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We asked George Rodman’s daughter Jenny (a college senior) and Ron Adler’s son
Daniel (a freshman) what distinguishes good textbooks from bad ones.A good
text, they told us, ought to spell out how theory and research relate to everyday
life. It should be loaded with interesting examples that help make the subject mat-
ter clear. A good textbook should speak to students with a reader-friendly voice,
talking fo them rather than over their heads or down at them. Our college students
told us that a good text should be visually inviting—ideally offering at least one in-
teresting extra-textual element on every two-page spread. Finally, they told us that
a good text should give them tools to master the material and earn a grade they
can be proud of.

We also asked our colleagues what they think distinguishes a good textbook.
Above all, they told us, a good text must present an accurate and comprehen-
sive picture of the academic work it addresses. It should be manageable within
the length of an academic term.An ideal text, our colleagues told us, would
make life easier for them by giving students plenty of learning support.

BASIC APPROACH

We have worked hard to make sure this ninth edition of Understanding Hu-
man Communication meets the needs of both students and their professors as
described above. If we’ve succeeded, students will find this book is clear, inter-
esting and useful, and that it provides tools that will help them succeed in their
first serious exploration of human communication. And if we’ve done our job,
professors will find the book does justice to the discipline and helps make their
teaching more efficient and effective.

This edition builds on the approach that has served over a half million students
and their professors well in the past. Rather than take sides in the theory vs.
skills debate that often rages in our discipline, Understanding Human Commu-
nication treats scholarship and skill development as mutually reinforcing. Its
reader-friendly approach strives to present material clearly without being overly
simplistic. A wealth of examples helps make concepts clear and interesting. A
handsome design makes the material inviting, as do a collection of stimulating
photos, interesting readings, amusing and instructive cartoons, and well-chosen
quotations. Marginal definitions of cultural idioms help non-native English
speakers make sense of colloquial expressions.

Every chapter of this book emphasizes the influence of both culture and
technology on human communication. Along with discussion in the text itself,
sidebars highlight key topics in this area. Understanding Diversity sidebars
(many new to this edition) address subjects including the cultural challenges of
overseas customer service call centers; how ethnic names shape perception; a
disorder that interferes with interpreting nonverbal cues; how different cultures
regard the kinds of intimacy 21st century western society views as ideal;and how
effective public speakers deal with cultural diversity in their audiences.

Understanding Communication Technology boxes focus on topics in-
cluding how instant messaging can improve relationships; how online game play-
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Xiv  PREFACE

ers create new identities; the specialized vocabulary of e-mail; software that allows
groups to work online; how heavy television viewing by children can create poor
listening skills later in life; and how online groups can promote unhealthy prac-
tices like eating disorders.

CHANGES IN THE NINTH EDITION

Our primary focus in this edition has been on enhancing student success. This edi-
tion of Understanding Human Communication contains several improvements
that should help students master the material more effectively.

Case studies now open each part, presenting real-life communication chal-
lenges on the job, in school, and in personal relationships. Each case study
comes with thought provoking questions that encourage students to apply the in-
formation in each chapter to understand and solve the problem.

Each chapter now opens with a list of chapter highlights that preview the
upcoming material in a way that is more readable and understandable than a
traditional outline.These highlights aren’t just a preview:They also serve as a
useful review tool that will help students understand the chapter’s contents as
they study for exams.

Key terms are now listed at the end of each chapter, where they will make
more sense after students have read the material. Page numbers where the term
first appeared accompany each entry, making it easy for students to refer to that
section of the text.

Marginal icons like those in the margin direct students to resources that will

T' help them understand concepts in the text and apply them to their own lives.The
_l pencil icon refers to activities at the end of each chapter. The CD icon indicates
% 4 anactivity in the Student Resources section of the CD-ROM that accompanies the
Ay text. Every chapter of this edition contains changes that expand and enrich the

contents. Among other topics, this edition discusses the ethical challenges of iden-
tity management online, how the careless use of language can cause others
pain, ways to detect deception via nonverbal cues,and gender differences in non-
verbal communication. It offers an expanded discussion of the differences be-
tween personal and impersonal communication, describes how interpersonal
communication operates on the Internet, explores the ethics of “benign” dishon-
esty in maintaining relationships, and describes ways people use communica-
tion to create greater distance with others in personal relationships.

