by buying their clothing at outlet stores. But you discover through your audi-
ence analysis that most of your classmates already buy clothing at the outlet stores. So, you 
adapt your purpose. You change your purpose to an informative speech that reveals which 
outlet stores sell quality merchandise instead of overstocked items from their retail stores.5
	 The immediate purpose of your speech is what you want listeners to take away 
with them. It is linked to a larger goal, the end purpose you have in mind, or your 
long-range goal. Some examples will illustrate the difference. First are examples for an 
informative speech:

Immediate purpose: After listening to this speech, the audience should be able to 
identify three properties of the most advanced televisions available today.
Long-range goal: To increase the number of people who will choose wisely the next 
time they replace or purchase a television set.

Here are examples for a persuasive speech:
Immediate purpose: After listening to my speech, the audience should be able to 
describe the low nutritional value of two popular junk foods.6

Long-range goal: To dissuade listeners from eating junk food.
As these examples show, an immediate purpose has four essential features. First, it is highly 
specific. Second, it includes the phrase should be able to. Third, it uses an action verb, such 
as state, identify, report, name, list, describe, explain, show, or reveal. Fourth, it is stated 
from the viewpoint of the audience. Stated differently, the purpose is based on what you 
want to accomplish as a speaker, but how you communicate your purpose must be audience-
centered. Your immediate purpose moves audience members toward a long-range goal.
	 In this section on adapting to your audience you learned that you do not have to 
change yourself or your position on an issue, but you can present yourself and your 
arguments in ways that are more likely to result in success. You learned that even the 
words you choose are strategic; that is, you select your words with care, so that they 
convince and persuade rather than offend. You can shape your topic without giving up 
your integrity by providing information where needed and by persuading without risking 

immediate purpose
A highly specific 
statement using “should 
be able to” plus an 
action verb to reveal the 
purpose from the 
audience’s point of view.

long-range goal
The larger goal or end 
purpose you have in 
mind for your 
presentation.

•  The public speaker 
must consider different 
opinions among 
audience members that 
reflect different values.
© AP Images/Seth Perlman
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a hostile audience response. Finally, you aim for some immediate effects that are pos-
sible in a brief presentation, knowing that you have a long-range goal in mind as well.
	 New media and cutting-edge technology have already made you an expert of sorts 
in audience analysis. You have a Facebook profile that attracts people you like, who 
become your friends. You have a cell phone so smart that its GPS always knows where 
you are, and its instant-messaging feature allows for quick words among friends, col-
leagues, and relatives. Even a blog is a site for creating messages to attract an audience. 
You are already sizing up others to become part of your “audience”—or not. You can 
use new media and new technology to sharpen your skill in audience analysis by con-
sidering how Facebook and blogs invite you to present both yourself and your message 
to an audience. You might be a party animal on Facebook or a political junkie on a blog, 
but just as in public speaking, you are adapting yourself and your message for others.
	 In this chapter you have learned that topic selection and audience analysis are bonded 
together because whatever topic you speak about becomes a message whose successful 
transmission depends on how well you adapt to the audience. You find appropriate vital 
topics to talk about by considering both what you know and what the audience needs to 
know. You learned four methods of audience analysis and the various ways to adapt your 
presentation for an audience.
	 These skills of knowing what to talk about and how to talk about it are valuable 
well beyond the public speaking classroom. These skills are the basics for people who 
are successful at sales, management, and leadership.

be ready... for what’s next
Does Your Topic Fit Your Audience?
This chapter began with Stephen Bonsi delivering a high-level speech on economics to an indifferent audi-
ence. His speech would have been more successful if he had simplified his topic and explained complex 
concepts. Stephen was correct when he selected a vital topic, but he needed to adapt his topic to his 
particular audience. He could have used very simple economics to demonstrate how the wealthy have 
gained, how the middle class has diminished, and how the poor have grown in number. Instead, he mis-
takenly gave a sophisticated and jargon-prone presentation to a room full of novices who barely understood 
the topic. Also, Stephen could have created a more engaging presentation by making his speech more 
proactive using the three characteristics you read about in the Communicating Creatively feature box.
	 To check the appropriateness of your own topic for your audience, answer the following questions 
about an upcoming speech you have in one of your classes or as part of your job.

•	 Is the topic you selected a vital topic?

•	 Is the topic you selected one in which you can arouse audience interest?

•	 Do you know more about the topic than most people in your audience?

•	 Can you translate what you know for people who do not know about the topic?

•	 Can you figure out where the audience stands now on your topic?

•	 Can you determine how much more you should inform the audience about the topic?

•	 Can you determine how much change to ask of the audience on this topic?

The answers to these questions about the link between your topic and your audience can lead you to 
a successful presentation.
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Select a topic appropriate for you and your audience.

•	 Try brainstorming and surveying your interests.

•	 Assess your knowledge and commitment to the 
topic.

•	 Consider the age of the topic and audience.

•	 Determine the topic’s importance to you and your 
audience.

•	 Recognize the special challenges for ELLs in topic 
selection.

2.	 Practice narrowing a topic to save time and energy and 
to increase relevance to the audience.

3.	 Employ observation, inference, research, and question-
naires to analyze your audience.

•	 Observe your audience for demographic and mem-
bership cues.

•	 Draw direct and indirect inferences about your audience.

•	 Research your audience with inside informants and 
the Internet.

•	 Use a questionnaire to assess attitudes, beliefs, and 
values.

4.	 Recognize how to adapt your topic, yourself, your lan-
guage, and your purpose and goal in public speaking.

•	 Any topic can be adapted to a particular audience.

•	 Without compromising yourself, you can adapt your-
self to an audience.

•	 Your language choices must be adapted to the spe-
cific audience.

•	 Your purpose depends heavily on what you can 
accomplish with a particular audience.

•	 Your long-range goal also depends on where the audi-
ence stands on an issue.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Attitude
Audience analysis
Belief
Brainstorming
Commitment

Demographic analysis
Direct inference
Immediate purpose
Indirect inference
Inference

Long-range goal
Questionnaire
Value

Study Questions
  1.	 What is one basic strategy to keep in mind when select-

ing a topic for presentation?

a.	 Take a lot of time in choosing a topic.
b.	 Begin with a subject you already know.
c.	 Select a topic you know nothing about.
d.	 Choose a topic that does not affect you personally.

  2.	 After choosing a topic, what should you do?

a.	 Evaluate the importance of your topic.
b.	 Determine how much you and your audience know 

about the topic.
c.	 Evaluate your commitment to the topic.
d.	 All the above are correct.

  3.	 Why is narrowing your topic important?

a.	 to save time and effort
b.	 to reduce the depth of the topic

c.	 to reduce your bias about the topic
d.	 to increase the length of your speech

  4.	 When you investigate the audience’s demo-
graphics, interests, and concerns, you are

a.	 brainstorming.
b.	 surveying your interests.
c.	 analyzing the audience.
d.	 creating a captive audience.

  5.	 Which level of audience analysis includes 
collecting data about the characteristics 
of people?

a.	 audience type
b.	 audience interest in the topic
c.	 audience’s attitudes, beliefs, and values
d.	 demographic analysis

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.



240	 Part Three  Fundamentals of Public Speaking

Answers:
1. (b); 2. (d); 3. (a); 4. (c); 5. (d); 6. (c); 7. (b); 8. (a); 9. (d); 10. (d)

  6.	 A deeply rooted belief that affects how we act toward 
an idea or a concept is a(n)

a.	 attitude.	 c.	 value.
b.	 mood.	 d.	 thought.

  7.	 A method of audience analysis that draws tentative 
generalizations based on some evidence is

a.	 observation.	 c.	 a questionnaire.
b.	 inference.	 d.	 a survey.

  8.	 If you ask people to rank concepts in order of impor-
tance or you ask them questions that place individuals 
into identifiable groups, you are

a.	 conducting a questionnaire.	 c.	 narrowing.
b.	 brainstorming.	 d.	 inferring.

  9.	 Which method of analysis requires using your senses 
to interpret information about the audience?

a.	 involvement
b.	 value 
c.	 judgment
d.	 observation

10.	 Which is not true of immediate purposes?

a.	 They are highly specific.
b.	 They include the phrase should be able to.
c.	 They use an action verb.
d.	 They are stated from the viewpoint of the speaker.

Critical Thinking
1.	 Choose a broad topic, and then narrow it by creating 

your own concept map (see figure 2). At what point do 
the topics become too specific to be discussed in 
depth? Which are still too broad for a brief presentation? 
Choose a few that are just right.

2.	 You are a white person asked to give a speech to a ser-
vice club about race relations in the workplace. You 

expected an all-white audience, but on your arrival you 
see that at least half the audience consists of people of 
color. Using the chapter’s last section on adaptation, 
write down how, if at all, you might adapt yourself, your 
topic, and your purpose to this unexpected reality. Would 
your answers be different if you were a person of color 
facing this audience?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Evaluating Topics

Personal inventories are typically qualitative in nature; that 
is, you write down topics about which you are interested or 
knowledgeable. The scale created for this chapter provides 
a quantitative way of assessing interest in 10 broad topic 
areas. Results of this survey can be used in two ways. First, 
you may select a topic area in which you score very high and 
use that as a guide for generating speech topics. Second, if 
you average responses from your classmates, you can use 
this information as a simple audience-analysis survey.
	 To score this survey, notice that each topic has a four-
item semantic-differential scale. Rather than writing or 

circling numbers, simply check a space to indicate how 
strongly a particular adjective represents your views toward 
the general topic. From left to right on each semantic-
differential item, score responses as a 5, 4, 3, 2, or 1 based 
on which space you checked. Thus, higher values will indi-
cate more positive perceptions toward that topic. Sum 
scores for the four items under each topic area to achieve a 
total score between 4 and 20. Values closer to 20 indicate 
more positive perceptions toward that topic.
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being credible and   
using evidence

Effective public presentations are an artfully drafted combination of you, your 
ideas, and the ideas and opinions of others. How you present yourself, your ideas, 
and your evidence will determine how much trust the audience places in the points 
you make. In this chapter you will learn about source credibility and the ways that 
you can increase your credibility by using strong evidence.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Explain the importance of source credibility in public presentations.

2.	 Use four dimensions of credibility to improve how audience members perceive you.

3.	 Develop a research strategy for finding support for your presentation.

4.	 Use research to identify eight types of supporting materials for your ideas.

5.	 Correctly attribute information to sources, both verbally and in writing.

6.	 Ground your use of credibility and supporting materials in core ethical principles surrounding 
honesty.
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n September 2014, actor Emma Watson delivered an address at the United 
Nations in support of the HeForShe campaign. The worldwide campaign pro-
moted solidarity between men and women in support of gender equality, an end to 
gender-based discrimination, and an end to violence against women and girls. Wat-
son’s challenge was to establish common ground with men and boys whom she was 

asking to support the movement. Without such common ground, her message would likely 
lack impact and could potentially alienate those she 
was trying to reach.

Midway through her speech, Watson addressed this 
issue directly by saying:

We don’t often talk about men being imprisoned 
by gender stereotypes, but I can see that they 
are. . . . If men don’t have to be aggressive in or-
der to be accepted, women won’t feel compelled 
to be submissive. . . . If we stop defining each 
other by what we are not and start defining each 
other by what we are—we can all be freer, and 
this is what HeForShe is about.1

In this message, Watson was able to broaden gen-
der stereotypes to be relevant to both men and women. 
In so doing, she was able to establish common ground 
with male listeners and create a sincere message—

that both men and women need to be part of the solution in promoting equality and free-
dom of opportunity for all. Watson was more credible as a result.

This chapter will help you learn various strategies, like using common ground, to estab-
lish your credibility as a speaker.

I

Source Credibility and Its Importance
The most important resource you have for convincing an audience is yourself. Audiences 
do not want to hear from someone they do not trust or respect. They will not listen to or 
retain information from someone who has not earned the right to talk about that subject. 
Finding ways to convince your audience that you are trustworthy and qualified is among 
the most important objectives for any speaker. In the public speaking classroom you are 
the source of the message. You need to be concerned about your source credibility—the 
audience’s perception of your effectiveness as a speaker. You may feel that you do not 
have the same credibility as a high public official, a great authority on a topic, or an 
expert in a narrow field. Nonetheless, you can be a very credible source to your class-
mates, colleagues, or friends. Source credibility is not something a speaker possesses, like 
a suit of clothes. Instead, the audience determines credibility. Credibility is like many 
other subjective perceptions—just as each person might have a slightly different impres-
sion of whether a song is good, each person may also have a slightly different perception 
of a speaker’s credibility.

source credibility
The audience’s 
perception of your 
effectiveness as a 
speaker.

© Europa Newswire/Alamy
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	 As you begin thinking about how you can convince audience members of your 
credibility, consider the following questions you need to specifically address during 
your presentation:
•	 What are your motives for speaking on this topic?
•	 Why are you qualified to speak on this topic?
•	 What work have you done to ensure that your information is correct?
•	 In what ways will the audience benefit from your information?
•	 Why did you choose to present the information in the way that you did?
•	 What are you not telling the audience, and does omitting that information create an 

unbalanced or biased perspective?
These questions are not a checklist you should run through as you speak. Effective speak-
ers find ways to address these questions more subtly, through the natural course of their 
presentation. The results add up to the kind of credibility that means audience members 
are more likely to trust and respect what the speaker has to say.
	 Credibility is a challenging issue for beginning speakers. Whereas highly experi-
enced speakers typically have a lifetime of experience from which to establish credibility, 
most college students lack significant expertise on many topics. Fortunately, students can 
establish credibility through their sincerity and goodwill, resources available to anyone. 
And credibility is essential. If you have it, the audience will listen and likely remember 
much of what you say; speakers who lack or fail to establish credibility during their 
presentation have little chance of having any impact other than boredom.
	 The audience’s perception of a speaker’s credibility arises from a combination of 
factors, including the speaker, the topic, the situation, and the message. Focusing for a 
moment on the speaker, have you served in the armed forces overseas? You may have 
earned the right to speak on national defense, the price of being in the National Guard, 
and the inside story of war. Did you grow up in another country? You may have earned 
the right to speak on that country’s culture, food, or customs. Your qualifications influ-
ence the audience’s perceptions about your credibility.

•  College students can 
use their personal 
experiences to establish 
credibility. For instance, 
a soldier who served as a 
medic could establish 
strong credibility to 
speak on medical issues.
© Chris Hondros/Getty 
Images News/Getty Images
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	 How do you establish your qualifications? Students often state that they have done 
research on the topic—usually a heavy dose of the first three to five hits on Google. Do 
you think that makes them credible? Probably not. Rather than relying on “I did research,” 
a sincere statement about why you are interested in a particular topic might be convinc-
ing for a group of peers in a college classroom. The same approach may not suffice if 
you are giving the same speech to a group of community activists or business profes-
sionals. What it takes to be credible depends on the audience you are addressing, so 
you’ll want to anticipate what each audience will expect.
	 A final factor influencing your credibility is your message. It should be obvious that 
a poorly conceived message will lack credibility. Besides relying on research, therefore, 
you should also focus on relevance. Messages that are connected to the lives of your 
audience will be perceived as more credible than messages they see as unimportant or 
disconnected.2 Stated simply, if audience members perceive the topic as important, they 
are more likely to perceive you as important and therefore credible.

Dimensions of Credibility
What do audience members perceive that signals speaker credibility? If individuals in 
the audience base credibility on judgments, what is the basis for those judgments? On 
what will your classmates be rating you when they judge your credibility? According to 
research, four of the most important dimensions of credibility are competence, trustwor-
thiness, dynamism, and common ground. Three of these relate to you, the speaker.

COMPETENCE
The first aspect of credibility is competence—the degree to which a speaker is perceived as 
skilled, qualified, experienced, authoritative, reliable, and informed. A speaker does not have 
to live up to all these adjectives; any one of them, or a few, might make the speaker credible. 
A machinist who displays her metalwork in a speech about junk sculpture as art is as cred-
ible as a biblical scholar demonstrating his ability to interpret scripture. They have different 
bases for their competence, but both can demonstrate expertise in their areas of specialization.
	 Words, skillful use of technology, and an air of authority convey your own compe-
tence as a speaker. What can you build into your speech that will help the audience 
perceive your competence? What experience have you had that is related to the subject? 
What training or knowledge do you have? How can you suggest to your audience that 
you have earned the right to speak about the subject? The most obvious way is to tell 
the audience of your expertise, but a creative speaker can think of dozens of ways to 
hint and suggest competence without being explicit and without seeming arrogant.
	 There are several things you can do to improve your competence as a speaker. First, you 
should become familiar enough with your information and speech that you do not have to 
rely on extensive notes. Constantly referring to notes for every point can lead audience mem-
bers to perceive that you really do not understand the information. Second, focus on translat-
ing ideas. If you are able to take relatively complex ideas and make them understandable for 
audience members by using metaphors, vivid descriptions, visual aids, and other resources, 
you will appear more competent. Third, make yourself comfortable with the speaking situa-
tion. If you plan to use technology, make sure that you know how to use the computer, the 
software, and other resources. Finally, audience members will perceive you as more compe-
tent if you deliver the speech well (see the chapter on delivery and visual resources).

TRUSTWORTHINESS
The second aspect of credibility is trustworthiness—the degree to which a speaker is per-
ceived as honest, fair, sincere, friendly, honorable, and kind. These perceptions are also earned. 
We judge people’s honesty by their past behaviors and whether we perceive them to have 

competence
The degree to which the 
speaker is perceived 
as skilled, qualified, 
experienced, authoritative, 
reliable, and informed; an 
aspect of credibility.

trustworthiness
The degree to which the 
speaker is perceived as 
honest, fair, sincere, 
friendly, honorable, and 
kind; an aspect of 
credibility.
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goodwill toward their listeners. In a study exploring perceived credibility of the 2008 
presidential candidates, communication researcher Jason Teven found that goodwill 
was the strongest predictor of perceived credibility among the leading candidates in 
the primary elections.3 So, too, your classmates will judge your trustworthiness based 
on how you represent your past behaviors and establish goodwill.
	 You may have to reveal to your audience why you are trustworthy. Have you 
held jobs that demanded honesty and responsibility? Have you been a cashier, a 
bank teller, or a supervisor? Have you given up anything to demonstrate you are 
sincere? The person who pays his or her own way through college ordinarily has 
to be very sincere about education. Being respectful of others’ points of view can 
be a sign of fairness. What can you say or do that signals trustworthiness?
	 Trustworthiness and goodwill are difficult to establish in a short speech. 
After all, the trust we give to others typically develops after we have known 
them for some time. During a speech, both what you say and how you say it 
can affect audience members’ perceptions of your trustworthiness. First, you 
should take care to present fair and balanced information. Using reliable sources 
and presenting other viewpoints can show audience members that the conclu-
sions you draw are accurate. Talking with a confident tone and maintaining eye 
contact are also important tools in building trust at the beginning of your speech.

DYNAMISM
The third aspect of credibility is dynamism—the extent to which an audience perceives 
the speaker as bold, active, energetic, strong, empathic, and assertive. Audiences value 
behavior described by these adjectives. Perhaps when we consider their opposites—timid, 
tired, and meek—we can see why dynamism is attractive. People who exude energy and 
show the passion of their convictions impress others. Watch television evangelists and 
note how they look and sound. You can learn to be dynamic. Evidence indicates that the 
audience’s perception of your dynamism will enhance your credibility.
	 Dynamism is exhibited mainly by voice, movement, facial expressions, and gestures. 
A person who speaks forcefully and rapidly and with considerable vocal variety; a 
speaker who moves toward the audience, back behind the lectern, and over to the visual 
aid; and a speaker who uses facial expressions and gestures to make a point are all 
exhibiting dynamism. What can you do with your voice, movement, facial expressions, 
and gestures to show the audience you are a dynamic speaker?

COMMON GROUND
Common ground occurs when you and your audience share an understanding of the world, 
either in broad terms or in relationship to specific issues.4 Common ground comes about in 

two ways. First, you and your audience might 
share common ground prior to your speech. 
If you have significant commonality—you 
are similar in age, you have the same general 
education level, or you have similar socioeco-
nomic backgrounds—you are likely to have 
much in common. Common ground is also 
created through the act of communicating. As 
you begin to speak, you express a certain way 
of looking at the world or a particular topic. 
Do you take a stance on whether there is too 
much national debt? Do you assume people 
value health over personal freedom? As you 
present information, you begin staking claims 

dynamism
The extent to which the 
speaker is perceived as 
bold, active, energetic, 
strong, empathic, and 
assertive; an aspect of 
credibility.

•  Speakers like Magic 
Johnson, an advocate for 
HIV/AIDS prevention and 
former NBA player, gain 
credibility because of 
their trustworthiness 
and dynamism.
© Evan Yee/ZUMAPRESS/
Newscom

Establishing Common Ground with Classmates
Common ground is best established when you can show 
relationships between yourself, your audience, and the 
topic, as illustrated in figure 1. Using knowledge of your 
classmates, list ideas that could establish common ground. 
For example, if giving a speech on the need for increased 
state support for education funding, you could point out 
that you and your classmates share in the experience of 
needing to pay higher and higher tuition bills.

building behaviors
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for particular ways of thinking about issues. In so doing, you will establish greater common 
ground with some audience members and reduce it with others.
	 Making a connection with your audience can mean simply establishing a shared 
trajectory—showing that we are all doing something together. In a March 2011 speech 
at an awards ceremony for young scientists, Mary Sue Coleman established common 
ground in this way:

America has long been recognized as a global leader in science and technol-
ogy. But we know . . . that our nation is slipping in how we prepare and nurture 
the talent of tomorrow. Your hard work shows us what is possible. . . . Your 
ideas and theories are going to lead our country to new cures, solutions and 
technologies. That is why I am so happy to be here tonight: to congratulate you, 
encourage you, and provide a little advice about being a scientist in a country 
that absolutely must place more value on discovery, innovation and the creation 
of new knowledge.5

	 Speaking as a scientist, Coleman was able to create common ground with her audi-
ence by pointing to a shared objective—to elevate the training of future scientists. 
Coleman’s approach recognized that she and her audience, who were not yet in college, 
let alone college presidents, would share a perspective at some future time when the 
students matured into scientists like her. Her approach established common ground in 
the present by pointing to where her audience would eventually be. Other 
approaches to building common ground can include pointing to past shared expe-
riences or present shared circumstances.

STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVING CREDIBILITY
Credibility is influenced by topics, messages, audiences, and circumstances. You may 
hold the speaker in high regard before the speech, but during the speech your percep-
tion of him or her may diminish, and then after the speech you may think better of 
the speaker again because you decide the message has merit. Here are practical 
approaches for improving your credibility during your presentation:
•	 Speeches with higher-quality arguments convey more credibility on the speaker.6 

Be sure to carefully research your topic and use sound reasoning.
•	 Sometimes a sleeper effect occurs when source and message get separated in 

the listener’s mind over time: a low-credibility speaker’s message can gain 
influence, whereas a high-credibility speaker’s message can diminish long after 
a particular message.7 Crafting a clear and persuasive message can help capital-
ize on the possibility of a positive sleeper effect.

•	 Self-disclosure can increase credibility, even through mechanisms such as Face-
book;8 however, inappropriate self-disclosure can harm it. Use self-disclosure 
appropriate to the topic, and don’t overrely on it.

•  What actions did the 
Occupy Wall Street 
protesters engage in that 
helped or hurt their 
credibility?
© David Grossman/Alamy

common ground
The degree to which the 
speaker’s values, beliefs, 
attitudes, and interests 
are shared with the 
audience; an aspect of 
credibilty.

sleeper effect
A change of audience 
opinion caused by the 
separation of the message 
content from its source 
over a period of time.

Audience Topic
Common Ground

Speaker

Figure 1
Common ground is best 
established when you can 
show connections between 
the topic, your audience, 
and yourself.
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•	 Speakers who appear younger may be perceived as less credible than those who appear 
older.9 Dress professionally when speaking to help increase your perceived age.

•	 Presenting a message that favors one side of an issue often looks like bias to listeners, 
resulting in lower perceived credibility.10 Present a balanced representation of issues, 
even if you personally take a stand on one side.

•	 People who are perceived to use referent and expert power are seen as more compe-
tent, trustworthy, and likable.11 Build rapport with your audience, and stress your 
personal knowledge of and careful research on the topic (see the chapter on small-
group communication).

•	 Speaking with fluency can increase perceptions of credibility, including competence, 
character, and caring.12 Take care to speak at a moderate pace, enunciate your words, 
and practice your delivery.

•	 Your use of evidence, the audience’s perception of the topic’s importance, and your com-
petence as a speaker interact to influence your credibility. Reinard and Myers found that, 
although the use of any type of evidence increases your credibility, the effects are even 
greater when the audience perceives the topic to be important and you to be competent.13

•	 When someone else introduces you to your audience, the timing and content of the 
introduction are important to your credibility. Mike Allen and colleagues found that, 
if you do not have automatic credibility based on your qualifications, it may be best 
to delay letting the audience know your qualifications until after you have spoken.14

How to Be Strategic in Finding Information
Your credibility is determined, in part, by your delivery. Credibility is also influenced 
by the quality of the information you present in the speech. To build your credibility, 
audience members must perceive that you have selected and presented high-quality infor-
mation to support your ideas. This section helps you better understand the process 
through which you develop and implement a research strategy for your presentations.

PRINCIPLES FOR EFFECTIVE RESEARCH
Students at all levels generally understand that research is important. Few recognize that 
research is the foundation for everything else you do in your speech. Table1 analyzes 
how a good research plan can help nearly every aspect of the speechmaking process, 
even delivery. This section explains approaches you should embrace and those you should 
avoid when planning your research strategy.

Table 1  Research and the Speech Preparation Process

Preparation Step	 Benefit of Research

1.  Selecting a topic	 Research helps you discover and narrow topics.

2.  Organizing ideas	 Research helps you identify main and subordinate points.

3. � Researching support	 Research provides facts, examples, definitions, and other 
materials		  forms of support to give substance to your points.

4. � Preparing an introduction	 Research may reveal interesting examples, stories, or 
and a conclusion		  quotes to begin or end the speech.

5. � Practicing and delivering	 Because your speech is well researched, you will feel 
the speech		  more confident and will seem more credible.
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Refine Your Topic

Poor research strategies often result from poorly worded thesis statements or vague ideas 
for topics. Take time to think carefully about what your topic is and how others might think 
of it. After collecting some initial research, do you have information that might help you 
narrow your topic further? Finding ways to reduce the amount of information you need to 
review and evaluate will speed up your workflow and help you find higher-quality sources.

Think of Research as a Process

Experts rarely assume they have many answers. In fact, many professors who conduct research 
will claim that at the conclusion of a research project they have more questions than answers. 
You should embrace the same philosophy when conducting research. Start early, research 
repeatedly while integrating ideas into your presentation, then do more research, and so on. 
Waiting until the last minute to start your research, viewing it as just another hoop to jump 
through for your assignment, locks you into an outcome of ineffective research.

Use a Variety of Sources

Not all sources tell you the same thing. On any given speech topic—global poverty, for 
example—you can obtain information from each type of source: personal experience, library 
resources, the Internet, and even personal interviews. Each type of source will yield a dif-
ferent type of information. Personal experience might tell you how poverty is felt in our 
own lives, either directly or indirectly; magazine and newspaper articles might give general 
background about regions where poverty is most rampant; scientific journals might provide 
detailed statistics showing how poverty is linked to disease, famine, and even conflict; and 
webpages might describe groups committed to reducing poverty and its effects.
	 When devising your research plan, be committed to locating a variety of types of 
sources. Using only Google will skew your research base to certain types of information 
while excluding others. Likewise, finding one really good book on poverty and relying 
only on that resource will limit the details you can integrate into your presentation. Using 
table 3 (presented later in the chapter) as a guide, try to locate one of each type of source 
on your topic. Does this seem like a lot of work? Maybe, but given the importance of 
research to your success in this class and well into the future, the effort will pay off.

Evaluate Sources Carefully

Merely finding sources does not ensure that you have effectively researched your speech. 
Regardless of what type of source you have found, apply critical criteria to evaluate its 
quality. Table 2 describes several heuristics, or mental 
shortcuts, that people use when evaluating sources. Using 
these is definitely better than simply selecting the first five 
sources from a Google search. For instance, a poorly con-
structed site or sloppy article could be indicative of sloppy 
work overall, so the aesthetic appeal heuristic, though weak, 
could be useful. However, these shortcuts can lead to faulty 
conclusions about the quality of any given source and should 
not be used alone.
	 Rather than using shortcuts, try these more robust 
criteria for evaluating sources of all types:

1.	 Is the supporting material clear? Does the source 
present information in a clear and simple manner? 
Sources that lack clarity could indicate a lack of true 
understanding on the part of the creator.

heuristics
Mental shortcuts used to 
make decisions—for 
instance, evaluating 
sources.

•  Start your research 
early and use more than 
one source. Research is 
a process, not a step.
© Image Source/Getty 
Images RF
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2.	 Is the supporting material verifiable? Whereas the consistency heuristic simply 
suggests that sources are OK if they all say the same thing, verifiability means 
that you can confirm the source’s facts and details. In journalism this process is 
called independent verification, meaning you can confirm details independently 
from the source you are using.

3.	 Is the source of the supporting material competent? For each source you should 
be able to determine qualifications. If your source is a person, what expertise does 
the person have in the topic? If your source is an organization, what connection 
does the organization have to the issue? For instance, would you trust a statement 
on a small business website supporting conceal and carry laws? Your answer 
might depend on the type of small business and its connection to the issue.

4.	 Is the source objective? All sources—even news reports—have some sort of bias. 
The National Rifle Association has a bias against gun control; Greenpeace has a 
bias in favor of environmental protections; TV news programs have a bias toward 
vivid visual imagery. What biases do your sources have, and how might those 
biases affect the way the source frames information?

5.	 Is the supporting material relevant? Loading your speech with irrelevant sources 
might make it seem well researched; however, critical listeners will see through this 
tactic. Include only sources that directly address the key points you want to make.

6.	 Is the supporting material current? Knowledge changes on a daily basis. What we 
thought was true about the war on drugs, the Internet, health, and the economy a 
few years ago is now irrelevant. Use older sources sparingly, and attempt to find 
up-to-date information.15

These criteria are not yes or no questions. Sources will meet some criteria well and fail 
others. Your job as speaker is to weigh the benefits and drawbacks of each source and 
determine whether to include it in your speech. Indeed, you have an ethical responsibil-
ity to carefully evaluate your sources.

LOCATING INFORMATION FOR YOUR PRESENTATION
Although audience members look at several factors to determine your credibility, you 
have control over only some of them. For instance, you can practice your delivery to 

Table 2  Heuristics Used by College Students to Evaluate Research

Heuristic	 Description

1.  Reputation	� Trusting a source because it has a recognizable name or brand (For example, you might 
trust CNN because it is a large media organization.)

2.  Endorsements	� Believing information because others say it is believable (For example, you might trust a 
source because reader comments attached to a story are positive.)

3.  Consistency	� Trusting one source because it says something similar to what other sources say (For 
example, you might believe one website because another website says the same thing.)

4.  Expectancy violation	� Mistrusting a source because it says something contrary to what you thought or contrary 
to what other sources say

5.  Persuasive intent	 Mistrusting a source because it makes an obvious attempt to be persuasive

6.  Aesthetic appeal	 Trusting a source because it is well designed and visually appealing

Source: Items 1–5 are adapted from Metzger, M. J., Flanagan, A. J., & Medders, R. B. (2010). Social and heuristic approaches to cred-
ibility evaluation online. Journal of Communication, 60, 413–439.
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avoid mispronunciations, you can work to improve your gestures, and you can take care 
to create a well-organized speech. In addition, you can improve your own credibility by 
borrowing on the credibility of others. In this section you will learn how to conduct 
research and gather supporting material from personal experience, other people, written 
and visual resources, and the Internet. We also show how to evaluate those sources and 
use them effectively in your speeches.

Personal Experience

The first place you should look for materials for the content of your speech is within 
yourself. Your personal experience—your own life as a source of information—is some-
thing about which you can speak with considerable authority. One student had been a 
“headhunter,” a person who finds employees 
for employers willing to pay a premium for 
specific kinds of workers. This student gave a 
speech from his personal experience concern-
ing what employers particularly value in 
employees. Another student had a brother who 
was autistic. In her informative speech she 
explained what autism is and how autistic chil-
dren can grow up to be self-reliant and suc-
cessful. Your special causes, jobs, and family 
can provide you with firsthand information to 
use in your speech.
	 However, you should ask yourself some 
critical questions about your personal experi-
ence before you use it in your speech. Some 
experiences may be too personal or too intimate 
to share with strangers or even classmates. 
Others may be interesting but irrelevant to the 
topic of your speech. You can evaluate your 
personal experience as evidence, or as data on 
which proof may be based, by asking yourself 
the following questions:

1.	 Was my experience typical?
2.	 Was my experience so typical that it will 

bore an audience?
3.	 Was my experience so atypical that it 

was a chance occurrence?
4.	 Was my experience so personal and 

revealing that the audience may feel 
uncomfortable?

5.	 Was my experience one that this 
audience will appreciate or from which 
this audience can learn a lesson?

6.	 Does my experience really constitute 
proof or evidence of anything?

	 Also consider the ethics of using your per-
sonal experience in a speech. Will your message 
harm others? Is the experience your own or 
someone else’s? Experience that is not firsthand 

personal experience
Your own life as a source 
of information.

sizing things up
Research Attitudes Scale
You have a variety of sources in which you can locate evi-
dence and information. Read each statement below and re-
spond using the following scale. There are no right or wrong 
answers to these questions. A guide for interpreting your 
responses appears at the end of the chapter.

1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neither agree nor disagree
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly agree

	 1.	 I feel confident when using the Internet to find good 
information.

	 2.	 I like to use journals to find good articles on a topic.
	 3.	 I find it easy to locate good books on a given topic.
	 4.	 I have confidence in using reference materials to 

find good research on topics.
	 5.	 I find it easy to locate good popular press articles 

on topics.
	 6.	 I like to look for good books when researching a topic.
	 7.	 I find it easy to locate good journal articles on topics.
	 8.	 I like to use good reference materials when 

researching.
	 9.	 The Internet is easy to use when looking for good 

information.
	10.	 I am confident in my abilities to find good popular 

press articles on topics.
	11.	 I am confident in my ability to find good books on a 

topic.
	12.	 It is easy to use the reference section in the library 

to find good information.
	13.	 I like to search for good popular press articles on 

topics.
	14.	 I like to use the Internet to search for good 

information.
	15.	 I am confident in my ability to locate good journal 

articles on a topic.
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is probably questionable, because information about others’ experiences often becomes 
distorted as the message is passed from one person to another. Unless the experience is 
your own, you may find yourself passing along a falsehood.

Other People

Speakers often overlook the most obvious sources of information—the people around 
them. The easiest way to secure information from other people is to ask them in an 
informational interview.
	 How do you find the right people? Your instructor might have some suggestions 
about whom to approach. Good and accessible sources of information are professors and 
administrators who are available on campus. They can be contacted during office hours 
or by appointment. Government officials, too, have an obligation to be responsive to your 
questions. Even big business and industrial concerns have public relations offices that 
can help you with information. Your objective is to find someone, or a few people, who 
can provide you with the best information in the limited time you have to prepare your 
speech.
	 An interview can be an important and impressive source of information for your 
speech—if you conduct it properly. After you have carefully selected the person or per-
sons you wish to interview, follow these suggestions:

1.	 On first contact with your interviewee or the interviewee’s assistant, be  
honest about your purpose. For example, you might say, “I want to interview  
Dr. Schwartz for 10 minutes about the plans for student aid for next year, so  
that I can share that information with the 20 students in my public speaking 
class.” Notice that this request tells the person how much time the interview  
will take.

2.	 Prepare specific questions for the interview. Think ahead about exactly what kind 
of information you will need to satisfy yourself and your audience. Conducting at 
least some research before the interview is often advisable—you will be able to 
ask better questions. Keep your list of questions short enough to fit the time limit 
you have suggested to the interviewee.

3.	 Be respectful toward the person you interview. Remember, the person you 
interview is doing you a favor. You do not need to question aggressively like a 
talk show host. Instead, dress appropriately for the person’s status, ask your 
questions politely, and thank your interviewee for granting you an interview.

4.	 Tell the interviewee you are going to take notes so you can use the information in 
your speech. If you are going to record the interview, you need to ask the 
interviewee’s permission. Be prepared to take notes in case the interviewee does 
not wish to be recorded. Even if you record the interview, it’s a good idea to take 
notes as a backup in case something happens to the recording.

5.	 When you quote the interviewee or paraphrase his or her ideas in your speech, 
use oral footnotes to indicate where you got the information. Here’s an example: 
“According to Dr. Fred Schwartz, the director of financial aid, the amount of 
student financial aid for next year will be slightly less than it was this year.”

	 Sometimes the person you interview will be a good resource for additional informa-
tion. For example, one student interviewed the director of disability services on campus 
for her informative speech about learning disabilities. The director not only answered her 
questions but also gave her an extensive packet of information about the topic. Of course, 
even with an expert, you should also use other types of resources, so that differing 
opinions and alternate explanations can be identified.
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Written and Visual Resources from the Library

Modern libraries, such as the ones found at most colleges and universities, are portals 
to digital information. So, rather than helping you find a particular book or article, a 
reference librarian—someone specifically trained to help you locate sources of 
information—is far more likely to teach you how to use your school’s particular library 
system and one or more of the available electronic databases.
	 Here are some practical principles of library research that you can adapt to your 
unique situation:
1.	 Start at the center and work your way out. The reference desk is the practical 

“center” of your library. To find anything, you will start with a search of some 
type; the reference desk is there to help you conduct that search, so start by asking 
for help there. In addition to starting at the center of the library, you should begin 
by searching at the center of your topic. Following the principle that topics will be 
narrowed as you conduct research, start by researching the broad and typical 
elements of your topic. As you gain more information, you will be able to narrow 
your search to more specific (and possibly off-center) aspects of your topic.

2.	 Understand that not all sources are equal. Modern libraries offer access to many 
different types of sources, ranging from books and academic journals to newspapers 
and trade magazines. Each will provide you with different types of information, and 
each will likely be indexed in a different database. Table 3 identifies several 

reference librarian
A librarian specifically 
trained to help you find 
sources of information.

Table 3  Types of Sources

Source	 Uses

Fiction books	 Some plots or characters can be used to illustrate points you are making in your speech.

Nonfiction books	� Nonfiction books include historical, political, social, and scientific studies. Research reported in 
books tends to be very detailed but can also be somewhat out of date.

Academic journal articles	� Most academic journal articles undergo careful editorial review and blind peer review, which 
can help ensure high-quality information. Academic articles tend to report the results of very 
specific studies.

Government documents	� The federal government produces publications ranging from compilations of congressional 
testimony to the results of million-dollar scientific studies. Many university libraries have a 
separate department for government documents.

Trade journal articles	� Trade journals are targeted toward professionals in a particular profession or discipline. Trade 
journals tend to be practical but based on solid research.

Reference books	� Your library reference department will have a number of reference books ranging from dictionaries 
and biographies to atlases. Depending on your speech topic, such sources can be very useful.

Encyclopedias	� Encyclopedias are excellent places to start researching topics about which you know absolutely 
nothing. Encyclopedia entries provide short, easy-to-read explanations but tend to be dated 
and too general.

Magazine articles	� Magazine articles provide timely information and tend to provide more in-depth coverage. The 
disadvantage of magazine articles is that they are typically written by journalists with little or 
no expertise on the topics they write about.

Newspaper articles	� Newspaper articles are among the timeliest sources of print information. Although they are up 
to date, they are written by journalists who may have little or no expertise on the topics they 
write about. They also tend to provide few details.

Webpages	� Webpages are hard to describe because they come in so many variations. Later you will learn 
about how to locate effective websites. For now, understand that, although websites provide easy 
access to current information, the quality of information on the web must always be verified.
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different types of sources and suggests how you might use them as evidence. A key 
principle when conducting good research is that source variety is important—finding 
and using a variety of types of sources from this list is wise.

3.	 Know your databases! Some university libraries can provide access to hundreds of 
electronic databases. With so many options, figuring out which databases to use 
can seem daunting. Following the principle that you should start at the center, 
generalized databases such as Academic Search Premier and Lexis-Nexis are 
excellent places to begin. The library computer catalog will also help you locate 
books and other resources in your library. Once you have located initial 
information, you may wish to consult more specific and specialized databases. For 
example, if you are doing a presentation about a medical topic, you may wish to 
consult MEDLINE. And if you are doing a persuasive speech, you may wish to 
consult the Opposing Viewpoints Resource Center to find “pro” and “con” articles 
on topics ranging from adoption to welfare reform. Remember that the reference 
librarian is trained to help you select and use the right databases for your topic.

4.	 Recognize that good research requires reading, thinking, and doing more research. 
Many students assume their research task is over with one quick Google search or a 
quick trip to the library. Although the “one trip fits all” approach is appealing, it 
does not work well. Once you have obtained initial research on your topic, the best 
thing you can do is to spend time reading those sources, revising your outline, and 
conducting more research to fill in gaps and find more specific information. Good 
research takes time, but the end result is outstanding evidence that is sure to impress.

•  Google can be a good 
starting point for 
research, but relying only 
on that resource can 
limit the types of 
information that you 
locate. Using multiple 
search portals is a better 
strategy.
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The Internet

The Internet has been integrated into nearly every aspect of our lives, appearing on 
our cell phones, televisions, and even upscale refrigerators. We have access to more 
information than ever, but not all of it is useful, and filtering through the garbage can 
be overwhelming.
	 Good web searches start with a plan, and we provide a general strategy here. Depend-
ing on the nature of your topic and your specific assignment, you might need to perform 
additional steps.