This edition contains all-new sample speeches on topics that college stu-
dents will find intriguing such as binge drinking, the psychological effects of the
war against terrorism, and modern forms of slavery. The analyses of these
speeches include full outlines and commentary by the students themselves, as
well as the authors of this book. In addition, the book offers the latest information
on using the Internet for speech research. It looks at the latest software for speech
organization, as well as the latest research on why PowerPoint isn’t always a
speaker’s best friend.The book contains increased coverage of strategies for over-
coming stage fright and provides new information about the effects of informa-
tion overload on informative speaking.The discussion of persuasion explores
the ethical dimensions of using emotional evidence, as well as methods of neu-
tralizing hostility in an audience.



ANCILLARY PACHAGE

This edition of Understanding Human Communication contains a results-
oriented package of ancillary materials that will make teaching more efficient
and learning more effective. For students, each new copy of the text comes
with a free Student Resources Disc, which includes a complete study guide
to the text; dozens of fill-in-the-spaces activities that students can complete on a
computer, then print out and turn in for feedback; self-tests; sample speech videos;
and much more.The Understanding Human Communication Web site
(www.oup.com/us/uhc) offers a wealth of resources including links to articles
and websites on a variety of communication topics and viewing guides for feature
films that illustrate how communication concepts appear in a variety of set-
tings. For those wanting additional support, a brief Student Success Manual is
available and is packed with tips that will show how to master the course mate-
rial and improve study skills. The Instructor’s Manual provides the largest, most
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the Student Resources Disc.
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PART ONE

CASE STUDY

You have been approached by a
publishing company that is
planning a book titled About the
Americans. This guide is designed
for travelers from other countries
who will be visiting the United
States, and who need to understand
how Americans communicate.

The book will be a compilation of
observations by a large number of

people who have lived in the
United States, both native-born
Americans and visitors. The au-
thors believe that insights of keen
observers will reveal a great deal
about how communication oper-
ates in this country.

The publishers have chosen you
because you are a student who
has systematically studied com-

As you read the chapters in this unit, consider the following:

CHAPTER 1

1. Describe an incident that illus-
trates how communication is a
symbolic process.

2. Using your own experience, de-
scribe 2—3 examples of each type
of communication (intrapersonal,
dyadic/interpersonal, small group,
public, and mass) in everyday life.

3. Discuss one or more typical
communication transactions that
aim at satisfying each type of
need: physical, identity, social, and
practical.

4. Use an incident from everyday
life to illustrate the transactional
process of communication, as de-
scribed on pages 15-18.

5. Use the characteristics of com-
petent communication (pages

18-24) to evaluate one transaction
you have observed or experienced.

6. Show how avoiding common
misconceptions about communica-
tion (pages 24-27) can make rela-
tionships more satisfying.

CHAPTER 2

1. Describe a case where an
American and someone from an-
other country might have incom-
patible narratives.

2. Discuss how common percep-
tual tendencies (pages 36—39), sit-
uational factors (pages 39-41),
and cultural differences (pages
41-43) have led to friction. How
might greater empathy have
helped the people involved com-
municate more smoothly?

3. Explain some of the factors
(personal and cultural) that have
helped shape your self-concept.

4. Using yourself or someone you
know as an example, describe how
the process of identity manage-
ment operates during an average
day. Discuss the ethics of present-
ing multiple identities.

About the Americans

munication. They will pay hand-
somely if your observations show
how the principles covered in your
communication course operate in
everyday life.

Use the activities and questions be-
low to structure your observations.
Give specific examples of com-
munication in the United States to
illustrate each of your points.

CHAPTER 3

1. Describe an incident illustrating
how meanings reside in people,
not words.

2. Recall incidents when (a) lan-
guage shaped your attitudes, and
(b) when your own choice of words
reflected your attitudes.

3. Explain how the types of trou-
blesome language described on
pages 88-94 have caused prob-
lems in a situation you experi-
enced or observed.

4. Based on your experience in
U.S. culture, describe how gender
and nongender variables described
on pages 98-103 affect communi-
cation.

5. Give examples illustrating
which communication styles de-
scribed on pages 103—106 operate
in mainstream U.S. culture.



CHAPTER 4

1. Describe situations from your
own experience illustrating the lis-
tening misconceptions listed on
pages 116-119.

2. Recall examples of at least
three of the faulty listening behav-
iors described on pages 119-121.

3. Describe how a situation at
work or school looks and sounds
different depending on which of
the personal listening styles (pages
126-127) was used.

4. Apply the guidelines in the sec-
ond half of this chapter to three
situations that require good listen-
ing: one informational, one critical,
and one empathic.

CHAPTER 5

1. Use the information in this
Chapter to write a set of guidelines
for newcomers to the United States
on how nonverbal communication
operates in this country. Pay spe-
cial attention to unspoken rules
governing various types of nonver-
bal communication: touch, voice,
time, etc.

NOTLBJINTHWOJ 10 SINIW3T]



AFTER STUDYING THE MATERIAL
IN THIS CHAPTER . . .

You should understand:

1.

The working definition and characteris-
tics of communication.

The types of communication covered in
this book.

3. The needs satisfied by communication.
4. The characteristics of linear and trans-

actional communication models.

The characteristics of competent
communication.

Common misconceptions about
communication.

You should be able to:

1.

Define communication and give specific
examples of the various types of com-
munication introduced in this chapter.

Describe the key needs you attempt to
satisfy in your life by communicating.

Use the criteria in this chapter to iden-
tify the degree to which communication
(yours or others’) in a specific situation
is competent and suggest ways of in-
creasing the competence level.

Identify how misconceptions about
communication can create problems
and suggest how a more accurate
analysis of the situations you describe
can lead to better outcomes.



Human Communication:

What and Why

CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS

Communication, as we will study it in this
book, possesses three important
characteristics:

m It occurs between humans

m ltis a process

m Itis symbolic

There are several different types of
communication introduced in this chapter:
m Intrapersonal

m Dyadic/interpersonal

m Small group

m Public

m Mass

Communication helps satisfy a number of
needs in our lives:

= Physical needs

m Identity needs

m Social needs

m Practical needs

Models of communication help us understand
what is involved in this process.

m The linear model is familiar, but overly
simplistic

m The transactional model better describes
how people communicate

Communication competence is a measure of
a person’s effectiveness. This chapter
explores competence by

m Defining the nature of competence and
how it is acquired

m Outlining the characteristics of competent
communicators

Clarifying certain misconceptions about
communication helps us understand how the
process works effectively. We will consider
the following clarifications of common
misconceptions:

m Communication doesn’t always require
complete understanding

Communication isn’t always a good thing

No single person or event causes another’s
reaction

Communication won’t solve all problems

Meanings rest in people, not words

Communication isn’t as simple as it often
seems

m More communication isn’t always better

IND H3LdUH]
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COMMUNICATION DEFINED

Because this is a book about communication, it makes sense to begin by defin-
ing that term.This is not as simple as it might seem because people use the
term in a variety of ways that are only vaguely related:

m Family members, coworkers, and friends make such statements about their
relationships as “We just can’t communicate” or “We communicate perfectly”

m Businesspeople talk about “office communications systems” consisting of com-
puters, telephones, printers, and so on.

m Scientists study and describe communication among ants, dolphins, and other
animals.

m Certain organizations label themselves “communications conglomerates,”
publishing newspapers, books, and magazines and owning radio and television
stations.

There is clearly some relationship among uses of the term such as these, but
we need to narrow our focus before going on. A look at the table of contents of
this book shows that it obviously doesn’t deal with animals, computers, or
newspapers. Neither is it about Holy Communion, the bestowing of a material
thing, or many of the other subjects mentioned in the Oxford English Dictio-
nary’s 1,200-word definition of communication.