1.	 Use search engines and other portals. A search engine is a webpage designed to help 
you search for information; Google is the prime example. Although search engines will 
locate thousands of sites that contain the word or phrase you are searching for, they 
also return hundreds of irrelevant websites. An alternative approach is to use a more 
specialized search engine. For instance, for some topics Google Scholar might be much 
better than the standard Google search engine. In addition, there are thousands of other 
types of information portals on the web. YouTube and TED provide portals for finding 
video; iTunes is a portal for finding podcasts; and Visual.ly is a portal for interesting 
information graphics. Using a variety of search engines and other portals can diversify 
your research base and help you find better information.

2.	 Refine your search. Many students assume one search will be sufficient. As you 
discover more information, try using different combinations of search terms. 
Sometimes adding a few words or rearranging words can make an important change 
in what your search engine returns. Also, try using more advanced techniques, such 
as Boolean operators, to narrow searches. Table 4 provides recommendations on 

search engine
A program on the 
Internet that allows users 
to search for information.

Table 4  Tools for Narrowing Your Web Search

Type	 Description	 Example

Exact-word 	 By default, browsers return any webpage containing the word you asked it 	 “inform” 
searching	 to search for. For example, if you want to search for the informal speech  
	 abbreviation inform, the search engine would return sites with the words  
	 informative, information, informal, informing, and so forth. To prevent this  
	 problem, type your search term enclosed in double quotations marks.

Exact-phrase 	 If you are looking for a phrase, put the phrase in quotation marks. For example, 	 “public speaking” 
searching	 simply typing in public speaking would return all sites that contain the two -words  
	 anywhere on the site. Placing the phrase in quote marks will return only sites  
	 using the phrase.	

Excluding	 Sometimes you may want to search for a word or phrase but, because it is used 	 Apple -computer 
terms	 in  multiple contexts, you need to exclude some types of pages. Suppose you 	 -iPhone -iPad 
	 wanted to search for the word apple with the intention of finding out about the  
	 fruit, not the company. One way of accomplishing that search is to type in  
	 apple followed by words you want to exclude, preceded by minus signs.	

Using 	 Wildcards, or symbols (usually an asterisk) that stand in for an unknown 	 “state of * voter 
wildcards	 character, can expand your search. For example, suppose you wanted to 	 registration laws” 
	 search for state laws pertaining to voter registration. You could search for  
	 each state separately (e.g., state of Alaska voter registration laws), or  
	 you could combine the wildcard with quotation marks to search for all states,  
	 simultaneously, while keeping your search narrowed to documents containing  
	 the exact phrase you are interested in.

Source: Adapted from Google (www.google.com/support/websearch/?hl=en).
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how to more effectively narrow your searches. Searching for information is easy; 
being smart about your searches is more challenging. Your objective should be to 
narrow the search until you have separated the junk from the gold.

3.	 Evaluate carefully all sources of information found on the Internet, especially 
when you use sources outside your university’s web domain. Later in the 
chapter we focus specifically on this issue, but it cannot be stated too many 
times. The critical skills in research are both locating and evaluating sources of 
information. Perhaps you are picky about your clothes or your food. You 
should be equally picky about the information you consume and, in this case, 
serve to others.

	 Keep in mind that people have different motives for creating webpages. Some websites 
are intended to be informative, others are intended to persuade, and still others are out to 
make money. Some are designed to conceal their true motive: a website might look infor-
mative but actually tell only part of a story to lure you into making an uninformed decision. 
One way to understand the motive of websites is to pay attention to the server extension. 
Figure 2 explains the parts of a web address and the characteristics of web addresses with 

different server extensions. No single type of web address—based on the server 
extension—is necessarily better than another. However, you can make initial 

Elements of a Web Address

http://www.nws.noaa.gov/om/hazstats.shtml

	
Server

 	 Server 	 Exact

		  extension	 location on 

			   server

Common Server Extensions

Extension	 Description	 Example

.edu	 Primarily college and 	 www.ohio.edu 
	 university websites	 website for Ohio University

.com	 Primarily commercial 	 www.mhhe.com 
	 or for-profit websites 	 website for McGraw-Hill  
		  Higher Education

.gov	 Government websites	 www.ed.gov  
		�  website for the U.S. 

Department of Education

.net	 Primarily Internet service 	 www.maui.net 
	 provider public sites, sometimes 	 website for island of Maui 
	 used as an alternative when a 	 Tourism Bureau 
	 “.com” name has already been  
	 taken	

.org	 Primarily not-for-profit 	 www.helping.org 
	 organizations	 resource site for volunteerism 
		  and nonprofit organizations

Figure 2
Breaking down web 
addresses.
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judgments about the credibility of a site by 
looking at the extension. Remember that 
“.com” sites are trying to make money,  
“.gov” sites are maintained by the govern-
ment and are typically oriented toward public 
service, and “.edu” sites are associated with 
universities. Although only a start, this infor-
mation can help you sift through certain 
types of sites that have the potential to pres-
ent misleading or even deceptive information.

Types of Supporting 
Material
Now that you know where to look for infor-
mation, the next step is pulling key facts, quo-
tations, stories, and other details out of those 
sources to use in your presentation. Such 
details are called supporting material, which consists of details you can use to substantiate 
your arguments and to clarify your ideas. In this section you will learn about examples, nar-
ratives, surveys, testimony, numbers and statistics, analogies, explanations, and definitions.

EXAMPLES
Examples—specific instances used to illustrate your point—are among the most com-
mon supporting materials found in speeches. Sometimes a single example helps convince 
an audience; other times a relatively large number of examples may be necessary to 
achieve your purpose. For instance, you could support the argument that a university 
gives admission priority to out-of-state students by showing the difference between the 
numbers of in-state and out-of-state students who are accepted in relation to the number 
of students who applied in each group. Likewise, in a persuasive speech designed to 
motivate everyone to vote, you could present cases in which a few more votes would 
have meant a major change in election results.
	 You should be careful when using examples. Sometimes an example is so unusual 
that an audience will not accept the story as evidence or proof of anything. For instance, 
would you find information obtained from Hawaii a good example for illustrating the 
price of consumable goods? Probably not, because Hawaii is geographically isolated and 
requires many of its consumable goods to be transported to the islands. A good example 
must be plausible, typical, and related to the main point of the speech.
	 Two types of examples are factual and hypothetical: a hypothetical example is fic-
tional but realistic, whereas a factual example is based on real circumstances. Either type 
can be brief or extended. The following is a brief factual example:

Several online memorial sites on Facebook illustrate how social networking sites 
have started to serve a larger role than simply helping people connect.

Here is an extended hypothetical example:

An example of a good excuse for a student missing class is that he or she has 
a serious auto accident on the way to class, ends up in the hospital, and has a 
signed medical statement from a physician to prove hospitalization for a week. 
A poor excuse for a student missing class is that the student, knowing before-
hand when the final examination will be held, schedules a flight home for the 
day before the exam and wants an “excused absence.”

supporting material
Information you can use 
to substantiate your 
arguments and to clarify 
your position.

examples
Specific instances used 
to illustrate your point.

Verbally Citing Sources
Making verbal citations is one of the most important skills 
you will learn in this course, and it will benefit you for years 
to come. Start by drafting possible ways to state your 
sources in written form. For each source you plan to use in 
your presentation, write down statements similar to those in 
table 5 (later in the chapter) that you could use when identi-
fying your sources. You should not read aloud from these 
drafts during your presentation, but planning the wording 
ahead of time will help you state the information more effec-
tively. When writing your drafts, take care to emphasize the 
credentials, expertise, and timeliness of the sources.

building behaviors
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The brief factual example is verifiable, meaning it can be supported by a source that the 
audience can check. The extended hypothetical example is not verifiable and is actually 
a composite of excuses.

NARRATIVES
Whereas examples are primarily intended to present factual information, narratives— 
stories to illustrate an important point—focus more on telling a human story. Think about 
the difference between hearing that Michael J. Fox has Parkinson’s disease (an example) 
and hearing a detailed story about how his acting career has been affected by the 
disease—narratives provide richer detail and dimension to people’s lives.
	 Narratives are important parts of speeches. Major elections like the one in 2016 turn 
on the power of narrative—the ability of a particular candidate to describe a vision that 
a majority of the electorate can buy into with their vote. When using narratives in your 
speech, take care to focus on the human element, to be truthful in telling the story, and 
to help the audience understand what can be learned from the story. Because they tend 
to draw us into human dramas, narratives can sometimes cause audience members to 
lose sight of potential implications and outcomes.

SURVEYS
Another source of supporting material commonly used in speeches is surveys, studies 
in which we ask a sample of the population a limited number of questions to discover 
public opinions on issues. Surveys are found most often in magazines or journals and 
are usually seen as more credible than an example or one person’s experience, because 
they synthesize the experience of hundreds or thousands of people. One person’s expe-
rience with alcohol can have an impact on an audience, but a survey indicating that 
one-third of all U.S. adults abstain, one-third drink occasionally, and one-third drink 
regularly provides better support for an argument. As when dealing with personal 
experience, you should ask some important questions about the evidence found in 
surveys:

1.	 How reliable is the source? A report in a professional journal of sociology, 
psychology, or communication is likely to be more thorough and more valid 
than one found in a local newspaper.

2.	 How broad was the sample used in the survey? Did the survey include the 
entire nation, the region, the state, the city, the campus, or the class? Larger 
samples allow the survey to be more precise in representing a broader 
viewpoint. In political and other polls you have heard mention of a “margin 
of error.” Larger sample sizes reduce the margin of error, which can boost 
confidence in the accuracy of a poll’s results.

3.	 Who was included in the survey? Did everyone in the sample have an 
equally good chance of being selected, or were volunteers asked to respond 
to the questions? If people are randomly selected to be in a survey, the 
results are less likely to be biased by a particular viewpoint. If you 
conducted a poll only through Facebook, responses to questions could be 
very different from those in a paper-and-pencil survey conducted at a 
shopping mall. Although those approaches to sampling are used all the 
time, they do risk biasing results in a certain way, because certain types of 
people had greater opportunity to participate than did others.

4.	 How representative was the survey sample? For example, Playboy’s readers 
may not be typical of the population in your state.

narratives
Stories to illustrate an 
important point.

surveys
Studies in which a 
limited number of 
questions are answered 
by a sample of the 
population to discover 
opinions on issues.

•  Telling narratives can 
bring issues to life by 
introducing characters 
and emotions into your 
speech.
© Peter Hvizdak/ 
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5.	 Who performed the survey? Was the survey firm nationally recognized, such as Lou 
Harris or Gallup, or did the local newspaper perform the survey? Did professionals 
such as professors, researchers, or management consultants administer the survey?

6.	 Why was the survey done? Was the survey performed for any self-serving 
purpose—for example, to attract more readers—or did the government conduct the 
study to help establish policy or legislation?

TESTIMONY
Testimonial evidence, a third kind of supporting material, consists of written or oral 
statements of others’ experience used by a speaker to substantiate or clarify a point. One 
assumption behind testimonial evidence is that you are not alone in your beliefs, ideas, 
and arguments: other people also support them. Another assumption is that the statements 
of others should help the audience accept your point of view because those other people 
may have additional credibility that can transfer to your argument. The three kinds of 
testimonial evidence you can use in your speeches are lay, expert, and celebrity.
	 Lay testimony is statements made by an ordinary person that substantiate or support 
what you say. In advertising, this kind of testimony shows ordinary people using or buying 
products and stating the fine qualities of those products. In a speech, lay testimony might be 
the words of your relatives, neighbors, or colleagues concerning an issue. Such testimony 
shows the audience that you and other ordinary people support the idea. Other examples of 
lay testimony are proclamations of faith by fundamentalist Christians at a church gathering 
and statements about the wonderful qualities of their college by alumni at a recruiting session.
	 Expert testimony is statements made by someone who has special knowledge or 
expertise about an issue or idea. In your speech you might quote a mechanic about 
problems with an automobile, an interior decorator about the aesthetic qualities of fabrics, 
or a political pundit about the elections. The idea is to demonstrate that people with 
specialized experience or education support the positions you advocate in your speech.
	 Celebrity testimony is statements made by a public figure who is known to the 
audience. Celebrity testimony occurs in advertising when someone famous endorses a 
particular product. In your speech you might point out that a famous politician, a syn-
dicated columnist, or a well-known entertainer endorses the position you advocate.
	 Although testimonial evidence may encourage your audience to adopt your ideas, 
you need to use such evidence with caution. An idea may have little credence even though 
many laypeople believe in it; an expert may be quoted on topics well outside his or her 
area of expertise; and a celebrity usually is paid for endorsing a product. To protect 
yourself and your audience, ask yourself the following questions before using testimonial 
evidence in your speeches:

1.	 Is the person you quote an expert whose opinions or conclusions are worthier than 
most other people’s opinions?

2.	 Are you quoting someone’s statements about his or her own area of expertise?
3.	 Is the person’s statement based on extensive personal experience, professional 

study or research, or another form of firsthand proof?
4.	 Will your audience find the statement more believable because you got the 

quotation from this outside source?

NUMBERS AND STATISTICS
A fourth kind of evidence useful for clarification or substantiation is numbers and sta-
tistics. Because numbers are sometimes easier to understand and digest when they appear 
in print, the public speaker often has to simplify, explain, and translate their meaning in 

testimonial evidence
Written or oral 
statements of others’ 
experience used by a 
speaker to substantiate 
or clarify a point.

lay testimony
Statements made by an 
ordinary person that 
substantiate or support 
what you say.

expert testimony
Statements made by 
someone who has 
special knowledge or 
expertise about an issue 
or idea.

celebrity testimony
Statements made by a 
public figure who is 
known to the audience.
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a spoken presentation. For example, instead of saying “There were 323,462 high school 
graduates,” say “There were more than 300,000 graduates.” You can also simplify a 
number like 323,462 by writing it on a visual aid like a PowerPoint slide and making a 
comparison, such as “Three hundred thousand high school graduates are equivalent to 
the entire population of Lancaster.”
	 Statistics—numbers that summarize numerical information or compare quantities—
are also difficult for audiences to interpret. For example, an audience will have difficulty 
interpreting a statement such as “Honda sales increased 47%.” Instead, you could round 
off the figure to “nearly 50%,” or you could reveal the actual dollar value of Honda car 
sales this year and last year. You can also help the audience interpret the significance 
with a comparison such as “That is the biggest increase in sales experienced by any 
domestic or imported car dealer in our city this year.”
	 You can greatly increase your effectiveness as a speaker if you illustrate your num-
bers by using visual resources, such as pie charts, line graphs, and bar graphs. Both say 
and show your figures. Try using visual imagery—for example, “That amount of money 
is greater than all the money in all our local banks” or “That many discarded tires would 
cover our city 6 feet deep in a single year.”

ANALOGIES
Another kind of supporting material used in public speeches is analogies. An analogy 
is a comparison of things that are otherwise dissimilar. For instance, one government 
official said that trying to find Osama bin Laden in Afghanistan was like trying to find 
one particular rabbit in the state of West Virginia. Similarly, analogies can be used to 
show that ancient Roman society is analogous to U.S. society and that a law applied in 
one state will work the same way in another.
	 An analogy also provides clarification, but it is not proof, because the comparison 
inevitably breaks down. Therefore, a speaker who argues that U.S. society will fail just 
as Roman society did can carry the comparison only so far because the form of govern-
ment and the institutions in the two societies are quite different. Likewise, you can ques-
tion the rabbit-in-West-Virginia analogy by pointing out the vast differences between the 

two things being compared. Nonetheless, analogies 
can be quite useful as a way to illustrate or clarify.

EXPLANATIONS
Explanations are another important means of clari-
fication and persuasion that you will often find in 
written and visual sources and in interviews. An 
explanation clarifies what something is or how it 
works. A discussion of psychology would offer 
explanations and answers, as well as their relation-
ship to the field—for example, “How does Freud 
explain our motivations?” “What is catharsis, and 
how is it related to aggression?” or “What do id, 
ego, and superego mean?” 
	 A good explanation usually simplifies a con-
cept or an idea by explaining the idea from the 
audience’s point of view. If you have ever watched 
Sanjay Gupta from CNN or other medical corre-
spondents, you’ve seen them attempt to explain 
highly technical medical procedures in ways that 

statistics
Numbers that summarize 
numerical information or 
compare quantities.

analogy
A comparison of things 
in some respects, 
especially in position or 
function, that are 
otherwise dissimilar.

explanation
A clarification of what 
something is or how it 
works.

•  Using graphs and 
tables can help you 
present statistics and 
numbers more effectively.
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lay audiences can understand. Likewise, legal reporters must use explanations to simplify 
detailed legal issues. Explanations are the lifeblood of great journalism; they are also 
critical for great speeches.

DEFINITIONS
Some of the most contentious arguments in our society center on definitions, or 
determinations of meaning through description, simplification, examples, analysis, com-
parison, explanation, or illustration. Experts and ordinary citizens have argued for years 
about definitions. For instance, when does art become pornography? Is euthanasia mur-
der or mercy? The way you define a concept can make a considerable difference.
	 Definitions in a public speech enlighten the audience by revealing what a term 
means. Sometimes you can use definitions that appear in standard reference works, such 
as dictionaries and encyclopedias, but simply trying to explain the word in language the 
audience will understand is often more effective. For example, suppose you use the term 
subcutaneous hematoma in your speech. Subcutaneous hematoma is jargon used by phy-
sicians to explain a blotch on your flesh, but you could explain the term in this way: 
“Subcutaneous means ‘under the skin,’ and hematoma means ‘swelled with blood,’ so 
the words mean ‘blood swelling under the skin,’ or what most of us call a ‘bruise.’”

THINK ABOUT THE MIX
When selecting supporting material for your presentation, you should think carefully about 
the various types of material that you integrate. Using an analogy, you are creating a meal 
from scratch without a recipe, which means that you must anticipate how the ingredients 
will work together to make a tasty dish. In public speaking, there are no rules on the types 
or mixtures of supporting material. However, some principles to follow are listed below:

1.	 Balance your supporting material. Because supporting material differs in 
presentation and tone, relying on a single type of supporting material can result in 
perceptions that your presentation is incomplete. For example, using only 
quotations can diminish your voice, and using only statistics can become 
overwhelming for audience members. Emphasize some variety.

2.	 Match your support to the topic. If your topic is emotionally charged, examples 
and narratives will assist you in conveying the emotion. If your topic is highly 
controversial, statistics can impose a greater sense of rationality to perhaps tone 
down polarized viewpoints.

3.	 Match supporting material to your purpose. Use of narratives and examples may 
increase the vividness of your presentation, which may diminish the impact of 
statistics. Contrarily, using many statistics can potentially diminish the effect of 
narratives.16 Although you should have some variety, you should determine your 
primary objective and emphasize supporting material that is consistent with that 
objective.

4.	 Tie supporting material together. A detailed statistic may need to be followed by 
an explanation so that audience members can better understand the information. A 
survey might be paired with a quotation from an expert to discuss implications 
from the survey.

In summary, there are many types of supporting material that you can include in any 
type of presentation. Selecting and integrating supporting material must be done with 
care. You should consider your objective, your audience, and your message to identify 
the best possible mix of support to help you achieve your goals as a speaker.

definitions
Determinations of 
meaning through 
description, 
simplification, examples, 
analysis, comparison, 
explanation, or 
illustration.
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How to Cite Sources  
of Information
All the work you put into conducting 
great research will be lost if you do 
not find ways to explain well the 
sources that you used. When reading 
or watching the news, how often have 
you heard reports from anonymous 
sources? It turns out that the use of 
anonymous sources lowers both the 
credibility and the believability of 
news stories.17 The same holds true 
for speeches. If you do not identify 
your sources and show why they are 
credible, you can damage your own 
credibility.
	 You will provide references for 
your sources both on your outline and 

during your presentation. Bibliographic references are complete citations that appear in 
the “references” or “works cited” section of your speech outline (or term paper). Your 
outline should also contain internal references, which are brief notations of which biblio-
graphic reference contains the details you are using in your speech. Internal and bibliographic 
references help readers understand what sources you used to find specific details, such as 
statistics, quotations, and examples. Ask your instructor whether you should use a particu-
lar format for references. See the chapter on organizing your presentation for more on how 
you should prepare a bibliography for your outline using common style guidelines.
	 In addition to citing sources in your outline, you must provide verbal citations dur-
ing your presentation. Verbal citations tell listeners who the source is, how recent the 
information is, and what the source’s qualifications are. The examples in table 5 illustrate 
how to orally cite different types of sources.
	 Students often have the most difficulty citing webpages. Remember that the web 
address is only that—an address. Although you should list it in the references or works 
cited page of your outline, giving the address during your presentation is seldom neces-
sary unless you want your audience to visit that website.

bibliographic 
references
Complete citations that 
appear in the “references” 
or “works cited” section of 
your speech outline.

internal references
Brief notations indicating 
a bibliographic reference 
that contains the details 
you are using in your 
speech.

verbal citations
Oral explanations of who 
the source is, how recent 
the information is, and 
what the source’s 
qualifications are.

communicating
	 creatively
Identifying Sources Visually
Inexperienced speakers often struggle with citing sources during 
their presentations. Many forget to cite sources altogether. Those 
that remember often have difficulty in effectively identifying sources 
of information for audience members. A creative way to identify 
sources is to use visual aids (see the chapter on delivery and visual 
resources). For example, when using a quotation from an individual, 
create a slide showing his or her picture and use text to briefly de-
scribe your source’s title or other qualifications. By showing the 
source visually, you will establish the source’s qualifications. In fact, 
when you use a picture, your audience will likely connect better with 
the source and perceive the source, and you, as more credible.

Table 5  Examples of Verbal Citations

Type of Source	 Example

Magazine article	� “According to an article by Hannah Beech in the April 13, 2009, edition of Time magazine, 
scores of people have been injured during antigovernment protests in Bangkok, Thailand.”

Research study	� “Erika Kirby, a communication researcher, found in a 2006 study that businesses are starting 
to take on more family-like roles that blur the separation between family life and work life.”

Webpage	� “According to a statement on the American Red Cross website, which I visited on April 13, 
2009, that organization had to battle three simultaneous disasters—tornadoes, wildfires, and 
floods—during the week of April 9th.”

Graphic or picture	� “As you can see in this picture, taken from the ESPN website yesterday, fans ridiculed players 
for what they tweeted prior to their game.”
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Ethical Principles to Follow for Credibility and Research
As you have learned, credibility is a perceptual variable that is not based on external, 
objective measures of competence, trustworthiness, dynamism, and common ground. 
However, you retain an ethical obligation to project an honest image of yourself to your 
audience. The well-known adage that you can fool all the people some of the time may 
be accurate, but an ethical communicator avoids fooling anyone.

ETHICS AND SOURCE CREDIBILITY
To determine whether you are behaving ethically, answer the following questions:

1.	 Are your speech’s immediate purpose and long-range goal sound? Are you 
providing information or recommending change that would be determined worthy 
by current standards? Attempting to sell a substandard product or to encourage 
people to injure others would clearly not be sound; persuading people to accept 
new, more useful ideas and to be kinder to each other would be sound.

2.	 Does your end justify your means? This time-honored notion suggests that 
communicators can have ethical ends but may use unethical means of bringing the 
audience to a particular conclusion. You want listeners to join the armed forces, 
but should you use scare tactics to achieve your goal?

3.	 Are you being honest with your audience? Are you well informed about the subject 
instead of being a poseur who only pretends to know? Are you using good evidence 
and reasoning to convince your audience? Are your passions about the subject sincere?

•  The decision to use 
some web resources, 
such as Wikipedia, is 
controversial. The 
appropriateness of these 
sites is determined by 
your speaking situation, 
for which your professor’s 
opinion is important.
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	 Your credibility does lie in the audi-
ence’s perception of you, but you also 
have an ethical obligation to be the 
sort of person you project yourself to 
be. In addition, you must consider the 
influence of your message on the 
audience. Persuasive speeches, partic-
ularly, may lead to far-reaching 
changes in others’ behaviors. Are the 
changes you are recommending con-
sistent with standard ethical and moral 
guidelines? Have you thoroughly stud-
ied your topic, so that you are con-
vinced of the accuracy of the informa-
tion you are presenting? Are you 
presenting the entire picture? Are you 
using valid and true arguments? In 
short, are you treating the listeners in 
the way you wish to be treated when 
someone else is speaking and you are 
the listener?

ETHICS AND SUPPORTING 
MATERIAL
Throughout this edition of Human 
Communication we have empha-
sized various ethical requirements 
for communication that stem from 
the NCA Credo on Ethics. And at 
various points in this chapter, we 
have pointed out ethical obligations 
faced by speakers when searching 

for and using supporting materials. Recall that the first point in the NCA Credo on 
Ethics states that accuracy and honesty are essential for ethical communication. In this 
final section we summarize the ethical obligations faced by speakers when working 
with supporting materials:

•	 Speakers have an ethical obligation to find the best possible sources of information. 
The Internet and full-text databases certainly provide us with easier research options; 
however, these tools do not necessarily improve the quality of our research. Nor are 
the best sources of information always available online or in full-text form. When you 
speak, your audience depends on you to present the best and most accurate informa-
tion possible. As a result, many communication instructors emphasize the importance 
of using high-quality sources of information during a presentation. That’s why select-
ing a variety of sources, including print, Internet, and possibly even interviews, can 
help improve the overall quality of your presentation.

•	 Speakers have an ethical obligation to cite their sources of information. Of course, 
one reason to cite sources of information is to avoid plagiarism, which is the inten-
tional use of information from another source without crediting the source. All uni-
versities have specific codes of conduct that identify sanctions levied against those 
who are caught plagiarizing. Although we see relatively few cases of full plagiarism, 
we often see students mistakenly commit incremental plagiarism, which is the 

plagiarism
The intentional use of 
information from another 
source without crediting 
the source.

incremental plagiarism
The intentional or 
unintentional use of 
information from one or 
more sources without 
fully divulging how much 
information is directly 
quoted.

engaging diversity
Building Credibility Across Cultures
How we define credibility depends on many factors, some of which are 
determined by our culture. When communicating with audiences from 
cultures other than your own, what steps should you take to build 
trust and credibility? The answer to that question could depend on 
the cultures involved. For instance, required trust-building behaviors 
may differ when speaking in front of an Asian audience in comparison 
to a Scandinavian audience. Knowledge of customs and rituals within 
each culture is necessary to understand which behaviors will have the 
most positive effect on audience members’ perceptions of you. Some 
suggestions on how to understand these differences follow:

1.	 If possible, observe local customs to understand how strangers 
greet one another, how individuals display emotion, and how non-
verbal behaviors are used to display sincerity.

2.	 Interview a classmate from the culture to understand the com-
mon mistakes made by non-native speakers.

3.	 Cultures differ on expectations associated with individualism, un-
certainty, and use of time. Respecting these cultural differences 
will dramatically improve your credibility, even if you cannot emu-
late many of the particular cultural customs and norms. Trying a lit-
tle can gain a lot (see the chapter on intercultural communication).

4.	 Let your actions speak first. In U.S. culture, we often use 
words—our qualifications or our work—to establish credibility. In 
many cross-cultural situations, you must establish credibility first 
through deeds. For instance, when formal presentations are 
made to individuals from an Asian culture, it is often customary 
to exchange small gifts. Failing to abide by that behavioral norm 
could potentially diminish your credibility.
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intentional or unintentional use of information from one or more sources without fully 
divulging how much information is directly quoted. We commonly see students use 
large chunks of information from webpages and other sources—many times this infor-
mation is directly copied and pasted from the website. Failing to clearly identify what 
is directly quoted, even accidentally, is a form of plagiarism. Moreover, your instruc-
tor will likely evaluate your speech more favorably if you interpret the meaning of 
short quotations for the audience rather than over-relying on very large quotations.

•	 Speakers have an ethical obligation to fairly and accurately represent sources. How often 
have you heard politicians and other public figures complain that the media take their 
comments “out of context”? To avoid unfair and inaccurate representations of sources, 
whether they are newspaper articles, webpages, books, or even interviews, you must ensure 
that you fully understand the points being made by the source. Remember, for example, 
that two-sided arguments are often used to present a point. A two-sided argument is one 
in which a source advocating one position presents an argument from the opposite view-
point and then goes on to refute that viewpoint. To take an excerpt from a source in which 
the opposing argument is being presented for refutation and to imply that the source was 
advocating the opposing argument is unethical. As a speaker you are free to disagree with 
points made by the sources you consult; however, you may not misrepresent them.

	 Locating, understanding, and incorporating supporting material is one of the most 
important tasks you will undertake as a presenter of information and argument. As illus-
trated by table 1, research affects every step in the process of preparing and delivering 
a presentation. Taking care to effectively and ethically use your information will make 
you a better speaker and will garner the respect of your peers and teachers.

two-sided argument
A source advocating one 
position presents an 
argument from the 
opposite viewpoint and 
then goes on to refute 
that argument.

be ready... for what’s next
How to Be an Expert
As a college student, you are just starting to build a portfolio, or set of credentials, to establish your 
credibility in a particular area. You should not think of credibility as something that is there or not there. 
Rather, there are degrees of credibility.18 Some people are more credible than others. So, if you are in 
the early stages of building credibility, what should it look like several years, or even decades, later?
	 In fact, there is a good deal of research exploring the characteristics of experts—those who are at 
the highest levels of credibility in a particular area. These studies have explored expertise in many dif-
ferent domains, ranging from chess playing to medicine and sports. Common to all of these areas are 
the following characteristics of experts:

1.	 There is a certain quantity of time that is necessary to achieve expertise. Literally thousands of 
hours of practice or study are necessary to reach expert status.

2.	 The quality of how you spend your time is important. Simply rehearsing something to maintain a 
skill is not sufficient to reach expert status. You must calibrate practice to continually advance 
your skill in performing a task, recognizing clues, and drawing conclusions.

3.	 Your practice should allow for instant feedback and for opportunities to repeat newly learned tasks 
until you do them correctly. Professional athletes have natural skills, but the very best athletes care-
fully challenge themselves to improve through multiple sources of critique and feedback from others.

4.	 Experts are self-aware. Rather than being satisfied with maintaining a set level of performance, 
experts always have an understanding of what the next level of proficiency could be. There is always 
another goal that is established.

Based on these typical characteristics of experts, what can you do to go beyond being credible and 
develop strong expertise? Your journey down that path has already started, but it is up to you to deter-
mine how far and how quickly you want to take that journey.
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Source credibility is important because it helps audi-
ence members understand why you are qualified and 
trustworthy enough to present on the topic in question.

•	 Source credibility is the audience’s perception of 
your qualifications and effectiveness as a speaker. 
Although you must provide information that estab-
lishes your credibility, audience members ultimately 
decide the degree to which you are credible.

•	 Your credibility is determined by a combination of the 
topic, the situation, and your qualifications. To ana-
lyze credibility, you should ask the question “Why am 
I credible to speak on this topic in this situation?”

2.	 Source credibility is created from the audience’s percep-
tions of four dimensions of credibility.

•	 Competence is the speaker’s qualifications to speak 
on a topic.

•	 Trustworthiness is the perceived dependability and 
ethics of the speaker.

•	 Dynamism is the extent to which the speaker ap-
pears confident and comfortable to the audience. A 
lack of dynamism can make the speaker appear less 
competent and less trustworthy.

•	 Common ground exists when there is perceived 
shared understanding between the speaker and the 
audience. The shared understanding or experience 
can happen in the past, present, or future.

3.	 Because your credibility is influenced by the information 
you use to support your ideas, you must develop a good 
strategy for identifying and selecting high-quality infor-
mation that can later be used as supporting material.

•	 To be most effective, you should think of research as 
a process in which you select a variety of high-quality 
sources to present information on a carefully focused 
topic.

•	 Your research strategy should consider use of multi-
ple types of sources, including your own personal 

experience, information from interviews that you con-
duct with others, various types of library resources, 
and online resources.

•	 You should carefully evaluate all types of sources to 
determine whether they are clear, verifiable, compe-
tent, objective, relevant, and current.

4.	 There are eight types of supporting material that you can 
use to support ideas in your speech: examples, narra-
tives, surveys, testimony, numbers and statistics, analo-
gies, explanations, and definitions.

5.	 When using supporting material from sources that you 
have found, you must correctly reference those sources, 
both in writing on your outline and orally during your 
presentation.

•	 Your outline should contain a reference section at 
the end where complete bibliographic references are 
provided. You should consult with your teacher about 
specific requirements for the formatting of those 
citations.

•	 In the text of the outline, you should use internal cita-
tions to indicate where information from other 
sources is integrated.

•	 During your speech, you should use verbal citations 
to tell audience members about your sources.

6.	 You should follow core ethical principles to establish 
your credibility and in the use of evidence.

•	 You have an obligation to be honest with your audi-
ence by using good evidence. Your purpose in speak-
ing should be reasonable and sound, and you should 
use methods of presenting information that are 
justified.

•	 You have an ethical obligation to find the best possi-
ble sources to use in your presentation, to cite those 
sources during the presentation, and to accurately 
represent what those sources say.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Analogy
Bibliographic references
Celebrity testimony
Common ground
Competence

Definitions
Dynamism
Examples
Expert testimony
Explanation

Heuristics
Incremental plagiarism
Internal references
Lay testimony
Narratives
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Study Questions
  1.	 Which of the following statements regarding source 

credibility is not true?

a.	 Source credibility is the audience’s perception of 
the effectiveness of a speaker.

b.	 Source credibility depends on the speaker, the sub-
ject discussed, the situation, and the audience.

c.	 Source credibility is something a speaker pos-
sesses.

d.	 The audience determines credibility.

  2.	 Which aspect of source credibility is the degree to 
which a speaker is perceived as honest, friendly, and 
honorable?

a.	 competence
b.	 trustworthiness
c.	 dynamism
d.	 common ground

  3.	 If a person speaks with vocal variety, moves toward the 
audience, or uses facial expressions and gestures, he 
or she is exhibiting which aspect of credibility?

a.	 competence
b.	 trustworthiness
c.	 dynamism
d.	 common ground

  4.	 Which of the following results in higher credibility?

a.	 disorganized speeches
b.	 people perceived as low in status
c.	 fumbling over words
d.	 effective delivery skills

  5.	 Which of the following cannot be effectively utilized 
when gathering evidence for your speeches?

a.	 personal experience
b.	 library resources
c.	 the Internet
d.	 a friend’s speech

  6.	 Which type of source undergoes blind 
peer review to ensure high-quality infor-
mation and contains specified studies?

a.	 nonfiction books
b.	 academic journal articles
c.	 government documents
d.	 trade journal articles

  7.	 Brief notations in your outline that indi-
cate a reference used in your speech 
are called  references, 
whereas  references are com-
plete citations that appear in the “refer-
ences” section of the speech outline.

a.	 internal; bibliographic
b.	 verbal; internal
c.	 bibliographic; external
d.	 external; verbal

  8.	 When evaluating sources, you should ensure that the 
supporting material

a.	 contains jargon and technical explanations.
b.	 includes relevant and irrelevant information.
c.	 contains bias and is subjective.
d.	 is verifiable.

  9.	 Which type of supporting material includes written or 
oral statements of others’ experiences?

a.	 examples
b.	 testimonial evidence
c.	 numbers and statistics
d.	 definitions

10.	 To develop high expertise, research suggests that your 
experience should

a.	 take as few hours as possible.
b.	 involve instant feedback.
c.	 maintain basic skills.
d.	 avoid repetition.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (c); 2. (b); 3. (c); 4. (d); 5. (d); 6. (b); 7. (a); 8. (d); 9. (b); 10. (b)

Personal experience
Plagiarism
Reference librarian
Search engine
Sleeper effect

Source credibility
Statistics
Supporting material
Surveys
Testimonial evidence

Trustworthiness
Two-sided argument
Verbal citations
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Research Attitudes Scale

Effective speakers use a variety of types of supporting ma-
terials and research in their speeches. The scale created 
for this chapter helps you assess your strengths and weak-
nesses in using various types of research resources. After 
completing and scoring the scale, you can use the results 
as a diagnostic tool to determine strategies for which you 
may need additional assistance from your teacher or a refer-
ence librarian.

	 The Research Attitudes Scale assesses your comfort 
and ability in using five different types of research re-
sources: the Internet (items 1, 9, and 14), journals (items 2, 
7, and 15), books (items 3, 6, and 11), reference materials 
(items 4, 8, and 12), and popular press sources (items 5, 
10, and 13). You should sum the responses to questions 
for each resource to find specific scores. Scores of 3 to 6 
indicate areas needing greater attention or assistance.
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organizing your 
presentation

In this chapter you will learn how to organize your presentation. You will examine 
the three main parts of a speech: introduction, body, and conclusion; you will learn 
the functions of each part and how to effectively organize the content. Understand-
ing the parts of a speech, the functions of each part, and ways to organize the 
entire message is essential to becoming a successful presenter.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Present an effective introduction that captures the interest of your audience in your topic, the 
purpose of the speech, and the development of the talk.

2.	 Write an effective outline for a presentation.

3.	 Describe the most frequently used patterns of organization in public presentations.

4.	 Use transitions and signposts that link ideas and indicate direction to the audience.

5.	 Present an effective conclusion.

6.	 Compile a list of references, or sources, to accompany your complete outline.
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lan Perrault wanted to give a speech on geocaching, the GPS treasure-
hunting game, which was a favorite personal activity. He was not 
sure whether his classmates knew about the game, so he began to informally 
talk about this activity before and after class. He learned that a couple of 
people had geocached in their hometowns, one had geocached near the 

campus, but most did not know what the term meant. From these interactions, Alan  
began to think about how he could structure his talk.

What would you suggest to Alan about the organization of his 
speech? Where should he start, and what information should he 
include? At the end of the chapter, we’ll take another look at Alan’s 

situation and how he decides to organize his speech.
How you organize a speech sends signals to audience mem-

bers. Your speech will be more likely to accomplish its goals if 
you can gain and hold your audience’s attention, make clear 
and smooth transitions between major sections, and end with 
a clear statement of what you want your audience to take 
away from your presentation. This chapter will teach you about 

organization by discussing the key elements of a speech—the 
introduction, body, and conclusion—as well as how to outline your 

speech effectively.

A

The Introduction
The introduction, the first part of your presentation, lets audiences assess you as a 
speaker. During your first few sentences, and certainly in the first few minutes of your 
speech, audience members decide whether to listen to you. They also decide whether 
your topic is important enough to hear. In those crucial early minutes, you can capture 
your audience’s attention and keep their focus, or you can lose their attention—perhaps 
for the remainder of the presentation.
	 The five functions of an introduction are to gain the audience’s attention, to arouse 
interest, to state the purpose or thesis of your speech, to establish your credibility, and to 
briefly forecast for listeners the organization of your speech and the way you will develop 
your ideas. You do not need to fulfill the functions in this order. Gaining audience atten-
tion often comes at the beginning, but maintaining attention is an important function 
throughout the speech. Forecasting the speech’s organization often comes toward the end 
of an introduction, but it does not have to be last. Let us systematically explore the five 
functions and some examples of each.

GAINING AND MAINTAINING AUDIENCE ATTENTION
The first function of an introduction is to gain and maintain attention by involving your 
audience in your topic. Here are some suggestions:

  1.	 Bring to the presentation the object or person about which you are going to 
speak. A student speaking on health foods brings a tray full of health foods, 
which he shares with the audience after the speech; a student speaking on weight 
lifting brings her 250-pound friend to demonstrate the moves during the speech.

introduction
The first part of your 
presentation, in which 
you fulfill five functions.

© Brand X Pictures/PunchStock RF
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  2.	 Invite your audience to participate. Ask questions and invite audience members 
to raise their hands and answer. Or have the audience stand up and perform the 
exercise you are teaching them.

  3.	 Let your clothing relate to your presentation. A nurse talking about the dangers 
of acute hepatitis wears a nurse’s uniform; a construction worker dons a hard hat.

  4.	 Exercise your audience’s imagination. Have the audience members close their 
eyes and imagine they are poised on a ski slope, standing before a judge on a 
driving-while-intoxicated charge, or slipping into a cool Minnesota lake on a hot 
and humid day. Preston Gilderhus, a student in industrial engineering and 
management, presented a talk on the importance of bees. He began, “Imagine the 
world without apples, oranges, strawberries, or carrots. None of these foods 
would exist without bees.”

  5.	 Start with sight or sound. A student who gave a powerful presentation on 
motorcycle safety showed six slides as he talked about the importance of wearing 
a helmet while riding. Only one item appeared in color on each slide: a crushed 
or battered helmet that had been worn by someone who lived through a 
motorcycle accident. His words spoke of safety; the battered helmets reinforced 
the message.

  6.	 Arouse audience curiosity. Five hundred white people gathered to hear a 
presentation on diversity. The speaker was a Chinese man dressed in traditional 
Chinese attire. He started his presentation by saying nothing; he just slowly 
scanned his audience. The audience, accustomed to speakers who start by 
speaking, was mystified by his quiet demeanor but exceedingly attentive. Then 
the speaker said, “Do you know how it feels to stand in front of a group this 
large and to see no one who looks like you?”

  7.	 Role-play. A student invites an audience member to pretend to be a choking 
victim. The speaker then “saves” the victim by demonstrating the maneuver she 
is teaching the audience.

•  Ministers often invite 
the congregation to 
participate actively in 
the service.
© Ed Kashi/VII/Corbis 
News/Corbis
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  8.	 Show a very short video. A football player speaking on violence in that sport 
shows a short video of punt returns. He points out which players were 
deliberately trying to maim their opponents with face guards—as they have been 
taught to do.

  9.	 Present a brief quotation or have the audience read something you have 
provided. One enterprising student handed every class member an official-
looking letter right before his speech. Each letter was a personalized court 
summons for a moving violation detected by a police-owned spy camera at a 
busy intersection.

10.	 State striking facts or statistics. Emily Knilans, a first-year human development 
and family science student, introduced her speech on the importance of drinking 
water thus: “The human brain weighs about 3 pounds, about 2.4 of those pounds 
are water, and water contributes to all mental functions.”