What, then, are we talking about when we use the term communication? A
survey of the ways in which scholars use the word will show that there is no
single, universally accepted usage. Some definitions are long and complex,
whereas others are brief and simple.This isn’t the place to explore the differences
between these conceptions or to defend one against the others. What we need
is a working definition that will help us in our study. For our purposes we will say
that communication refers to the process of human beings responding to the
symbolic behavior of other persons.

A point-by-point examination of this definition reveals some important char-
acteristics of communication as we will be studying it.

Communication Is Human

In this book we’ll be discussing communication between human be-
ings. Animals clearly do communicate: Bees instruct their hive-mates
about the location of food by a meaning-laden dance. Chimpanzees
have been taught to express themselves with the same sign language
used by deaf humans, and a few have developed impressive vocabu-
laries. And on a more commonplace level, pet owners can testify to the
variety of messages their animals can express. Although this subject of
animal communication is fascinating and important, it goes beyond the
scope of this book."

Communication Is a Process

We often talk about communication as if it occurred in discrete, indi-
vidual acts such as one person’s utterance or a conversation. In fact,
communication is a continuous, ongoing process. Consider, for exam-

W Mifler ple, a friend’s compliment about your appearance.Your interpreta-
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”?‘ THE MANY MEANINGS OF COMMUNICATION

Few words have as many meanings as

communication. The term can refer to everything

from messages on T-shirts to presidential speeches,
from computer code to chimpanzee behavior. Communication
has been the professional concern of philosophers, scientists
(social, biological, and physical), poets, politicians, and
entertainers, to name a few. Responding to this diversity,
Brent Rubin asked, “How does being interested in
communication differ from being interested in life?”

There are several reasons why the term communication has
so many different meanings. Understanding them will help
explain how and why this word refers to a broad range of
subjects.

Interdisciplinary Heritage Unlike most subjects,
communication has captured the interest of scholars from a
wide range of fields. Ever since classical times, philosophers
have studied the meaning and significance of messages. In
the twentieth century, social scientists have joined the field:
Psychologists examine the causes and effects of commu-
nication as it relates to individuals. Sociologists and
anthropologists examine how communication operates within
and between societies and cultures. Political scientists explore
the ways communication influences governmental affairs.
Engineers use their skill to devise methods of conveying
messages electronically. Zoologists focus on communication
between animals. With this kind of diversity, it’s no surprise
that communication is a broad and sometimes confusing
term.

Field and Activity Sometimes the word communication
refers to a field of study (of nonverbal messages or effects of
televised violence on children, for example). In other cases it
denotes an activity that people do. This confusion doesn’t

exist in most disciplines. People may study history or
sociology, but they don’t “historicate” or “sociologize.” Having
only one word that refers to both the field of study and the
activity that it examines leads to confusion.

Humanity and Social Science Unlike most disciplines,
communication straddles two very different academic
domains. It has one foot firmly planted in the humanities,
where it shares concerns with disciplines like English and
philosophy. At the same time, other scholars in the field take
an approach like their colleagues in the social sciences, such
as psychology, sociology, and anthropology. And to confuse
matters even further, communication is sometimes associated
with the performing arts, especially in the area of oral
interpretation of literature.

Natural and Professional Communication Thisis a
natural activity that we all engage in unconsciously. At the
same time, there are professional communication experts
whose specialized duties require training and skill. Careers
such as marketing, public relations, broadcasting, speech-
making, counseling, journalism, and management all call for
talent that goes far beyond what is required for everyday
speaking and listening.

Communication and Communications Even the name
of the field is confusing. Traditionally, communications (with
an “s”) has been used when referring to activities involving
technology and the mass media. Communication is typically
used to describe face-to-face and written messages, as well
as the field as a whole. With the growth of communication
technology, the two terms are being used interchangeably
more often.