11.	 Self-disclose. Tell audience members something about yourself—related to the 
topic—that they would not otherwise know: “I took hard drugs for six years”; “I 
was an Eagle scout”; “I earn over $50,000 a year—legally.”

12.	 Tell a story, a narration. A student told this story: The little boy asked his 
grandfather whether he was a hero, because the boy had heard that his grandpa 
fought in Vietnam when he was a young man. “No,” said the grandfather, “I was 
not a hero, but I was in an entire battalion of heroes.”

These suggestions for gaining and maintaining audience attention certainly are not the 
only possibilities available to you, but they have all been used successfully by other 
students. Your introduction should not simply imitate what you read in this edition of 
Human Communication; instead, think of ideas of your own that will work best for you 
and your audience.
	 Some words of caution about gaining and maintaining attention: no matter what 
method you use, avoid being overly dramatic. A student who pretended to cut himself 
and shot fake blood all over the front of the room got his teacher and his audience so 
upset that they could not listen to his presentation.
	 Always make sure your attention-getting strategy is related to your topic. Some 
speakers think every public speech must start with a joke, but this is a big mistake if 
you are not good at telling jokes or your audience is not interested in hearing them. 
Topically relevant jokes may be acceptable, but they are still just one of hundreds of 
ways a speaker can gain attention. Another overused device is writing something such 
as “s-e-x” on the chalkboard and then announcing your speech has nothing to do with 
sex—you just wanted to get the audience’s attention. Your attention-getting strategy here 
has nothing to do with the topic. Finally, be wary of guests, animals, and PowerPoint, 
because all three can eliminate you from the speaking situation. They can all be effective 
to gain audience attention, but they must not become center stage while you and your 
message become background music.

AROUSING AUDIENCE INTEREST
The second function of an introduction is to arouse audience interest in the subject mat-
ter. The best way is to show clearly how the topic is related to the audience. A highly 
skilled speaker can adapt almost any topic to a given audience. Do you want to talk 
about collecting coins? Thousands of coins pass through each person’s hands every year. 
Can you tell your audience how to spot a rare one? If you can arouse the audience’s 
interest in currency, you will find it easier to encourage them to listen to your speech 
about the rare coins you have collected. Similarly, speeches about your life as a parent 
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of four, a camp counselor, or the manager of a business can be linked to audience inter-
ests. The following good example relates the topic to the audience; these words are 
quoted from a student speech on drinking and driving:

Do you know what the leading cause of death is for people who attend this 
college? Some of you might think it is a disease that causes the most deaths—
cancer, heart attacks, or AIDS. No, the leading cause of death among students 
at this college is car accidents. Not just ordinary car accidents, but accidents in 
which the driver has been drinking.

The speaker related her topic to the audience by linking a national problem to her own 
college. She prepared the audience to receive more information and ideas about this 
common problem.

STATING THE PURPOSE OR THESIS
The third function of an introduction is to state the purpose or thesis of your speech. 
Why? Because informative speeches invite learning, and learning is more likely to occur 
if you reveal to the audience what you want them to know. Consider the difficulty of 
listening to a history professor who spends 50 minutes telling you every detail and date 
related to the Crusades. Observe how much more easily you can listen to a professor 
who begins the lecture by stating what you are supposed to learn: “I want you to under-
stand why the Crusades began, who the main participants were, and when the Crusades 
occurred.”
	 Here are four examples of statements of purpose or thesis:

Thesis statement for a demonstration speech: “This afternoon I am going to 
demonstrate how you can mix three common household products to make your own 
antiseptic and reduce germs in your home.”
Thesis statement for an informative speech: “Today I ask you to remember at least 
three of the five methods I will recommend to avoid identity theft.”

•  One of the five main 
purposes of a speech 
introduction is to arouse 
audience interest by 
showing how the topic 
relates to them.
© Jeff Greenberg/The Image 
Works
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Thesis statement for a persuasive speech: “After you hear me today, you will be 
eager to join our movement to change the grading system at this college.”
Thesis statement for an inspirational or motivational speech: “Our banquet tonight 
is to remind us of the sacrifice our soldiers made on our behalf.”

	 In public speaking, as in education, audience members are more likely to learn and 
understand if you make your expectations clear. You can accomplish that goal by stating 
your purpose in the introduction. Sometimes in a persuasive speech you may wish to 
delay revealing your purpose until you have set the stage for audience acceptance. Under 
most circumstances, though—and especially in informative speeches—you should reveal 
your purpose or thesis in your introduction.

ESTABLISHING YOUR CREDIBILITY
The fourth function of an introduction is to describe any special qualifications you have 
to enhance your credibility. You can talk about your experience, your research, the 
experts you interviewed, and your own education and training in the subject. Although 
you should be wary about self-praise, you need not be reserved in stating why you can 
speak about the topic with authority. Here is an example of establishing credibility 
through self-disclosure:

You can probably tell from my fingernails that my day job is repairing automo-
biles, a job I have held at the same dealership for over 12 years. I have repaired 
thousands of cars. That is why I want to tell you today why you and your insur-
ance company have to pay such high prices for repair.

	 For more information about establishing source credibility, see the chapter on being 
credible and using evidence.

Alan Perrault fulfilled the 
five functions of the 

introduction.

Sample Introduction That Fulfills  
the Five Functions

Introduction
	 I.	� Attention getter: Today, 1.54 million active geocaches exist 

around the globe.

	 II.	� Listener relevance: Geocaching is fun and it will allow you to 
visit new and interesting places. It is suitable for anyone, and the 
over 5 million geocachers worldwide include families with little 
kids all the way through older retirees.

	 III.	 �Speaker credibility: I have been geocaching since I was 15 years 
old and I have nearly 200 finds to my name.

	 IV.	 �Thesis: I am going to talk to you about the game of geocaching.

	 V.	 �Preview: I will explain to you what geocaching is, how it works, 
and how you can get involved with it.
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FORECASTING 
DEVELOPMENT AND 
ORGANIZATION
The fifth function of an introduc-
tion is to forecast the organization 
and development of the presenta-
tion. The forecast provides a pre-
view of the main points you plan to 
cover. Audience members feel more 
comfortable when they know what 
to expect. You can help by reveal-
ing your plan for the speech. Are 
you going to discuss a problem and 
its solution? Are you going to make 
three main arguments with support-
ing materials? Let your audience 
know what you plan to do early in 
your speech. Emily Knilans, the 
student who was quoted earlier, 
stated, “I will discuss what water 
does for our bodies and the differ-
ences between drinking bottled 
water and drinking tap water.” 
Another student asserted, “Today I 
plan to present three good reasons 
why race should be a factor in col-
lege admissions.”

The Body
Most speakers begin composing 
their presentations with the body 
rather than the introduction, because 
they need to know the content of the 
presentation to write an effective 
introduction.
	 The body of a presentation is 
the largest portion of the presenta-
tion, in which you place your 
arguments and ideas, your evi-
dence and examples, your proofs 
and illustrations, and your stories 
and testimonials. Since you usu-
ally do not have time to state in a 
presentation everything you know 
about a subject, you need to decide 
what information to include in the 

body and what to exclude. Because the material you will use may not all be of equal 
importance, you need to decide placement—first, last, or in the middle. Generally, the 
most important information should be placed first or last. Audiences remember 
information in these positions more easily than they recall information in the middle 

body
The largest part of the 
presentation, which contains 
the arguments, evidence, 
and main content.

sizing things up
Clarity Behaviors Inventory
The first step in understanding how to sound organized when present-
ing information is to learn how others do this. As college students, you 
have the opportunity to watch teachers present information nearly 
every day. Below are 12 statements describing things a teacher might 
do. Select a teacher from another class, and think of that teacher when 
responding to the statements. Or consider another student who has 
already presented in your class. Use the following scale to respond:

1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neither agree nor disagree
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly agree

	 1.	 The speaker verbally stresses important issues presented in 
the presentation.

	 2.	Written examples of topics covered in the presentation are 
provided in the form of handouts or visual materials 
(PowerPoint, dry-erase board, or chalkboard).

	 3.	 The organization of the talk is given to me in written form, 
either on paper or as part of a visual aid, such as an overhead 
or the chalkboard.

	 4.	 The speaker tells us what definitions, explanations, or 
conclusions are important to make note of.

	 5.	 The speaker explains how we are supposed to see 
relationships between topics covered in the presentation.

	 6.	 The speaker provides us with written descriptions of the most 
important things in the presentation.

	 7.	 The speaker explains when he or she is presenting something 
that is important for us to know.

	 8.	 The speaker provides us with written or visual definitions, 
explanations, or conclusions of topics covered in the 
presentation.

	 9.	 The speaker verbally identifies examples that illustrate 
concepts we are supposed to learn from the talk.

10.	Written explanations of how ideas in the presentation fit 
together are presented on the chalkboard, on the overhead, 
on PowerPoint, or in handouts.

11.	 The speaker explains when he or she is providing an 
important definition of a concept.

This exercise can measure both oral and written clarity. A guide for 
interpreting your responses appears at the end of the chapter.

Source: Adapted from Titsworth, S., Novak, D., Hunt, S., & Meyer, K. (2004). The effects 
of teacher clarity on affective and cognitive learning: A causal model of clear teaching 
behaviors. International Communication Association, May, New Orleans, LA. Used by 
permission of the author.
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of the body. Selecting, prioritizing, 
and organizing are three skills that 
you will use in developing the body 
of your speech.
	 Just as the introduction of a speech 
has certain functions to fulfill, so does 
the body. These are its main functions:

1.	 Increase what an audience 
knows about a topic 
(informative presentation)

2.	 Change an audience’s attitudes 
or actions about a topic 
(persuasive presentation)

3.	 Present a limited number of 
arguments, stories, and/or ideas

4.	 Provide support for your 
arguments and/or ideas

5.	 Indicate the sources of your 
information, arguments, and 
supporting materials

	 You already know something 
about organization. Every sentence 
you utter is organized. The words are 
arranged according to rules of syntax 
for the English language. Even when 
you are in conversation, you organize 
your speech. The first statement you 
make is often more general than that 
which follows. For instance, you might say, “I don’t like that candidate for Congress,” 
after which you might say why you don’t like her. You probably don’t start by stating a 
specific fact, such as her voting record, her position on healthcare, or the issue that her 
personal life has been reported on the gossip pages. Likewise, when we compose a 
speech, we tend to limit what we say, prioritize our points, and back them as necessary 
with support—all organized according to principles we have either subconsciously 
learned (such as the rules of syntax) or consciously studied (such as the rules of 
organization).

THE PRINCIPLES OF OUTLINING
An outline is a written plan that uses symbols, margins, and content to reveal the order, 
importance, and substance of your speech. An outline shows the sequence of your argu-
ments or main points, indicates their relative importance, and states the content of your 
arguments, main points, and subpoints. The outline is a simplified, abstract version of 
your speech.
	 Why should you learn how to outline? Here are three good reasons:

•	 Outlining is a skill that can be used to develop written compositions, to write notes 
in class, and to compose speeches.

•	 Outlining reinforces important skills, such as determining what is most important, 
what arguments and evidence will work best with this audience, and roughly how 
much time and effort will go into each part of your presentation.

outline
A written plan that uses 
symbols, margins, and 
content to reveal the 
order, importance, and 
substance of a 
presentation.

Crafting an Effective Introduction:  
Things to Avoid
Here are some tips for strengthening your introduction by 
avoiding some common mistakes. Once you’ve drafted your 
introduction, check it against this list.
•	 Do not start talking until you are up in front and settled. 

Starting your speech on the way up to the lectern is bad form.
•	 Do not say negative things about you or your abilities: 

“I’m not used to public speaking,” “I’ve never done this 
before,” “I couldn’t be more nervous than I am right 
now.” You are supposed to build your credibility in the 
introduction, not give an audience more doubts about 
your ability.

•	 Do not let your nonverbal unease overcome your mes-
sage. Crossing your legs, refusing to look at the audi-
ence, jingling the change in your pocket, repeatedly 
pushing your hair off your face—all of these signal to 
the audience your lack of confidence. So act confident 
even if you are not.

•	 Do not say negative things about your message: “I didn’t 
have much time to prepare this speech,” “I couldn’t find 
much information on my topic,” or “I really don’t know 
much about this issue.” Do the best you can to convey 
your message, but do not tell the audience to disregard 
your message.

building behaviors
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•	 �Outlining encourages you to speak conversationally, because you do not 
have every word in front of you.

	 You will find that learning how to outline can provide you with a use-
ful tool in your classes and at work. Outlining is versatile and easy to learn 
as long as you keep six principles in mind:
•	 �Principle 1: Link outline to purpose. All the items of information in 

your outline should be directly related to your purpose and long-range 
goal. The immediate purpose, you will recall, is what you expect to 
achieve on the day of your presentation. You might want the audience 
to be able to distinguish between a row house and a townhouse, to rent 
a particular DVD, or to talk with others about a topic. All these purposes 
can be achieved shortly after the audience hears about the idea. Remem-
ber that the long-range goal is what you expect to achieve by your 

	 message in the days, months, or years ahead. You may be talking about a candidate 
two months before the election, but you want your audience to vote a certain way at 
that future date. You may want to push people to be more tolerant toward persons of 
your race, gender, sexual preference, or religion, but tolerance is more likely to develop 
over time than instantly—so your goal is long-range.

•	 Principle 2: Your outline is an abstract of the message you will deliver. As a simplifica-
tion, the outline should be less than every word you will speak but should include all 
important points and supporting materials. Some instructors say an outline should be about 
one-third the length of the actual presentation, if the message were in manuscript form. 
However, you should ask what your instructor expects, because some instructors like to 
see a very complete outline, whereas others prefer a brief outline. Nonetheless, even a 
complete outline is not a manuscript but an abstract of the talk you intend to deliver, a 
plan that includes the important arguments or information you intend to present.

•	 Principle 3: Each outline part is a single idea. That is, the outline should consist of 
single units of information, usually in the form of complete sentences that express a 
single idea:

	 I.	� Government regulation of handguns should be implemented to reduce the 
number of murders in this country.

		  A.	� Half the murders in the United States are committed by criminals using 
handguns.

		  B.	� Half the handgun deaths in the United States are caused by relatives, 
friends, or acquaintances of the victim.

•	 Principle 4: Your outline symbols signal importance. In the portion of a sample outline 
that follows, the main points, or most important points, are indicated by Roman numer-
als, such as I, II, III, IV, and V. The number of main points in a 5- to 10-minute message, 
or even a longer presentation, should be limited to the number you can reasonably cover, 
explain, or prove in the time permitted. Most five-minute messages have from one to 
three main points. Even hour-long presentations must have a limited number of main 
points, because most audiences are unable to remember more than seven main points.

		  Subpoints, less important points supporting the main points, are indicated by 
capital letters, such as A, B, C, D, and E. Ordinarily, two subpoints under a main point 
are regarded as the minimum if any subpoints are to be presented. Like main points, 
subpoints should be limited in number; otherwise, the audience may lose sight of your 
main points. A good guideline is to present two or three of your best pieces of sup-
porting material in support of each main point.

main points
The most important 
points in a presentation; 
indicated by Roman 
numerals in an outline.

subpoints
The points in a 
presentation that 
support the main points; 
indicated by capital 
letters in an outline.

•  Creating an outline 
will help you structure 
your speech in the most 
effective way possible.
© Ingram Publishing RF
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•	 Principle 5: Your outline margins signal importance. The margins of your outline are 
coordinated with the symbols assigned to the outline items, so the main points all 
have the same left margin, the subpoints all have a slightly larger left margin, and 
sub-subpoints have a still larger one. The larger the margin on the left, the less impor-
tant the item is to your purpose. Amber Rasche presented a speech on why we need 
embryonic stem cell research. A portion of her outline is presented later in this chapter 
to illustrate the relationship of main points and subpoints in the outline.

•	 Principle 6: Use parallel form. Parallel form relies on the consistent use of com-
plete sentences, clauses, phrases, or words, but not a mixture of these. Hacker and 
Sommers, in their text on writing, explain, “Readers expect items in a series to 
appear in parallel grammatical form.”1 So do listeners. Most teachers prefer an 
outline consisting entirely of complete sentences, because such an outline reveals 
the speaker’s message more completely. The outline on stem cell research is com-
posed entirely of complete sentences; the form is parallel because no dependent 
clauses, phrases, or single words appear.

THE ROUGH DRAFT
Before you begin composing your outline, you can save time and energy by (1) selecting 
a topic that is appropriate for you, your audience, your purpose, and the situation;  
(2) finding arguments, examples, illustrations, quotations, stories, and other supporting 
materials from your experience, from written and visual resources, and from other people; 
and (3) narrowing your topic, so that you can select the best materials from a large supply 

parallel form
The consistent use of 
complete sentences, 
clauses, phrases, or 
words in an outline.

Principle 1: Outline links all 
major points to purpose.

Principle 2: Outline simplifies 
and reduces presentation to 
series of related sentences.

Principle 4: Symbols (I, II, 
and A, B, etc.) indicate main 
and subordinate ideas.

Principle 5: Margins (far left 
for main points and indented 
for subordinate points) 
indicate importance.

Principle 6: Each item is in 
parallel form.

Principle 3: Each item in 
outline is one sentence.

Sample Partial Outline Illustrating 
the Principles of Outlining

II.	� In the search for a cure, James Thomson in 1998 was the first biol-
ogist to isolate human embryonic stem cells.

	 A.	� The goal of this research is to use stem cells to replace cells 
that have failed in the human body.

	 B.	� Congress passed a bill in October 1998 prohibiting experimen-
tation with embryonic stem cells except under very limited 
circumstances.

	 C.	� Congress banned funding for any experimentation that would 
harm embryos.

III.	 �People favoring stem cell research demonstrate that the prohibition 
is unnecessarily keeping us from medical advances.

	 A.	� Experts estimate that 400,000 embryos already exist in fertility 
clinics.

	 B.	� Most of the existing embryos are discarded if they are not 
donated to science.
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Rough draft can have 
sentences, phrases, or just 
a word or two to indicate 

your overall plan for 
presentation

Rough draft should be easy 
to change as you decide 

what to keep and what to 
discard based on what you 

can find about topic.

Rough draft is an early 
plan containing cues about 

what you want to say.

Blogging
by Daniel Kalis

Introduction
My immediate purpose is to help my audience understand the origins, 
present practice, and future of blogging.

	 I.	� What is blogging and what is its importance now and in the 
future?

		  A.	 What is blogging?

		  B.	 Why is it important?

	 II.	 History

		  A.	 Origin

			   1.	 When?

			   2.	 Who?

		  B.	 Original uses

	 III.	 Present

		  A.	 Reasons for popularity

		  B.	 Complications

	 IV.	 Future

		  A.	 Trends

		  B.	 Genres

	 V.	� Conclusion: Blogging is growing exponentially because of its 
many possibilities.

of available items (see the chapter on topic selection and audience analysis and the 
chapter on being credible and using evidence).
	 Once you have gathered materials consistent with your purpose, you can begin by 
developing a rough draft of your outline—a preliminary organization of the outline. The 
most efficient way to develop a rough draft is to choose a limited number of main points 
important for your purpose and your audience.
	 Next, you should see what materials you have from your experience, from written 
and visual resources, and from other people to support these main ideas, including 
facts, statistics, testimony, and examples. What arguments, illustrations, and supporting 
materials will be most likely to have an impact on the audience? Sometimes speakers 
get so involved in a topic that they select mainly those items that interest them. In 
public speaking you should select the items likely to have the maximum impact on the 
audience, not on you.

rough draft
The preliminary 
organization of the 
outline of a presentation.
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A sentence outline consists 
of complete sentences. It 

shows the order of the 
presentation as well as the 
arguments and supporting 

material you intend to use.

	 Composing an outline for a speech is a process. Even professional speechwriters 
may have to make important changes to their first draft. Some of the questions you need 
to consider as you revise your rough draft follow:

1.	 Are your main points consistent with your purpose?
2.	 Do your subpoints and sub-subpoints relate to your main points?
3.	 Are the items in your outline the best possible ones for this audience, for this 

topic, for you, for the purpose, and for the occasion?
4.	 Does your outline follow the principles of outlining?

Even after you have rewritten your rough draft, you would be wise to have another 
person—perhaps a classmate—examine your outline and provide an opinion about its 
content and correctness.
	 The sample outline for a speech on blogging is an example of what a rough draft 
of a speech looks like.
	 A rough draft of a speech does not necessarily follow parallel form, nor is it as complete 
as the sentence outline, which often develops out of the rough draft. Mostly, the rough draft 
provides an overview so that you can see how the parts of the speech—the main points and 
subpoints—fit together. When you are ready to finalize your outline, you have several options. 
However, the sentence outline is preferred by many communication instructors.

THE SENTENCE OUTLINE
The sentence outline does not have all the words that will occur in the delivered speech, but 
it does provide a complete guide to the content. A sentence outline consists entirely of com-
plete sentences. It shows in sentence form your order of presentation; what kinds of arguments, 
supporting material, and evidence you plan to use; and where you plan to place them. A look 
at your outline indicates strengths and weaknesses. You might note, for instance, that you have 
insufficient information about one main point or a surplus of information on another.
	 In addition to creating the sentence outline itself, you may want to make notes on the 
functions being served by each part of your outline. For example, where are you trying to 
gain and maintain attention? Where are you trying to back up a major argument with sup-
porting materials, such as statistics, testimony, or specific instances? A sentence outline, along 
with side notes indicating functions, is a blueprint for your speech. The sentence outline can 
strengthen your speech performance by helping you present evidence or supporting materials 
that will make sense to audience members and will help you inform or persuade them.
	 The sample sentence outline in this section is based on a student’s speech. The 
immediate purpose of the presentation was to explain the reasons students should eat 

sentence outline
An outline consisting 
entirely of complete 
sentences.

Why All College Students Should Eat Breakfast
by Michael Burns

Introduction
	 I.	� Many people choose to sleep 30 minutes longer every day rather 

than take the time to eat breakfast.
		  A.	� How many of you ate breakfast this morning? Your cup of 

coffee does not count. (show of hands)
CONTINUED
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		  B.	� College students who eat breakfast perform better in classes 
and are healthier.

		  C.	� Eating breakfast should be a part of all college students’ 
daily schedules.

Body
	 II.	 There are many reasons eating breakfast is beneficial.
		  A.	� Breakfast is a great way to jump-start your metabolism and your day.
		  B.	� Students who eat breakfast are healthier than students who 

don’t eat breakfast.
			   1.	� WebMD reports that people who eat breakfast are less 

overweight than people who don’t eat breakfast.
			   2.	� The Florida Department of Citrus claims that people who eat 

a breakfast that includes a glass of orange juice have a stron-
ger immune system, but this might not be an impartial source.

		  C.	� Students who eat breakfast also perform better in school.
			   1.	� Mayo Clinic doctors have reported that people who eat 

breakfast regularly have more energy and are able to focus 
longer on tasks.

			   2.	� The American Dietetic Association claims that students who 
eat breakfast are more likely to have better concentration and 
problem-solving skills than students who don’t eat breakfast.

Conclusion
	 III.	 As college students, we need to eat breakfast daily.
		  A.	 Eating breakfast every day will make us healthier.
		  B.	� Eating breakfast every day will improve our performance in classes.
		  C.	� Eating breakfast should be just as an important to our daily 

schedules as taking a shower.

breakfast. The action goal of the speech was to persuade classmates to get in the habit 
of eating breakfast every day. Notice that every entry in the outline is a sentence.

THE KEY-WORD OUTLINE
Using a manuscript for your entire speech may invite you to become too dependent on 
the manuscript. Too much attention to notes reduces your eye contact and minimizes 
your attention to audience responses. Nonetheless, you can become very proficient at 
reading from a manuscript on which you have highlighted the important words, phrases, 
and quotations. A sentence outline may be superior to a manuscript in that it forces you 
to extemporize, to maintain eye contact, and to respond to audience feedback. Key words 
and phrases can also be underlined or highlighted on a sentence outline. An alternative 
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method is simply to use a key-word outline, an outline consisting of important words 
or phrases to remind you of the content of the speech.
	 A key-word outline shrinks the ideas in a speech considerably more than does a sen-
tence outline. It ordinarily consists of important words and phrases, but it can also include 

key-word outline
An outline consisting of 
important words or 
phrases to remind you of 
the content of the 
presentation.

engaging diversity
Different Cultures Use Different Organizational Patterns
The dominant culture in North America embraces linear organizational patterns that move from a distinct begin-
ning to a middle and to an end, that tend to state early and boldly who the speaker is and what the main point 
is, and that are rather detailed in structure with main points, subpoints, and even sub-subpoints. Do not assume 
that other cultures are the same. For example, in some Pacific Rim cultures, speakers start their presentations 
by suggesting they are inadequate rather than building up their credibility in an introduction. By doing so, they 
are showing deference to the audience and demonstrating respect. Some Native American groups fill their mes-
sages with colorful imagery, metaphors, and illustrative stories instead of generating arguments and evidence. 
African Americans, among other groups, hit on a recurring refrain with a pattern of organization that keeps cir-
cling back to a main point with many related narratives between each repetition. When addressing people from 
cultures different from your own, you should be aware of how they like to organize their messages. You might in-
tersperse your organizational pattern with some elements of your audience’s preferred organizational patterns.

Source: Michael Burns

A key word outline 
consists of important 

words or phrases to help 
remind the speaker of 

the content of the 
speech. It may also 

include key statistics and 
quotations.

The Youth Vote
by Amanda Peterson

Introduction
	 I.	 Politicians ignore youth vote
		  A.	 Mostly 18- to 24-year-olds don’t vote
		  B.	 Statistics on voting
		  C.	 Forecast of the reasons

Body
	 II.	 Youth apathetic to politics
		  A.	 Sports & beer more interesting
		  B.	 Don’t know who represents them
	 III.	 Politics unappealing
		  A.	 Partisanship
		  B.	 Political scandals

Conclusion
	 IV.	 What solution?
		  A.	 More focus on youth
		  B.	 More attention on campus
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statistics or quotations that are long or diffi-
cult to remember. The sample key-word out-
line came from a student’s speech about the 
youth vote. Notice how the key-word format 
reduces the content to the bare essentials.

ORGANIZATIONAL PATTERNS
You can outline the body of a presentation 
using a number of organizational patterns, 
arrangements of the contents of the mes-
sage. Exactly which pattern of organization 
is most appropriate for your presentation 
depends in part on your purpose and on the 
nature of your material. For instance, if your 
purpose is to present a solution to a prob-
lem, your purpose lends itself well to the 
problem/solution organizational pattern. If 
your material focuses on events that occurred 
over time, then it might be most easily out-
lined within a time-sequence pattern.
	 In this section we will examine four orga-
nizational patterns, prototypes from which a 
skilled presenter can construct many others. 
Keep in mind that a number of organizational 
patterns may appear in the same message: an 
overall problem/solution organization may 
have within it a time-sequence pattern that 
explains the history of the problem.

The Time-Sequence Pattern

The time-sequence pattern is a method of organization in which the presenter 
explains a sequence of events in chronological order. Most frequently seen in infor-
mative presentations, this pattern can serve in presentations that consider the past, 

present, and future of an idea, an 
issue, a plan, or a project. It is most 
useful for such topics as

How the 	 The Future of 
Salvation 	 International Space 
Army Began	 Exploration
The Naming 	 The Develop- 
of a Team	 ment of Drugs  
	 for Treating 
	 HIV

	 Any topic that requires attention to 
events, incidents, or steps that take 
place over time is appropriate for this 
pattern of organization. Following is 
a brief outline of a composition orga-
nized in a time-sequence pattern.

organizational patterns
Arrangements of the 
contents of a presentation.

time-sequence pattern
A method of organization 
in which the presenter 
explains a sequence of 
events in chronological 
order.

building behaviors
Tips for Using Note Cards
A key-word outline fits easily on 3- by 5-inch or 4- by 6-inch 
note cards or on 8½- by 11-inch paper. If you choose note 
cards, the following suggestions may be useful:

1.	 Write instructions to yourself on your note cards. For instance, 
if you are supposed to write the title of your speech and your 
name on the chalkboard before your presentation begins, 
then you can write that instruction on the top of your first card.

2.	 Write on one side of the cards only. To use more cards with 
your key-word outline on one side only is better than to write 
front and back, which is more likely to result in confusion.

3.	Number your note cards on the top so that you can keep 
them in order. If you drop them, you can quickly reassem-
ble them.

4.	Write out items that might be difficult to remember. 
Extended quotations, difficult names, unfamiliar terms, 
and statistics are items you may want to include on your 
note cards to reduce the chances of error.

5.	Practice delivering your presentation at least two times 
using your note cards. Effective delivery may be difficult to 
achieve if you have to fumble with unfamiliar cards.

6.	Write clearly and legibly.

communicating
	 creatively
Online Brainstorming
As you engage in topic selection and organization for your presenta-
tion, you may find it useful to use online brainstorming tools. A general 
Internet search for “online brainstorming” will yield numerous sites 
that you can use to storyboard and visually map your ideas. Some pro-
grams use visual elements like sticky notes and word clouds. Others 
contain forums that allow you to collaborate with other students and 
your teacher by posting your thoughts on a common topic. You can 
also brainstorm outside class at your convenience, testing ideas with 
others in a safe environment. Take advantage of online programs that 
allow you to work individually to map out your thoughts or collaborate 
with others to share ideas and receive valuable feedback.
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Relates source credibility

Announces topic

Relates topic to audience

Reveals purpose

Shows organization

Forecasts chronological order

Introduces part I: early years

Offers two examples

Introduces part II:  
middle years

Offers two examples

Offers three examples

Introduces part III:  
modern times

How Ford Drove the Auto Industry
by Jared Fougner

Purpose: I plan to highlight the history of the Ford Motor Company in 
the United States from its beginnings to today, so my audience will be 
informed about this important background in a truly American industry.

Introduction
	 I.	� I’ve been interested in the automobile industry for many years, 

but until the recent financial troubles I never thought much about 
the vital role that the first mass-production automobile company, 
Ford, had in our industrial base.

		  A.	� Automobiles play a vital role in all our lives.
		  B.	 Automobiles are important to the economy.
		  C.	 �The Ford Motor Company illustrates the dynamic nature of 

the automobile market.

Body
	 II.	� Henry Ford started the Industrial Revolution in this country with 

the mass production of autos, and his company continued to be a 
key player in the auto industry in its early, middle, and later years.

		  A.	 �In the early years Ford experimented, developed mass pro-
duction, and created cars ahead of their time.

			   1.	� Henry Ford ran the first experimental car, the Quadricy-
cle, down Detroit streets in 1896.

			   2.	� Dr. Ernst Pfennig of Chicago purchased the first Ford 
vehicle in 1903.

		  B.	 �In the middle years Ford produced some of the nation’s best-
selling vehicles.

			   1.	� Ford released the F-series pickup trucks in 1948 that even 
today outnumber all competitors.

			   2.	� Ford launched the Taurus, another top seller, in 1986.
		  C.	 �In modern times Ford innovated and competed in an ever-

tightening market.
			   1.	 In 2000 Ford innovated with a Taurus Flex Fuel Vehicle.
			   2.	 In 2005 Ford innovated with the Escape Hybrid.
			   3.	� Today, Ford offers electric and hybrid automobiles, and 

the new EcoBoost engine which combines V8 power with 
V6 efficiency.

CONTINUED
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Summarizes topic

Signals ending with review

Offers example of effect

Fulfills purpose

Relates source credibility

Gains attention

Uses cause/effect argument

Offers fact

Conclusion
	 III.	� Ford Motor Company was an industry pioneer that evolved over 

the years and contributed mightily to our daily life.

		  A.	� Now you know that Henry Ford started the Industrial Revo-
lution in this country with the mass production of autos.

		  B.	� With the advent of mass-produced cars came a need for an 
extensive system of hard-surface roads, highways, and inter-
states that changed the face of the United States.

		  C.	� I hope that my look backward at one U.S. industry gives you 
new appreciation of Ford’s contribution to our society.

Confessions of a Smoker
by Linzey Crockett

Purpose: This speech by a confessed smoker notes the effects of smok-
ing on the health of the smoker, an effect that includes early death.

Introduction
	 I.	� I’m a guy from South Chicago who has smoked at least 10 or 

more cigarettes a day for the past 15 years, a habit that will 
greatly increase my chances of getting lung cancer.

		  A.	� Smoking cigarettes is an addiction that is exceedingly diffi-
cult to beat.

The Cause/Effect Pattern

In using a cause/effect pattern, the presenter first explains the causes of an event, a 
problem, or an issue and then discusses its consequences, results, or effects. The presen-
tation may be cause–effect, effect–cause, or even effect–effect. A presentation on infla-
tion that uses the cause/effect pattern might review the causes of inflation, such as low 
productivity, and then review the effects of inflation, such as high unemployment and 
interest rates. The cause/effect pattern is often used in informative presentations that seek 
to explain an issue. This pattern differs from the problem/solution pattern in that the 
cause/effect pattern does not necessarily reveal what to do about a problem; instead, the 
organization allows for full explanation of an issue. The outline for a speech on the effects 
of smoking is an example of the cause/effect pattern.

cause/effect pattern
A method of organization 
in which the presenter 
first explains the causes 
of an event, a problem, 
or an issue and then 
discusses its 
consequences, results, 
or effects.
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Gives personal testimony

Provides purpose

Relates topic to audience

Offers supporting facts

Relates serious effects

States second argument

Offers supporting facts

States third argument

Offers supporting facts

Provides cause/effect 
argument

Summarizes argument

Reviews facts

Restates purpose

Provides main argument 
on causes

		  B.	� I’ve been in denial for years about how smoking is damaging 
my lungs.

		  C.	� Today I will talk with you about the effects of smoking on 
the human body because I want you to know how lucky you 
are if you don’t smoke and how threatened you are if you do.

Body
	 II.	 Smoking has physiological effects on heart and blood.

		  A.	 Smoking increases the heart rate.

		  B.	� Smoking increases blood pressure but slows the blood flow 
by constricting arteries and veins.

		  C.	� Smoking increases your chances of both heart attack and 
stroke.

	 III.	 �Carbon monoxide increases while oxygen depletes when you 
smoke.

		  A.	� When you inhale a cigarette, carbon monoxide immediately 
flows throughout the body to make the heart and lungs work 
harder.

		  B.	� Oxygen has difficulty reaching the extremities.

	 IV.	 �As the cigarette burns close to your mouth the dangerous toxins 
concentrate in the cigarette butt.

		  A.	 Tobacco tar is a known carcinogen, a cancer-producing agent.

		  B.	� Nicotine from tobacco can increase cholesterol levels, which 
corrode the arterial system.

Conclusion
	 V.	 �Smoking cigarettes can and will lead to pulmonary problems like 

lung cancer and emphysema, diseases that lead to an early death.

		  A.	� Smoking affects heart rate and blood pressure, which makes 
the smoker vulnerable to heart attack and stroke.

		  B.	� Toxins like tobacco tar and nicotine increase cholesterol and 
contribute to cardiovascular disease, a result of smoking and 
major cause of premature death.

		  C.	� I hope you now know considerably more about the physio-
logical effects of smoking and why the habit is dangerous.
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	 The cause/effect pattern of organization is common in fields as varied as medicine 
(tobacco causes cancer), economics (when a recession ends, corporate profits rise, the 
economy improves, and inflation increases), and education (people with a college educa-
tion nearly double their annual earnings).

The Problem/Solution Pattern

The third pattern of organization, used most often in persuasive presentations, is the 
problem/solution pattern, in which the presenter describes a problem and proposes a 
solution. A message based on this pattern can be divided into two distinct parts, with an 
optional third part in which the presenter meets any anticipated objections to the pro-
posed solution.
	 The problem/solution pattern can contain other patterns. For example, you might 
discuss the problem in time-sequence order, and you might discuss the solution using a 
topical-sequence pattern. Some examples of problem/solution topics follow:

Reducing Fat in Your Diet	 Helping the Homeless
A New Way to Stop Smoking	 Eliminating Nuclear Waste

Each example implies both a problem and a solution.
	 The problem/solution pattern of organization requires careful audience analysis, 
because you have to decide how much time and effort to spend on each portion of the 
speech. Is the audience already familiar with the problem? If so, you might be able to 
discuss the problem briefly, with a few reminders to the audience of the problem’s seri-
ousness or importance. On the other hand, the problem may be so complex that you 
cannot cover both the problem and the solution in a single presentation. In that case you 
may have found a topic that requires both a problem presentation and a solution presen-
tation. The outline for the speech on “Routine Body Shrinking” illustrates the organiza-
tional pattern of a problem/solution speech.

problem/solution 
pattern
A method of organization 
in which the presenter 
describes a problem and 
proposes a solution to 
that problem.

Relates topic to speaker 
and establishes source 
credibility

Gains attention

Relates topic to audience

Announces topic

Reveals organization

Routine Body Shrinking
by Greg Heller

Purpose: This presentation will persuade the audience to start a steady 
and well-planned exercise routine with positive, beneficial, and healthy 
results.

Introduction
	 I.	� For years I was a fat guy, but since 2005 I have lost 130 pounds 

(the equivalent of another person) by simply starting and main-
taining an exercise routine.

		  A.	� My personal experience will help you see the benefits of a 
well-planned routine to lose weight.
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The Topical-Sequence Pattern

The topical-sequence pattern, used in both informative and persuasive presentations, 
emphasizes the major reasons the audience should accept a point of view by addressing 
the advantages, disadvantages, qualities, and types of a person, place, or thing. This pat-
tern can be used to explain to audience members why you want them to adopt a certain 
point of view. It is appropriate when you have three to five points to make, such as three 
reasons people should buy used cars, four of the main benefits of studying speech, or 
five characteristics of a good football player. The topical-sequence pattern of organization 
is among the most versatile. The topical-sequence pattern can be seen in the outline for 
a speech informing the audience about global warming.

Announces purpose

States first argument

Offers two points to 
support claim

States second argument

Offers three points to 
support claim

Summary/review

Offers ethos: personal proof

States action purpose

		  B.	� My personal experience will reveal the effects of an exercise 
routine and the real benefits, so you can have the same kind 
of success without much stress.

Body
	 II.	 �Over the last decade many high-quality studies have shown the 

benefits of exercise.

		  A.	� Regular exercise increases stamina, agility, coordination, and 
balance.

		  B.	 Physical activity promotes a healthier lifestyle.

	 III.	 What did a well-planned workout regimen do for me?

		  A.	 I lost weight and gained a normal metabolism.

		  B.	 I could run long distances and remain alert all day.

		  C.	 I felt much better about myself and how I looked.

Conclusion
	 IV.	 �Launching and sustaining a well-structured exercise routine 

yields benefits uncovered in studies and demonstrated in my  
own life.

		  A.	� No longer obese, my new body is evidence of the effects of 
a structured workout routine.

		  B.	� Now that you know the benefits, have heard about the 
studies, and see me in the flesh (actually a lot less flesh), 
you should consider an exercise routine for a healthier  
self.

topical-sequence 
pattern
A method of organization 
that emphasizes the 
major reasons an 
audience should accept 
a point of view by 
addressing the 
advantages, 
disadvantages, qualities, 
and types of a person, 
place, or thing.
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Relates speaker to topic

Relates topic to audience

Defines key term

Forecasts organization 
States purpose

Provides first argument & 
overview

Includes facts to support 
argument

Uses prediction to support 
argument

Provides second main 
argument

Offers three choices

Provides possible actions

Global Warming: What Can You Do?
by Emily Holt

Purpose: This speech informs by exploring the negative effects of 
global warming and persuades the audience to take steps to avoid even 
more damage to the Earth.

Introduction
	 I.	� Always interested in the natural world and the out-of-doors with 

Mother Nature, I study global warming and passionately spread 
the word on how to reduce the harmful effects.

		  A.	� The impacts of global warming on the environment and on 
human life affect us all.

		  B.	� “Global warming” refers to the warm blanket of carbon diox-
ide that now envelops the earth with more CO2 than in the 
past 650,000 years.

		  C.	� I hope that by the end of this presentation you will under-
stand the magnitude of the problem and feel confident that 
you can make a positive difference in helping planet Earth.

Body
	 II.	 �As a direct consequence of human activity the average global 

temperature rises, causing glacial melting, Arctic ice shrinkage, 
and rising sea levels.

		  A.	� Since 1980, glacial melting has increased rapidly, threatening 
the existence of global glaciers.

		  B.	� Since the end of the nineteenth century (the 1800s) the total 
surface area of glaciers has decreased by 50%.

		  C.	� Rising ocean levels—an estimated 6 feet over the next 100 
years (or sooner)—will be catastrophic to coastal regions and 
waterways where most humans live.

	 III.	 �You can make smart choices in your daily life, choices that will 
affect your contribution to reducing global warming.

		  A.	� One smart choice is to buy at a farmers’ market to avoid 
shipping costs and to obtain fresher food.

		  B.	� Another smart choice is to buy a fuel-efficient car, because 
such vehicles leave a smaller carbon footprint.
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TRANSITIONS AND SIGNPOSTS
So far, we have examined organization in its broadest sense. However, we also need to 
look more closely at the design of the presentation by examining the elements that con-
nect the parts of a speech—transitions and signposts.
	 A transition is a bridge between sections of a message that helps a presenter move 
smoothly from one idea to another. Transitions also relax the audience momentarily. A 
typical transition is a brief flashback and a brief forecast that tell your audience when 
you are moving from one main point to another.
	 The most important transitions are between the introduction and the body, between 
the main points of the body, and between the body and the conclusion of the presenta-
tion. Other transitions can appear between the main heading and main points, between 
main points and subpoints, between subpoints and sub-subpoints, between examples, 
and between visual aids and the point being illustrated. They can review, preview, or 
even be an internal summary, but they always explain the relationship between one idea 
and another. Transitions are the mortar between the building blocks of the speech. 
Without them cracks appear, and the structure is less solid. Table 1 gives examples of 
transitions.
	 Signposts are ways in which a presenter signals to an audience where the presenta-
tion is going. Signposts, as the name implies, are like road signs that tell a driver there 
is a curve, bump, or rough road ahead; they are a warning, a sign that the presenter is 

transition
A bridge between 
sections of a 
presentation that helps 
the presenter move 
smoothly from one idea 
to another.

signposts
Ways in which a 
presenter signals to an 
audience where the 
presentation is going.