Brent Rubin
Communication and Human Behavior

5

tion of those words will depend on a long series of experiences stretching far
back in time: How have others judged your appearance? How do you feel about
your looks? How honest has your friend been in the past? How have you been
feeling about one another recently? All this history will help shape your re-
sponse to the friend’s remark. In turn, the words you speak and the way you say
them will shape the way your friend behaves toward you and others—both in this
situation and in the future.

This simple example shows that it’s inaccurate to talk about “acts” of commu-
nication as if they occurred in isolation.To put it differently, communication
isn’t a series of incidents pasted together like photographs in a scrapbook;instead,
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tune into: focus on

it is more like a motion picture in which the meaning comes from the unfolding
of an interrelated series of images.The fact that communication is a process is
reflected in the transactional model introduced later in this chapter.

Communication Is Symbolic

Symbols are used to represent things, processes, ideas, or events in ways that
make communication possible. Chapter 3 discusses the nature of symbols in more
detail, but this idea is so important that it needs an introduction now.The most sig-
nificant feature of symbols is their arbitrary nature. For example, there’s no log-
ical reason why the letters in the word book should stand for the object you're
reading now. Speakers of Spanish call it a /ibro, and Germans call it a Buch.
Even in English, another term would work just as well as long as everyone agreed
to use it in the same way. We overcome the arbitrary nature of symbols by lin-
guistic rules and customs. Effective communication depends on agreement among
people about these rules.This is easiest to see when we observe people who don’t
follow linguistic conventions. For example, recall how unusual the speech of chil-
dren and immigrant speakers of a language often sounds.

We’ve already talked about words as one type of symbol. In addition, nonver-
bal behavior can have symbolic meaning. As with words, some nonverbal behav-
iors, though arbitrary, have clearly agreed-upon meanings. For example, to most
North Americans, nodding your head up and down means “yes” (although this
meaning isn’t universal). But even more than words, many nonverbal behaviors are
ambiguous. Does a frown signify anger or unhappiness? Does a hug stand for a
friendly greeting or a symbol of the hugger’s romantic interest in you? One can’t
always be sure.We’ll discuss the nature of nonverbal communication in Chapter 5.

CRITICAL THINHING PROBE

MUST COMMUNICATION
BE INTENTIONAL?

Some theorists believe that any behavior that has meaning to others should be
considered communication, whether it is intentional or not. To them, an
involuntary grimace or overheard remark is worthy of studying. Other scholars
believe that only messages that are intentionally sent and received should be
considered communication. They argue that the broader definition means that
the study of communication has no boundaries. Which position do you take? Be
prepared to support your viewpoint in a discussion with others who hold the
opposing viewpoint.

TYPES OF COMMUNICATION

Within the domain of human interaction, there are several types of communica-
tion. Each occurs in a different context. Despite the features that all share, each
has its own characteristics.

Intrapersonal Communication

By definition, intrapersonal communication means “communicating with one-
self”2You can tune in to one way that each of us communicates internally by lis-
tening to the little voice that lives in your mind.Take a moment and listen to what
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it is saying.Try it now, before reading on. Did you hear it? It may have been say-
ing something like “What little voice? I don’t have any little voice!” This voice is
the “sound” of your thinking.

We don’t always think in verbal terms, but whether the process is apparent
or not, the way we mentally process information influences our interaction with
others.Thus, even though intrapersonal communication doesn'’t fit the “face-to-
face” element of our definition of communication, it does affect those forms of
interaction.You can understand the role of intrapersonal communication by imag-
ining your thoughts in each of the following situations.

B You are planning to approach a stranger whom you would like to get to
know better.

® You pause a minute and look at the audience before beginning a ten-minute
speech.

m The boss yawns while you are asking for a raise.

m A friend seems irritated lately,and you're not sure whether you are responsible.

The way you handle all of these situations would depend on the intraper-
sonal communication that precedes or accompanies your overt behavior. Much
of Chapter 2 deals with the perception process in everyday situations, and part of
Chapter 12 focuses on the intrapersonal communication that can minimize anx-
iety when you deliver a speech.

Dyadic/Interpersonal Communication ll

Social scientists call two persons interacting a dyad,
and they often use the term dyadic communication
to describe this type of communication. Dyads are the
most common communication setting. One study re-
vealed that college students spend almost half of their
total communication time interacting with one other
person.? Observation in a variety of settings ranging
from playgrounds, train depots, and shopping malls to
other settings shows that most communication is
dyadic in nature.” Even communication within larger
groups (think of classrooms, parties, and families as
examples) consists of multiple, often shifting dyadic en-
counters.

Dyadic interaction is sometimes considered iden-
tical to interpersonal communication; but as
Chapter 6 explains, not all two-person interaction can
be considered interpersonal in the fullest sense of the
word.In fact,you will learn that the qualities that char-
acterize interpersonal communication aren’t limited
to twosomes.They can be present in threesomes or
even in small groups.

*When you see this icon, look for an activity at the end of the chapter that will help you understand
and apply the concept you are reading about.
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operate in a vacuum: function
as if there were no others around

Small Group Communication

In small group communication every person can participate actively with the
other members. Small groups are a common fixture of everyday life.Your family is
a group. So are an athletic team, a collection of fellow workers, and a group of stu-
dents working on a class project.

Whatever their makeup, small groups possess characteristics that are not pres-
ent in a dyad. For instance, two or more members of a group can form a coali-
tion to defend their position against other members, whereas in a dyad the
members face each other on their own, without support from others.In a
group, the majority of members can put pressure on those in the minority to con-
form, either consciously or unconsciously; but in a dyad no such pressures exist.
Conformity pressures can also be comforting, leading group members to take risks
that they would not dare if they were alone or in a dyad. With their greater size,
groups also have the ability to be more creative than dyads. Finally, communica-
tion in groups is affected strongly by the type of leader who is in a position
of authority. Groups are such an important communication setting that Chap-
ters 8 and 9 focus exclusively on them.

Public Communication

Public communication occurs when a group becomes too large for all mem-
bers to contribute. One characteristic of public communication is an unequal
amount of speaking. One or more people are likely to deliver their remarks to the
remaining members, who act as an audience.This leads to a second characteristic
of public settings: limited verbal feedback.The audience isn’t able to talk back in
a two-way conversation the way they might in a dyadic or small group setting.This
doesn’t mean that speakers operate in a vacuum when delivering their remarks.
Audiences often have a chance to ask questions and offer brief comments, and
their nonverbal reactions offer a wide range of clues about their reception of
the speaker’s remarks.

Public speakers usually have a greater chance to plan and structure their remarks
than do communicators in smaller settings. For this reason, several chapters of
this book describe the steps you can take to prepare and deliver an effective speech.

Mass Communicaton

Mass communication consists of messages that are transmitted to large, wide-
spread audiences via electronic and print media: newspapers, magazines, televi-
sion, radio, and so on. As you can see in the Mass Communication section on the
CD-ROM that accompanies this book, mass communication differs from the in-
terpersonal, small group, and public varieties in several ways. First, mass messages
are aimed at a large audience without any personal contact between sender and
receivers. Second, most of the messages sent via mass communication channels
are developed, or at least financed, by large organizations. In this sense, mass com-
munication is far less personal and more of a product than the other types we
have examined so far. Finally, mass communication is almost always controlled
by many gatekeepers who determine what messages will be delivered to con-
sumers, how they will be constructed, and when they will be delivered. Sponsors
(whether corporate or governmental), editors, producers, reporters, and execu-
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tives all have the power to influence mass messages in ways that don’t affect most
other types. Because of these and other unique characteristics, the study of mass
communication raises special issues and deserves special treatment.

FUNCTIONS OF COMMUNICATION

Now that we have a working understanding of the term communication, it is im-
portant to discuss why we will spend so much time exploring this subject. Per-
haps the strongest argument for studying communication is its central role in our
lives.The amount of time we spend communicating is staggering.In one study, re-
searchers measured the amount of time a sample group of college students spent
on various activities.> They found that the subjects spent an average of over 61 per-
cent of their waking hours engaged in some form of communication. Whatever
one’s occupation, the results of such a study would not be too different. Most of
us are surrounded by others, trying to understand them and hoping that they
understand us: family, friends, coworkers, teachers, and strangers.