Relates intended outcomes

Provides summary/review 
and intended result

		  C.	� Unplug unused electronics, because they drain energy 
unnecessarily.

Conclusion
	 IV.	 �We have looked at the issue of global warming, explored some 

evidence of global warming’s existence, and looked at some 
ways that you as an individual or as a family can decrease CO2 
and help reduce global warming.

Table 1  Examples of Transitions

Transition from one main point to another: “Now that we have seen why computers are 
coming down in cost, let us look next at why software is so expensive.”

Transition from a main point to a visual aid: “I have explained that higher education is 
becoming more and more expensive. This bar graph will show exactly how expensive it has 
become over the past five years.”

Transition that includes a review, an internal summary, and a preview: “You have 
heard that suntanning ages the skin, and I have shown you pictures of a Buddhist monk and 
a nighttime bartender who hardly ever exposed themselves to direct sunlight. Now I want to 
show you a picture of a 35-year-old woman who spent most of her life working in direct 
sunlight.”
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making a move. Whereas transitions are often a sentence or two, signposts can be as 
brief as a few words. Transitions review, state a relationship, and forecast; signposts 
merely point.
	 You’ll want to avoid using signposts that are too blatant: “This is my introduc-
tion,” “Here is my third main point,” or “This is my conclusion.” More experienced 
presenters choose more subtle but equally clear means of signposting: “Let me begin 
by showing you . . . ,” “A third reason for avoiding the sun is . . . ,” or “The best 
inference you can draw from what I have told you is . . .” Table 2 gives examples 
of signposts.
	 Transitions and signposts help presenters map a message for the audience. Transi-
tions explain the relationships in the message by reflecting backward and forward. Sign-
posts point more briefly to what the presenter is going to do at the moment. Both 
transitions and signposts help bind the message into a unified whole.

The Conclusion
Like the introduction, the conclusion fulfills specific functions. These four functions 
need not occur in the order shown here, but they are all normally fulfilled in the last 
minutes of a presentation:

1.	 Forewarn the audience that you are about to finish.
2.	 Remind the audience of your central idea and the main points of your 

presentation.
3.	 Specify what the audience should think or do in response to your speech.
4.	 End the speech in a manner that makes audience members want to think and do 

as you recommend.

Let us examine these functions of a conclusion in greater detail.
	 The first function, the brakelight function, warns the audience that the end of the 
presentation is near. Can you tell when a song is about to end? Do you know when 
someone in a conversation is about to complete a story? Can you tell in a TV drama 
when the narrative is drawing to a close? The answer to these questions is usually yes, 
because you get verbal and nonverbal signals that songs, stories, and dramas are about 
to end.
	 How do you use the brakelight function in a presentation? One student signaled the 
end of her speech by stating that her time was up: “Five minutes is hardly time to con-
sider all the complications of this issue . . .” Another said, “Thus men have the potential 
for much greater role flexibility than our society encourages . . .” The word thus, like 
therefore, signals the conclusion of a logical argument and indicates that the argument 
is drawing to a close.
	 You can fulfill the second function of a conclusion—reminding the audience of your 
central idea or the main points in your message—by restating the main points, summarizing 

conclusion
The part that finishes the 
presentation by fulfilling 
the four functions of an 
ending.

brakelight function
A forewarning to the 
audience that the end of 
the presentation is near.

Table 2  Examples of Signposts

“First, I will illustrate . . .”	 “A second idea is . . .”

“Look at this bar graph . . .”	 “Another reason for . . .”

“See what you think of this evidence . . .”	 “Finally, we will . . .”
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them briefly, or selecting the most important point for special treat-
ment. Elizabeth Nnoko ended her persuasive speech on legalizing drug 
purchases from Canada by briefly summarizing her message:

We have discussed the rising cost of prescription drugs, the 
problem with Medicare, myth and reality concerning impor-
tation of prescription drugs, and solutions that can be 
implemented to solve this issue.

	 The third function of a conclusion is to specify what you 
expect audience members to do as a result of your presentation. 
Do you want the audience to simply remember a few of your 
important points? Then tell them one last time the points you think 
are worth remembering. Do you want the audience to write down 
the argument they found most convincing, sign a petition, or talk 
to their friends? If so, state what you would regard as an appropri-
ate response to your presentation. One student’s presentation on 
unions concluded with the slogan “Buy the union label,” specifying what she expected 
of the audience.
	 The fourth function of a conclusion is to provide a “clincher,” a memorable statement 
that encourages listeners to think and do as you recommend. You can conclude with a 
rhetorical question: “Knowing what you know now, will you feel safe riding with a driver 
who has had a few drinks?”; an interesting statement: “When you are making the choice 
between bottled and tap, just remember that there is no such thing as ‘new’ water; the 
water we drink today is the same water the dinosaurs drank, so whatever you choose, 
you’ll be choosing well”; a quotation: “As John F. Kennedy said, ‘Forgive your enemies, 
but never forget their names’ ”2; a literary passage: “We conclude with the words of Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, who said, ‘It is one light which beams out of a thousand stars; it is one 
soul which animates all men’ ”3; or an action: a tennis player demonstrates proper form 
for serving the ball.
	 Some cautions about conclusions: in ending a presentation, as in initiating one, you need 
to avoid being overly dramatic. Do not behave in a way that will offend members of your 
audience, create high tension, or frighten lis-
teners. A better idea is to conclude your pre-
sentation with an inspirational statement, 
words that make audience members glad they 
spent the time and energy listening to you. 
One student delivered a single line at the end 
of his talk on using seat belts: “It is not who 
is right in a traffic accident that really counts,” 
he said, “it is who is left.” That conclusion 
was clever and memorable, it provided a brief 
summary, and it was an intelligent and safe 
way to end a presentation.
	 Following are two sample conclusions 
that fulfill the four functions described 
in  this section. The first is from Danelle 
Hopkins, a political science major, from her 
speech about No Child Left Behind legisla-
tion. The second is from Alan Perrault, 
from his speech about geocaching that was 
described at the beginning of the chapter.

•  An effective way to 
conclude a speech is 
with an inspirational 
statement.
© The Star-Ledger/Tim 
Farrell/The Image Works

Crafting an Effective Conclusion: Things to Avoid
Once you’ve drafted your conclusion, check it against this 
list of things to avoid in a speech conclusion.
•	 Do not just end abruptly with no forewarning.
•	 Remind the audience of your main points but do not pro-

vide a detailed replay of everything you did in the speech.
•	 Do not say negative things about your own presenta-

tion: “Well, I guess that didn’t go so well,” “Probably I 
should have done more research,” or “I sure blew that 
assignment.”

•	 Do not let your own nonverbal communication signal a 
poor presentation by letting your voice trail off at the end, 
by dropping your arms and looking defeated, or by walking 
off to your seat as you finish.

building behaviors
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Danelle Hopkins fulfilled 
the four functions of a 
conclusion

Alan Perrault fulfilled the 
four functions of a 
conclusion

Uses brakelight function: 
warns that ending is near

Reminds audience of main 
points: summary

Specifies what the 
audience should do

Ends by recommending an 
action

Sample Conclusions That Fulfill  
the Four Functions

Sample Conclusion 1
	 I.	� From what I have told you about No Child Left Behind, it is 

obvious that the program needs to be reformed.

	 II.	� I told you about the problems associated with No Child Left 
Behind, informed you about a proposed reform to the program, 
and let you know how you can help.

	 III.	� Please contact your congressional representatives—I have pro-
vided you with their e-mail addresses and their phone numbers.

	 IV.	� If nothing is done about No Child Left Behind, it might be that 
no children will be left behind. But the real problem is that no 
child might get ahead.

Sample Conclusion 2
	 I.	 �Brakelight function: I do not want to overwhelm you with too 

many details about geocaching.

	 II.	� Summary: Today I told you about the sport of geocaching. I 
explained to you what geocaching is, how it works, and how you 
can get involved.

	 III.	� Specific audience action: I hope that this information might 
inspire you to learn more about this sport.

	 IV.	� Clincher: If current trends continue, we will likely see the 
2,000,000th active geocache by the end of 2012. (put up graph 

showing cache numbers and trend line)

The References
When you have completed your outline, you may be asked to provide a list of references, 
or the sources you used in your presentation. The main idea behind a reference list is to 
inform others of what sources you used for your speech and to enable them to check 
those sources for themselves. Each entry in your references should be written according 
to a uniform style. Several accepted style manuals can answer your questions about the 
correct format: The Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 
(APA), The MLA Handbook, and The Chicago Manual of Style. Since some teachers 
prefer MLA and others prefer APA, you should ask your instructor’s preference. You can 

references
A list of sources used in 
a presentation.
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learn more about APA style at www.apastyle.org and more about MLA style at www.
mla.org/style. Because it is so efficient to find examples of the two styles on the Internet, 
we do not provide the correct forms for these sources here.
	 An example of a reference list on the importance of water, used in a speech by Emily 
Knilans, is provided below. Note that Emily used the APA style manual and that she 
included many online sources. Style manuals like APA are regularly updated. Make sure 
you are using the most current edition of any style manual.
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be ready... for what’s next
Organizing the Body of the Speech
Conducting an audience analysis can help you organize the body of your speech because you can adapt 
your presentation to fit your audience’s knowledge of your topic. You don’t want to spend too much time 
explaining what your audience already knows while neglecting information that would help audience 
members better understand your topic.
	 As Alan Perrault studied this chapter and thought about his audience’s knowledge of geocaching, 
he decided to organize his speech around the topics of what geocaching is, what a person needs to 
geocache, and finally, how to get involved in geocaching.

I.	 What is a geocache?

A.	 The basic geocache is a container with a log book and items to trade, known as “swag,” that is 
hidden somewhere.

B.	Cache sizes can range from micro, the size of a music earbud, to large, which is typically an 
ammo box or ice cream bucket. (show geocache pictures)

C.	The larger caches will usually have items that you can trade. With these the general rule is to 
trade items of equal monetary value.

D.	The log book contains a listing of every person who has found the cache. When you find a cache, 
you sign and date the log.

E.	 The log book is usually a small notebook in larger caches and a strip of paper in micro caches.

Transition: Now that you know what a geocache is, how do you find one?

II.	 How do you find a geocache?

A.	 There are only two things you need to find a geocache.

		  1.  You need a free account at geocaching.com.

		  2.  You also need a GPS.

		  3. � If you have a smartphone, you may be able to use that with a geocaching or GPS app, instead 
of an actual GPS.

B.	When you sign up for a geocaching.com account, you will choose a geocaching nickname. This 
is what you will use to sign a cache’s log.

C.	Once you are signed up, do a search for your city or zip code to locate a nearby cache.

		  1.  On each cache’s page, there are attributes for the cache’s terrain and difficulty.

		  2.  It usually works best if your first cache has low ratings for both these.

	 Transition: There is a whole world of caches available for you to find. Here is a quick overview.

III.	 Where can you find geocaches?

A.	 Geocaches can be found all around the world (map slide); there are ~140 caches hidden within 
5 miles of the campus. (Groundspeak, 2011). (Fargo-Moorhead slide)

B.	Coordinates for every active geocache can be found on geocaching.com.

C.	Many caches are hidden to bring attention to a place of interest.

D.	 (Pictures of some locations I’ve found caches)

Can you think of another way that Alan could have organized his talk? Using the material you discovered 
in this chapter, how might you organize an informative or a persuasive speech?
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 An effective introduction fulfills five functions, which can 
occur in any order:

•	 It gains and maintains audience attention.

•	 It arouses audience interest in the topic.

•	 It states the purpose of the presentation.

•	 It establishes the presenter’s credibility.

•	 It forecasts the organization and development of the 
presentation.

2.	 An effective outline for a presentation follows six 
principles:

•	 It relates the information presented to the immedi-
ate purpose and long-range goal.

•	 It is an abstract of the message you will deliver.

•	 It expresses ideas in single units of information.

•	 It indicates the importance of items with rank-
ordered symbols.

•	 It provides margins that indicate the importance of 
each entry visually.

•	 It states entries in parallel form (such as complete 
sentences, as in this list).

3.	 The most frequently used patterns of organization in 
public presentations are

•	 Time-sequence pattern, or chronology, with items 
presented serially over time.

•	 Cause/effect pattern, which posits a cause that re-
sults in some effect.

•	 Problem/solution pattern, which poses a problem 
followed by a suggested solution.

•	 Topical-sequence pattern, with items listed as a lim-
ited number of qualities or characteristics.

4.	 Transitions and signposts link ideas and indicate direc-
tion to the audience.

5.	 An effective conclusion fulfills certain functions:

•	 It forewarns listeners that the presentation is about 
to end.

•	 It reminds the audience of the central idea and main 
points of your presentation.

•	 It specifies what you expect from the audience as a 
result of the presentation.

•	 It ends the presentation in a manner that encourages 
the audience to think and act as you recommend.

6.	 Often a list of references, or sources, accompanies the 
complete outline.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Body
Brakelight function
Cause/effect pattern
Conclusion
Introduction
Key-word outline
Main points

Organizational patterns
Outline
Parallel form
Problem/solution pattern
References
Rough draft
Sentence outline

Signposts
Subpoints
Time-sequence pattern
Topical-sequence pattern
Transition
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Study Questions
  1.	 Which function of the introduction shows how the topic 

is related to the audience?

a.	 gaining and maintaining audience attention
b.	 arousing audience interest
c.	 stating the purpose or thesis
d.	 establishing speaker qualifications

  2.	 Stating your purpose in the introduction

a.	 is necessary because informative speeches do not 
invite learning, and this is your only opportunity to 
explain.

b.	 is unnecessary, because the audience will learn of 
the purpose in the body of the speech.

c.	 is not appropriate, because you will lose an element 
of surprise in the body of the speech.

d.	 is important, because audience members are more 
likely to learn and understand if your expectations 
are clear.

  3.	 When developing the body of a speech, you must

a.	 select, prioritize, and organize information.
b.	 write your introduction first.
c.	 use as much information as possible.
d.	 utilize sources but not cite them.

  4.	 Which of the following statements is not true with 
regard to outlining?

a.	 It uses symbols, margins, and content to reveal the 
order, importance, and substance of a presentation.

b.	 All items of information in your outline do not need 
to be directly related to the speech’s purpose and 
long-range goal.

c.	 It encourages a conversational speaking tone, be-
cause not every word is in front of you.

d.	 Items should appear in parallel form.

  5.	 Which type of outline consists mostly of important 
words or phrases but not complex information?

a.	 main point
b.	 sentence
c.	 key-word
d.	 cause/effect pattern

  6.	 If you were giving a speech about the 
parking problem at your university with 
possible means to resolve it, which orga-
nizational pattern would be best?

a.	 time-sequence
b.	 cause/effect
c.	 problem/solution
d.	 topical-sequence

  7.	 When a presenter explains a progression 
of events in chronological order, he or she 
is most likely using which organizational 
pattern?

a.	 time-sequence
b.	 cause/effect
c.	 problem/solution
d.	 topical-sequence

  8.	 Which of the following helps speakers move from one 
idea to another by reviewing, stating a relationship, and 
forecasting?

a.	 transitions
b.	 signposts
c.	 subpoints
d.	 goals

  9.	 Reminding the audience of the speech’s central idea 
and main points, specifying what is expected of audi-
ence members, and ending soundly are functions of 
the

a.	 introduction.
b.	 transitions.
c.	 brakelight.
d.	 conclusion.

10.	 A reference list is

a.	 a list of the sources that you might have considered 
to use in your presentation.

b.	 ideas that you do not want to forget as you are 
preparing your presentation.

c.	 a list of sources organized as books, articles, inter-
views, and other sources.

d.	 sources that you actually used in your presentation.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (b); 2. (d); 3. (a); 4. (b); 5. (c); 6. (c); 7. (a); 8. (a); 9. (d); 10. (d)

Critical Thinking
1.	 Using the suggestions from the text, how would you be-

gin your speech in order to gain the audience’s attention 
if your speech topic was movies? Your university? Prob-
lems of the world, such as war, famine, or poverty? Why 
did you choose these methods?

2.	 What happens on morning talk shows when the hosts 
wish to change subjects? Do they transition smoothly or 
simply announce the next topic? As a listener, which do 
you prefer?
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Clarity Behaviors Inventory

This chapter helps you learn how to organize presentations. 
A significant body of literature in communication and educa-
tion addresses the issue of “clarity” in academic settings. 
Although nearly all of this research approaches clarity from 
the perspective of the teacher—how to present clear les-
sons to students—this research is directly translatable to 
other types of speaking situations. The Clarity Behaviors 
Inventory (CBI) was developed by one of the authors and his 
colleagues to assess students’ perceptions of teachers’ 
clarity. You can use this survey to analyze the clarity of one 
of your other teachers. You should not identify the teacher 
you are rating. As you compare your teacher’s score with 
those from your classmates, discuss some of the things 
those teachers do that likely results in differences in 

scores. How can you learn from this to influence how you 
deliver your speeches?
	 The CBI is used to assess teachers’ clarity in both writ-
ten and oral form. Calculate scores for both dimensions of 
clarity by averaging responses to the following items:

•	 Written clarity: items 2, 3, 6, 8, 10, and 12

•	 Verbal clarity: items 1, 4, 5, 7, 9, and 11

In both cases, higher values indicate higher levels of clarity. 
You can also average all items on the survey to obtain an 
overall assessment of clarity. An average score of 1 or 2 
indicates low clarity, and an average of 4 or 5 indicates high 
clarity.
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delivery and  
visual resources

Many presentations with good content never reach the listener because of poor 
delivery skills. This chapter explores the delivery of your presentation and the 
various visual aids you may use. You will discover four modes of delivery and the 
various vocal and bodily aspects of delivery. Attention in a public presentation is 
supposed to be on you, not on your visuals, but you will learn in this chapter that 
you can use Internet resources, such as YouTube, Google photos, and PowerPoint 
graphics, to make your presentation attractive to the eye and the ear.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Explain four methods of delivery.

2.	 Name and explain each of the vocal and nonverbal aspects of delivery.

3.	 Describe methods for managing your communication apprehension.

4.	 Understand when and why you should use visual resources in your speech.

5.	 Apply design principles to improve the way you make visuals for presentations.
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my Cuddy is a social psychologist who conducts research on body 
language. In her TED Talk, Cuddy discusses how certain body positions can 
potentially change our brain chemistry to help us feel more confident and 
potentially lead to greater success in all communication situations.1 As you 
watch Cuddy’s presentation, you will notice that she uses gestures throughout 

and that her gestures appear very spontaneous and natural—not planned or staged. You 
will also notice that her gestures are very open—her arms and hands naturally extend 
beyond the frame of her body.

Cuddy’s message makes the point that humans naturally open up their gestures to dis-
play power and emotion. Confident, powerful people will position their bodies, through gestures, 
to appear bigger—they open up. Less powerful individuals tend to minimize their gestures 
and make their bodies appear smaller. She also notes that there appears to be gender dif-

ferences, in which men tend to appear more open 
and powerful and women tend to appear less open 
and less powerful. These observations suggest 
that our bodies reflect our minds to some degree.

Cuddy also notes that our bodies can affect 
our minds. When we open our bodies by making 
larger gestures, the chemical composition of our 
brains may actually change so that we feel more 
confident. This point has important implications 
for you as a public speaker. You should use ges-

tures that are open—they extend beyond your shoulders and range in height from your waist 
to your head. Such gestures may actually decrease your nervousness, improve your delivery, 
and help you appear more confident to the audience.

Search online for Cuddy’s TED Talk to hear about how nonverbal delivery behaviors 
interact with nervousness and how visual aids can be used to accentuate a spoken 
message. This chapter delves deeper to discuss communication apprehension, delivery 
methods, and tips for using visual resources effectively.

A

Defining Delivery
Delivery is the presentation of a speech using your voice and body to communicate your 
message. People have contradictory ideas about the importance of speech delivery. Some 
people think, “It’s not what you say but how you say it that really counts.” According 
to others, “What you say is more important than how you say it.” Actually, what you 
say and how you say it are both important.
	 A solid message chosen to accomplish specific goals with your audience, coupled 
with a delivery style demonstrating energy and passion, should be your objective for 
every speech.2 Just as you cannot ignore the need to prepare your speech well in advance, 
you also cannot ignore the need to practice your delivery. Delivery is like other learned 
behaviors, such as playing basketball, sewing, or cooking: a lack of practice will show. 
In this section you will learn about the methods of delivering a presentation; the next 
section will teach you the building blocks of effective delivery.

delivery
The presentation of a 
speech using your voice 
and body to 
communicate your 
message.

© George Doyle & Ciaran Griffin/Stockbyte/Punchstock RF



302	 Part Three  Fundamentals of Public Speaking

	 In most public speaking situations there are four general methods of delivery—
extemporaneous, impromptu, manuscript, and memorized. These methods vary in the 
amount of preparation required and in their degree of spontaneity. Although they are all 
possible choices, students of public speaking are least likely to use the manuscript and 
memorized methods. They may be asked to try the impromptu method at times, but most 
speech assignments require the extemporaneous method.

THE EXTEMPORANEOUS METHOD
A presentation delivered in the extemporaneous method is carefully prepared and prac-
ticed, but the presenter delivers the message conversationally without heavy dependence 
on notes. This method places equal importance on the message and the audience, with 
the speaker focused not on notes but on the ideas being expressed. Considerable eye 
contact, freedom of movement and gesture, the language and voice of conversation, and 
the use of an outline or key words to keep the speaker from reading or paying undue 
attention to the written script characterize this method.
	 The word extemporaneous literally means “on the spur of the moment” in Latin; 
however, as practiced in the classroom, this method of delivery only appears to be 
spontaneous. In fact, the processes of planning your speech and creating your outline 
require you to invest considerable effort before you actually deliver your presentation. 
Although you are not reading a manuscript—and should not read your outline—you’ll 
plan a fair amount of detail well before the speaking situation. By using your speaking 
outline as a guide, you will be able to seem spontaneous while sticking carefully to 
your talking points.
	 You have seen this method of delivery in the classroom, in some professors’ lectures, 
sometimes in the pulpit, often in political and legal addresses, and usually in speeches 
by athletes, businesspeople, and community leaders who are experienced speakers. In 
each of these cases the speaker typically has planned several talking points but avoids 
reading those points to the audience, favoring instead a more natural appearance. This 
method is the one you will learn best in the classroom and the one that has the most 
utility outside the classroom.

THE IMPROMPTU METHOD
In the impromptu method you deliver a presentation without notes, 
plans, or formal preparation and with spontaneity and conversational 
language. The word impromptu has Latin and French roots and 
means “in readiness.”
	 You use the impromptu method when you answer a question 
in class, when you introduce yourself in a meeting, and when you 
give people directions on the street. At a celebration or an informal 
gathering you may be asked to say a few remarks to welcome 
people or to express thanks. When executives or other visitors tour 
your workplace, you may be asked to talk about what you do. All 
these situations require your impromptu speaking skills, because 
you have no time to prepare but must still provide clear and rele-
vant comments.
	 Ordinarily, this method of delivery does not allow for practice and 
planning beforehand. The impromptu method encourages you to “think 
on your feet” without research, preparation, or practice. Although you 
cannot practice your actual speech, you can (and should) practice 
speaking on various topics without specific preparation.

extemporaneous method
A carefully prepared and 
researched presentation 
delivered in a 
conversational style.

impromptu method
Delivery of a 
presentation without 
notes, plans, or formal 
preparation; 
characterized by 
spontaneity and 
conversational language.

•  Experienced speakers, 
such as Chelsea Clinton, 
learn to make clear 
points and use support 
without being tied to a 
manuscript or relying on 
memorization. This is 
called extemporaneous 
delivery.
© Logan Mock-Bunting/Getty 
Images News/Getty Images
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THE MANUSCRIPT METHOD
As the name implies, in the manuscript method you deliver your presentation from 
a script of the entire speech. The advantage is that you know exactly what to say. The 
disadvantages are that the written message invites you to pay more attention to the 
script than to the audience, discourages eye contact, and prevents response to audience 
feedback.
	 Professors, clergy, and politicians—especially those who are likely to be quoted—
sometimes use this method of delivery, but students are rarely asked to, except when 
reading an essay, a poem, or a short story to the class. Some students essentially turn 
extemporaneous speeches into manuscript speeches by reading their outline, notes, or even 
presentation slides to the audience. Avoid this! Reading from a manuscript, whether it is 
prepared as a word-for-word script or a set of presentation slides, is difficult to do well. 
Your classmates, and particularly your teacher, 
will know that you are reading, not speaking, 
and your credibility will be diminished.

THE MEMORIZED METHOD
A presentation delivered in the memorized 
method is committed to memory. This method 
requires considerable practice and allows ample 
eye contact, movement, and gestures. However, 
it also discourages the speaker from responding 
to feedback, from adapting to the audience dur-
ing the speech, and from choosing words that 
might be appropriate at the moment. In other 
words, memorization removes spontaneity and 
increases the danger of forgetting. You have 
experienced this method if you ever acted in a 
play and memorized your part. Politicians, ath-
letes, and businesspeople who repeatedly speak 
to the same kind of audience about the same 
subjects often end up memorizing their 
speeches. Even professors, when they teach a 
class for the third time in a week, may memo-
rize the lesson for the day.
	 Like the manuscript method, the memo-
rization method is extremely difficult to pull 
off well. If you practice your speech several 
times, you will begin to memorize certain 
parts through repetition. However, your goal 
should be extreme familiarity rather than 
absolute memorization. Such familiarity will 
give you confidence but will help you avoid 
potential problems associated with rigid mem-
orization.
	 The method you choose should be appro-
priate for the message, the audience, and the 
occasion. Students use the extemporaneous 
method most often in learning public speaking 
because that approach teaches good preparation, 

manuscript method
Delivery of a 
presentation from a 
script of the entire 
speech.

memorized method
Delivering a presentation 
that has been committed 
to memory.

sizing things up
Engaging Delivery Assessment
One way to learn about your delivery is to think carefully 
about how others deliver presentations. As a college student 
you get to observe presentations nearly every day when you 
watch teachers lecture. Below you will find statements de-
scribing how your teacher uses various delivery techniques. 
Select the teacher from the class immediately before your 
communication class and, with that teacher in mind, answer 
the following questions using this scale:

0 = Never
1 = Rarely
2 = Occasionally
3 = Often
4 = Very often

The teacher I observed…

	 1.	Has natural variation in pitch—it is not monotone 
or overly varied.

	 2.	Speaks at a pace that is easy to follow—not too 
fast or too slow.

	 3.	Speaks at a volume that is easy to hear.
	 4.	Does not have many vocalized pauses like “Uhh” 

and “Umm.”
	 5.	Uses movement of the hands and body to be dy-

namic and emphasize points.
	 6.	Uses facial expressions to convey emotion.
	 7.	Makes eye contact to establish perceptions of 

closeness.
	 8.	 Articulates words clearly so that they are easy to 

understand.
	 9.	Has a delivery style that is smooth rather than 

choppy.

This exercise has no right or wrong answers. A guide for 
interpreting your responses appears at the end of the 
chapter.
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adaptation to the audience, and focus on the message. Learning to use the extemporaneous 
method effectively is critical to your success as a speaker because it is the most common 
approach used both in the classroom and in professional situations outside the classroom.3

Behaviors that Influence Delivery
Effective delivery is a learned behavior. Accomplished musicians must practice daily to 
achieve success; the same is required for excellent delivery. Fortunately, we all get 
chances to practice every day. Our conversations with others teach us everything we need 
to know to be great deliverers of speeches. Think for a moment about how you behave 
when you talk with others. You naturally use gestures; you naturally vary your vocal 
pitch, volume, and inflections; and you naturally maintain eye contact. You work hard 
at improving your verbal and nonverbal delivery skills, starting as an infant and continu-
ing throughout your life. So why is it that some people struggle as public speakers?
	 Giving presentations is different from casual conversation. You become the center 
of attention; hundreds of eyes may be focusing just on you. That fact alone can cause 
us to forget what we have learned over the course of our lifetime. We look for safety 
blankets in the form of lecterns to hold onto and notes to read, and we fall back on 
rapid delivery to get the whole thing done. These problems are not limited to the 
classroom. John Takash, president of the Chicago-based Victory Consulting Firm, iden-
tified five common delivery problems in business presentations: (1) using non-words, 
(2) failing to pause and let audience members think, (3) failing to maintain eye contact, 
(4) speaking with a lack of confidence and volume, and (5) standing on one spot.4 All 
these are problems with verbal and nonverbal delivery. The key to effective delivery 
is training yourself not to wrap yourself in safety blankets, and you achieve that 
through practice.
	 Before learning about ways to practice effectively, let’s first discuss vocal and non-
verbal aspects of delivery.

THE VOCAL ASPECTS OF DELIVERY
Just as different musicians can make the same notes sound quite different, public speak-
ers can say the same words in different ways to get the audience to respond in various 
ways. The way you say words creates emotion. The seven vocal aspects of presentation 
are pitch, rate, pauses, volume, enunciation, fluency, and vocal variety. As we’ll see next, 
your objective with these aspects of vocal delivery should be to naturally vary your voice 
and not talk in a monotone.5 Using vocal variance will help you sound more passionate 
and convincing during your presentation.

Pitch

Pitch is the highness or lowness of a speaker’s voice—the voice’s upward and downward 
movement, the melody produced by the voice. Pitch is what makes the difference between 
the “ohhh” you utter when you earn a poor grade in a class and the “ohhh” you utter 
when you are surprised by a friend’s news. The pitch of your voice can make you sound 
either lively or listless. As a speaker you learn to avoid the two extremes: the lack of 
change in pitch that results in a monotone and repeated changes in pitch that result in a 
singsong delivery. The best public speakers use the full range of their normal pitch.
	 One technique for learning to strategically use pitch is to think about how you use 
bold, italics, and different-style fonts when you write. There are certain words in a writ-
ten document that you may want to emphasize. When speaking, you may want to do the 
same thing. When talking about the national debt, for instance, you may want to empha-
size the “T” in “trillion” to highlight the unimaginable scope of the issue. Obviously 

pitch
The highness or lowness 
of the speaker’s voice.
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your voice does not have buttons like a word processor to make that happen. When 
emphasizing the word vocally, you might naturally raise your pitch an octave or so to 
make it stand out—the vocal equivalent of bold and italics.

Rate

How fast should you speak when delivering a public presentation? Instructors often cau-
tion students to “slow down,” because talking fast is a sign of anxiety or nervousness. 
At the same time, talking too slowly can bore the listener, because we think much faster 
than people typically talk. What is the best way for you to deliver your speech?
	 Rate is the speed of delivery, or how fast you say your words. The normal rate for 
U.S. speakers is between 125 and 190 words per minute, but many variations occur. You 
need to remember that your rate of delivery depends on you—how fast you normally 
speak—and on the situation—few people talk fast at a funeral. Rate also depends on the 
audience and the subject matter. Audience members unfamiliar with the topic material 
may have a hard time following rapid delivery—the situation and topic may necessitate 
a slower approach.
	 Your rate of delivery can be strategically used to build drama during your presenta-
tion. Think about a great action sequence in a movie. Typically, the background music 
has a more upbeat tempo to emphasize the action. So, too, in a speech, your rate of 
delivery can be used to build excitement. Talking slowly at a pep rally may curb spirit, 
but fast delivery can get fans pumped up. Varying your rate of delivery can help you set 
certain moods as your speech develops.

Pauses

A third vocal characteristic of speech delivery is the pause—an absence of vocal sound 
used for dramatic effect, transition, or emphasis. Presentations are often a steady stream 
of words without silences, yet pauses can be used for dramatic effect and to get an audi-
ence to consider content. The speaker may begin a speech with rhetorical questions: 
“Have you had a cigarette today? Have you had two or three? Ten or eleven? Do you 
know what your habit is costing you in a year? A decade? A lifetime?” After each rhe-
torical question a pause allows audience members to answer the question mentally.
	 Pauses invite the audience to think, which is a silent but important form of engagement. 
When using pauses, make sure they are long enough to have this desired effect but not so 
long that they become uncomfortable. Use 
your instincts while speaking and remember 
that the pause will feel longer to you as the 
speaker than it does to the audience.
	 On the other hand, vocalized pauses are 
breaks in fluency that negatively affect an 
audience’s perception of the speaker’s com-
petence and dynamism. The “ahhhs” and 
“mmhhs” of the beginning speaker are dis-
turbing and distracting. Unfortunately, even 
some experienced speakers have the habit of 
filling silences with vocalized pauses.

Volume

Volume is the relative loudness of your 
voice. Variations in volume can convey 
emotion, importance, suspense, and changes 

rate
The speed at which a 
speech is delivered, 
normally between 125 
and 190 words per 
minute.

pause
The absence of vocal 
sound used for dramatic 
effect, transition, or 
emphasis.

vocalized pauses
Breaks in fluency that 
negatively affect an 
audience’s perception of 
the speaker’s 
competence and 
dynamism.

Diagnosing Problems with Vocalized Pauses
After creating your outline and visual materials, you should 
practice your speech out loud. Once you have practiced sev-
eral times and feel comfortable with the material, record your 
speech using your cell phone, your computer, or some other 
device. When playing back the recording, note the total time 
and make a tally mark each time you say any type of vocal-
ized pause. How many did you have? Did you notice a pattern 
that might explain why you inserted them? Were they in 
places where you were transitioning between ideas? Places 
where you were unsure of the material? Once you identify 
possible causes, how can you try to work those vocalizations 
out of your delivery?

building behaviors



306	 Part Three  Fundamentals of Public Speaking

in meaning. When speaking more loudly we also tend to speak more quickly and at a 
higher pitch; when speaking more softly we tend to be lower and slower. Thus, changes 
in volume often happen in conjunction with changes in tone and rate of delivery. You 
can use a stage whisper in front of an audience, just as you would whisper a secret to a 
friend. You can speak loudly and strongly on important points, letting your voice carry 
your conviction. Volume can also change with the situation. For example, a pep rally 
may be filled with loud, virtually shouted speeches teeming with enthusiasm, whereas a 
eulogy may be delivered at a lower, respectful volume. An orchestra never plays so 
quietly that patrons cannot hear, but the musicians vary their volume. Similarly, a pre-
senter who considers the voice an instrument learns how to speak softly, loudly, and in 
between to convey meaning.

Enunciation

Enunciation, the fifth vocal aspect of speech delivery, is the pronunciation and articula-
tion of sounds and words. In everyday conversation we are informal, and our friends 
know how we talk. In speeches, however, you need to think more carefully about how 
you enunciate the syllables of words. In a large room, better enunciation may be neces-
sary in order for people in the back to fully understand you. You can also overenunciate 
words to give them emphasis, the verbal nequivalent of typing “I am R-E-A-L-L-Y 
happy!” Enunciation is especially important for words that have similar sounds. How are 
its two components, pronunciation and articulation, different?
	 Pronunciation is the act of correctly saying words. The difference between saying 
“Washington” and “Worshintun” is pronunciation. If you have ever watched James Car-
ville, a popular political commentator, speak on television, you’ll notice that his Cajun 
dialect leads to many mispronunciations. He can get by with that because he has cred-
ibility through his experiences. If speakers have little established credibility, mispronun-
ciations can doom their chances of building it. The best way to avoid pronunciation errors 
is to look up unfamiliar words. Most online dictionaries have options for hearing how a 
word is correctly pronounced via a small audio file.
	 Articulation—the accurate production of sounds—is the second part of enunciation. 
If you order “dry toast” (without butter) and get “rye toast” or ask for a “missing state-
ment” and get a “mission statement,” you are experiencing the results of poor or careless 
articulation. Among the common articulation problems are the dropping of final conso-
nants and “-ing” sounds (“goin’,” “comin’,” and “leavin’”), the substitution of “fer” for 
“for,” and the substitution of “ta” for “to.” An important objective in public presentations, 
as in all communication, is to articulate accurately.

Fluency

The sixth vocal characteristic of delivery is fluency—the smoothness of the delivery, the 
flow of the words, and the absence of vocalized pauses. This quality is often more 
notable by its absence: a fluent speaker will present an effortless flow of words that 
moves along at a natural pace, which listeners may take for granted as they focus on the 
message. A nonfluent speaker, on the other hand, will present a speech that sounds 
choppy and disjointed, and these errors draw attention to themselves.
	 To achieve fluency, public speakers must be confident about the content of their 
speeches. If they know what they are going to say and have practiced the words over and 
over, they will reduce disruptive repetition and vocalized pauses. Speakers must pace, build, 
and time the various parts of the speech, so that they unite in a coherent and fluent whole. 
Remember that you will need to stick to the time limits imposed by your teacher or the 
situation; failing to do so will diminish your credibility and perhaps harm your grade!

enunciation
The pronunciation and 
articulation of sounds 
and words.

pronunciation
The act of correctly 
articulating words.

articulation
The production of 
sounds; a component of 
enunciation.

fluency
The smoothness of 
delivery, the flow of 
words, and the absence 
of vocalized pauses.

vocal variety
Vocal quality, intonation 
patterns, inflections of 
pitch, and syllabic 
duration.
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Vocal Variety

The seventh vocal aspect of speech delivery—
one that summarizes many of the others—is 
vocal variety. This term refers to voice qual-
ity, intonation patterns, inflections of pitch, 
and how you draw out spoken sounds and 
syllables. Public presentations encourage 
vocal variety, because studies show that vari-
ety improves effectiveness. One of the found-
ers of the National Communication Associa-
tion, Charles Woolbert, found in a very early 
study of public reading that audiences retain 
more information when there are large varia-
tions in rate, force, pitch, and voice quality.6 
Woolbert’s research is relevant even today. 
Having variety in your voice is consistently 
identified as one of the most important speak-
ing skills, though achieving it can be chal-
lenging for inexperienced speakers.
	 Kathleen Propp, a communication pro-
fessor at Western Michigan University, 
pointed out that many students lose their 
natural vocal variety when speaking because 
of the natural nervousness they feel.7 To 
retrain yourself to maintain effective vari-
ety, Propp suggests that you (1) read a children’s story aloud at home and take note of 
how you naturally use vocal variety, (2) practice transferring those behaviors when read-
ing more advanced material, and (3) synthesize those two steps to use vocal variety 
during your speeches.

NONVERBAL ASPECTS OF PRESENTATION
The importance of delivery has been recognized for thousands of years. In Rhetorica 
ad Herennium, the great Roman orator Cicero observed, “Delivery is the graceful 
regulation of voice, countenance, and gesture.”8 Whereas the previous section talked 
in detail about the voice, this section focuses on how to use your body to effectively 
convey meaning.

Gestures

Gestures are movements of the head, arms, and hands that illus-
trate, emphasize, or signal ideas in a speech. People rarely worry 
about gestures in conversation, but when they give a speech in front 
of an audience, arms and hands seem to be bothersome. The most 
common mistake inexperienced speakers make is holding onto a 
lectern, a computer, or notes. Some teachers ban the use of these 
devices to help students overcome the tendency to rely on them.
	 What can you do to help yourself gesture naturally when deliv-
ering your presentation? The answer is to connect your feelings to 
your behavior. When speakers really care about a topic, you can see 
their passion in the way they deliver their message: they are more 
animated, their face shows a range of emotion, their voice is strong, 

engaging diversity
Dress for Success
You’re likely already aware that how you dress—the nonverbal 
artifacts you wear—potentially communicates aspects of your 
credibility. For listeners from other cultures, your dress provides 
important initial cues on how they will evaluate your competence 
and character. In most speaking situations, you should assume 
that more formal dress will increase your credibility. However, 
researchers have also found that when speaking in college 
classrooms, overly formal dress can increase anxiety among 
some non-native speakers as they listen. This finding illustrates 
the point that you should consider your audience, the situation, 
and your nonverbal messages when planning a presentation in 
front of culturally diverse audiences. Some situations may 
require highly formal dress so that you can establish strong 
credibility, whereas other situations may require business casual 
attire to create common ground with the audience. These 
decisions are particularly important for culturally diverse 
audience members who are attempting to reconcile their own 
cultural norms with those of Western cultures like America.

Source: Efflong, O. (2015, February). Getting them speaking: Classroom social 
factors and foreign language anxiety. TESOL Journal (http://onlinelibrary.wiley.
com/doi/10.1002/tesj.194/full).

•  Using gestures helps 
you speak with 
conviction.
© Marty Heitner/The Image 
Works

gestures
Movements of the head, 
arms, and hands to 
illustrate, emphasize, or 
signal ideas in a 
presentation.
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and their eyes connect with yours. Students speaking on a variety of topics ranging 
from environmental awareness to business ethics have demonstrated that passion and 

conviction translate into effective delivery. In addition to focusing on finding a topic about 
which you are passionate, you should also concentrate on your message. Being self-
conscious about your delivery, or trying to focus too much on “perfect” delivery, can 
actually backfire and cause your delivery to seem unnatural. Some students trained in 
competitive speaking exhibit unnatural delivery behaviors that cause audience members 
to become so focused on delivery that they lose the message of the speech. Focusing on 
your message and your conviction is more important than trying to sound like the next 
master orator.
	 Another way of learning to make appropriate gestures is to practice a speech in front 
of friends who are willing to make positive suggestions. Actors spend hours rehearsing 
lines and gestures so that they will look spontaneous and unrehearsed on stage. In time, 
and after many practice sessions, public speakers learn which arm, head, and hand move-
ments seem to help and which seem to hinder their message. Through practice you, too, 
can learn to gesture naturally, in a way that reinforces, rather than detracts from, your 
message (see figure 1). Constructive criticism is also one of the benefits you can receive 
from your speech instructor and your classmates, of course.

Facial Expressions

Gestures are powerful, but your face is the most expressive part of your body. Facial 
expressions consist of the nonverbal cues expressed by the speaker’s face. Eyebrows rise 
and fall; eyes twinkle, glare, and cry; lips pout or smile; cheeks can dimple or harden; 
and a chin can jut out in anger or recede in yielding. Some people’s faces are a barom-
eter of their feelings; others’ faces seem to maintain the same appearance whether they 
are happy or sad or in pain. Because you do not ordinarily see your own face when you 
are speaking, you may not be fully aware of how you appear when you give a speech. In 
general, speakers are trying to maintain a warm and positive relationship with the audi-
ence, and they signal that intent by smiling as they would in conversation with someone 
they liked. However, the topic, the speaker’s intent, the situation, and the audience all help 
determine the appropriate facial expressions in a public speech. You can discover the 
appropriateness of your facial expressions by having friends, relatives, or classmates tell 

facial expressions
Any nonverbal cues 
expressed by the 
speaker’s face.

1.  ��Follow your instincts. As you think about your message, your brain will naturally guide your hands. Such 
gestures are natural and accomplish their purpose of accentuating your spoken message.

2. � Do not restrict your hands. Keeping hands in your pockets or on a lectern will limit your ability to gesture 
naturally. This will decrease the effectiveness of your delivery and may even mentally distract you.

3.  �Do not hide behind the lectern. If audience members cannot see your gestures, they have 
little or no effect.

4. � Plan important gestures. Although your gestures should be spontaneous, you can 
think in advance about key points that you can make with gestures. Practice those 
gestures as you rehearse your presentation.

5. � Invite critique. Improving your gestures requires an understanding of what you do 
effectively and what you can improve. Asking others to provide feedback and using video 
to self-critique are both strategies that can build awareness for improving your gestures.

Figure 1
Tips for gesturing effectively.
© photosindia/Getty Images RF
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you how you look when practicing your speech. You can also observe how your instruc-
tors use facial expressions to communicate. Although you can also observe your facial 
expressions by practicing in front of a mirror, many people find this technique distracting. 
A better strategy might be to record your speech using a webcam or phone and then watch 
the video to observe how you use facial expressions during your speech.

Eye Contact

Eye contact refers to the extent to which the speaker looks directly at the audience. Staring 
down the audience is too much of a good thing, but staring at your notes is poor delivery. 
	 Lack of eye contact is one of the most common problems speakers have when mak-
ing presentations.9 It can suggest that you lack knowledge, are unsure of your position, 
or are even being deceitful. Appropriate eye contact, on the other hand, creates connec-
tions with the audience.
	 How can you learn to maintain eye contact with your audience? One way is to know 
your speech so well that you have to glance only occasionally at your notes. A speaker 
who does not know the speech well is manuscript-bound. Delivering an extemporaneous 
speech from key words or an outline is a way of encouraging yourself to keep an eye on 
the audience. One of the purposes of extemporaneous delivery is to enable you to adapt 
to your audience. That adaptation is not possible unless you are continually observing 
the audience’s behavior to see whether your listeners appear to understand your message.

Movement

A fourth physical aspect of delivery is bodily movement—what the speaker does with 
his or her entire body during a presentation. Sometimes the situation limits movement. 
The presence of a fixed microphone, a lectern, a pulpit, or any other physical feature of 
the environment may limit your activity. The length of the speech can also make a dif-
ference. If your speech is short, movement may be less important. For a speech lasting 
longer than a few minutes, movement can help keep audience members more engaged. 
	 Good movement is appropriate and purposeful. The “caged lion” who paces back 
and forth to work off anxiety is moving in a way that distracts; a speaker who stands in 
one spot creates boredom. You should move 
for a reason, such as walking a few steps 
when delivering a transition, thereby liter-
ally helping your audience “follow you” to 
the next idea. Some speakers move toward 
the audience when expressing points they 
regard as most important.
	 Because eye contact is vital, you should 
always strive to face the audience, even 
when moving. Speakers who read from 
slides typically turn their back on the audi-
ence. Instead, locate your body, and par-
ticularly your face, in ways that allow you 
to establish rapport with your audience.
	 You can learn through practice and 
observation. Watch your professors, teach-
ing assistants, and fellow students when they 
deliver their speeches to determine what 
works for them. (They may provide positive 
or negative examples.) Then determine what 

eye contact
The extent to which a 
speaker looks directly at 
the audience.

bodily movement
What the speaker does 
with his or her entire 
body during a 
presentation.

Moving Eye Contact Around
Experienced speakers learn how to spread their eye con-
tact around to multiple audience members. One technique 
for learning to do this is to divide the audience into different 
sections—think of the sections as analogous to rooms in a 
house or countries on a map. Your objective early in the 
speech should be to visit each location with your eyes. 
Some locations may seem more pleasing because people 
in that room/country might give you better nonverbal 
responses. Perhaps that’s a place you can visit more often 
as the speech progresses! Using this approach will help 
you build rapport with your audience. Even when you are 
visiting other sections with your eyes, audience members 
will notice that you are trying to connect with the entire 
room and will react more positively to you and your ideas.

building behaviors
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works best for you when you practice your speech. You can use the form in table 1 to 
evaluate your own and others’ nonverbal delivery.

DELIVERY TIPS FOR NON-NATIVE SPEAKERS
If you are a student who speaks English as a second language, you may be particularly 
concerned about your delivery. After all, you must simultaneously remember what you 
want to say and select and correctly pronounce the appropriate words. Here are some 
suggestions for how to work on delivery issues that may be of unique concern to you:

1.	 Recognize that you are not alone. For most speakers the actual delivery of the 
speech is what causes the most anxiety. Even native speakers worry that they will 
forget what they intend to say or that they will say something incorrectly. If you 
have anxiety about delivery, your classmates will certainly empathize with you.

2.	 Give yourself time. Most of the other suggestions on this list require that you 
devote some extra time to improving your delivery. This means you may need to 
begin working on your speeches much earlier than many of your classmates.

3.	 Check pronunciation. On several online pronunciation dictionaries, you can look up 
words and hear them pronounced. For new and unfamiliar words or words with many 
syllables, such resources can help you determine and practice correct pronunciation.

4.	 Talk with your instructor about reasonable goals. If you are still working on 
several pronunciation or grammar issues, you can use your public speaking class 
as an opportunity to improve. With your instructor’s help, identify a short list of 
items that you can work on over the course of the term. Your practice efforts will 
be more focused, and your instructor will have a clearer idea of what to 
concentrate on when giving feedback. If you do not set such objectives 
beforehand, both you and your instructor may have difficulty concentrating on 
specific and attainable areas for improvement.

Table 1  Evaluation Form for Nonverbal Aspects of Delivery

Use this form to evaluate your own and others’ vocal and nonverbal delivery, using this scale: 
1 = excellent, 2 = good, 3 = average, 4 = fair, 5 = weak.

VOCAL ASPECTS OF DELIVERY—THE VOICE

_______ Pitch: upward and downward inflections

_______ Rate: speed of delivery

_______ Pause: appropriate use of silence

_______ Volume: loudness of the voice

_______ Enunciation: articulation and pronunciation

_______ Fluency: smoothness of delivery

_______ Vocal variety: overall effect of all of the above

BODILY ASPECTS OF DELIVERY

_______ Gestures: use of arms and hands

_______ Facial expression: use of the face

_______ Eye contact: use of eyes

_______ Movement: use of legs and feet
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5.	 Understand that eye contact is important. Especially if you come from a culture 
that does not emphasize eye contact, you should recognize that U.S. audiences 
tend to weight this nonverbal delivery characteristic very heavily. To improve your 
eye contact, first get more comfortable maintaining eye contact during 
conversation. As this skill improves during one-on-one interactions, you can then 
work on better eye contact during speeches.

6.	 Practice using audio or video recordings. By listening to and/or watching 
yourself, you will be better able to isolate specific ways to improve your 
delivery. While observing a recording, make a list of two to four things you 
could do to improve your delivery, and then practice the speech again while 
focusing on those items.

Ways to Reduce Your Fear of Presenting
Anxiety is a natural part of speaking. Beginning speakers often feel fear before and dur-
ing their early presentations. Even experienced speakers are sometimes apprehensive 
when they face a new audience or a new situation. How, then, do we reduce and control 
any fear of presenting?
	 The person who has studied this subject the most, James McCroskey, calls fear of pre-
senting communication apprehension (CA), defined as “an individual’s level of fear or 
anxiety associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or 
persons.”10 This definition implies a couple of points to note. First, apprehension can stem 
from any type of communication. Just as some people fear public speak-
ing, others have significant apprehension during interpersonal conversa-
tions. Second, apprehension can stem from anticipated interactions with 
others. In fact, much of the anxiety associated with public speaking 
stems from anticipation rather than from the act of speaking itself.
	 Communication apprehension is connected to all aspects of our 
communication with others. Research shows that people who have 
higher levels of communication apprehension tend to view them-
selves as lower in communication competence.11 Of course, this also 
means that those with higher levels of communication anxiety have 
the most to gain in improving their communication skills.
	 In the context of public speaking, apprehension has a more spe-
cific name: public speaking anxiety. High levels of public speaking 
anxiety not only can result in shaking knees, dry mouth, and other 
physical symptoms but also can create a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
People who are high in public speaking anxiety often spend less time 
preparing, which creates a series of cascading problems with the 
speech—everything that can go wrong will go wrong.12

	 Fear of presenting is similar to other fears in life: You cannot 
overcome it unless you want to. Fortunately, you can reduce fear in 
many ways, including the following:

•	 The skills approach reduces fear by systematically improving 
your presenting skills. In other words, by taking a course in public 
speaking you can learn through the coaching of your teacher and 
your fellow students to reduce your anxiety. You will find that 
repeatedly exposing yourself to something you find threatening—
such as standing in front of an audience to give a speech—reduces 
your fear over time.

communication 
apprehension (CA)
An individual’s level of 
fear or anxiety 
associated with either 
real or anticipated 
communication with 
another person or 
persons.

skills approach
Reducing fear by 
systematically improving 
presenting skills.

•  Communication 
apprehension is common 
for inexperienced 
speakers. Reframing 
negative thoughts into 
positive thoughts can 
boost your confidence.
© Fotosearch/Getty Images RF
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•	 Remember that much of our public speaking anxiety occurs in anticipation of  
the actual speech. We often begin framing negative thoughts about what can happen, 
and those thoughts build negative momentum, which dramatically increases our 
anxiety.13 The positive thinking approach reframes those negative thoughts as pos-
itive ones. Table 2 provides examples. Reframing will show you how you can coun-
teract potential sources of anxiety through preparation and planning for success rather 
than for failure.

•	 The visualization approach invites you to picture yourself succeeding, as the positive-
thinking approach does, but with the addition of imagery.14 See yourself striding to 
the front of the room with confidence; see yourself speaking loud enough for all to 
hear without a sign of fear; and see yourself moving through the speech with an 
attentive audience eagerly receiving your message. Athletes often use visualization 
along with practice to perform better on the field or court. Visualizing the act of 
shooting a free throw can help improve technique and consistency. The same principle 
can be effective as you prepare for your speech.

•	 The relaxation approach trains you to associate public speaking with positive 
thoughts.15 Although you can do this by yourself, another person, such as a facilita-
tor, usually provides the relaxation commands. The facilitator asks you to relax 
(actually lying down helps) and to think of a situation in which you are totally 
unstressed. The facilitator links your relaxed state to a word, such as calm. After 
repeating this process, you start relaxing whenever you hear the word (you have 
been conditioned). The facilitator then walks you through whatever frightens you 
(“You are now walking to the front of the room”) and says “calm” at the first signs 
of fright. This approach takes time, but the procedure does work for most people 
with high anxiety about presenting. See figure 2 for a formula for this relaxation 
technique. 

•	 The self-managed approach means that you reduce your fear of presenting with self-
diagnosis and a variety of therapies. In other words, you attempt to uncover your fears 
and then decide what approach might reduce them. Dwyer points out that many ther-
apies can reduce your fears, but no one therapy works for all people.16 You might 
decide that group therapy with a psychologist at the health service center would work 
best for you. Or you might decide that just taking a public speaking course will help 
you overcome your fear of presenting.

positive thinking 
approach
Using positive thoughts 
to bolster speaker 
confidence.

visualization approach
Picturing yourself 
succeeding.

relaxation approach
Combining deep 
relaxation with fear-
inducing thoughts.

self-managed approach
Reducing the fear of 
presenting with self-
diagnosis and a variety 
of therapies.

visual resources
Any items that can be 
seen by an audience for 
the purpose of 
reinforcing a message.

Table 2  Negative Thoughts Reframed in More Positive Ways

Negative Thinking	 Positive Thinking

I’m afraid of public speaking.	 I see public speaking as a personal challenge.

I don’t want to go up front.	 I have the courage to go up front.

I don’t want to see all those eyes.	 I appreciate the attention I get.

I’m afraid my voice won’t work.	 I plan to speak with confidence.

They will see I’m afraid.	 I’ll act confident until I feel confident.

Things will go wrong.	 I’ll work hard to be prepared and do my best.
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When to Use Visual Resources
Do you learn best when you read something, when you watch something, or when 
you do something? Certainly, some skills are best learned by doing. Reading about 
how to insert streaming video into a PowerPoint presentation or watching another 
person perform the task is no substitute for trying to perform the task yourself. How-
ever, not everything lends itself to doing. You cannot “do” economics in the same 
way you can change a tire. Because so much of public speaking deals with issues and 
topics that cannot be performed, you must know the most effective methods of com-
municating in a public presentation. Often this means showing audience members visual 
representations of what you are speaking about.
	 Visual resources are any items that can be seen by an audience for the purpose of 
reinforcing a message, from the way you dress, to words on a dry-erase board, to items you 
bring in for a demonstration. Setting up a computer to display images or slides is another 
use of visual resources. A student who wears her police uniform when talk-
ing about careers in law enforcement, one who provides a handout with an 
outline of her speech for the class, and yet another who brings in chemistry 
equipment are all using visual resources. As you can see, the options are 
many and diverse, and some work better than others. A handout could distract 
audience members, whereas chemistry equipment could bring a speech to 
life. Learning to use visuals effectively is a key skill for speakers.
	 A classic study, still cited as a definitive justification for using visual 
aids, shows that using visual supplements for your presentation dramati-
cally improves the chances that audience members will remember what 
you say.17 Figure 3 shows the benefits of visual aids. More recent research 
has considered whether visual aids like PowerPoint slides have the same 
benefits as those discovered in the earlier study. When hearing lectures 
with slides and without slides, students tend to remember spoken informa-
tion better when slides are not present, but they remember visual images 

To practice the relaxation techniques, do the following:

1. � Sit in a comfortable chair or lie down in a comfortable place. As much as possible, rid the area 
of distracting noises. If possible, play relaxing music or a tape with the sounds of nature.

2. � Begin with your face and neck, and tense the muscles. Then relax them. Tense again and hold 
the tensed position for 10 seconds. Relax again.

3. � Tense your hands by clenching your fists. Relax. Tense again and hold for 10 seconds. Relax.

4. � Tense your arms above your hands and to your shoulders. Relax. Tense again and 
hold for 10 seconds. Relax.

5. � Tense your chest and stomach. Relax. Tense again and hold for 10 seconds. Relax.

6. � Tense your feet by pulling the toes under. Relax. Tense again and hold for 10 
seconds. Relax.

7. � Tense your legs above the feet and up to the hips. Relax. Tense again and hold 
for 10 seconds. Relax.

8. � Tense your entire body and hold for 10 seconds. Relax and breathe slowly.

9. � Repeat the word calm to yourself. This will help you relate the word to the 
relaxed feeling you are now experiencing. In the future, when you feel anxious, 
the word calm should help you arrest the apprehension you experience.

Figure 2
Calming normal communi-
cation apprehension.
Source: Gamble, T. K., & Gamble, M. 
(2005). Communication works 
(8th ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill. 
© 2005 The McGraw-Hill 
Companies, Inc. Used by permission. 

© Raymond Patrick/The Image 
Bank/Getty Images

•  Using a model to 
visually illustrate your 
descriptions can add 
interest and clarity to 
your presentation.
© The Star-Ledger/Ed 
Murray/The Image Works
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like graphs and pictures more easily when these are shown rather than described.18 The 
implication is that you need to use visuals when visual imagery is important; hide them 
when what you are saying is most important.
	 A listing of various types of visual resources and their advantages and disadvantages 
is shown in table 3. Remember, too, that most instructors have rules governing the use of 
visual resources. Few instructors allow live animals, and university policies usually forbid 
bringing to campus firearms, illegal substances/materials, and anything potentially dangerous 
to others. A good rule of thumb to follow is to always tell your teacher in advance what 
you plan to use as a visual resource. Prevent problems before they become problems. 
Remember, too, that you must practice with any visual aid you opt to use.

100%

80%

60%
70%

10%

20%

72%

85%

65%

40%

20%

0%
Spoken only Shown only

Format of Presentation

Spoken and shown

Information retained 3 hours later

Information retained 3 days later

Figure 3
Immediate and delayed 
retention of spoken and 
viewed information.
Source: Data from Zayas-Boya, 
E. P. (1977–1978). Instructional 
media in the total language 
picture. International Journal of 
Instructional Media, 5, 145–150.

Table 3  Advantages and Disadvantages of Some Typical Visual Aids

Type	 Advantages	 Disadvantages

Chalkboard/	 Easy to use 	 Requires turning your back to the audience
dry-erase board	 Allows impromptu reactions from the audience	 Can be difficult to read

Poster displays	 Allow you to plan ahead for content and style	 Can look unprofessional if not done well

	 Can demonstrate creativity	 Can cost money if professionally produced

Handouts	 Provide a takeaway for audience members	 Can create distractions

	 Can provide notes to help audience members	 Can leave a mess if listeners don’t take  
	 with details 	 handouts with them

Models	 Provide greater realism	 Can be expensive to obtain

	 Can demonstrate greater detail for explanation	 Can be hard to transport, depending on size

People	 Can add realism	 Can be unpredictable

	 Can increase audience members’ attention	

Computers	 Allow preplanning for content and design	 Can be difficult to prepare if you don’t have expertise

	 Can present diverse information	 Requires that speaker be able to react to glitches
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Design Principles to 
Follow When Using 
Visual Resources
Visual resources lose their effectiveness 
if they are not integrated effectively into 
your presentation. Because there are so 
many different types of visual resources, 
figure 4 provides general principles that 
you should keep in mind, regardless of 
what you are using.
	 When using visual aids, be pre-
pared to handle them effectively. If 
you use a computer to display Power-
Point or a YouTube video, what will 
you do if the computer crashes? How 
should you best prepare visual aids, 
so that they look professional and are 
not too cluttered? In addition to fol-
lowing the tips in figure 4, plan to 
carefully analyze your approach to 
using visual aids. If you are relying 
on technology, have a backup in case 
the technology fails. Strive for professionalism—homemade posters are old school. 
Finally, if someone cannot look at your visual aid and in a few seconds be able to explain 
what he or she sees, you may have included too much information. Your visual points 
should be clear and concise, just like your verbal points.
	 Apple’s Keynote and Microsoft’s PowerPoint remain the staple visual aids for most 
public speakers. There is very little difference between these two options. Both 
employ an approach referred to as slide-deck visuals, which help you create, 
arrange, and display various slides. Following basic visual design principles can 
dramatically increase the artistic appeal of your slides and help you make your 

communicating
	 creatively
Build an Infographic
Information graphics, or infographics, are visual representations of 
data, information, and knowledge. You regularly see infographics 
online, in newspapers, or even on the evening news when weather 
information is presented. Infographics are effective visual aids be-
cause, when done well, they take large amounts of information and 
make it easy to understand—usually in a visually appealing way. 
The style and approach you use to make an infographic can be very 
creative, as long as the content remains clear for the listener.
	 There are several free tools available online to assist you in 
making infographics, such as Infogram, Piktochart, and Venngage. 
You can find many more just by searching for “free infographic tools” 
online. Infographics offer a creative way to add visual interest to your 
presentation. Because effective infographics should make informa-
tion clear to the listener/reader, your role as the speaker is to boil 
down what’s important to learn from the infographic. Rather than 
talking about each detail, narrate the big picture for the audience. 

1.  Do not talk to your visual resources. Keep your eyes on your audience.

2. � Display visual resources only when you are using them. Before or after they are discussed, they 
usually become a needless distraction to the audience.

3.  �Make sure everyone in the room can see your visual resources. Check the visibility of  
your visual resources before your speech, during practice. If the classroom is 25 feet deep, have a 

friend or family member determine if the visual 
resources can be read from 25 feet away. Above all, 
make sure you are not standing in front of your visual 
resources.

4. � Leave visual resources in front of the audience long 
enough for complete assimilation. Few things are more 
irritating to an audience than to have half-read visual 
resources whipped away by a speaker.

5. � Use a pointer or your inside arm for pointing to visual 
resources. The pointer keeps you from masking the 
visual, and using your inside arm helps you to avoid 
closing off your body from the audience.

Figure 4
Tips for using visual resources.
© Jose Luis Pelaez Inc/Blend 
Images LLC RF

slide-deck visuals 
A collection of slides, 
usually created with a 
computer program, that 
are displayed during a 
presentation.
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points more effectively.19 The remainder of this section discusses strategies for using 
these types of programs effectively.
1.	 Use images, not words. The most common mistake speakers make when designing 

slides is to approach it as a writing assignment rather than a visual creativity 
assignment and therefore to create slides filled with words, not pictures or images. 
Visual aids should be visual, and very few word-based slides are visually appealing. 

	 You should look for ways to decrease your reliance on words and increase your 
use of graphics. Figure 5 shows two options for creating a slide about iPhone 
apps, one emphasizing words and the other pictures. Notice how the picture-based 
slide is more visually appealing yet provides the same basic information. If you 
do want to display words, find ways to integrate text boxes into relevant images—
you will see an example of this in the next tip.

2.	� Use the rule of thirds. Photographers learn that interesting photos make 
strategic use of composition. One element of composing a photograph is to 
employ the rule of thirds, which simply assumes that the shot view can be 
divided into three imaginary columns and three imaginary rows. Where the 

rule of thirds 
Using three rows, three 
columns, and four hot 
zones at the 
intersections of those 
row and column lines to 
compose a visual image.

•  One of the most 
ineffective things you can 
do when using 
presentation software is 
talk to your slides rather 
than to the audience. 
Keep audience members’ 
attention on you, and 
point them to the screen 
at appropriate times.
© Helen King/Comet/Corbis

Figure 5
Using images rather than 
words on a slide is more 
effective.

Courtesy of Judy C. Pearson
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	 lines for these columns and rows intersect are hot zones where focal points 
can be established. By using the hot zones strategically, you can present 
information in a much more visually appealing way. 

		  Notice in figure 6 how a slide was constructed using the rule of thirds. 
The first step shows the rows and columns on the slide. Remember that these 
are imaginary, although you can set PowerPoint and Keynote to show you a similar 
grid when composing your slides. In the second step you will see how an image was 
placed on the slide. The person standing in the image is placed near the lower-left hot 
zone, with the rest of the picture showing a rural river landscape. The final step shows 
how another element, in this case a text box, can be placed near another hot zone to 
increase impact. Using the rule of thirds helps make this slide go from being a boring 
text slide to a visually significant slide. Notice, too, how the person in the slide 
appears to be looking in the direction of the text box; this helps draw the viewer to 
the text and, like the person in the picture, become engaged by what the text states.

3.	 Minimize rather than maximize details. It’s a natural tendency to include too much 
information. Notice the difference between the slides in figure 7. The slide on the 
left includes a somewhat visually interesting set of words; the slide on the right 
makes the emphasis much clearer, and with more impact.

4.	 Capitalize on what’s available. Keynote and PowerPoint are more robust when you 
use them to display a variety of multimedia. For instance, using a free website 
called www.keepvid.com, you can create a downloadable file of a YouTube 
video and embed the movie into your Keynote or PowerPoint file to play a 
short clip. You can even trim the clip down to play exactly what you want. 
Likewise, you can embed MP3 music files or other audio files and have 

Step 1: Divide slide into thirds Step 2: Place picture on slide Step 3: Add text box

Figure 6
Following the rule of thirds 
can add visual interest to 
your slides.

Figure 7
Cluttering a slide with too 
much information can 
diminish its impact.

Courtesy of Judy C. Pearson
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them automatically play when you advance to a new slide. These are only a few of 
the multimedia options available. Although you should try to utilize these options 
if they are appropriate for your message, audience, and situation, remember that 
you need to practice with them. The visual interest they add also increases the 
complexity of your presentation, which means that more can go wrong.

	 Alternatives to slide-deck programs are emerging. Prezi (www.prezi.com) offers an 
entirely different way of creating visuals that can be much more effective for highly 
visual and creative presentations. Adobe Flash and other multimedia authoring tools can 
help you create presentation aids that are highly interactive and less linear than slide 
decks; these tools require significantly more expertise, but they may be useful for speak-
ers who frequently give the same presentation and want more interactive elements.
	 Whatever approach you decide to use, remember that your primary purpose is to deliver 
an effective message. The visual resources you employ can be critical in helping or hinder-
ing your audience’s interest and understanding. The better your visuals are, the more time 
they will likely take to create, and the more practice you will need. An excellent way to see 
how visuals enhance messages is to watch any TED (www.ted.com) presentation. Those 
speakers use a variety of types of visual resources and emphasize many of the principles 
discussed here. You can also do a Google search for “infographics” to find clever examples 
of how details, ranging from statistics to historical facts, can be displayed visually.

be ready... for what’s next
Delivering on Camera
Streaming video over the Internet is increasingly common. Whether you are making a presentation or taking 
part in a meeting, chances are high that you will use multimedia to interact with people in another location 
using two-way audio and video. Although a streamed presentation should be approached like any other 
presentation, you should take into consideration some unique aspects of this type of speaking situation.

1.	 Make eye contact. Audience members who watch you on video will expect to have eye contact just 
as physically present audience members do. You should remember to look at the camera while 
presenting. If your audience is mixed, with some members physically present and others watching 
on video, you should cycle your eye contact among audience members in the room and the camera. 

2.	 Be aware of timing. Many of us are accustomed to watching action-packed dramas or action movies 
on the screen. Keep video presentations concise so that audience members do not become rest-
less. Also, because you cannot see audience members as easily, pace your delivery a bit slower 
so that you do not outpace your listeners.

3.	 Dress appropriately. Certain types of dress do not transmit well on video. For instance, some bold 
lines on white or light-colored shirts can appear to “dance” when transmitted over video. Your best 
dress strategy is to wear solid colors with appropriately contrasting jackets, scarves, or other 
accents for variety. Excessive jewelry or other shiny objects can create reflections from lights, so 
use those with moderation.

4.	 Speak clearly. Transmitting audio and video is easy, but the quality varies greatly. Talk slowly, clearly, 
and with good volume directed toward the microphone. If your listeners struggle to hear you, they 
will quickly lose interest.

5.	 Practice. Whenever possible, plan to practice some of your presentation prior to the actual event. 
After your practice, have someone at the other location tell you how your listeners will see and 
hear you. This may give you an opportunity to adjust your volume, lighting, or other factors that 
will make it easier to see and hear your presentation.

Because web-based video is cheap and easy to facilitate, this presentation approach is becoming 
increasingly common. Although your skills in presenting will translate easily to this context, paying par-
ticular attention to adapting your delivery to audio and video transmission is important to your success. 
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Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Delivery is how you use your voice and body to commu-
nicate your message to the audience. There are four 
general methods of delivering a presentation:

•	 The extemporaneous method, in which the speech is 
carefully prepared but appears relatively spontane-
ous and conversational.

•	 The impromptu method, which actually is spontane-
ous and without specific preparation.

•	 The manuscript method, whereby the presenter uses 
a script throughout delivery.

•	 The memorized method, which employs a script com-
mitted to memory.

2.	 There are various vocal and bodily behaviors you can 
use to improve your delivery.

•	 Vocal aspects of delivery include pitch, rate, pauses, 
volume, enunciation, fluency, and vocal variety.

•	 Nonverbal aspects of delivery include gestures, 
facial expression, eye contact, and movement.

3.	 Most speakers experience nervousness before giving a 
speech. There are five general approaches to managing 
your communication apprehension related to speaking:

•	 The skills approach requires taking steps to improve 
your competence as a speaker. By improving your 
skills, you will gain more confidence.

•	 Positive thinking can reframe fears into steps you’ll 
use to improve your speaking.

•	 The visualization technique lets you mentally picture 
yourself doing well during a speech.

•	 The relaxation technique, usually enacted by a 
trained facilitator, trains you to associate public 
speaking with relaxing thoughts.

•	 Self-management occurs when you focus on what your 
actual fears are and develop techniques for address-
ing specific fears rather than the general condition.

4.	 Using visual resources in your presentation can increase 
interest in your speech and help the audience retain 
more of what you say. Three days after your speech, au-
dience members typically remember only about 10% of 
what you said if your speech does not include visuals; if 
you include visuals they typically remember about 65%.

5.	 Most speakers create unappealing slides because they 
do not follow general principles of design when creating 
PowerPoint or Keynote slide decks. These design princi-
ples can help you make clearer and more appealing 
slides:

•	 Use images, not words.

•	 Apply the rule of thirds to use various areas of a slide 
as anchors for people and other objects.

•	 Minimize details, so that your slide does not become 
cluttered.

•	 Use multimedia resources to add interactivity, but 
practice with your materials several times to predict 
and avoid problems.

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:

Key Terms
Articulation
Bodily movement
Communication apprehension (CA)
Delivery
Enunciation
Extemporaneous method
Eye contact
Facial expressions
Fluency

Gestures
Impromptu method
Manuscript method
Memorized method
Pause
Pitch
Positive thinking approach
Pronunciation
Rate

Relaxation approach
Rule of thirds
Self-managed approach
Skills approach
Slide-deck visuals
Visual resources
Visualization approach
Vocal variety
Vocalized pauses



320	 Part Three  Fundamentals of Public Speaking

Study Questions
  1.	 Which method of delivery encourages you to improvise 

and speak without previous research or preparation?

a.	 extemporaneous
b.	 impromptu
c.	 manuscript
d.	 memorized

  2.	 A disadvantage of a presentation delivered in the mem-
orized method is

a.	 the need to create carefully prepared notes.
b.	 a lack of practice.
c.	 a lack of eye contact.
d.	 the removal of spontaneity and the danger of 

forgetting.

  3.	 “Ummmms” or “aahhhs” that disrupt a speaker’s 
fluency are termed

a.	 vocalized pauses.
b.	 enunciation.
c.	 articulation.
d.	 pitch.

  4.	  is the highness or lowness of a speaker’s 
voice, and  is the smoothness of delivery 
and flow of words.

a.	 Volume; rate
b.	 Pitch; fluency
c.	 Rate; vocal variety
d.	 Pitch; enunciation

  5.	 Gestures are movements of the head, arms, and hands

a.	 used to improve source credibility.
b.	 that appear rehearsed and out of rhythm.
c.	 used to illustrate, emphasize, or signal ideas.
d.	 that convey a relationship with the audience.

  6.	 With regard to movement, the speaker 
should

a.	 pace back and forth.
b.	 move without purpose.
c.	 move backward when introducing an 

important point.
d.	 avoid turning his or her back to the 

audience.

  7.	 If you are nervous or anxious about giving 
your presentation, you may be experiencing

a.	 gestures.
b.	 communication apprehension.
c.	 cognitive modification.
d.	 audience adaptation.

  8.	 Why are visual resources used?

a.	 Speakers do not need to prepare as much because 
they can just read their PowerPoint.

b.	 They are appropriate for all types of speeches.
c.	 People tend to learn and retain more when they 

both see and listen.
d.	 They are fun to watch.

  9.	 When using PowerPoint, you should

a.	 use a lot of text on each slide.
b.	 move the slides quickly, because the audience will 

get bored.
c.	 vary your slides to keep the presentation interesting.
d.	 utilize all color combinations.

10.	 The rule of thirds divides a slide into how many hot 
zones?

a.	 1
b.	 2
c.	 3 
d.	 4

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (b); 2. (d); 3. (a); 4. (b); 5. (c); 6. (d); 7. (b); 8. (c); 9. (c); 10. (d)

Critical Thinking
1.	 How would you describe your use of gestures? Do they 

tend to be more open or closed? Do they vary depending 
on the type of communication situation? What could you 
do to improve your use of gestures?

2.	 Select a section in this chapter and create an info-
graphic that could be used to teach someone else how 

to improve his or her delivery, manage communication 
apprehension, or use visual aids. As you create the info-
graphic, you will use critical thinking and creativity to 
identify the most important points and then convey them 
in an artistic way.
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Engaging Delivery Assessment

Add each of your responses together for a grand total that 
could range from 9 to 36. Generally speaking, scores 
below 18 suggest that delivery could be improved, scores 
between 18 and 26 suggest average effectiveness, and 
scores of 27 or higher suggest very good to excellent 
delivery. After determining the score, does this general 
assessment ring true to you? In other words, if your 
teacher is in the “average” range, do you think that fits 

with your general impression? The reason for this question 
is that some scholars argue that things like delivery are 
more than the simple sum of the parts. In other words, 
there could be instances where your general impression 
of a person’s delivery carries more weight in your mind 
than is warranted by your evaluation of several specific 
delivery behaviors. This scale can help you analyze your 
perceptions of public speakers.
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informative 
presentations

The goal of informative presentations is to enhance an audience’s knowledge and 
understanding of a topic. In this chapter you will learn how to choose topics for an 
informative speech and how to develop behavioral purposes for them. The chapter 
discusses techniques that will help you effectively present an informational speech 
to an audience. Effective informative speakers demonstrate certain skills that 
contribute to their effectiveness, so the chapter covers the skills of defining, de-
scribing, explaining, narrating, and demonstrating. Finally, the chapter includes two 
examples of informative presentations.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Identify the intent, goal, and appropriate topics for informative presentations.

2.	 Apply the strategies for informing others.

3.	 Shape the informative content by selecting the appropriate language and number of main points.

4.	 Apply the skills for making informative presentations.
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n this chapter you will learn that informative presentations have various 
purposes for teaching audience members about particular ideas, facts, events, 
or even ways of thinking. One of those purposes is to help audience members learn 
something new about a topic. This was the purpose of “The Boss,” Bruce Springsteen, 
when his E Street Band was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2014. 

Much of Springteen’s presentation discussed how he became a musician and formed the 
E Street Band. At one point in the presentation, Springsteen made an observation on what 
he thought led to the band’s success: 

Real bands are made primarily from the neighborhood. From a real time and real place 
that exists for a little while, then changes, and is gone forever. They’re made from the 
same circumstances, the same needs, the same hungers, culture. They’re forged in 
the search of something more promising than what you are born into. These are the 
elements, the tools, and these are the people who built the place called E Street.1

Bruce Springteen’s rich explanation of 
how E Street developed, coupled with his 
reflection on what led to the band’s suc-
cess, helped audience members better 
understand the characteristics of one of the 
most successful rock and roll bands in the 
history of the genre. Although you may not 
be ready for induction into the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame, you have important stories to 
tell, and your audience can benefit from 
hearing your perspective. This is what infor-
mative speaking helps you accomplish.

I

Preparing an Informative Presentation
To prepare an informative speech, ask yourself the following:

1.	 Why deliver the speech? That is, what are your intent, purpose, and goal for 
informative speaking?

2.	 What kinds of topics best lend themselves to informative speaking?
3.	 What are the immediate behavioral purposes of informative speaking, and how 

can you tell whether you have fulfilled them?

IDENTIFYING YOUR GOAL
The end product of informative speaking is to increase what your listeners know about a 
topic, to help them learn information that will be useful to them, to clarify complex issues, 
to demonstrate something useful, to show how things are related in space, or to arouse inter-
est in topics that might initially seem boring or uninteresting but that really are important.

© Larry Busacca/Getty Images

“Read Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band Induction Speech” Rolling Stone. April 11, 2014.
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	 To increase what your listeners know about a topic is one kind of informative speak-
ing that is very much like what you experience in higher education every day, because 
it is like most teaching. Your professors are trying to increase what you know. The good 
news is that in your informative presentation you can use strategies you learn from 
watching professionals in nearly every class. Some examples of topics for such a presen-
tation are

What can we learn from cave drawings?
What is chronic fatigue syndrome?
What are the possibilities of geothermal power?
What are stem cells?

Speeches on these topics help audience members increase knowledge about particular, 
and sometimes unique, issues.
	 To help your audience learn information that will be useful to them is another com-
mon goal of informative presentations. You take courses that provide useful information, 
courses such as food and nutrition, exercise physiology, wellness, and intercultural com-
munication. In this kind of informative speaking you can also imitate or adapt strategies 
that you have seen in the classroom, in your workplace, in workshops, or in seminars in 
which you have participated. Some examples of topics for such a presentation are

How can you stay fit when busy?
How can you take easy steps to avoid the flu?
How can you accident-proof your home?
What are traditional greeting customs in China?

These and many other topics like them increase what the audience knows and provide a 
path for those who wish to take it. Unlike the persuasive presentation that presses the 
audience to act, the informative speech provides useful information the listener can 
choose to use or not. Think of the difference between commercial and public broadcast-
ing. Commercial stations carry advertisements that end with an action step suggesting 
or often insisting on a purchase, but public broadcasters are allowed only to name a 
sponsor without pushing for an action. Similarly, informative presentations give you 
information on which you could act, but the primary purpose is to give you tools, not 
to insist that you use them.
	 To clarify complex issues is another goal of informative presentations. Many complex 
issues emerge every day: increased violence in parts of the world; economic systems that 
do not seem to work and that sharply divide the rich and the poor; outbreaks of war; 
cases of widespread famine; abuse of children, the elderly, women, and men; personal 
privacy on the Internet. We hear about these issues, but most of us do not fully under-
stand their causes or effects. An informative speech can tackle such complex issues and 
clarify them. Here are some questions this type of presentation might answer:

What is the historic relationship between Israel and the Palestinians?
How does identity theft work?
Should some street drugs become legal in the United States?
What are cookies, and how do they influence web browsing?

These topics and many more are spawned by the news as it unfolds daily, weekly, and 
monthly. All you have to do is select a topic that leaves people scratching their heads 
and explain to your listeners what the issue can mean to them.
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	 To demonstrate something useful is still another possible goal of an informative 
presentation. You already know listeners remember better if they not only hear what you 
say but also do it. That’s why a demonstration presentation often has more impact on an 
audience than one that relies on words and images only. Some possible topics for a 
demonstration presentation are

How can you use the Heimlich maneuver to save a life?
What is the correct way to lift weights?
How can walking improve your health?
What is the process for purchasing a home?

These and other topics lend themselves nicely to showing an audience how something 
looks or works. In some cases—such as the Heimlich maneuver—you can even have 
audience members participate to show that they understand your message.
	 To show how things are related in space is still another possible kind of informative 
presentation. Much of what engineers, architects, electricians, plumbers, and fashion 
designers do is demonstrate how to relate items in space. Here are some examples of 
this type of informative presentation:

How should you compose a photograph?
What are the sources of international computer hacking?
What are the major tourist spots in the Caribbean?
What is the geography of the brain?

Finding your way around a foreign city, showing the best-rated restaurants on Yelp.com, 
explaining the most useful ways to do research online at your college or university library, 
and locating the main features of a national park all require that you inform your listen-
ers about spatial relationships. Even if they never go to the Caribbean, your presentation 
will show them its relative location in the vast expanse of the ocean.
	 Finally, to arouse interest in topics that might at first seem uninteresting or boring 
is a legitimate goal of an informative presentation. Teachers often try to arouse your 
interest in subjects that you might find uninteresting or boring; when they are effective, 
they use strategies you can also employ. Some examples of topics that might at first 
appear uninteresting but can be lively, given the right treatment, are

What are the lessons learned from Shakespeare?
How do fuel cells work?
What surprising species can you find in your backyard?
What are the most common phobias?

Remember, the idea is to render possibly unexciting topics more 
interesting to your listeners, not to select some totally insignificant 
or unimportant topic so that you can put lipstick on it, because even 
after your presentation the topic will remain unimportant. Examples 
of such unimportant topics include the difference between a bolt 
and a screw, the presidential record of William Henry Harrison 
(who died in office 31 days after delivering one of the longest 
inaugural addresses in history, perhaps a lesson here), and the his-
tory of paper clips. You can render an overlooked or unexciting 
topic more interesting to an audience, but you should not strive to 
revive topics that deserve to remain buried.

•  The informative 
speaker must arouse the 
interest of the audience 
and show the 
significance of the topic. 
In this case, it’s how to 
dress for success.
© Jeff Greenberg/ The Image 
Works
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IDENTIFYING YOUR PURPOSE
Two important questions for the informative speaker are these:

1.	 What do you want your audience to know or do as a result of your presentation?
2.	 How will you know whether you are successful?

Students learn better if they know exactly what the instructor expects them to learn. 
Similarly, an audience learns more from an informative presentation if the speaker states 
exactly what they are expected to know or do. The results of your informative presenta-
tion will remain unknown, however, unless you make them behavioral; that is, your 
presentation should result in change you can observe. An instructor discovers whether 
students learned from a lecture by giving a quiz or having the students answer questions 
in class. In the same way, the informative speaker seeks to discover whether a message 
was effectively communicated by seeking overt feedback from the audience. This overt 
feedback is about the immediate behavioral purposes of your presentation—the actions 
you expect from an audience during and immediately after a presentation.
	 The most common immediate behavioral purposes in an informative presentation 
encourage listeners to do the following:

1.	 Define words, objects, or concepts. For example, after hearing my presentation my 
audience members can define the term foreclosure, tell what anthropologists mean 
by an artifact, or provide a meaningful definition for the concept of eminent 
domain.

	�	  A statement of purpose for a presentation to define looks like this: My purpose 
is to have my listeners tell me upon asking that the law allows government to acquire 

	� private or commercial property as long 
as the government pays market rates 
in a concept called “eminent domain.”