There’s a good reason why we speak, listen, read, and write so much: Com-
munication satisfies most of our needs.

Physical Needs

Communication is so important that it is necessary for physical health. In fact,
evidence suggests that an absence of satisfying communication can even jeop-
ardize life itself. Medical researchers have identified a wide range of hazards that
result from a lack of close relationships.® For instance:

m People who lack strong relationships have two to three times the risk of early
death, regardless of whether they smoke, drink alcoholic beverages, or exercise
regularly.

m Terminal cancer strikes socially isolated people more often than those who
have close personal relationships.

m Divorced, separated, and widowed people are five to ten times more likely to
need hospitalization for mental problems than their married counterparts.

m Pregnant women under stress and without supportive relationships have three
times more complications than pregnant women who suffer from the same
stress but have strong social support.

m Socially isolated people are four times more susceptible to the common cold
than those who have active social networks.”

Studies indicate that social isolation is a major risk factor contributing to
coronary disease, comparable to physiological factors such as diet, cigarette smok-
ing, obesity, and lack of physical activity.®

Research like this demonstrates the importance of having satisfying personal
relationships. Remember: Not everyone needs the same amount of contact, and
the quality of communication is almost certainly as important as the quantity.
The important point here is that personal communication is essential for our

“When you see this icon, look for an activity in the Student Resources section of the CD-ROM
(included this book) that will help you understand and apply the concept you are reading about.

9
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well-being.To paraphrase an old song,“people who need people”aren’t “the
luckiest people in the world,” they’re the only people!

Identity Needs

Communication does more than enable us to survive. It is the way—indeed, the
only way—we learn who we are. As you’'ll read in Chapter 2, our sense of identity
comes from the way we interact with other people. Are we smart or stupid, at-
tractive or ugly, skillful or inept? The answers to these questions don’t come
from looking in the mirror.We decide who we are based on how others react
to us.

Deprived of communication with others, we would have no sense of iden-
tity. In his book Bridges, Not Walls, John Stewart dramatically illustrates this fact
by citing the case of the famous “Wild Boy of Aveyron,” who spent his early
childhood without any apparent human contact.The boy was discovered in Jan-
uary 1800 while digging for vegetables in a French village garden.® He showed no
behaviors one would expect in a social human.The boy could not speak but ut-
tered only weird cries. More significant than this absence of social skills was his
lack of any identity as a human being. As author Roger Shattuck put it,“The boy
had no human sense of being in the world. He had no sense of himself as a per-
son related to other persons.”'® Only after the influence of a loving “mother” did
the boy begin to behave—and, we can imagine, think of himself as a human.
Contemporary stories support the essential role that communication plays in
shaping identity. In 1970, authorities discovered a twelve-year-old girl (whom they
called “Genie”) who had spent virtually all her life in an otherwise empty, dark-
ened bedroom with almost no human contact.The child could not speak and had
no sense of herself as a person until she was removed from her family and
“nourished” by a team of caregivers."!

Like Genie and the boy of Aveyron, each of us enters the world with little or no
sense of identity. We gain an idea of who we are from the ways others define us.
As Chapter 2 explains, the messages we receive in early childhood are the
strongest, but the influence of others continues throughout life. Chapter 2 also ex-
plains how we use communication to manage the way others view us.

Some scholars have argued that we are most attracted to people who con-
firm our identity."* This confirmation can come in different forms, depending on
the self-image of the communicator. People with relatively high self-esteem seek
out others who confirm their value and, as much as possible, avoid those who
treat them poorly. Conversely, people who regard themselves as unworthy may
look for relationships in which others treat them badly. This principle offers
one explanation for why some people maintain damaging or unsuccessful rela-
tionships. If you view yourself as a loser, you may associate with others who will
confirm that self-perception. Of course, relationships can change a communica-
tor’s identity as well as confirm it. Supportive relationships can transform feelings
of inadequacy into self-respect, and damaging ones can lower self-esteem.