2.	� Describe objects, persons, or issues. 
For example, after hearing my 
presentation my listeners can describe 
sedimentary rock formations, reveal 
the appearance of contact dermatitis 
(a common skin ailment in adults), or 
describe in a way we can all 
understand the pros and cons of the 
bond issue for a new school. 

	�	  A statement of purpose for a pre-
sentation to describe looks like this: 
My purpose is to have my listeners 
correctly explain back to me the main 
parts of the controversy surrounding 
the new athletic stadium.

3.	� Distinguish between different things. 
For example, after hearing my 
presentation the audience should be 
able to distinguish between a 
counterfeit dollar and a real dollar, 
between a conservative position and a 
liberal position, or between an ordinary 
automobile and a luxury automobile. 

immediate behavioral 
purposes
The actions expected 
from an audience during 
and immediately after a 
presentation.

engaging diversity
Learning Through Culture
Decades of research in the field of education teach us that 
people have preferred approaches to learning. Some people 
are analytical and like to dig into details, while others learn 
more holistically and prefer to talk things through. Scholars 
who explore these various preferred learning styles point out 
that there are certain connections to cultures in which people 
are raised. For instance, Mexican Americans tend to prefer 
learning situations in which they can develop a relationship 
with a teacher, and they also prefer to learn broad concepts 
rather than specific facts and details. African Americans tend 
to prefer learning approaches that involve discussion and en-
gaging, collaborative activities. Native Americans tend to value 
visual representations and opportunities for reflection. Finally, 
mainstream white Americans tend to prefer analytical thinking 
followed by testing to measure learning. Of course, these are 
generalizations, and particular individuals from any particular 
culture may have different preferences. Speakers must use 
careful audience analysis to understand possible learning 
preferences among audience members and develop strate-
gies that relate to those preferences.

Source: Guild, P. (1994). The culture/learning style connection. Educational 
Leadership, 51, 16–21.
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		  A statement of purpose for a presentation to distinguish between different 
things looks like this: My purpose is to have my audience show me that they can 
tell the difference between a socialist position on state ownership and a 
democratic position on state ownership.

4.	 Compare and/or contrast items. For example, after hearing my presentation my 
audience should be able to contrast a real diamond with a cubic zirconia, faux fur 
and actual animal fur, and Democratic and Republican positions on raising taxes.

		  A statement of purpose for a presentation to compare and/or contrast looks 
like this: Upon completion of my presentation, members of the audience will be 
able to accurately reveal the major differences between Pentecostal churches and 
the so-called mainline Protestant churches.

	 In each of these behavioral purposes of an informative speech, the audience can be 
asked to prove they know and understand the speaker’s purpose by stating, writing, or 
demonstrating what they have learned. The speaker can call on a few individuals after the 
presentation to see whether they can recall what the speech sought to teach, ask some listen-
ers to write down what they understood the speech topic to be, or ask the audience to prove 
they understood by inviting them to do what the speech taught: correctly lift heavy objects, 
use electric paddles to restart the heart, or use a defensive maneuver during an attack.

Presenting Information Effectively
Audience analysis can help you determine how much audience members already know 
and how much you will have to tell them. Then you have to decide how to generate 
information hunger, demonstrate information relevance, use extrinsic motivation, select 
content, avoid information overload, and organize content in your presentation.

CREATING INFORMATION HUNGER
An informative presentation is more effective if the presenter can generate information 
hunger in the audience—that is, if the presenter can create a need for information in the 
audience. Arousal of interest during the speech is related to how much the audience will 
comprehend. You could use the following rhetorical questions—questions asked for 
effect, with no answer expected—to introduce an informative speech and to arouse audi-
ence interest: “Are you aware of the number of abused children in your hometown?” 
“Can you identify five warning signs of cancer?” or “Do you know how to get the best 
college education for your money?” Depending on the audience, these rhetorical ques-
tions could arouse interest. 
	 Another method is to arouse the audience’s curiosity. For example, you might state, 
“I have discovered a way to add 10 years to my life,” “The adoption of the following 
plan will ensure lower taxes,” or “I have a secret for achieving marital success.” Giving 
out a brief quiz on your topic early in the speech arouses audience interest in finding 
the answers. Unusual clothing is likely to make people wonder why you are so attired, 
and an object you created will likely inspire the audience to wonder how you made it. 
Asking rhetorical questions and arousing curiosity are just a few of the many ways the 
presenter can generate information hunger.

DEMONSTRATING INFORMATION RELEVANCE
A second factor relating an informative presentation to an audience is information 
relevance—the importance, novelty, and usefulness of the information to the audience. 
When selecting a topic for an informative presentation, carefully consider the relevance 
of the topic to the particular audience. Skin cancer might be a better topic in the summer 

information hunger
The audience’s need for 
the information 
contained in the 
presentation.

rhetorical questions
Questions asked for 
effect, with no answer 
expected.

information relevance
The importance, novelty, 
and usefulness of the 
information to the 
audience.
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when students are sunbathing than in the winter when they are studying for finals. 
Whereas a presentation on taxes could be dull, a speech on how current tax laws cost 
audience members more than they cost the rich might be more relevant, and a speech 
on three ways to reduce personal taxes might be even more relevant. However, if your 
audience happens to be composed of young people who have never paid taxes, none of 
the three topics will likely be compelling. Similarly, a speech on raising racehorses, 
writing a textbook, or living on a pension might be informative but not relevant because 
of the financial status, occupation, or age of the listeners. Thus, you should exercise some 
care in selecting a topic that interests your audience.
	 People expose themselves first to information that supports or fits in with what they 
already believe or know. Thus, your intended listeners’ position on a topic can determine 
whether they will hear your speech, and then whether they will listen.2

REVEALING EXTRINSIC MOTIVATION
 A third way to relate an informative presentation to an audience is to use extrinsic 
motivation—reasons outside the presentation itself for listening to its content. An audi-
ence is more likely to listen to and comprehend a presentation if reasons exist outside the 
speech itself for concentrating on the content.3 A teacher who tells students to listen care-
fully because they will be tested at the end of the hour is using extrinsic motivation. A 
student can use extrinsic motivation at the beginning of a presentation by telling an audi-
ence, “Attention to this speech will alert you to ways you can increase energy and creativ-
ity,” or “After hearing this speech, you will never purchase a poor-quality used car again.”
	 Extrinsic motivation is related to the concept of information relevance. The audience 
member who would ordinarily lack interest in the topic of fashion might find that topic 
relevant when it is linked to learning about hot new fashion trends. The audience member’s 
interest in looking good is an extrinsic motivation for listening carefully to the presentation.
	 Mention any external reasons for listening early in the presentation, before the mes-
sage you want the audience to remember. A statement such as “You will need this 
background material for the report due at the end of this week” provides extrinsic moti-
vation for the managers who hear it from their employer. Similarly, in an informative 
presentation, you may be able to command more attention, comprehension, and action 
from audience members if they know some reasons outside the presentation itself for 
attending to your message.

DESIGNING INFORMATIVE 
CONTENT
A fourth way to relate an informative presen-
tation to an audience is to select informative 
content—the main points and subpoints, 
illustrations, and examples you use to clarify 
and inform. The following principles can 
guide you in selecting your speech content: 

•	 Audiences tend to remember and compre-
hend generalizations and main ideas bet-
ter than details and specific facts. The 
usual advice to speakers—to limit content 
to a relatively small number of main points 
and generalizations, say two to five—is 
well founded. Audiences are unlikely to 
remember a larger number of main points.

extrinsic motivation
A method of making 
information relevant by 
providing the audience 
with reasons outside the 
presentation itself for 
listening to the content 
of the presentation.

informative content
The main points and 
subpoints, illustrations, 
and examples used to 
clarify and inform.

building behaviors
Relating the Topic to the Audience
Either by yourself or with a partner, think or talk about your 
answer to each of the following:

1.	What can you do in your presentation to generate informa-
tion hunger, to make your audience famished for more?

2.	What can you do to make sure the audience knows the 
importance and usefulness of your topic?

3.	What reasons outside the presentation itself (extrinsic 
motivation) does the audience have for listening to you?
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•	 Relatively simple words and con-
crete ideas are significantly easier 
to retain than are more complex 
materials. Long or unusual words 
may dazzle an audience into think-
ing you are intellectually gifted or 
verbally skilled, but they may also 
reduce audience understanding of 
the content. Keep the ideas and the 
words used to express those ideas 
at an appropriate level.

•	 Humor can make a dull presenta-
tion more interesting to an audi-
ence, but humor does not seem to 
increase information retention. 
The use of humor also improves 
the audience’s perception of the 
character of the speaker and can 
increase a speaker’s authoritative-
ness when a presentation is dull.

•	 Early remarks about how the presentation will meet the audience’s needs can create 
anticipation and increase the chances that the audience will listen and understand. 
Whatever topic you select, you should tell audience members early in your presenta-
tion how the topic is related to them. Unless you relate the topic to their needs, they 
may choose to not listen.

•	 Calling for overt audience response, or actual behavior, increases comprehension 
more than repetition does. An informative presenter can ask for overt responses from 
audience members by having them perform the task being demonstrated (for example, 
two people dance after you explain the technique of the waltz); by having them stand, 
raise hands, or move chairs to indicate affirmative understanding of the speaker’s 
statements (for example, “Raise your hand if you are familiar with local building 
codes”); or by having them write answers that will indicate understanding of the 
informative speech (for example, “List 
three ways to lower your blood pressure”). 
Having an audience go through an overt 
motion provides feedback for you and can 
be rewarding and reinforcing for both you 
and your listeners.

AVOIDING INFORMATION 
OVERLOAD
The informative speaker needs to be wary 
about the amount of information included in 
a presentation. The danger is creating infor-
mation overload—providing much more 
information than the audience can absorb in 
terms of amount, complexity, or both.
	 Information overload comes in two 
forms. One is quantity: the speaker tells audi-
ence members more than they ever wanted to 

information overload
Providing much more 
information than the 
audience can absorb in 
amount, complexity, or 
both.

communicating
	 creatively
Organizing Through Narrative
Traditional methods of organizing a presentation involve creating an 
outline and then inserting various forms of supporting material, like 
narratives, to support points. When a longer narrative is useful to 
make a point, this approach of assimilating the narrative to the out-
line may be difficult. A creative approach to organization in this in-
stance is to build the organization of the presentation around the 
narrative. For instance, if telling a story of surviving a tornado, you 
may begin the presentation with the start of the story, and as the 
story unfolds you insert facts and other supporting materials to 
develop the informative speech. While you will still have main 
points, the long-form narrative provides an artful way of tying all 
points together within a compelling personal narrative.

•  Having the audience 
practice what you preach 
greatly increases their 
comprehension.
© fotostorm/Getty Images, RF
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know about a subject, even if they were interested in it. Unfortunately, cramming too 
much information into the time allowed decreases understanding.
	 A second form of information overload is complexity: the speaker uses language or 
ideas that are beyond the capacity of the audience to understand. An engineer or a math-
ematician who unloads detailed formulas on the audience or a philosopher who soars 
into the ethereal heights of abstract ideas may leave the audience feeling frustrated and 
more confused than before the speech.
	 The solution to information overload is to speak on a limited number of main points 
with only the best supporting materials and to keep the message at a level the audience 
can understand.

ORGANIZING CONTENT
In an informative presentation, you can help the audience learn content by following 
these recommendations on how to organize your presentation:

1.	 Tell an audience what you are going to tell them (forecast), tell them, and tell 
them what you told them.

2.	 Use transitions and signposts to increase understanding.
3.	 Tell your audience which points are most important.
4.	 Repeat important points for better understanding.

Audiences can more easily grasp information when they are invited to anticipate and to 
review the organization and content of your speech. That is why the body of your pre-
sentation is bracketed by a preview of what you are going to say and a summary/review 
of what you said.
	 When you have completed this section on how to effectively present your material, 
check your presentation against the checklist in table 1.

Skills for Informative Speaking
Highly effective informative speakers demonstrate certain skills that contribute to their 
effectiveness. One of these skills is defining; much of what an informative speaker does 
is reveal to an audience what certain terms, words, and concepts mean. Another is 
describing; the informative speaker often tells an audience what something looks, 
sounds, feels, and even smells like. A third skill is explaining, or trying to say what 

comparison
Shows the similarity 
between something well 
known and something 
less known.

contrast
Clarifies by showing 
differences.

Table 1  An Informative Presentation Checklist

1.  Does your audience have some generalizations to remember from your details and specific facts?

2.  Have you used simple words and concrete ideas to help your audience remember?

3.  Can you comfortably use humor or wit in your presentation?

4.  Have you told your listeners early in your presentation how your message will meet their needs?

5.  Have you determined some way to actively engage the audience in your presentation?

6.  Have you avoided information overload?

7. � Have you used transitions, highlighted the most important points, included some repetition, and provided 
advance organizers?
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something is in words the audience can 
understand. A fourth skill is narrating—an 
oral interpretation of a story, an event, or a 
description. A fifth skill is demonstrating, 
or showing an audience how to do some-
thing. Let’s look at ways you can improve 
each of these skills.

DEFINING
Far from being dull, definitions often give 
shape to the issues we debate in our society. 
For example, when does a collection of 
cells become a fetus? When does a fetus 
become a premature infant? Is a soul pro-
duced with the meeting of sperm and egg? 
Can marriage exist between same-sex part-
ners? What is a family? If a baby boomer 
is someone born between 1946 and 1964, 
what is someone born in 1985 called?
	 We can define by using comparison 
and contrast, synonyms and antonyms, and 
even operational definitions. A comparison 
shows the similarity between something 
well known and something less known. A 
student explained that tying a bow tie (unfa-
miliar to most) is the same as tying your 
shoelace (familiar to all), but since we are 
unaccustomed to tying a shoelace around 
our neck, the bow tie is challenging. A 
contrast clarifies by showing differences: 
“He was taller than you, had longer hair, 
and had sharper features.”
	 A synonym defines by using a word 
similar in meaning to the one you are trying 
to define. A student speaking about depres-
sion used synonyms to help the listeners 
understand: “A depressed person feels 
demoralized, purposeless, isolated, and distanced from others.” An antonym defines an 
idea by opposition. Hence, a student defined “a good used car” by what it is not: “Not 
full of dents, not having high mileage, not worn on the seats, not using lots of oil, and 
not involved in a serious accident.”
	 An operational definition defines by explaining a process. An operational definition 
of a cake is the sequence of actions depicted in a recipe. An operational definition of 
concrete is the formula-driven sequence of ingredients correctly added over the correct 
time period.

DESCRIBING
To deliver a more powerful message, speakers are better off being concrete than abstract, 
specific instead of general, and accurate instead of ambiguous (see the chapter on 

synonym
Defines by using a word 
similar in meaning to 
the one you are trying 
to define.

antonym
Defines an idea by 
opposition.

operational definition
Defines by explaining a 
process.

sizing things up
Using Language Effectively
Much of our communication with others, particularly informa-
tive speaking, uses language to express meaning. Not surpris-
ingly, one source of miscommunication is the use of language 
that others do not understand. Take a moment to assess your 
use of various approaches to improving the clarity of your lan-
guage. The following statements are things you might do to 
help others understand you more clearly. Read each question 
carefully and respond using the following scale:

1 = I never do that.
2 = I sometimes do that.
3 = I regularly do that.
4 = I frequently do that.

	 1.	Use descriptive statements to check your perception.
	 2.	Restate another person’s message by repeating what 

you thought the person meant.
	 3.	Describe exactly how you think something works, how 

it happens, or what it consists of.
	 4.	 Explain the meaning of important words you use.
	 5.	Specify the time when you made the observation.
	 6.	 Identify the uniqueness of objects, events, or people 

you encounter so that others can categorize or con-
textualize them.

	 7.	Use words others do not understand.
	 8.	 Talk in abstract terms.
	 9.	Base your messages only on your own perceptions.
10.	Make statements that do not provide the situation or 

timing of your observation.
11.	 Talk about people, places, and things from a general 

viewpoint, rather than precisely.
12.	Go with your instinct about what you think the other 

person means.

A guide for interpreting your responses appears at the end of 
the chapter.
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language and meaning). Effective descriptions also have other qualities such 
as imagery, a figure of speech that arouses the senses and stimulates your 
synapses to see, hear, and feel what the words are saying.
	 Look first at this description of Reggie Watts, who started his career 
as a singer with bands but ended up being a stand-up comedian. Here is 
how one writer characterized him:

He arrives on stage with enormous amber rings dripping like tree sap 
from his fingers, his Afro a Miracle-Gro spider plant. Sometimes he’s 
painted a pinkie nail pink. He might be wearing a ridiculous sweater.4

That’s how he looks. Here is how he sounds:

Then he lays down a track. He starts with the sound of a kick drum, 
from deep in his throat, recorded into a loop sampler—a small 
machine often used by guitarists to layer melodies. He adds a snare 
with a few controlled exhales. A couple of high notes with his 
tongue against his teeth. And then he starts to sing, in French or 
gibberish German. Morphing imperceptibly into a cockney slang, 
he seems to be talking about something from a human-resources 
manual or a dating disaster . . .5

Do these words help you picture in your mind what Reggie Watts looks and 
sounds like? In two sentences the words tell you that he wears large amber rings, wears his 
hair in an uncontrolled Afro, colors his pinkie nail pink, and does not care much about his 
clothing. The actual imagery occurs with words such as “enormous amber rings dripping like 
tree sap” and “his Afro a Miracle-Gro spider plant.” Words can paint pictures in the mind 
that appeal to the senses.
	 Another figure of speech appears in the description of Watts’s voice. Metaphor 
likens one thing to another by treating it as if it were that thing. The paragraph on how 
Watts sounds is metaphorical in that the writer describes his voice as if it were an entire 
band: “sound of a kick drum,” “recorded into a loop sampler,” “he adds a snare”—all 
done with voice and throat. You can perform similar magic with your own words if you 
recognize the potential of speaking with imagery and metaphor.

EXPLAINING
A third skill for the informative presenter is explaining an idea in words the audience can 
understand. An explanation simplifies or clarifies an idea while arousing audience interest.
	 An important step in explaining is analyzing, deconstructing, or dissecting something 
to enhance audience understanding. Unless you become skilled at dissecting a concept, 
your explanation may leave audience members more confused than they were before your 
presentation. Determine what you can do to make the concept more palatable to the audi-
ence. For example, if you were to try to explain to someone the purpose of Pinterest.com, 
you might say that it is a website where you can “pin” images that link to websites from 
the Internet to multiple online boards, just like you would pin magazine articles or pic-
tures to a corkboard in your dorm room.

NARRATING
A fourth skill for informative speakers is narrating—the oral presentation and inter-
pretation of a story, a description, or an event. In a presentation, narration includes 

imagery
Use of words that appeal 
to the senses and create 
pictures in the mind.

metaphor
A figure of speech that 
likens one thing to 
another by treating it as 
if it were that thing.

explanation
A means of idea 
development that 
simplifies or clarifies an 
idea while arousing 
audience interest.

narrating
The oral presentation 
and interpretation of a 
story, a description, or 
an event; includes 
dramatic reading of 
prose or poetry.

•  Singer-turned-
comedian Reggie Watts.
© Noah Kalina
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the dramatic reading of some lines from a 
play, a poem, or another piece of litera-
ture; the voice-over on a series of slides 
or a silent film to illustrate a point; and 
even the reading of such information as a 
letter, a quotation, or a selection from a 
newspaper, blog, or magazine. The broad-
caster who relays the play-by-play account 
of a ball game is narrating, and so is the 
presenter who explains what a weaver is 
doing in an informative presentation on 
home crafts.
	 The person who uses narration in a pre-
sentation moves just a little closer to oral 
interpretation of literature, or even acting, 
because the narration is highlighted by being more dramatic than the surrounding words. 
Sections of your presentation that require this kind of special reading also require special 
practice. If you want a few lines of poetry in your presentation to have the desired impact, 
you will need to rehearse them.

DEMONSTRATING
A fifth skill for informative speakers is demonstrating—showing the audience what you 
are explaining. Some topics are communicated best through words; other topics are best 
communicated by demonstrating. You can talk about self-defense, efficient ways to nav-
igate the online research holdings of your college or university library, the latest men’s 
and women’s cologne fragrances, and weight lifting, and you can even read about these 
subjects. But nothing enhances understanding better than seeing and trying self-defense 
moves, seeing and trying to navigate the library online research holdings, seeing and 
smelling the latest colognes on the market, or actually lifting some weights while learn-
ing about them.

Three Examples of Informative Presentations
So far in this chapter, you have learned how to select a topic for your informative presentation; 
how to determine behavioral purposes and goals for the informative presentation; how to 
present information to an audience; how to organize the informative presentation; and how 
to define, describe, explain, narrate, and demonstrate the concepts in your presentation.  
Now let’s look at the manuscripts of three actual informative presentations delivered by 
students. The first student is majoring in pharmaceutical sciences, the second student is 
majoring in mechanical engineering, and the third student is majoring in communication 
studies and minoring in environmental science. All are honors students in their first year  
of college.
	 Notice how the presenters gain and maintain the audience’s attention, relate the 
topic to the speaker and to the audience, and forecast the organization and develop-
ment of the topic. Notice also how the presenters clarify the topic with examples high 
in audience interest; translate the ideas into language the audience can understand; 
and define, describe, and explain. The marginal notes will help identify how the present-
ers fulfilled the important functions of the introduction, body, and conclusion of an 
informative presentation.

demonstrating
Showing the audience 
what you are explaining.

Practicing Explanations
Think of something you have explained to others many 
times at work or at home—for example, a job skill, a hobby, 
a course project, or a favorite TV show, film, website, or app. 
Does your explanation get increasingly efficient with prac-
tice? The answer is probably yes. To help prepare for your 
informative speech, practice some of the explanations from 
your presentation on others before you address an audi-
ence, so that they will be easy to understand.

building behaviors
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College Admissions
by Brittany Fondakowski

How many people do you know that don’t need financial aid in order to 
pay for their education? Many of us in this room have some type of 
financial aid whether it be scholarships, loans or grants. In my search 
for the right college, scholarships and tuition played a major role. Pri-
vate universities were more likely to have higher tuition but larger 
scholarships whereas public universities had lower tuition and smaller 
scholarships. Due to the current economic situation here in the U.S. 
many colleges are now looking for students who can pay for their edu-
cation without the help of financial aid. I am going to talk about why 
colleges want students who don’t need financial aid and the pros and 
cons of that decision.
	 First, you should understand that college admissions officers are 
looking more closely at applicants. Rebecca Ruiz from the New York 

Times recently noted that a survey was taken of 450 college admis-
sions officers. The survey showed that officers are working harder to 
recruit students who can pay full price for their tuition. Tamar Lewin 
also from the New York Times explained that 22% of the officers sur-
veyed said the financial downturn has led them to pay more attention 
to those students that don’t need financial aid. These students include 
transfer and out of state students who pay a higher tuition. They are 
being recruited more often by public universities while private univer-
sities and community colleges mainly focus on providing aid for low 
and middle income students. This is due to the status of the economy; 
public universities are receiving less money from the government.
	 Now that we know what is going on with the college admissions 
process, let’s look at the pros and cons. If universities decide to change 
their criteria for admitting students, they are going to lose both socio-
economic and racial diversity. Kate Zernike from the New York Times 

noted that by admitting more wealthy students, universities would be 
offsetting their goals to be socioeconomically diverse because many of 
the students that need financial aid are usually more racially diverse 
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Provides both sides of 
the issue

than those who don’t. Another disadvantage to admitting more students 
who can pay their own way is that those students aren’t always academ-
ically elite. Tamar Lewin explained that full pay students who were 
admitted on average had lower grades and test scores. However, this 
new admission process also has its advantages. Admitting students of 
means gives universities more money to allocate to different depart-
ments. Kate Zernike noted that most colleges are increasing their finan-
cial aid budgets; however, the number of students that need financial aid 
is increasing also. Therefore, by cutting back on the number of students 
who need financial aid, the amount of financial aid given to other 
students can be increased.
	 We have now seen what the college admissions process is becoming 
and discussed the pros and cons. As some of us continue our education 
through graduate school or professional programs, we will begin to see 
just how much family wealth affects college admissions. Universities 
require financial support, but the way they are acquiring it has both 
advantages and disadvantages. Family wealth plays a bigger part in 
admissions now than it has in the past.
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The Pros and Cons of Wind Turbines
by Joe Rogers

Energy is being consumed at an alarming rate in today’s society. By the 
year 2050, energy use will more than double. If nothing is done to change 
our usage habits or create more energy to use, we will run out in the not so 
distant future. One of the options proposed has been wind turbines. Over 
the last eight years, I have done some research into wind turbines, which 
are one of the options to supplement our energy needs. The choice to use 
wind turbines to supplement our energy needs has its pros and cons. Some 
of the points of comparison include cost, public opinion, and efficiency.
	 The first point to consider should be the cost of wind turbines. 
Wind turbines are a large financial investment. Even small wind 
generators, like the ones installed at Minneapolis–St. Paul International 
Airport, can cost up to $94,000. Can I get a quick show of hands? Who 
here has seen a wind turbine before today? (Respond to the number of 

hands.) That $94,000 is the cost for smaller wind generators, not even 
full sized turbines like the ones typically seen on the roadside or the 
one seen behind me. (Show turbine on screen.) Something to also 
remember when considering cost is that maintenance fees add up over 
time. Having work done every couple of months to make sure a turbine 
is running properly can add up to a very large sum over the span of 
even a few years of owning one turbine, let alone multiple turbines.
	 On the other hand, excluding the obvious wind energy, very little 
energy input is needed to support a wind turbine. Little to no energy is 
needed to run safety monitoring systems on turbines. Some may be as 
simple as a ball attached to a chain where unsafe vibrations cause the 
ball to fall from its place, causing a braking mechanism to be engaged. 
Most of the energy produced by the turbine is going directly to the 
home or business it is supplying. The energy that is produced saves 
money because it is not being paid for through an electric company that 
charges high premiums to provide the same energy. As I mentioned 
before, Minneapolis–St. Paul International Airport has installed wind 
generators on its fire station roof to harness the area’s prevalent north-
west winds. This energy is being used to power the airport’s fleet of 
Cushman electric carts, which cost about $200 per year to maintain. 
That means that each year these generators are in use, $200 per cart is 
saved and can be put toward other purposes. At St. Olaf College in 
Northfield, MN, up to a third of the school’s energy is provided by 
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wind energy. All the money saved by doing so allows tuition money to 
go to bettering programs and facilities at the school.
	 Although wind turbines may help keep some money in people’s wal-
lets, the public still is not convinced that wind turbines are a great option 
for alternative energy. Homeowners with wind turbines generally grow to 
dislike them. Owning a wind turbine may actually decrease property val-
ues. Even though turbines can cut energy costs, many people view them 
as eyesores. Another reason that people find turbines problematic is the 
noise they create. The nearly constant hum a turbine can produce when 
in motion can cause nearby neighbors to have trouble sleeping, creating 
an obvious issue between the sleep-deprived and the turbine owner.
	 Many, however, like the green factor of owning a wind turbine. Since 
most of America’s energy comes from fossil fuels, a domestic clean energy 
source can cut down both dependence on foreign oil and harmful emis-
sions. Unlike with burning gas or coal, no harmful pollutants are emitted 
from harnessing wind energy. Just harvesting the fossil fuels can be very 
dangerous. Wind energy offers little possibility that someone can be 
injured or have long-term health consequences, as occurs with fossil fuels.
	 While wind turbines may have some environmental benefits, some 
questions remain as to their efficiency. It would be impossible to harness all 
of the energy from wind. To do that, the wind would have to be stopped, 
which would mean that the blades of the turbine would not move and no 
energy would be produced. Friction also causes some of the wind’s energy 
to be lost. The energy that is able to be harnessed must be used almost 
immediately or transferred to somewhere else to be used or it will be lost. 
Currently, large amounts of wind energy cannot be stored. These factors 
contribute to some people’s skepticism about wind turbine efficiency.
	 Others disagree. Unlike fossil fuels and nuclear energy sources, 
wind energy does not produce by-products that can be harmful to the 
environment and anyone that encounters these by-products. In addition, 
very little wind is needed to start spinning the blades of a wind turbine, 
and wherever there is wind, energy can be produced. Some other energy 
sources need specific areas to produce energy in the most efficient man-
ner. Wind turbines just need to be in any place that has wind.
	 Although turbines can almost continually produce energy, the ques-
tion that people want answered is whether or not turbines can produce 
enough energy to help keep up with growing energy demands. To truly 
understand if wind turbines are an acceptable way to help meet energy 
needs, one must consider the pros and cons of the situation. Points to 
consider include cost, public opinion, and efficiency. No matter what 

CONTINUED
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Clincher

decision is made, remember that the decision not only affects our 
futures but the futures of those to come as well.
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Organic Food
by Kevin Lee

Every time I walk into the grocery store, I face a dilemma. Most people 
worry about simple things like Coke versus Pepsi, or vanilla versus 
chocolate ice cream. I worry about one thing: conventional versus 
organic. You see, I grew up on a small farm in southeast Ohio, and on 
that farm we practiced organic farming. My dad probably wouldn’t say 
that he started farming organically because of a philosophical reason. 
We have just over 150 acres, which does not make it cost effective to 
invest in expensive equipment or chemicals. So, growing organic foods 
allows us to compete against big conventional farming operations in the 
central United States. This morning you will learn what organic food is 
as well as some tips for buying organic food. This is important informa-
tion for you because it will help you make smarter choices at the gro-
cery store—choices that could improve your health and the environment. 
	 First, you should understand what the label “organic” means when 
you run across it in the grocery store. Organic foods are growing rap-
idly as a segment of the grocery market. An article from April of 2015, 
appearing in the Wall Street Journal, pointed out that retail sales of 
organic food in the United States have tripled over the past decade, ris-
ing to approximately $32 billion annually. The United States is not 
alone. A 2015 report from the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture 
estimated that the worldwide market for organic food and drink has 
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reached over $72 billion annually. Why do you think so many consum-
ers are jumping on the organic food cart? An agronomist writing in the 
Allelopathy Journal explained that many consumers recognize the ben-
efits of organic food in comparison to conventional food that may have 
been treated with pesticides and other chemicals. Also, many assume 
that using fewer chemicals is a benefit to the environment.
	 So what exactly does organic mean? 
	 The term, as used regarding food, is actually governed through the 
Organic Foods Production Act. The act oversees national standards for 
the production, handling, and processing of all foods labeled as organic. 
Being certified as an organic producer or processor requires certification 
from the United States Department of Agriculture. Mary Gold, of the 
Alternative Farming Systems Information Center, explained that the act 
authorizes food to be labeled as organic when it “promotes and enhances 
biodiversity, biological cycles, and soil biological diversity.” Further, 
organic foods are based on minimal use of off-farm inputs like fertiliz-
ers, pesticides, and growth hormones. The primary objective of the act is 
to “optimize the health and productivity of interdependent communities 
of soil life, plants, animals, and people.” Of course, the organic label 
from the FDA is not without some controversy. A 2015 New York Times 
article explained that recent changes to how the Organic Foods Produc-
tion Act is administered could allow continued exceptions for non-
organic substances to be placed into foods labeled as organic. Aggressive 
lobbying by corporate farms, coupled with growing consumer demand 
for organic products, could be a reason for these looser standards. 
	 There are several reasons why farmers might choose to grow organic 
crops. First, the organic label tells consumers that farming practices were 
enacted to minimize the risk of chemical contamination. Although no 
food can be guaranteed to be 100 percent free of chemicals, organic 
foods are far more likely to be pure than are conventional foods. This 
certification provides a certain degree of protection to the consumer, and 
farmers who are organically certified are proud that their food is safer 
for the consumer. Second, farmers have a strong connection to the land. 
Although organic farming is more labor intensive, harsh chemicals are 
not used on the land, and more natural crop rotation methods are used to 
maintain enriched soil. Also, animals produced for consumption by 
organic farmers are treated humanely. On my family farm we focus a lot 
of energy on rotating crops through various tracts of land so that the soil 
can replenish its nutrients. By doing this, we do not have to rely on 
chemical pest controls and fertilizers to maintain production. 

CONTINUED
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	 In this picture you can see how we use terrace farming. Terrace 
farming allows us to plant small crops on the sides of hills, but the ter-
races prevent topsoil from washing down the hills. The different terraces 
also make it easy for us to rotate crops. Terrace farming does not neces-
sarily mean that the resulting crops are organic, but this practice is bet-
ter for the environment and makes organic farming easier to accomplish. 
	 So now you know that organic food is more natural and probably 
has benefits for your health. How can you be smart when buying organic 
food? That’s what I’ll talk about in the second part of my presentation. 
	 Because organic food can cost more than conventionally produced 
food, you need to be smart when shopping. First, look for the organic 
label. Remember that federal standards must be met before that label 
can be used. Also, there are no such standards for seafood of any type, 
so don’t bother looking for organic fish, shrimp, or crabs. The vegetable 
and fruit aisle is where you can make your biggest impact. For fruits 
and veggies where you eat the outside, like celery and lettuce, buying 
organic is important. For other foods like bananas and melons, you will 
discard the outside, so the benefits of buying organic may be less sig-
nificant. Also, make sure you plan before you even get to the store. If 
you plan menus that maximize use of organic foods, especially menus 
that emphasize fruits and vegetables, you can do a better job of transi-
tioning your food consumption away from conventional food where 
chemicals are more common. 
	 The Sustainable Table website provides some other smart sugges-
tions for consumers. That website encourages us to think local and sea-
sonal. Local food requires less transportation and does not have to be 
stored for long periods of time. Both of these factors mean that fewer 
chemicals are necessary. A trip to your local farmers’ market can allow 
you to buy organic without having to pay higher prices. Also, buying 
seasonal food means that you are less likely to be eating chemically pre-
served food. A strawberry in January obviously requires transportation 
and preservation, whereas most areas of the country have plentiful local 
strawberries in May and June. As you can guess, the January strawberry 
is far more likely to be grown and preserved through use of chemicals. 
	 If you make the decision to start buying organic food, there are 
several possible outcomes. According to an article in Men’s Health by 
Maria Rodale, there are many potential health benefits from eating 
organic foods, including a reduced risk of diabetes, cancer, and heart 
disease. Margot Pollans, a recognized advocate for sustainable 
agriculture, also noted that the production of organic food reduces 
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significantly the amount of pollution generated by agriculture.  
But, there are also drawbacks. Because it is so labor intensive and takes 
longer in terms of production time, organic food does cost more. A con-
sumer could see prices for organic food that are a few cents or even a 
few dollars higher than those for their conventionally grown cousins. 
	 As college students, we don’t often think about what we buy. For 
some of us, a quick walk through the grocery aisles to pick up ramen, 
pop, and chips defines a typical trip to the store. But many of us do try 
to buy healthier foods. Today you have learned what the “organic” label 
means on foods as well as some tips for buying organic foods. Organic 
food could cost a little more, but the benefits, both in terms of your 
own health and for the environment, could be significant. Regardless of 
whether you buy all organic or, like many of us, mix things up, you 
should understand what the label means so that you can make smarter 
decisions the next time you are at the grocery store.  
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be ready... for what’s next
Understanding Learning Styles
Informative presentations take many forms. In many organizational settings, leaders and managers must 
give informative presentations to help employees better understand new products, initiatives, and ways 
of doing things. In these types of speaking situations, you must think more like a teacher and recognize 
that your audience members will have different preferences for learning. For example, consider these 
typical learning-style preferences:

•	 Visual learners prefer to learn through pictures, diagrams, and other visual resources that emphasize 
spatial relationships.

•	 Aural learners prefer to hear information.

•	 Verbal learners prefer to use speech and writing to process information.

•	 Kinesthetic learners prefer to use their body and touch.

•	 Logical learners prefer logic and reasoning.

•	 Social learners prefer to learn in groups through dialogue.

•	 Solitary learners prefer working in isolation through personal reflection.

When preparing your informative messages, an advanced approach is to plan activities and opportunities 
that emphasize several of these learning preferences. Of course, presentations that teach across these 
various learning preferences require additional planning and take more time for the actual presentation 
to be completed. However, the payoff is that audience members may leave with a much stronger under-
standing of the information you want them to learn.

Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 Before you offer an informative presentation, you need 
to know

•	 The intent and goal of informative presentations

•	 The kinds of topics that are most appropriate

•	 The kinds of immediate behavioral purposes that are 
appropriate for informative presentations and how to 
determine if you have fulfilled them

2.	 The strategies for informing others include

•	 Generating information hunger, an audience need for 
the information

•	 Achieving information relevance by relating informa-
tion to the audience

•	 Using extrinsic motivation, reasons outside the pre-
sentation itself for understanding the presentation’s 
content

3.	 Shaping the informative content requires

•	 Limiting the number of main points

•	 Limiting the number of generalizations

•	 Selecting language the audience can understand

•	 Using specifics to illustrate an abstract idea

•	 Including humor or wit when appropriate

•	 Revealing how the information meets audience needs

•	 Avoiding information overload

•	 Organizing content for greater understanding

4.	 The skills for informative presentations include

•	 Defining meanings for an audience

•	 Describing by using specific, concrete language

•	 Explaining by clarifying and simplifying complex ideas

•	 Narrating by using stories to illustrate your ideas

•	 Demonstrating by showing a process or procedure to 
your audience

Summary
In this chapter, you learned the following:
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Key Terms
Antonym
Comparison
Contrast
Demonstrating
Explanation
Extrinsic motivation

Imagery
Immediate behavioral purposes
Information hunger
Information overload
Information relevance
Informative content

Metaphor
Narrating
Operational definition
Rhetorical questions
Synonym

Study Questions
  1.	 The goal of informative presentations is to

a.	 induce change in the audience.
b.	 discourage the audience from taking action.
c.	 increase an audience’s knowledge or understanding 

of a topic.
d.	 identify a problem and determine a solution.

  2.	 How do you make an informational topic interesting to 
the audience?

a.	 Relate your own experiences with the subject.
b.	 Avoid telling stories of your own experiences with 

the subject.
c.	 Maintain the gaps in your listeners’ knowledge of 

your subject.
d.	 Arousing interest is not important.

  3.	 Which is not an appropriate topic for an informative 
presentation?

a.	 CPR techniques
b.	 animals and their positive effects on the elderly
c.	 wedding traditions
d.	 everyone should donate blood

  4.	 If audiences are able to describe information or define 
words related to your topic during and after a presenta-
tion, you have successfully accomplished your

a.	 demonstration.
b.	 immediate behavioral purposes.
c.	 imagery.
d.	 information overload.

  5.	 The first step in planning your presentation should be

a.	 asking a few people questions after the presenta-
tion is complete.

b.	 teaching or informing your audience.

c.	 determining what objectives you want 
your audience to meet.

d.	 surveying the audience.

  6.	 Asking rhetorical questions and arousing 
curiosity are two ways a speaker can 
create

a.	 behavioral purposes.	
b.	 topics for informative speeches.
c.	 persuasive messages.
d.	 information hunger.

  7.	 When you are presenting information to 
an audience, your topic’s importance, nov-
elty, and usefulness constitute a key fac-
tor known as

a.	 information relevance.
b.	 information hunger.
c.	 informative content.
d.	 information overload.

  8.	 Which of the following is not a guideline to follow when 
choosing the content of your presentation?

a.	 Use relatively simple words, because they are eas-
ier to understand.

b.	 Tell the audience early in your presentation how the 
topic is related to them, so that they will choose to 
listen.

c.	 Develop as many main ideas and use as many 
details as possible to make the presentation 
interesting.

d.	 Ask for overt responses from audience members to 
increase comprehension.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources. 
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Critical Thinking
1.	 Assume that you are speaking to a group of potential stu-

dents who are interested in your major (or what is likely to 
become your major). Based on your knowledge of the ma-
jor, how could you create information hunger to entice the 
potential students to desire additional information?

2.	 Using your informative speech topic, identify potential 
approaches to adapt your speech to each of the various 

learning-style preferences discussed in this chapter. 
Based on your class, which of these strategies should 
you consider including in your presentation? Are there 
factors related to your speaking assignment or class-
room that make some of these strategies more feasible 
than others?

Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Using Language Effectively

Informative speeches require effective language use to help 
audience members learn new information. The scale created 
for this chapter emphasizes the importance of language 
during informative speaking. 
	 The 12-item scale allows you to assess how well you imple-
ment the following strategies to improve your language use:

•	 Perception checking: items 1 and 9

•	 Paraphrasing: items 2 and 12

•	 Using operational definitions: items 3 and 8

•	 Using definitions: items 4 and 7

•	 Dating: items 5 and 10

•	 Indexing: items 6 and 11

The second item in each category (items 9, 12, 8, 7, 10, 
and 11) should be reverse-coded before calculating scores 
(i.e., a score of 1 is now a 4, a 2 is now a 3, and vice versa). 
Using scores for each language strategy, you can self-
assess areas in which your language use could be improved. 
Higher scores (e.g., 5 or higher) suggest areas in which you 
have strength, whereas lower scores (e.g., lower than 5) 
suggest potential areas for improvement.

  9.	 When organizing the content of your presentation, you 
should

a.	 keep the topic a mystery until the body of the 
speech.

b.	 use transitions to increase understanding.
c.	 let the audience decide which points are the most 

important.
d.	 avoid repeating important points, so that the audi-

ence isn’t bored.

10.	  simplify or clarify ideas while stimulating 
audience attention, and  shows the audience 
what you are explaining.

a.	 Explanations; demonstrating
b.	 Definitions; narrating
c.	 Descriptions; demonstrating
d.	 Narrations; defining

Answers:
1. (c); 2. (a); 3. (d); 4. (b); 5. (c); 6. (d); 7. (a); 8. (c); 9. (b); 10. (a)
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persuasive 
presentations

Few students think they will ever give a persuasive speech, but they admit they are 
likely to be asked to introduce new products, convince others to use new methods, 
and talk with fellow workers about complying with policies and procedures. All 
these efforts are simply variations on making a persuasive presentation.

When you have read and thought about this chapter, you will be able to

1.	 Describe a persuasive presentation.

2.	 Identify your immediate purpose and long-range goal.

3.	 Introduce your persuasive presentation.

4.	 Use arguments effectively.

5.	 Identify three forms of proof.

6.	 Organize your persuasive message using the Monroe Motivated Sequence.

7.	 Apply ethical considerations to your presentation.

8.	 Prepare a detailed outline of a persuasive presentation.

9.	 Resist persuasive efforts by others.
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Preparing for a Persuasive Presentation
Most people misunderstand how persuasion works. For instance, some people think it is 
the skillful manipulation of images to get people to do something they would not other-
wise do. Actually, forcing people to unwillingly think or behave as you wish is not 
persuasion but coercion. Likewise, tricking people or using fraudulent means to gain 
compliance is not persuasion but manipulation. Both coercion and manipulation over-
ride a person’s ability to choose, to make a decision based on sound information and 
ideas. Thus, neither resembles persuasion.
	 You will likely be expected to deliver at least one persuasive presentation in your 
class, and perhaps many in your lifetime. A persuasive presentation is a message stra-
tegically designed to induce change in the audience in some way consistent with your 
purpose. Here are some examples of persuasive topics:

New Rules Needed for Drug Use Among Athletes
Technology in the Classroom
Managing Difficult People in the Workplace
Why Our Legislature Must Lower Tuition

coercion
The act of forcing people 
to think or behave as you 
wish; not a form of 
persuasion.

manipulation
The act of tricking 
people or using 
fraudulent means to gain 
compliance; not a form 
of persuasion.

persuasive presentation
A message designed to 
strategically induce 
change in an audience.

ould you risk your paycheck to go on strike for your company’s 
CEO if you felt he was unfairly dismissed? What would your co-
workers or the leadership of your company have to say or do to motivate 
you to that kind of action? This is exactly what happened in the summer 
of 2014 when nonunionized employees and customers rallied at store-

fronts and on social media to persuade the board of Market Basket to hire back the former 
CEO. It worked, and the former CEO was reinstated.1

Have you ever felt called to action for a cause or issue that you believed in? How 
many times have you been the persuasive speaker calling others to action? Have you ever 

thought about all the different ways persuasion affects you in your 
everyday life?

The vast majority of jobs require that you persuade other 
people. The big challenge is to learn how to use this potent 

force in ways that are not harmful to others. That is why 
this chapter is dedicated to helping you learn just what 

persuasion is and how it functions. You will learn the 
purposes and goals of persuasion, as well as strategies 

that persuaders use to induce change in other people. 
Because some people try to change other people in unfair 

and deceptive ways, the chapter provides some ethical guide-
lines. At the end of the chapter, you will be armed with knowledge 

about what persuasion is, how it works, some strategies that can 
be used ethically, and ways to resist persuasion.© Ryan McVay/Photodisc/Getty Images RF
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To begin preparing for your persuasive speech, you must first select a topic. You can 
generate possible topics by using brainstorming or concept mapping, as described in the 
chapter on topic selection and audience analysis. Then make sure your topic relates to 
you (source credibility) and your audience (audience analysis), as well as being a topic 
of importance. Finally, you will have to establish your immediate purpose and your long-
range goal.

IDENTIFYING YOUR IMMEDIATE PURPOSE
Your presentation should have an immediate purpose—a statement of what you intend 
it to accomplish. Given that a single presentation to a captive audience is unlikely to 
produce dramatic results, you need to be realistic about anticipated results. So you might 
state: “My immediate purpose is to have my listeners write down the Twitter handle of 
legislators, so they can communicate with them about lowering our tuition.”

IDENTIFYING YOUR LONG-RANGE GOAL
You may also have a long-range goal—a statement of purposes that could be achieved 
with continuing efforts to persuade. You know, for instance, that your one-shot persuasive 
effort to alert your listeners to steroids and designer drugs used by athletes is not going 
to produce a lot of action. But you also know that, the more your audience hears about 
this issue from many sources, the more likely something will be done about it. You may 
be just one drop in a pond, but if enough raindrops fall, the pond itself will change. Your 
long-range goal could be stated like this: “My long-range goal is to encourage my listen-
ers to learn more about this issue over time, so eventually new rules will keep 
performance-enhancing drugs out of the sports arena.”

Persuading Effectively
Many factors, on both your part and the part of the audience, can determine whether you are 
able to effectively persuade your audience. The way you reveal the purpose of your speech, 
what behaviors you want your audience to adopt or discontinue, and where your speech takes 
place all factor in to how successful you can be as a speaker.

REVEALING THE PURPOSE OF THE PRESENTATION
In an informative presentation you state clearly at the outset what you want to accomplish 
and tell the audience what you want them to learn. In a persuasive presentation, however, 
your listeners may reject your intention to change their thinking or behavior unless you 
prepare the way, so you need to analyze the audience to determine when and how you 
should reveal your immediate purpose.
	 If you are not asking for much of a change, you may reveal your purpose in the 
introduction of the speech, or your introducer may even reveal the purpose for you. But 
if it will require some preparation before your audience is likely to accept your immedi-
ate purpose, then you should provide your reasons first and reveal your action step toward 
the end of the presentation. If you ask your listeners for too much change, you are likely 
to get a boomerang effect—that is, the audience will like you and your message less 
after the presentation than they did before. To avoid this effect, analyze your audience 
and decide when you should reveal your purpose. See the chapter on topic selection and 
audience analysis for more on how to analyze an audience using everything from demo-
graphic analysis to surveys.

immediate purpose
A statement of what you 
intend to accomplish in 
this particular 
presentation.

long-range goal
A statement of purposes 
that could be achieved 
with continuing attempts 
to persuade.

boomerang effect
The audience likes you 
and your message less 
after your presentation 
than they did before.
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IDENTIFYING YOUR REASON FOR PERSUADING
Most persuasive presentations in the classroom have one of two immediate purposes: per-
suading the audience to do something new or persuading the audience to stop doing some-
thing they presently do. These two immediate goals are called adoption and discontinuance.
	 Adoption means listeners start a new behavior as a result of the persuasive presentation—
for example, they start exercising, start eating healthy foods, or go on a diet.2 The persuader 
has some proof of effectiveness if people in the audience state on a postpresentation 
questionnaire that they are going to take up some new behavior. Suppose a regional sales 
manager presents new and higher goals for the local sales representatives, and sales increase 
by 25% over the next three months. This increase is proof that the persuasive effort by the 
regional sales manager had the desired effect.
	 Discontinuance is a persuasive purpose rooted in convincing listeners to stop some 
current behavior—for example, to quit your gang, stop taking so much sick leave, or 
desist from drinking so much caffeine.3 Despite decades of messages discouraging them 
from eating too much, from exercising too little, and from smoking at all, U.S. adults 
are the fattest people on earth, exercise way too little, and continue to die in large num-
bers from obesity and smoking-related diseases. Discontinuance and adoption are chal-
lenging persuasive purposes well worth your efforts in a presentation. They can change 
your listeners’ lives in very positive ways.

ADVANTAGES OF THE CLASSROOM SETTING
After reading that years of public service campaigns have failed to change U.S. consum-
ers’ eating, exercise, and smoking habits, you might wonder why anyone should expect 
you to be successful in a classroom presentation. The key factor is that face-to-face per-
suasive efforts are more effective than public service campaigns for at least two reasons.
	 One reason is that face-to-face communication is one of the most effective modes of 
communication. Consider the difference between a public service announcement on TV dis-
couraging bulimia and a classroom presentation on the same subject by a classmate who 
confesses to bulimia and reveals the awful, life-threatening effects of the disease. Which 
mode—a TV spot or the person herself—would have the most influence on you? Although 
you can see almost any entertainer on video, thousands of people show up for concerts 
because they want to see the entertainer in the flesh. The live concert has more soul than a 
video can provide. The same is true of classroom speeches: actually experiencing someone’s 
message in person and in real time is a more powerful persuader than is a mediated message.
	 A second reason a face-to-face presentation is more effective is that the classroom 
has a captive audience consisting of people who did not gather to hear about your par-
ticular topic. In other words, your classmates are not a voluntary audience that came 
to hear you, in particular, talk about your topic. Voluntary audiences listen to a speaker 
because they already care about the topic and often are in agreement with the speaker. 
In the classroom you are going to persuade some people in your audience who never 
would have gone to a speech about this topic, but as a member of the classroom audience 
they learn about a topic from you, and your persuasive speech changes their thinking or 
their behavior. A speaker in your class gives a presentation to persuade you that produc-
ers of meat products are cruel to animals. Perhaps you never knew or cared about how 
the chicken gets to the table. Probably you never would have gone to a speech about the 
topic. But because you were in class and you listened, you may have been convinced 
that calling a chicken “free range” because the producers left the hen house door open 
is a bit of a stretch.4

adoption
The listeners start a new 
behavior as a result of 
the persuasive 
presentation.

discontinuance
A persuasive purpose 
rooted in convincing 
listeners to stop some 
current behavior.

captive audience
A group consisting of 
people who did not 
gather to hear about 
your particular topic.

voluntary audience
A group that came to 
hear you, in particular, 
talk about your topic.
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Methods of Persuasion
While on a daily basis you use and encounter 
small forms of persuasion in the form of 
micro-persuasion, or the attempt to change 
others with as few words or symbols as pos-
sible, other times you will have to try to sway 
a person or an entire audience with a well-
developed argument. Either way, to persuade 
others in school, at home, or at work, you 
must employ strategies chosen to work best on 
your listeners. The strategies described in this 
section will work only if you have correctly 
determined that your audience will respond 
positively to them. Here again, audience anal-
ysis is the key to effectiveness because only 
evidence an audience accepts becomes proof. 

Understanding how to test evidence before you present it can help you to present only 
information that is likely to persuade your audience.

USING ARGUMENT TO PERSUADE: FACT, POLICY, AND VALUE
Listeners who know or like logic respond positively to arguments with evidence that 
constitutes proof. Lawyers and debaters are well versed in logical argument, and many 
educated people respond positively to this approach. An argument consists of a propo-
sition that asserts some course of action. Ordinarily, the proposition concerns a question 
of fact, policy, or value. An example of a proposition of fact—an assertion that can be 
proved or disproved to be consistent with reality—is “College student indebtedness is 
the highest in history.”5 To demonstrate the accuracy of this fact, you can cite Mark 
Whitehouse’s article in the Wall Street Journal that had the headline “Number of the 
week: Class of 2011 most indebted ever.” Or you could cite any number of authoritative 
sources on this subject, because college student loan debt now exceeds credit card debt.6
	 An example of a proposition of policy—a proposal of a new rule—is President 
Obama’s student loan forgiveness program: “Under the terms of this program, anyone 
who makes his monthly payments for twenty years after leaving college is eligible to 
have his/her remaining balance forgiven. . . . Individuals who spend ten years in public 
service positions become eligible to have their loans forgiven at that point rather than 
having to wait the full twenty years. This means that their debt is forgiven in half the 
time and their debt reduced significantly sooner.”7

	 An example of a proposition of value—a statement of what we should embrace as 
more important to our culture—is “We must put security above First Amendment free-
doms.” To demonstrate the merit of this proposition, you would provide evidence that 
airline searches, wiretapping, and profiling are more important than our right to protec-
tion against unreasonable searches, our expectation of privacy, and our right not to be 
singled out for negative treatment because of race or ethnicity. Why? Because those 
violations of rights keep us safe, and we want security more than we want freedoms.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EVIDENCE AND PROOF
Evidence is the facts that support a claim. As anyone knows who watches any of the CSI 
spin-offs, evidence is what forensic scientists produce to convict felons. They bring out 
DNA tests, fingerprints, weapons, fiber samples, rape kits, and bloodstains as evidence 
that a perp committed a specific crime. In argumentation you are more likely to use other 

micro-persuasion
An attempt to change 
others with as few words 
or symbols as possible, 
as in a tweet.

proposition of value
A statement of what we 
should embrace as more 
important to our culture.

evidence
The facts that support a 
claim.

communicating
	 creatively
Micro-Persuading with Twitter
Sure, you can use your Twitter account to follow friends, ex-
perts, favorite celebrities, and breaking news, but while you 
study this chapter on persuasion, notice how often your ex-
ceedingly brief tweets and text messages are persuasive in 
intent. That is, you ask others to meet you somewhere, go 
someplace, read an article, watch a video, and so on. Inter-
estingly, many tweets are bare-bones textual attempts to 
persuade others without fanfare.

argument
A proposition that 
asserts some course of 
action.

proposition of fact
An assertion that can be 
proved or disproved as 
consistent with reality.

proposition of policy
A proposal of a new rule.
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kinds of evidence, such as examples, surveys, testimonials, and numbers and statistics (see 
the chapter on being credible and using evidence). The question is, “Is your evidence 
proof to your listeners?”
	 Proof is evidence the receiver believes. In other words, you can listen to evidence 
without believing it, and if you do not believe it, you are not going to accept the pre-
senter’s argument. Suppose a presenter is arguing that you should accept her policy prop-
osition that “the United States should abolish the death penalty.” Her evidence is that the 
Bible says, “Thou shalt not kill,”* an idea that is elevated in importance because it is a 
commandment Moses brought down from the mountaintop on a tablet of stone. A person 
who believes that the Bible is without error and that we should obey every word will 
accept the commandment as proof. A person who does not accept the Bible as an author-
ity or who sees contradictions in it like the various offenses for which individuals can be 
stoned to death might not accept the commandment as proof. In other words, many things 
can constitute evidence, but only those items the audience accepts constitute proof.

HOW TO TEST EVIDENCE
Your evidence must meet the tests of evidence—questions you can use to test the valid-
ity of the evidence in your presentations or in those of others:

1.	 Is the evidence consistent with other known facts? For instance, is the statement 
accurate that the top 20% of U.S. taxpayers own 85% of the country’s wealth, 
leaving only 15% for the remaining 80%?8 Many sources specify how wealth in the 
United States is increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few, while the bulk of 
the population has gained little and lost much in the last decade. Just Google 
“wealth top 1%” for a number of links about wealth inequity. This statement is 
consistent with known facts about income and wealth.

2.	 Would another observer draw the same conclusions? Perhaps we 
could find two witnesses who agree they saw someone trip and fall, 
but getting people to interpret facts the same way is actually a 
tricky business. Most experts agree that global warming is 
occurring, but broad disagreements occur about its extent and cause. 
When other observers agree with your inferences and you can cite 
them, your persuasive argument is strengthened.

3.	 Does the evidence come from unbiased sources? The information 
about wealth in item 1 came from G. William Domhoff, a research 
professor of psychology and sociology at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz. Professors are more often perceived as 
unbiased than are politicians and business leaders. But everyone has 
biases, so you should seek sources of information that are as free of 
conflicts of interest as possible.

4.	 Is the source of the information qualified by education and/or 
experience to make a statement about the issue? Professor Domhoff 
admits that he got much of his information about wealth from 
Edward Wolff, senior researcher and professor of economics at New 
York University. Wolff earned his bachelor’s degree from Harvard 
and his Ph.D. from Yale. He has written half a dozen authoritative 
books about the economy and wealth, and he and Domhoff are both 
experts on economic issues. But if the information you are seeking 

proof
Evidence that the 
receiver believes.

tests of evidence
Questions that can be 
used to test the validity 
of evidence.

•  Collecting evidence: a 
scene from the television 
show CSI.
© Robert Voets/CBS Photo 
Archive/Getty Images

*King James Bible
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is about how undocumented people feel, the story of José Antonia Vargas, an 
undocumented Filipino youth, can be your best source.9 Remember that sources 
can be qualified by education and/or by experience.

5.	 If the evidence is based on personal experience, how typical is that personal 
experience? Personal experience that is typical, generalizable, realistic, and 
relevant can be good evidence. If many people have been treated badly by the 
nearby bookstore, then your own bad experience there is usable evidence about its 
quality. If you are one of the very few people who have had a bad experience, 
then your story is not usable evidence.

6.	 If statistics are used as evidence, are they from a reliable source; comparable 
with other known information; and current, applicable, and interpreted so the 
audience can understand them? Let’s say you are going to explain tuition 
increases at your school over the last five years. Admissions, the registrar, and the 
business office all are reliable sources. You can help your audience understand the 
percentages of change, average increases, and amounts of increase by comparing 
your school’s figures with those of other schools like yours. Use statistics 
carefully. To demonstrate how misleading they can be, a “whopping” 8% tuition 
increase is only $200 on a tuition bill of $2,500.

7.	 If studies and surveys are used, are they authoritative, valid, reliable, objective, 
and generalizable? Many studies, surveys, and even Internet evaluations of 
products are sponsored by the very companies that benefit from the research. The 
easiest way to check objectivity is to see who authorized the study. If it was 
performed by an independent source, such as a university, an independent 
laboratory, or a professional survey company, such as JD Power or Gallup Poll, it 
is more likely to be valid and trustworthy.

8.	 Are the speaker’s inferences 
appropriate to the data presented? 
One instance or even a few does not 
allow for a generalization. If many 
students have been falsely accused of 
illegally downloading music, then you 
could support a generalization for that 
claim.

9.	 Is important counterevidence 
overlooked? Often, in our haste to 
make a positive case, we ignore or 
omit counterevidence. Try to get a 
right-wing Republican to admit that 
the rich should be taxed at a higher 
percentage, or a left-wing Democrat to 
admit that taxes and spending must be 
reined in. Recognize that most 
complex issues include some aspects 
that are worthy and some that are not.

10.	 What is the presenter’s credibility on 
the topic? Has the speaker earned the 
right to speak on the topic through 
research, interviews, experience, and a 
thorough examination of the issue? 

engaging diversity
Norms for Persuasion
How we prepare and react to persuasive messages can vary 
from one culture to the next. For example, if you are from a 
high-context culture, you may prefer to be less direct when 
communicating. If you are from a highly individualistic culture, 
you may prefer to advance your own opinion without taking 
other viewpoints into consideration. When preparing your 
persuasive speech, you will likely need to blend some of the 
persuasive norms of your culture with the persuasive norms 
of U.S. culture.
	 This chapter explains many of those Anglo-American 
norms. If you opt to use norms from your culture, you may 
need to provide some explanation for what you are doing. For 
example, African cultures tend to rely on stories to teach 
lessons or principles. If you use an extended story during 
your speech, you may need to be somewhat direct and tell 
audience members what they should learn from the story. 
While you should not abandon the norms for persuasion you 
are familiar with, your persuasive messages may need 
additional explanation to be adapted to the expectations of 
your classmates.
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	 Tell the audience about your experience with the topic, even if it is the time and 
effort you invested to research it. A soldier can speak with authority about 
healthcare for veterans, a mother or father can speak of the trials of finding decent 
childcare, and factory workers can address safety and sanitation issues in the 
workplace. The soldier, the parent, and the worker have source credibility 
concerning their experience.

Evidence that meets these 10 tests has met the requirements of good evidence.

Forms of Proof
To persuade an audience you need to know some methods of doing so. In this section 
you will learn about some methods of persuasion that began in ancient Greece and have 
been refined for centuries. Aristotle in his Rhetoric wrote about three modes of proof: 
ethos, pathos, and logos. Ethos referred to the reputation, authority, and integrity of the 
speaker; pathos referred to the use of emotional means of persuasion; and logos referred 
to persuasion by using logical argument. In addition to credibility, emotion, and logic, 
people are highly influenced by visuals, which makes persuasion through visualization 
an effective method you can utilize when attempting to persuade an audience.

LOGOS, OR LOGICAL PROOF
First we take a close look at logical proof, including how to form, analyze, and rebut 
inductive and deductive arguments.

The Structure of Argument

Inductive argument provides enough specific instances for the listener to make an 
inferential leap to a generalization that summarizes the individual instances. For example, 
you might try to demonstrate that “low taxes are bad for our economy.” Your specific 
instances might include the following:

Schools that are underfunded
Federal programs that are underfunded
Roads and highways that are neither repaired nor maintained
Social programs for the poor that are unfunded
Tuition that goes up because government support goes down

This series of individual instances can lead to an “inferential leap” to a generalization 
that low taxes are bad for our economy.
	 Another logical structure is deductive argument, which uses a general proposition 
applied to a specific instance to draw a conclusion. For example, from the major premise 
(generalization) “All drunk drivers are dangerous,” you can move to the minor premise “Joann 
drives while drunk” to conclude that “Joann is dangerous.” This logical structure is called  
a syllogism; it contains a major premise (a generalization) applied to a particular instance  
(a minor premise) that leads to a conclusion.

Ways to Rebut Arguments

In class, at home, and in the workplace, others may rebut your arguments. A rebuttal 
is an argument against someone else’s position on an issue. If someone in your class 
gives a presentation with which you profoundly disagree, you may deliver a passionate 
persuasive presentation opposing that person’s position on the issue. There are several 
ways to rebut arguments.

ethos
Called “source 
credibility” today, the 
reputation, authority, and 
integrity of the speaker.

pathos
The use of emotional 
“proofs” in an argument.

logos
The use of logical 
reasoning in an 
argument.

inductive argument
A logical structure that 
provides enough specific 
instances for the listener 
to make an inferential 
leap to a generalization 
that summarizes the 
individual instances.

deductive argument
A logical structure that 
uses a general 
proposition applied to a 
specific instance to draw 
a conclusion.

syllogism
A logical structure that 
contains a major 
premise (a 
generalization) applied 
to a particular instance 
(a minor premise) that 
leads to a conclusion.

rebuttal
Arguing against 
someone else’s position 
on an issue.
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	 The weak points in any inductive argument are the clarity of the proposition, the 
quality of the individual instances, and the place where the inferential leap occurs. In 
the argument about local taxes, you could argue that it needs to state more clearly to 
what taxes the proposition refers. Does it refer to all taxes? To local or state taxes? To 
federal taxes only? The proposition is unclear. On the quality of the individual instances, 
does the presenter have any evidence that tuition goes up because taxes go down? Finally, 
how many instances do you have to have before you make the inferential leap?
	 How many individual instances are needed to persuade people that violent crime is 
on the rise? The answer is that nobody really knows. All we know is that at some point 
you can quit providing individual instances, because most of the audience agrees and the 
remainder never will. That is why you can always question the point at which the infer-
ential leap occurred.
	 Likewise, you can always rebut deductive arguments by questioning the major prem-
ise, the application of the minor premise, and the meaning of the conclusion. Are all 
drunk drivers dangerous? Perhaps the answer depends on how the state defines “drunk.” 
Some states set a blood alcohol level of .08, some say .10, and others have some other 
limit. Apparently, we cannot even agree on what percentage constitutes “drunkenness.” 
Also, do we know Joann’s alcohol level? She may or may not be drunk, depending on 
the standard.
	 The point is that you can critically analyze both inductive and deductive arguments.

ETHOS, OR SOURCE CREDIBILITY
The fact is that you can persuade some listeners because you have earned the right to 
speak. You have competence, trustworthiness, and dynamism, or you share common 
ground. Your personal power or expertise, or your charisma or personality, can gain com-
pliance. Popular preachers build mega-churches with thousands of worshipers who thrive 
on the minister’s message. They are persuaded not just by proofs from the Bible but by 
the personal authority of the preacher. They believe him because of who he is. The pope 
and some politicians, entertainers, and community leaders have such credibility. In jury 
trials the lawyer who is most liked by the jury often wins regardless of the evidence, 
because the jury believes the lawyer they like. But even in the classroom some presenters 
have more source credibility than others. For example, third-year students have more 
credibility than first-year students. The lesson here is that who and what you are can help 
you persuade others. See the chapter on being credible and using evidence for more on 
source credibility.

PATHOS, OR EMOTIONAL PROOF
You may not be dazzled by a string of statistics that show how many people slide into 
bankruptcy each year, but you might get tears in your eyes about a local person—very 
much like yourself—who was so consumed by credit card debt that she and her family 
had to declare publicly that they would never be able to pay their debts.
	 Narrative—the telling of a story—is a powerful persuader. The world’s holy books, 
such as the Koran and the Bible, and the teachings of Buddha are practically devoid of 
statistics but are full of stories and parables. We tell our children stories that teach them 
life lessons. In jury trials the person who wins often has the best story that accounts 
for all the known facts in the case. You, too, can harness the power of the narrative by 
telling stories that support your proposition. A student whose persuasive purpose was 
to get Harley drivers to wear protective helmets had a simple strategy: he told three 
stories about motorcycle operators who wore helmets and lived. At the beginning of 
each story, he showed a single slide of that person’s badly dented helmet. The visual 
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image of the banged-up helmets and the 
stories of the three survivors made an 
indelible impression.
	 Although logical and emotional appeals 
are often seen as diametrically opposed 
concepts, most of our behavior and beliefs 
are based on a mixture of emotional and 
rational factors. A speaker may persuade an 
audience to accept immediate behavioral 
purposes for emotional, rather than logical, 
reasons. A story about one person’s bad 
experience with the campus bookstore may 
inspire many audience members to take 
their business to another store. The experi-
ence may have been a one-in-a-thousand 
situation or as much the customer’s fault as 
the manager’s. Such is the power of our 
emotions that they can persuade us to defy 
the law, fight another nation, or ignore the 
evidence.
	 The fear appeal is one of the most 
common appeals to emotion. Political ads 
remind us of impending economic collapse, 
predict that an opponent will tax us to 
oblivion, and suggest that only one political 
party can protect us from our enemies. 
Financial gurus use fear to guide invest-
ments (bonds are losers, stocks are winners, 
or vice versa); businesses use fear to invite 
sales (prices go up this Wednesday); auto 
dealers use fear to close a sale (this one is 
the last of this model for this year at this price). Fear appeals get us to brush our teeth, 
use deodorant, buy certain clothing, and wear certain perfumes and colognes.
	 Clearly, fear appeals work in advertising and in everyday life. As a speaker you can 
use fear appeals in an ethical manner if you do not exaggerate the threat and if you offer 
means of avoiding the fear. In other words, a presenter who arouses fear in an audience 
has an ethical obligation to provide reassurance as well. This sentence illustrates fear 
appeals and reassurances in a single thesis statement: “Not brushing your teeth can lead 
to gum disease and tooth loss, so listen to my tips on dental hygiene.” A presentation 
that combines fear with reassurance results in greater shifts of opinion, and the audience 
holds the presenter in higher regard.10

	 Other examples of emotional appeals are testimonials at funerals about the virtues 
of the deceased, appeals to loyalty and dedication at retirement ceremonies, appeals to 
patriotism in times of crisis, and appeals to justice in times of legal strife.

PERSUASION THROUGH VISUALIZATION
A company will typically spend up to $3 million for a 30-second spot during the Super 
Bowl, one of television’s most-watched events, and all told advertisers pay for 48 minutes 
of advertising during that annual game. They would not spend that much money if 
advertising did not work.11 However, those 30-second spots do not make an argument 

fear appeal
Eliciting fear to change 
behavior.

engaging diversity
What Do Different Groups Find Convincing?
U.S. businesspeople are known around the word for their 
bluntness, for diving for the bottom line swiftly, and for think-
ing their way is the only way. The dominant U.S. culture val-
ues argument, evidence, and proof as the way to convince 
someone to change his or her mind or behavior. In most of 
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, however, establishing trust 
by building a relationship comes before serious decision 
making. Native Americans tend to use stories to make their 
point instead of argument and evidence. Many Asian and 
Pacific Rim people want to have tea and talk before serious 
business can occur. Form and social harmony trump triumph 
and gain. U.S. and European adults have little difficulty saying 
“no” to someone trying to persuade them, but many Asian, 
Mexican, Central American, and South American cultures 
have difficulty saying “no” without “losing face.” Hence, a 
U.S. speaker from the dominant culture may think he or she 
has convinced the person from Costa Rica, whose silence 
might indicate merely politeness and saving face. Korean 
students are much less likely to negotiate with a teacher over 
grades than are U.S. students. Persuasion works differently 
from culture to culture and even among marginalized groups 
in the United States.

Sources: Martin, J., & Nakayama, T. (2011). Experiencing intercultural communi-
cation (4th ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill. Foss, S. K., & Griffin, C. L. (1995). 
Beyond persuasion: A proposal for an invitational rhetoric. Communication 
Monographs, 62, 2–19. Yook, E., & Albert, R. (1998). Perceptions of the 
appropriateness of negotiation in educational settings: A cross-cultural com-
parison among Koreans and Americans. Communication Education, 47, 18–29.
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with evidence, tell an emotional story, or 
even dazzle you with source credibility. 
Instead, they use persuasive imagery to 
persuade by means of amusing, rapid-fire 
scenes of youthful drinkers having fun, 
beautiful vehicles spinning down mountain 
roads without guard rails, and mountains of 
junk food being washed down with gallons 
of soft drinks. Words are not important; the 
emphasis is on beguiling the eye.
	 You can use imagery in your persua-
sive presentations, with either PowerPoint 
or more advanced software, such as Prezi, 
and you can imitate some advertising tech-
niques by studying impressive videos on 
YouTube. You should check with your 
teacher about using YouTube video clips in 
your presentations, because teachers are 
wary about too much YouTube in a presen-
tation that is supposed to be yours. As long 
as you do not allow the video to dominate 
your presentation, you can make it more 
visual and more exciting for your audience.

Organizing Your Persuasive Message:  
The Monroe Motivated Sequence
You already know that you may not want to announce your immediate purpose at the 
outset of a persuasive message because you may need to build toward acceptance at the 
end. Here we consider some macro-organizational features: how you build, construct, or 
design your presentation to achieve your persuasive purpose.
	 Some organizational patterns are used more often in persuasive presentations: cause/
effect, problem/solution, and topical-sequence (see the chapter on organizing your pre-
sentation). The topical-sequence pattern is especially useful in arguing the advantages 
and disadvantages of some course of action.
	 This next pattern of organization is not another topical sequence. Instead, this pattern 
is a series of moves designed to persuade. Developed by University of Iowa professor 
Alan Monroe, the Monroe Motivated Sequence has been used successfully for four 
decades and is popular for having five easy-to-follow steps:

•	 Step 1: Attention. You gain and maintain audience attention, and you determine a way 
to focus it on the content of your presentation.

•	 Step 2: Need. Once you have the audience’s attention, you show audience members 
how the speech is relevant to them. You arouse a need for the change you suggest in 
your persuasive presentation.

•	 Step 3: Satisfaction. Your speech either presents the information the audience needs 
or suggests a solution to their needs. You satisfy the audience by meeting their needs 
with your plan.

•	 Step 4: Visualization. You reinforce your idea in the audience’s minds by getting the 
audience to see how your information or ideas will help them.

persuasive imagery
The advertiser’s method 
of persuading an 
audience with fast-
paced and dazzling 
visualization of products.

Monroe Motivated 
Sequence
A problem-solving 
format that encourages 
an audience to become 
concerned about an 
issue; especially 
appropriate for a 
persuasive presentation.

building behaviors
Using Silence
When you think about giving a presentation, the last thing 
you probably want to think about are moments of silence. 
To an emerging speaker, the idea of engaging silence as an 
actual planned part of your delivery might seem bizarre. 
However, when used well, silence can create dramatic ten-
sion, build anticipation, and give your audience time to 
reflect on your message. Here are a few strategies for using 
silence in your next presentation:

1.	Use silence after you’ve shared vital information about 
your topic.

2.	Use silence when you transition between main points.

Using silence in these ways also shows that you are in com-
mand of the presentation and are confident in your ability to 
be present in the moment.

Source: Genard, G. (2013, August). Public speaking tips: Silence is one of your 
most powerful tools. The Genard Method: Performance-based public speaking 
training (www.genardmethod.com/blog-detail/view/25/public-speaking-tips- 
silence-is-one-of-your-most-powerful-tools#.VSsKzUtOjV).
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•	 Step 5: Action. Once the audience has visualized your idea, you plead for 
action. The audience might remember your main points in an informative pre-
sentation and state them to others, or the audience may go out and do what 
you ask in a persuasive presentation.12

The Monroe Motivated Sequence is an appropriate organizational pattern for persuasive 
presentations, especially when the audience is reluctant to change or to accept a proposed 
action. See an illustration of the sequence in figure 1.

Ethical Considerations
Ethics are a set of principles of right conduct. Many of our standards for ethical behav-
ior are codified into law. We do not slander or libel someone who is an ordinary citizen. 
We do not start a panic that can endanger the lives of others. And we do not advocate 
the overthrow of our government.
	 Many other principles of ethics are not matters of law, but violations of these unwrit-
ten rules do have consequences. No law exists against pointing out acne sufferers in the 
audience during your speech on dermatology or having your audience unknowingly eat 
cooked hamster meat, but audience members may find your methods so distasteful that 
they reject you and your persuasive message.
	 Here are some generally accepted ethical standards that govern the preparation and 
delivery of a persuasive presentation.

One technique for planning and organizing a
persuasive speech is to use Monroe’s Motivated
Sequence.

Step 1: Gain Attention

Your goal at this step is to get audience members to “perk up”
and give sustained attention to what you have to say.

Step 2: Establish Need

        In the need step of a persuasive presentation you identify
                 a problem and explain how that problem affects or is
                     relevant to the audience.

Step 3: Satisfaction

      In the satisfaction step you present
          information audience members
              need to understand in order to
                 solve the problem.

Step 4: Visualization

Your goal is to reinforce the solution in the audience’s mind by getting audience members to
see how they can take part in a solution that will benefit them and others.

Step 5: Call to Action

Often found in the conclusion, the call to action asks the audience members to take specific,
concrete steps.

One technique for plann
persuasive speech is to 
Sequence.

Step 1: Gain Attention

Your goal at this step is to getYY
and give sustained attention t

Step 2: Establish Need

        In the need step of a pe
                 a problem and expla
              relevant to the a

Step 3

      In th
       in
          

Figure 1
Monroe’s Motivated 
Sequence.
© Simon Potter/Image Source/
Getty Images RF
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1.	 Accurately cite sources. When you are preparing and delivering your speech, you 
should be very careful to gather and state your information accurately. Specifically, you 
should reveal from whom you received information. Making up quotations, attributing 
an idea to someone who never made the statement, omitting important qualifiers, 
quoting out of context, and distorting information are all examples of ethical violations.

2.	 Respect sources of information. Show respect for your sources, especially people 
you interview, by demonstrating their credibility as completely as possible. These 
people are willing to share information with you, so it behooves you to treat them 
and their information with respect, in person and in your presentation.

3.	 Respect your audience. Persuasion is a process that works most effectively with 
mutual respect between presenter and receiver. Attempts to trick the audience into 
believing something, lying, distorting the views of your opposition, and 
exaggerating claims for your own position are all ethically questionable acts. A 
presenter should speak truthfully and accurately; the best persuasive presenters can 
accurately portray the opposing arguments and still win with their own arguments 
and evidence. Audiences can be very hostile toward a person who has tricked 
them or who has lied, distorted, or exaggerated information simply to meet an 
immediate behavioral purpose or an ultimate goal.

4.	 Respect your opponent. Persuasive presentations invite rebuttal. Nearly always, 
someone in or outside your audience thinks your ideas or positions are wrong. A 
good rule of thumb is to respect your opponent, not only because he or she may be 
right but also because an effective persuasive presenter can take the best the 
opposition has to offer and still convince the audience he or she should be believed. 
Do not indulge in name-calling or in bringing up past behaviors that are irrelevant 
to the issue. You should attack the other person’s evidence, sources, or logic—not 
the person. Few issues about which people persuade are ever settled, and you may 
find in time that your opponent’s position is better in many respects than your own.

	 You may get the impression from these four ethical guidelines that every persuasive 
speaker must be part angel. Not quite. The ethical rules for persuasive speaking allow 

•  Professional 
persuaders tempt you to 
part with your money for 
their product.
© David M. Grossman/  
The Image Works
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for critical analysis of arguments and 
ideas, for profound differences of 
opinion, for the weighing of evidence 
and supporting materials, and for the 
swaying of the audience to your point 
of view. All these strategies simply 
work best if you accurately cite your 
sources and respect them, your audi-
ence, and your opponent.
	 Figure 2 gives additional tips for 
organizing your arguments.

An Outline of  
a Persuasive 
Presentation
We turn now to an outline for an 
annotated persuasive presentation 
that illustrates many of the concepts 
introduced in the chapter. This outline 
was written by a student majoring in 
broadcasting who played the guitar at 
the Montreaux Jazz Festival. He com-
posed this presentation to persuade 
the audience to change their behavior. 
Read it carefully for its strengths 
and  its weaknesses. What methods 
does  the presenter use to influence 
listeners? Do the arguments and 
evidence meet the tests discussed 
in  this chapter? What could the 
presenter have done differently that 
would have made the message more 
appealing to you?

sizing things up
Need for Cognition
The way we construct and respond to persuasive messages depends, 
in part, on the way we process information. One of the personality 
characteristics that govern information processing is our need for 
cognition, or our tendency to put significant effort into thinking about 
things such as arguments and ideas. Below are 10 statements that 
describe how you might like to process information. Read each ques-
tion carefully and respond using the following scale:

1 = Strongly disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neither agree nor disagree
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly agree

	 1.	 I prefer complex to simple problems.
	 2.	 Thinking is not my idea of fun.
	 3.	 I would rather do something that requires little thought than 

something that is sure to challenge my thinking abilities.
	 4.	 I find satisfaction in thinking hard for a long time.
	 5.	 I only think as hard as I have to.
	 6.	 I try to avoid situations where there is a good chance I will 

have to think hard about something.
	 7.	 I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solu-

tions to problems.
	 8.	 I enjoy thinking abstractly.
	 9.	 I prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important to one 

that is somewhat important but does not require much thought.
	10.	 I enjoy solving puzzles.

This exercise has no right or wrong answers; instead, your responses 
provide insight into your own ways of thinking. A guide for interpreting 
your responses appears at the end of the chapter.

Source: Perse, E. (1992, Winter). Predicting attention to local television news: Need for 
cognition and motives for viewing. Communication Reports, 5, 40–49. Copyrighted by 
the Western States Communication Association. Used by permission of the publisher.

Below is some final advice on what kinds of arguments are most persuasive 
and where you should consider placing them for maximum effectiveness.

1. � Place your best argument first for a “primacy effect,” meaning early items 
are remembered over middle items.

2. � Place your best argument last for a “recency effect,” meaning last items 
are remembered over items in the middle.

3. � Middle items in a series are less remembered than those presented first 
or last, so avoid placing your best argument in the easily overlooked or 
forgotten middle.

Figure 2
Tips for organizing your 
arguments.
© Comstock Images/ 
SuperStock RF
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Attention getter

Listener relevance

Speaker credibility

Thesis

Preview

Transition

Transition

Change Your Dial to NPR
by Stephen Anderson

How many times have you heard the phrase “don’t change that dial” before 
your favorite radio station plays five straight minutes of commercials?

	 That’s what I figured. Not very many people enjoy listening to 
hokey ads telling you to “come on down to your local car dealer” or to 
start taking diet pills while waiting for their intended programming. 
NPR, that’s National Public Radio, is on twenty-four hours a day and 
doesn’t play one single commercial.

	 I have been an avid listener of NPR’s fine programming for the last 
four years.

	 NPR’s wide variety of talk, news, and music programs is delight-
fully enlightening.

	 By listening to NPR, you can hear the latest and greatest in news 
and entertainment without ever sitting through a pesky commercial.

	 I.	 So how can NPR survive without commercials?

		  A.	� NPR is commercial-free because of federal grants and 
“underwriting spots,” which are brief announcements given 
by an NPR announcer identifying organizations that have 
sponsored a certain program (NPR, 2011).

		  B.	� In this world of pop-up ads and product placement, NPR is a 
haven of commercial-free entertainment and news.

So if NPR has no commercials, just what is on NPR? you may ask.

	 II.	 �NPR is dedicated to providing the most relevant, trusted, and 
consumed news in the United States.

		  A.	� Other news sources, such as Fox, CBS, and MSNBC news 
stations, have been stained by claims of bias, while NPR 
remains one of seemingly few radio news outlets to be truly 
balanced in its journalism (Dvorkin, 2002).

		  B.	� NPR’s news programs and talk programs offer something for 
everyone: All Things Considered and Morning Edition, two 
of the highest-rated radio programs on the airwaves today, 
are broadcast through NPR.

But why listen to boring talk radio when you can listen to the same 
songs over and over again on your local Top 40 station?
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How to Resist Persuasion
Listed here are some measures you can take to resist persuasion, not only in public pre-
sentations but also on the telephone, in advertising, and when dealing with salespeople:

  1.	 Remember, the best resistance is avoidance. You do not have to watch or read 
advertising, go into stores where you do not intend to buy, listen to telemarketers, 
or watch infomercials.

  2.	 Be skeptical about all messages. Persuaders who are seeking easy prey look for 
the uneducated, the desperate, the angry, the very young, the very old, and the 
unsuspecting. They avoid people who are educated, articulate, cautious, and 
careful. You should use your knowledge of argumentation, evidence, and proof to 
analyze claims.

Thesis restatement

Main point summary

Clincher

	 III.	� NPR invests a huge portion of programming time playing music 
of all genres.

		  A.	� NPR’s World Café shines a light on up-and-coming acts, as 
well as established artists. Artists such as Adele, the Black 
Keys, and Coldplay have given interviews and even live, in-
studio concerts on the program (About World Café, 2011).

		  B.	� For those looking to relax and decompress while driving, NPR’s 
classical and jazz programs offer soothing background music.

	 In a way, NPR is a bit like Sesame Street. You enjoy every minute 
of it, and when you're done, you walk away with a bit more than you 
had at the start.

	 NPR delivers the finest talk, news, and music on the airwaves 
today—all without commercial interruption.

	 So the next time you are commanded not to “change that dial,” dis-
obey. Reward yourself by tuning in to NPR. You may never change 
your dial again.

References
About world café. (2011). Retrieved from http://xpn.org/xpn-programs/
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Dvorkin, J. (2002, November 26). How do you know NPR is unbiased? 
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  3.	 Check claims with other, unbiased sources. A good rule is to verify any persuasive 
claims with at least two other sources of information. A politician tells you that lower 
taxes will be good for you. What do the editorials, the political commentators, and the 
opposition say about that plan? Consumer magazines, especially those that take no 
advertising, are less likely to be biased, as are news sources that embrace objectivity.

  4.	 Check out the credibility of the source. Be suspicious if a business is new or changes 
location often or if a speaker has a questionable reputation for truth or reliability. 
Customers, institutions, and satisfied audiences will vouch for credible sources. The 
Internet offers ratings of products, businesses, and professionals on websites like 
Yelp, Angie’s List, and Consumer Reports. However, beware because some rating 
services are sponsored by the vendors being evaluated. In other words, some ranking 
and rating services are bogus; they are just another attempt to trick you.

  5.	 Be cautious about accepting a persuasive appeal. Most states have laws that allow even 
a signed contract to be rejected by the customer in the first 24 to 48 hours—in case 
you have second thoughts. Accepting claims on impulse is a dangerous practice that 
you can avoid by never making an important decision in the context of a sales pitch. 
Have you ever heard of a businessperson who refused to take the money the next day?

  6.	 Question the ethical basis of proposed actions. Angry people are easy to turn to 
violence, desperate people willingly consider desperate measures, and frustrated 
people can easily become an unruly mob. Ask yourself whether the proposed 
action is self-serving, pits one group against another, or will be good for you 
when viewed in retrospect.

  7.	 Use your knowledge and experience to analyze persuasive claims. A claim that 
sounds too good to be true probably is. If you have a gut feeling that a claim seems 
wrong, find out why. Use all you know about logic, evidence, and proof to see 
whether the persuader is drawing a sound conclusion or making an inferential leap 
that is justified by the evidence. Finally, assume all evidence is open to scrutiny.

  8.	 Use your own values as a check against fraudulent claims. If someone is trying to 
get you to do something that runs counter to what you learned in your religion, in 
your home, in the law, or from your friends, be wary. Sales always enrich the 
seller but not always the buyer. You can choose to sacrifice, but you should not 
sacrifice unwittingly. Your values are good protection against those who would 
cheat you. Ask yourself, “What would my parents, my friends, my neighbors, my 
professor, or my religious leaders think of this decision?”

  9.	 Check what persuaders say against what they do. Judge persuaders more by what 
they do than by what they say. Talk may not be cheap, but words cost less than 
deeds, and the proof of what a person says is his or her behavior. We learn to 

	� trust people who do what they say; we learn to distrust those 
who say one thing and do another.

10.	 Use your freedom of expression and freedom of choice as 
protection against unethical persuaders. In the United States you 
can hear competing ideas, and the choice to accept or reject 
them is yours. You can educate yourself about issues and ideas 
by reading, watching, and listening. Education and learning are 
powerful protection against persuaders who would take advantage 
of you. Use your freedoms to help defend yourself.

	 Now that you know 10 suggestions for resisting persuasion, you 
can practice the strategies for keeping others from manipulating your 
mind and picking your pocket.

•  Learn to be wary 
about good deals. Use 
your brain to protect 
yourself.
© Iconotec/Alamy, RF
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be ready... for what’s next
Inviting Your Audience to Dialogue
The best public speakers are celebrated for their dynamic and engaging speaking styles, in part because 
they invite people into a conversation. Sharing a personal experience that relates to your topic can help your 
audience relate to you and open up to your message. Members of an audience who are closed off to you 
as a speaker are difficult to persuade. A story explaining your extensive experience with a charity you want 
your audience to get involved with provides ethos; a story about how you or a loved one suffered from using 
a product you want your audience to discontinue using can provide pathos; and telling a story about the 
positive effects you experienced after beginning an exercise regimen can support your logical argument that 
endorphins from exercise reduce stress. If you don’t have a personal experience that applies, sharing a 
friend’s story or a hypothetical example can also induce empathy in your audience. In addition, people gen-
erally remember stories better than facts and are more likely to take ownership of an idea that is framed 
as a story. If you are creating a call to action as part of your persuasive presentation, rather than telling 
your audience, “You should do this,” tell a story that positions the call to action as the best thing to do.

Chapter Review & Study Guide

1.	 A persuasive presentation is a message strategically 
designed to induce change in an audience.

2.	 Modest changes you can accomplish in a brief presenta-
tion represent your immediate purpose, whereas major 
changes your presentation may contribute to in the fu-
ture make up your long-range goal.

3.	 Instead of immediately revealing your purpose in the intro-
duction, as you do in most informative presentations, you 
may have to delay stating your immediate purpose until 
you have prepared the way with persuasive strategies.

4.	 An effective argument consists of a statement of fact, 
policy, or value backed by supporting material that meets 
the tests of evidence.

5.	 You can use ethos (source credibility), pathos (emotional 
argument), or logos (logical argument) as persuasive 
strategies in your presentations.

6.	 The Monroe Motivated Sequence is an appropriate 
organizational pattern for persuasive presentations, 
especially when the audience is reluctant to change or 
to accept a proposed action. It consists of five steps: 
attention, need, satisfaction, visualization, and action.

7.	 High ethical standards require you to cite sources accu-
rately, respect your audience, and even respect your 
opponents.

8.	 The chapter’s annotated, detailed outline of a success-
ful persuasive presentation by a student provides a 
model you can follow in preparing your own presentation.

9.	 There are many ways to resist persuasion, the most im-
portant of which is to avoid placing yourself in a position 
to be persuaded.

Summary

Key Terms
Adoption
Argument
Boomerang effect
Captive audience
Coercion
Deductive argument
Discontinuance
Ethos
Evidence
Fear appeal

Immediate purpose
Inductive argument
Logos
Long-range goal
Manipulation
Micro-persuasion
Monroe Motivated Sequence
Pathos
Persuasive imagery
Persuasive presentation

Proof
Proposition of fact
Proposition of policy
Proposition of value
Rebuttal
Syllogism
Tests of evidence
Voluntary audience
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Study Questions
  1.	 The intention of a persuasive presentation is to

a.	 inform listeners of a certain topic.
b.	 change listeners’ minds or behavior.
c.	 explain a concept.
d.	 describe an important issue.

  2.	 If an audience likes you and your message less after 
the presentation than they did before, what term cor-
rectly describes what has taken place?

a.	 source credibility reversal
b.	 believability impasse
c.	 boomerang effect
d.	 continuance cessation

  3.	 When a presenter attempts to convince listeners to 
stop a current behavior, what has taken place?

a.	 discontinuance	 c.	 continuance
b.	 adoption	 d.	 deterrence

  4.	 If your evidence meets the tests of evidence, it will do 
all the following except

a.	 come from unbiased sources.
b.	 be consistent with other well-known facts.
c.	 overlook counterevidence.
d.	 consist of authoritative, valid, and reliable 

surveys.

  5.	 When resisting persuasion from salespeople and 
advertisers, you should do all the following except

a.	 avoid using your own values as a check against 
fraudulent claims.

b.	 listen to all messages while thinking critically.
c.	 question the credibility of all sources.
d.	 evaluate the ethical basis of proposed actions.

  6.	 Which type of argument uses a series of individual 
instances that lead to a generalization?

a.	 deductive	 c.	 rebuttal
b.	 inductive	 d.	 syllogism

  7.	 You can rebut a deductive argument by 
questioning the

a.	 major premise.
b.	 clarity of the proposition.
c.	 quality of individual instances.
d.	 place where the inferential leap 

occurs.

  8.	 Which of the following statements 
regarding argument organization is true?

a.	 Place your best argument in the 
middle.

b.	 Present one side of an issue to reduce 
the effects of contrary arguments.

c.	 Place your best argument at the 
beginning or end.

d.	 Familiar arguments have more effect than novel 
arguments.

  9.	 In the Monroe Motivated Sequence, the visualization 
step includes

a.	 gaining and maintaining audience attention.
b.	 presenting information or a solution to audience 

needs.
c.	 asking the audience to take specific steps.
d.	 demonstrating how the solution will benefit the 

audience.

10.	 Which is not an ethical standard to follow when prepar-
ing and delivering a persuasive presentation?

a.	 Accurately cite sources when the words are not 
your own.

b.	 Respect sources of information by revealing their 
credibility.

c.	 Speak truthfully and accurately out of respect for 
your audience.

d.	 Attack the other person’s character instead of his 
or her evidence, sources, or logic.

To maximize your 
study time, check 
out CONNECT  
to access the 
SmartBook study 
module for this 
chapter, watch 
videos, and explore 
other resources.

Answers:
1. (b); 2. (c); 3. (a); 4. (c); 5. (a); 6. (b); 7. (a); 8. (c); 9. (d); 10. (d)

Critical Thinking
1.	 Especially when listening to national-level politicians 

speak, see whether you can determine the truth and ac-
curacy of what they say. Then Google one of the fact-
checking services, such as Annenberg’s Factcheck.org, 
to see what a politically neutral organization finds accu-
rate about speeches, advertisements, and campaign 
claims. Were you able to detect any of the inaccuracies 
that emerge in presentations by politicians in all parties?

2.	 Over the next week, watch news programs or scan the 
Facebook page of friends and/or family members who 
have different views than you do on social, national, or 
international issues. What persuasive appeals are being 
used and how do you react? Then turn back to the news 
feeds you typically view. How, if at all, are these appeals 
different and/or the same?
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Sizing Things Up Scoring and Interpretation
Need for Cognition

A key objective in this chapter is to help you think strategi-
cally about persuading others. In persuasion literature a 
number of research studies have explored personality char-
acteristics that influence how people react to persuasive 
messages. A person’s need for cognition addresses the 
extent to which he or she wants to think about information. 
Those who have a greater need for cognition will react differ-
ently to persuasive messages than those who have a lower 
need for cognition. By using this survey, you can determine 
your personal need for cognition when being persuaded.
	 To score the Need for Cognition Scale, you should first 
reverse-code items 2, 3, 5, and 6 (i.e., a score of 5 should 

now be a 1, a score of 4 should now be a 2, and vice versa). 
Then average responses for all items; higher values indicate 
a greater need for cognition. Although reliable national 
norms for this scale have not been identified, an average 
above the midpoint of 3 would certainly indicate a higher 
need for cognition, whereas values below the midpoint 
would indicate a lower need for cognition. As you compare 
your score with those of your classmates, is your need for 
cognition higher or lower?
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Glossary
A
accommodation goal  The marginalized 
group manages to keep its identity 
while striving for positive relationships 
with the dominant culture.
active listening  Involved listening with 
a purpose.
active perception  Perception in which 
your mind selects, organizes, and 
interprets that which you sense.
adaptors  Nonverbal movements that 
usually involve the unintended touching 
or manipulating of our bodies or 
artifacts to fulfill some physical or 
psychological need.
adoption  The listeners start a new 
behavior as a result of the persuasive 
presentation.
affect displays  Nonverbal movements of 
the face and body used to show emotion.
affection  The emotion of caring for 
others and/or being cared for.
ageist language  Language that 
denigrates people for being young or old.
aggressiveness  The assertion of one’s 
rights at the expense of others and caring 
about one’s own needs but no one else’s.
analogy  A comparison of things in some 
respects, especially in position or 
function, that are otherwise dissimilar.
antonym  Defines an idea by opposition.
argument  A proposition that asserts 
some course of action.
argumentativeness  The quality or 
state of being argumentative; 
synonymous with contentiousness or 
combativeness.
articulation  Coordinating one’s 
mouth, tongue, and teeth to make words 
understandable to others.
artifacts  Ornaments or adornments 
you display that hold communicative 
potential.
assigned groups  Groups that evolve 
out of a hierarchy whereby individuals 
are assigned membership to the group.
assimilation goal  The marginalized 
group attempts to fit in with the 
dominant group.

asynchronous communication   
Interactions in which there is a small or 
even substantial delay, as occurs with 
e-mail or discussion-board posts.
attitude  A predisposition to respond 
favorably or unfavorably to a person, an 
object, an idea, or an event.
attractiveness  A concept that includes 
physical attractiveness, how desirable a 
person is to work with, and how much 
“social value” the person has for others.
audience analysis  The collection and 
interpretation of audience information 
obtained by observation, inference, 
research, or questionnaires.
autocratic leaders  Leaders who 
maintain strict control over their group.
automatic attention  The instinctive 
focus we give to stimuli signaling a 
change in our surroundings, stimuli that 
we deem important, or stimuli that we 
perceive to signal danger.

B
bargaining  The process in which two 
or more parties attempt to reach an 
agreement on what each should give and 
receive in a transaction between them.
behavioral flexibility  The ability to 
alter behavior to adapt to new situations 
and to relate in new ways when 
necessary.
belief  A conviction; often thought to 
be more enduring than an attitude and 
less enduring than a value.
bibliographic references  Complete 
citations that appear in the “references” 
or “works cited” section of your speech 
outline.
bodily movement  What the speaker 
does with his or her entire body during 
a presentation.
body  The largest part of a presentation, 
which contains the arguments, 
evidence, and main content.
boomerang effect  The audience likes 
you and your message less after your 
presentation than they did before.
boundary spanner  An individual who 
shares information between groups and 

establishes strategic vision for 
collaboration.
brainstorming  A creative procedure 
for thinking of as many topics as you 
can in a limited time.
brakelight function  A forewarning to 
the audience that the end of the 
presentation is near.

C
captive audience  A group consisting 
of people who did not gather to hear 
about your particular topic.
cause/effect pattern  A method of 
organization in which the presenter first 
explains the causes of an event, a 
problem, or an issue and then discusses 
its consequences, results, or effects.
celebrity testimony  Statements made 
by a public figure who is known to the 
audience.
channel  The means by which a 
message moves from the source to the 
receiver of a message.
chronemics  Also called temporal 
communication; the way people 
organize and use time and the messages 
that are created because of their 
organization and use of that time.
chronological résumé  A document that 
organizes your credentials over time.
cliché  An expression that has lost 
originality and force through overuse.
closure  The tendency to fill in missing 
information in order to complete an 
otherwise incomplete figure or 
statement.
code  A systematic arrangement of 
symbols used to create meanings in the 
mind of another person or persons.
code sensitivity   The ability to use the 
verbal and nonverbal language 
appropriate to the cultural norms of the 
individual with whom you are 
communicating.
coercion  The act of forcing people to 
think or behave as you wish; not a form 
of persuasion.
collectivist cultures  Cultures that 
value the group over the individual.
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commitment  A measure of how much 
time and effort you put into a cause; 
your passion and concern about the 
topic.
common ground  The degree to which 
the speaker’s values, beliefs, attitudes, 
and interests are shared with the 
audience; an aspect of credibility.
communication  The process of using 
messages to generate meaning.
communication apprehension 
(CA)  An individual’s level of fear or 
anxiety associated with either real or 
anticipated communication with 
another person or persons.
communication competence  The 
ability to effectively exchange meaning 
through a common system of symbols 
or behavior.
communication networks  Patterns of 
relationships through which 
information flows in an organization.
comparison  Shows the similarity 
between something well known and 
something less known.
competence  The degree to which a 
speaker is perceived as skilled, qualified, 
experienced, authoritative, reliable, and 
informed; an aspect of credibility.
complementarity  The idea that we 
sometimes bond with people whose 
strengths are our weaknesses.
complementary relationships   
Relationships in which each person 
supplies something the other person or 
persons lack.
complementing  Using nonverbal and 
verbal codes to add meaning to each 
other and to expand the meaning of 
either message alone.
compliance-gaining  Attempts made 
by a source of messages to influence a 
target “to perform some desired 
behavior that the target otherwise might 
not perform.”
compliance-resisting  The refusal of 
targets of influence messages to comply 
with requests.
conclusion  The part that finishes the 
presentation by fulfilling the four 
functions of an ending.

concrete language  Words and 
statements that are specific rather than 
abstract or vague.
connotative meaning  An individualized 
or personalized meaning of a word, 
which may be emotionally laden.
content curation   The collection and 
storage of documents and other 
multimedia from the web, covering a 
specific topic.
context  A set of circumstances or a 
situation.
contradicting  Sending verbal and 
nonverbal messages that conflict.
contradictions  In dialectic theory, the 
idea that each person in a relationship 
might have two opposing desires for 
maintaining the relationship.
contrast  Clarifies by showing 
differences.
control  The ability to influence our 
environment.
cover letter  A short letter introducing 
you and your résumé to an interviewer.
criteria  The standards by which a 
group must judge potential solutions.
critical listening  Listening that 
challenges the speaker’s message by 
evaluating its accuracy, 
meaningfulness, and utility.
critical thinking  Analyzing the 
speaker, the situation, and the speaker’s 
ideas to make critical judgments about 
the message being presented.
cultural relativism  The belief that 
another culture should be judged by its 
own context rather than measured 
against your culture.
culture  A unique combination of 
rituals, religious beliefs, ways of 
thinking, and ways of behaving that 
unify a group of people.
customer service encounter  The 
moment of interaction between the 
customer and the firm.

D
dating  Specifying when you made an 
observation, since everything changes 
over time.

deceptive communication  The practice 
of deliberately making somebody 
believe things that are not true.
decode  The process of assigning 
meaning to others’ words in order to 
translate them into thoughts of your own.
decoding  The process of assigning 
meaning to the idea or thought in a code.
deductive argument  A logical 
structure that uses a general proposition 
applied to a specific instance to draw a 
conclusion.
defensiveness  The response that 
occurs when a person feels attacked.
definitions  Determinations of meaning 
through description, simplification, 
examples, analysis, comparison, 
explanation, or illustration.
delivery  The presentation of a speech 
using your voice and body to 
communicate your message.
democratic leaders  Leaders who 
encourage members to participate in 
group decisions.
demographic analysis  The collection 
and interpretation of data about the 
characteristics of people.
demonstrating  Showing the audience 
what you are explaining.
denotative meaning  The agreed-upon 
meaning or dictionary meaning of a 
word.
descriptiveness  The practice of 
describing observed behavior or 
phenomena instead of offering personal 
reactions or judgments.
designated leader  Someone who has 
been appointed or elected to a 
leadership position.
dialectic  The tension that exists 
between two conflicting or interacting 
forces, elements, or ideas.
dialogue  The act of taking part in a 
conversation, discussion, or negotiation.
direct inference   A tentative 
generalization based on deliberately 
gathered data.
discontinuance  A persuasive purpose 
rooted in convincing listeners to stop 
some current behavior.
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frozen evaluation  An assessment of a 
concept that does not change over time.
functional résumé  A document that 
organizes your credentials by type of 
function performed.

G
gender-biased language  Language 
that privileges a certain gender over 
another.
gender identity  How you feel about 
and express your gender.
gestures  Movements of the head, 
arms, and hands to illustrate, 
emphasize, or signal ideas in a 
presentation.
ground  The background against which 
your focused attention occurs.
group climate  The emotional tone or 
atmosphere members create within the 
group.
group conflict  An expressed struggle 
between two or more members of a 
group.
group culture  The socially negotiated 
system of rules that guide group behavior.
group decision support system 
(GDSS)  An interactive network of 
computers with specialized software, 
allowing users to generate solutions for 
unstructured problems.
groupthink  An unintended outcome of 
cohesion in which the desire for cohesion 
and agreement takes precedence over 
critical analysis and discussion.

H
hearing  The act of receiving sound.
heterosexist language  Language that 
implies that everyone is heterosexual.
heuristics   Mental shortcuts used to 
make decisions–for instance, evaluating 
sources.
horizontal communication  Messages 
between members of an organization 
who have equal power.
hostile work environment sexual 
harassment  Conditions in the workplace 
that are sexually offensive, intimidating, 

ethos  Called “source credibility” today, 
the reputation, authority, and integrity 
of the speaker.
euphemism  A more polite, pleasant 
expression used instead of a socially 
unacceptable form.
evidence  The facts that support a claim.
examples  Specific instances used to 
illustrate your point.
expert testimony  Statements made by 
someone who has special knowledge or 
expertise about an issue or idea.
explanation  A means of idea 
development that simplifies or clarifies 
an idea while arousing audience interest.
extemporaneous method  A carefully 
prepared and researched presentation 
delivered in a conversational style.
extrinsic motivation  A method of 
making information relevant by providing 
the audience with reasons outside the 
presentation itself for listening to the 
content of the presentation.
eye contact  The extent to which a 
speaker looks directly at the audience.

F
facial expressions  Any nonverbal cues 
expressed by the speaker’s face.
fear appeal  Eliciting fear to change 
behavior.
feedback  The receiver’s verbal and 
nonverbal response to the source’s 
message.
figure  The focal point of your attention.
first impression  An initial opinion 
about people upon meeting them.
first-person observation  An 
observation based on something that 
you personally have sensed.
fluency  The smoothness of delivery, 
the flow of words, and the absence of 
vocalized pauses.
formal communication  Messages that 
follow prescribed channels of 
communication throughout the 
organization.
formal role  Also called positional role; 
an assigned role based on an individual’s 
position or title within a group.

dominant culture   A culture determined 
by who has the power and influence in 
traditional social structures like politics, 
religious institutions, schools, and 
businesses; in the United States the 
dominant culture is white, male, able-
bodied, straight, married, and employed.
downward communication  Messages 
flowing from superiors to subordinates.
dyadic communication  Two-person 
communication.
dynamism  The extent to which the 
speaker is perceived as bold, active, 
energetic, strong, empathic, and 
assertive; an aspect of credibility.

E
economic orientation  Organizations 
that manufacture products and/or offer 
services for consumers.
emblems  Nonverbal movements that 
substitute for words and phrases.
emergent groups  Groups resulting 
from environmental conditions leading 
to the formation of a cohesive group of 
individuals.
emergent leader  Someone who 
becomes an informal leader by exerting 
influence toward achievement of a 
group’s goal but does not hold the 
formal position or role of leader.
emotional labor  Jobs in which 
employees are expected to display 
certain feelings in order to satisfy 
organizational role expectations.
empathic listening  Listening with a 
purpose and attempting to understand 
the other person’s perspective.
emphasizing  The use of nonverbal 
cues to strengthen verbal messages.
encode  The process of translating your 
thoughts into words.
encoding  The process of translating an 
idea or thought into a code.
enunciation  Combining pronunciation 
and articulation to produce a word with 
clarity and distinction.
ethics  A set of moral principles or values.
ethnocentrism  The belief that your 
own group or culture is superior to 
other groups or cultures.
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contains the details you are using in 
your speech.
interpersonal communication  The 
process of using messages to generate 
meaning between at least two people in a 
situation that allows mutual opportunities 
for both speaking and listening.
interpersonal relationships   
Associations between at least two 
people who are interdependent, who 
use some consistent patterns of 
interaction, and who have interacted for 
an extended period of time.
interpretive perception  Perception 
that involves a blend of internal states 
and external stimuli.
intrapersonal communication  The 
process of using messages to generate 
meaning within the self.
introduction   The first part of your 
presentation, in which you fulfill the 
five functions of an introduction.

J
jargon   Language particular to a 
specific profession, work group, or 
culture and not meant to be understood 
by outsiders.
job description  A document that defines 
a job in terms of its content and scope.

K
key-word outline   An outline consisting 
of important words or phrases to remind 
you of the content of the presentation.
kinesics  The study of bodily 
movements, including posture, gestures, 
and facial expressions.

L
laissez-faire leaders  Leaders who take 
almost no initiative in structuring a 
group discussion.
language  A collection of symbols, 
letters, or words with arbitrary 
meanings that are governed by rules 
and used to communicate.
lay testimony  Statements made by an 
ordinary person that substantiate or 
support what you say.

inductive argument  A logical 
structure that provides enough specific 
instances for the listener to make an 
inferential leap to a generalization that 
summarizes the individual instances.
inference   A tentative generalization 
based on some evidence.
inflection  The variety or changes in 
pitch.
informal communication   Interactions 
that do not follow the formal upward and 
downward structures of the organization 
but emerge out of less formal interactions 
among organizational members.
informal role  Also called behavioral 
role; a role that is developed 
spontaneously within a group.
information hunger  The audience’s 
need for the information contained in 
the presentation.
information literacy  The ability to 
recognize when information is needed 
and to locate, evaluate, and effectively 
use the information needed.
information overload  Providing much 
more information than the audience can 
absorb in amount, complexity, or both.
information relevance  The importance, 
novelty, and usefulness of the information 
to the audience.
informative content  The main points 
and subpoints, illustrations, and 
examples used to clarify and inform.
integration orientation  Organizations 
that help mediate and resolve discord 
among members of society.
interaction management  Establishing a 
smooth pattern of interaction that allows 
a clear flow between topics and ideas.
intercultural communication  The 
exchange of information between 
individuals who are unalike culturally.
intergroup perspective  The theory 
that emphasizes the ways in which 
people in a social interaction identify 
and categorize themselves or others in 
terms of group membership and how 
these categorizations shape perceptions 
and interactions with others.
internal references  Brief notations 
indicating a bibliographic reference that 

or hostile and that affect an individual’s 
ability to perform his or her job.
hurtful messages  Messages that create 
emotional pain or upset.

I
illustrators  Nonverbal movements that 
accompany or reinforce verbal messages.
imagery  The use of words that appeal 
to the senses and create pictures in the 
mind.
immediacy  Communication behaviors 
intended to create perceptions of 
psychological closeness with others.
immediate behavioral purposes  The 
actions expected from an audience 
during and immediately after a 
presentation. 
immediate purpose  A statement of 
what you intend to accomplish in this 
particular presentation. Also, a highly 
specific statement using “should be 
able to” plus an action verb to reveal 
the purpose of a presentation from the 
audience’s point of view.
impression management  Sharing 
personal details in order to present an 
idealized self.
impromptu method  Delivery of a 
presentation without notes, plans, or 
formal preparation; characterized by 
spontaneity and conversational language.
in-group  A group that people belong 
to that gives them a source of pride, 
self-esteem, and sense of belonging to a 
social world.
inclusion  The state of being involved 
with others; a human need.
incremental plagiarism  The 
intentional or unintentional use of 
information from one or more sources 
without fully divulging how much 
information is directly quoted.
indexing  Identifying the uniqueness of 
objects, events, and people.
indirect inference  A tentative 
generalization based on observation.
individualistic cultures  Cultures that 
value individual freedom, choice, 
uniqueness, and independence.
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nonverbal communication  The 
process of using messages other than 
words to create meaning with others.
nonword sounds  Sounds like “mmh,” 
“huh,” “ahh,” as well as the pauses or the 
absence of sounds used for effect.
norms  Informal rules for group 
interaction created and sustained 
through communication.

O
objectics  Also called object language; 
the study of the human use of clothing 
and artifacts as nonverbal codes.
objective statement  An articulation of 
your goals.
On-time   The time schedule that 
compartmentalizes time to meet 
personal needs, separates task and social 
dimensions, and points to the future.
operational definition  A definition 
that identifies something by revealing 
how it works, how it is made, or what it 
consists of.
organization  The grouping of stimuli 
into meaningful units or wholes.
organizational communication  The 
ways in which groups of people both 
maintain structure and order through 
their symbolic interactions and allow 
individual actors the freedom to 
accomplish their goals.
organizational communities  Groups 
of similar businesses or clubs that have 
common interests and become 
networked together to provide mutual 
support and resources.
organizational patterns  Arrangements 
of the contents of a presentation.
organizations  Social collectives, or 
groups of people, in which activities are 
coordinated to achieve both individual 
and collective goals.
out-group  A group of people excluded 
from another group with higher status; 
a group marginalized by the dominant 
culture.
outline  A written plan that uses 
symbols, margins, and content to reveal 
the order, importance, and substance of 
a presentation.

mass communication  The process of 
using messages to generate meanings in 
a mediated system, between a source 
and a large number of unseen receivers.
meaning  The understanding of the 
message.
media convergence  The unification of 
separate channels of communication 
through new communication 
technology.
memorized method   Delivery of a 
presentation that has been committed to 
memory.
message  The verbal or nonverbal form 
of the idea, thought, or feeling that one 
person (the source) wishes to 
communicate to another person or a 
group of people (the receivers).
metaphor  A figure of speech that 
likens one thing to another by treating it 
as if it were that thing.
micro-persuasion  An attempt to 
change others with as few words or 
symbols as possible as in a tweet.
Monroe Motivated Sequence  A 
problem-solving format that encourages 
an audience to become concerned about 
an issue; especially appropriate for a 
persuasive presentation.

N
narrating  The oral presentation and 
interpretation of a story, a description, 
or an event; includes dramatic reading 
of prose or poetry.
narratives  Stories to illustrate an 
important point.
noise  Any interference in the encoding 
and decoding processes that reduces 
message clarity.
non-dominant culture   A term that 
includes people of color, women, gays/
lesbians/bisexuals, people with 
disabilities, the lower/ working class, 
the unemployed, the underemployed, 
the bankrupt, the young, and the elderly.
nonverbal codes   All symbols that are 
not words, including bodily 
movements, the use of space and time, 
clothing and adornments, and sounds 
other than words.

leadership  A process of using 
communication to influence the 
behaviors and attitudes of others to 
meet group goals.
lecture cues  Verbal or nonverbal 
signals that stress points or indicate 
transitions between ideas during a 
lecture.
lecture listening  The ability to listen 
to, mentally process, and recall lecture 
information.
listening  The active process of 
receiving, constructing meaning from, 
and responding to spoken and/or 
nonverbal messages. It involves the 
ability to retain information, as well as 
to react empathically and/or 
appreciatively to spoken and/or 
nonverbal messages.
listening for enjoyment   Listening 
that occurs in situations involving 
relaxing, fun, or emotionally 
stimulating information.
logos  The use of logical reasoning in 
an argument.
long-range goal   The larger goal or 
end purpose you have in mind for your 
presentation. Also, a statement of 
purposes that could be achieved with 
continuing attempts to persuade.
long-term memory  Our permanent 
storage place for information, including 
but not limited to past experiences; 
language; values; knowledge; images of 
people; memories of sights, sounds, 
and smells; and even fantasies.

M
main points  The most important 
points in a presentation; indicated by 
Roman numerals in an outline.
maintenance functions  Behaviors that 
focus on the interpersonal relationships 
among group members.
manipulation   The act of tricking 
people or using fraudulent means to 
gain compliance not a form of 
persuasion.
manuscript method  Delivery of a 
presentation from a script of the entire 
speech.
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proxemics  The study of the human use 
of space and distance.
proximity  The principle that objects 
physically close to each other will be 
perceived as a unit or group. Also, the 
location, distance, or range between 
persons and things.
public communication  The process of 
using messages to generate meanings in 
a situation in which a single speaker 
transmits a message to a number of 
receivers.

Q
quality  The unique resonance of your 
voice, such as huskiness, nasality, 
raspiness, or whininess.
questionnaire  A set of written 
questions developed to obtain 
demographic and attitudinal 
information.
quid pro quo sexual harassment  A 
situation in which an employee is 
offered a reward or is threatened with 
punishment based on his or her 
participation in a sexual activity.

R
racist language  Language that insults 
a group because of its race or ethnicity.
rate  The pace of your speech; the speed 
at which a speech is delivered, normally 
between 125 and 190 words per minute.
rebuttal  Arguing against someone 
else’s position on an issue.
receiver  A message target.
reference librarian  A librarian 
specifically trained to help you find 
sources of information.
references  A list of sources used in a 
presentation.
reflexivity  Being self-aware and 
learning from interactions with the 
intent of improving future interactions.
regionalisms  Words and phrases 
specific to a particular region or part of 
the country.
regulating  Using nonverbal codes to 
monitor and control interactions with 
others.

persuasive presentation  A message 
designed to strategically induce change 
in an audience.
phatic communication  Communication 
that is used to establish a mood of 
sociability rather than to communicate 
important information or ideas.
pitch  The highness or lowness of the 
speaker’s voice.
plagiarism  The intentional use of 
information from another source 
without crediting the source.
political orientation  Organizations 
that generate and distribute power and 
control within society.
positive thinking approach  Using 
positive thoughts to bolster speaker 
confidence.
power  Interpersonal influence that 
forms the basis for group leadership.
pragmatics  The study of language as 
it is used in a social context, including 
its effect on the communicators.
prejudice  A negative attitude toward a 
group of people just because they are 
who they are. Also, an unfavorable 
predisposition about an individual 
because of his or her membership in a 
stereotyped group.
problem/solution pattern  A method 
of organization in which the presenter 
describes a problem and proposes a 
solution to that problem.
process  An activity, an exchange,  
or a set of behaviors that occurs over 
time.
profanity   A type of swearing that 
uses indecent words or phrases.
pronunciation  Saying a word 
correctly or incorrectly.
proof  Evidence that the receiver 
believes.
proposition of fact  An assertion that 
can be proved or disproved as 
consistent with reality.
proposition of policy  A proposal of a 
new rule.
proposition of value  A statement of 
what we should embrace as more 
important to our culture.

P
paralinguistic features  The nonword 
sounds and nonword characteristics of 
language, such as pitch, volume, rate, 
and quality.
parallel form  The consistent use of 
complete sentences, clauses, phrases, or 
words in an outline.
paraphrasing  Restating another 
person’s message by rephrasing the 
content or intent of the message.
pathos  The use of emotional “proofs” 
in an argument.
pattern-maintenance orientation   
Organizations that promote cultural and 
educational regularity and development 
within society.
pause  The absence of vocal sound 
used for dramatic effect, transition, or 
emphasis.
perception  The process of using the 
senses to acquire information about the 
surrounding environment or situation.
perception checking  A process of 
describing, interpreting, and verifying 
that helps us understand another 
person and his or her message more 
accurately.
perceptual constancy  The idea that 
your past experiences lead you to see 
the world in a way that is difficult to 
change; your initial perceptions persist.
personal brand  Your personal 
attributes and values that can be 
consistently communicated to others.
personal experience  Your own life as 
a source of information.
personal identity  Perception of what 
makes an individual unique with regard 
to various personality characteristics, 
interests, and values.
personal idioms  Unique forms of 
expression and language understood 
only by individual couples.
personal network  A web of contacts 
and relationships that can help you gain 
job leads and can provide job referrals.
persuasive imagery   The advertiser’s 
method of persuading an audience with 
fast-paced and dazzling visualization of 
products.
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similarity  The idea that our friends 
and loved ones are usually people  
who like or dislike the same things  
we do. Also, the principle that elements 
are grouped together because they  
share attributes, such as size, color, or 
shape.
situation  The location where 
communication takes place.
skills approach  Reducing fear by 
systematically improving presenting 
skills.
slang   Informal, casual language used 
among equals with words typically 
unsuitable for more formal contexts.
sleeper effect  A change of audience 
opinion caused by the separation of the 
message content from its source over a 
period of time.
slide-deck visuals   A collection of 
slides, usually created with a computer 
program, that are displayed during a 
presentation.
small-group communication  The 
process of using messages to generate 
meaning in a small group of people. 
Also, interaction among three to nine 
people working together to achieve an 
interdependent goal.
social media listening  The active 
monitoring of and response to messages 
on social media platforms by businesses 
or other types of organizations.
Sometime   The time schedule that 
views time as “contextually based and 
relationally oriented.”
source  A message initiator.
source credibility  The extent to which 
the speaker is perceived as competent 
to make the claims he or she is making. 
Also, the audience’s perception of your 
effectiveness as a speaker.
stakeholders  Groups of people who 
have an interest in the actions of an 
organization.
statistics  Numbers that summarize 
numerical information or compare 
quantities.
stereotype   A generalization about 
some group of people that 
oversimplifies their culture.

schemas  Organizational “filing systems” 
for thoughts held in long-term memory.
search engine  A program on the 
Internet that allows users to search for 
information.
second-person observation  A report 
of what another person observed.
selective attention  The sustained 
focus we give to stimuli we deem 
important.
selective exposure  The tendency to 
expose yourself to information that 
reinforces, rather than contradicts, your 
beliefs or opinions.
selective perception  The tendency to 
see, hear, and believe only what you 
want to see, hear, and believe.
selective retention  The tendency to 
remember better the things that reinforce 
your beliefs than those that oppose them.
self-centered functions  Behaviors that 
serve the needs of the individual at the 
expense of the group.
self-disclosure  The process of 
making intentional revelations about 
yourself that others would be unlikely 
to know and that generally constitute 
private, sensitive, or confidential 
information.
self-managed approach  Reducing the 
fear of presenting with self-diagnosis 
and a variety of therapies.
semantics  The study of the way 
humans use language to evoke meaning 
in others.
sentence outline  An outline consisting 
entirely of complete sentences.
separation goal  The marginalized 
group relates as exclusively as possible 
with its own group and as little as 
possible with the dominant group.
sexual harassment  Unwelcome, 
unsolicited, repeated behavior of a 
sexual nature.
short-term memory  A temporary 
storage place for information.
signposts  Ways in which a presenter 
signals to an audience where the 
presentation is going.
silence  The lack of sound.

regulators  Nonverbal movements that 
control the flow or pace of 
communication.
relational deterioration   The stage in 
a relationship in which the prior bond 
disintegrates.
relational development   The initial 
stage in a relationship that moves a 
couple from meeting to mating.
relational maintenance   The stage in 
a relationship after a couple has 
bonded and in which they engage in 
the process of keeping the relationship 
together.
relationship-oriented groups  Groups 
that are usually long-term and exist to 
meet our needs for inclusion and 
affection.
relaxation approach  Combining  
deep relaxation with fear-inducing 
thoughts.
repeating  Sending the same message 
both verbally and nonverbally.
responsiveness  The idea that we tend 
to select our friends and loved ones 
from people who demonstrate positive 
interest in us.
rhetorical questions  Questions asked 
for effect, with no answer expected.
rituals  Formalized patterns of actions 
or words followed regularly.
role  The part you play in various social 
contexts. Also, a consistent pattern of 
interaction or behavior exhibited over 
time.
rough draft  The preliminary 
organization of the outline of a 
presentation.
rule of thirds   Using three rows, three 
columns, and four hot zones at the 
intersections of those row and column 
lines to compose a visual image.

S
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis  A theory that 
our perception of reality is determined 
by our thought processes, our thought 
processes are limited by our language, 
and therefore language shapes our 
reality and our behaviors.
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uncertainty-rejecting 
cultures  Cultures that have difficulty 
with ambiguity, uncertainty, and 
diversity.
upward communication  Messages 
flowing from subordinates to 
superiors.

V
value  A deeply rooted belief that 
governs our attitude about something.
verbal citations  Oral explanations of 
who the source is, how recent the 
information is, and what the source’s 
qualifications are.
verbal codes  Symbols and their 
grammatical arrangement, such as 
languages.
visual resources  Any items that can be 
seen by an audience for the purpose of 
reinforcing a message.
visualization approach  Picturing 
yourself succeeding.
vocal cues  All of the oral aspects of 
sound except words themselves.
vocal variety  Vocal quality, intonation 
patterns, inflections of pitch, and 
syllabic duration.
vocalized pauses  Breaks in fluency 
that negatively affect an audience’s 
perception of the speaker’s competence 
and dynamism.
volume  The loudness or softness of 
the voice.
voluntary audience  A group that 
came to hear you, in particular, talk 
about your topic.

W
within-group diversity  The presence 
of observable and/or implicit 
differences among group members.
working memory  The part of our 
consciousness that interprets and 
assigns meaning to stimuli we pay 
attention to.

T
tactile communication  The use of 
touch in communication.
task functions  Behaviors that are 
directly relevant to the group’s purpose 
and that affect the group’s productivity.
task-oriented groups  Also called 
secondary groups; groups formed for 
the purpose of completing tasks, such 
as solving problems or making 
decisions.
technological convergence   The 
consolidation of voice, data, video, 
audio and other channels of 
communication through smartphones 
and other devices.
testimonial evidence  Written or oral 
statements of others’ experience used 
by a speaker to substantiate or clarify a 
point.
tests of evidence  Questions that can be 
used to test the validity of evidence.
time-sequence pattern  A method of 
organization in which the presenter 
explains a sequence of events in 
chronological order.
topical-sequence pattern  A method of 
organization that emphasizes the major 
reasons an audience should accept a 
point of view by addressing the 
advantages, disadvantages, qualities, 
and types of a person, place, or thing.
transition  A bridge between sections 
of a presentation that helps the 
presenter move smoothly from one idea 
to another.
trustworthiness  The degree to which 
the speaker is perceived as honest, fair, 
sincere, friendly, honorable, and kind; 
an aspect of credibility.
two-sided argument  A source 
advocating one position presents an 
argument from the opposite viewpoint 
and then goes on to refute that 
argument.

U
uncertainty-accepting 
cultures  Cultures that tolerate 
ambiguity, uncertainty, and diversity.

stereotyping  Making a hasty 
generalization about a group based  
on a judgment about an individual  
from that group.
strategic ambiguity  The purposeful 
use of symbols to allow multiple 
interpretations of messages.
subjective perception  Your uniquely 
constructed meaning attributed to 
sensed stimuli.
subpoints  The points in a presentation 
that support the main points; indicated 
by capital letters in an outline.
substituting  Using nonverbal codes 
instead of verbal codes.
supporting material  Information you 
can use to substantiate your arguments 
and to clarify your position.
supportive communication  Listening 
with empathy, acknowledging others’ 
feelings, and engaging in dialogue to 
help others maintain a sense of personal 
control.
surveys  Studies in which a limited 
number of questions are answered by a 
sample of the population to discover 
opinions on issues.
syllogism  A logical structure that 
contains a major premise (a 
generalization) applied to a particular 
instance (a minor premise) that leads to 
a conclusion.
symbolic interactionism  The process 
in which the self develops through the 
messages and feedback received from 
others.
symmetrical relationships   
Relationships in which participants 
mirror each other or are highly 
similar.
synchronous communication  The 
instantaneous sending and receiving of 
messages, as occurs in face-to-face or 
some text messages interactions.
synonym  Defines by using a word 
similar in meaning to the one you are 
trying to define.
syntax  The way in which words  
are arranged to form phrases and 
sentences.
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