The role of communication in shaping identity works in a second way. Besides
others’ messages shaping who we think we are, the messages we create often are
attempts (some more conscious than others) to get others to view us the way
we want to be seen. For example, the choices we make about how to dress and oth-
erwise shape our appearance are almost always attempts to manage our identity.
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Social Needs

Besides helping to define who we are, communication provides a vital link with
others.Researchers and theorists have identified a range of social needs we satisfy
by communicating: pleasure (e.g.,“because it’s fun,”“to have a good time”); af-
fection (e.g.,“to help others,“to let others know I care”); inclusion (e.g.,“because
I need someone to talk to or be with,”“because it makes me less lonely”); escape
(e.g.,“to put off doing something I should be doing”); relaxation (e.g.,“because it
allows me to unwind”); and control (e.g.,“because I want someone to do some-
thing for me,“to get something I don’t have”)."?

As you look at this list of social needs for communicating, imagine how empty
your life would be if these needs weren’t satisfied. Then notice that it would be im-
possible to fulfill them without communicating with others. Because relationships
with others are so vital, some theorists have gone as far as to argue that commu-
nication is the primary goal of human existence. Anthropologist Walter Gold-

schmidt terms the drive for meeting social needs as the “human career.”*4

Practical Needs

We shouldn’t overlook the everyday, important functions that communication
serves. Communication is the tool that lets us tell the hair stylist to take just a lit-
tle off the sides, direct the doctor to where it hurts, and inform the plumber that
the broken pipe needs attention now!

Beyond these obvious needs, a wealth of research demonstrates that commu-
nication is an important key to effectiveness in a variety of everyday settings.
For example, a survey of over four hundred employers identified “communication
skills” as the top characteristic that employers seek in job candidates.' It was rated
as more important than technical competence, work experience, or academic
background. In another survey, over 90 percent of the personnel officials at five
hundred U.S. businesses stated that increased communication skills are needed
for success in the twenty-first century.'

Communication is just as important
outside of work. College roommates
who are both willing and able to com-
municate effectively report higher sat-
isfaction with one another than do
those who lack these characteristics.'”
Married couples who were identified as
effective communicators reported hap-
pier relationships than did less skillful
husbands and wives.'® In school, the
grade point averages of college stu-
dents were related positively to their
communication competence.' In “get-
ting acquainted” situations, communi-
cation competence played a major role
in whether a person was judged physi-
cally attractive, socially desirable, and
good at the task of getting acquainted.*

HUMAN COMMUNICATION: WHAT AND WHY 11

R e R e e e ey
Whether the consequence of a mental
attitude or a living condition, loneli-
ness affects millions, usually for the
worse. Death certificates read heart
attack, cancer, or suicide; but coro-
ners are missing the point. With no
one to love or to love us, we tend to
smoke, drink, brood, or simply cry
ourselves into earlier graves.

Don E. Hamachek
Encounters with Others
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MODELING COMMUNICATION

So far we have introduced a basic definition of communication and seen the func-
tions it performs.This information is useful, but it only begins to describe the
process we will be examining throughout this book. One way to understand more
about what it means to communicate is to look at some models that describe
what happens when two or more people interact. As you will see, over the last
half-century scholars have developed an increasingly accurate and sophisticated
view of this process.

A Linear Model

Until about fifty years ago, researchers viewed communication as something
that one person “does” to another.?! In this linear communication model, com-
munication is like giving an injection: a sender encodes ideas and feelings into
some sort of message and then conveys them to a receiver who decodes them.
(Figure 1-1.)

One important element of the linear model is the communication
channel—the method by which a message is conveyed between people. For
most people, face-to-face contact is the most familiar and obvious channel. Writ-
ing is another channel. In addition to these long-used forms, mediated com-
munication channels include telephone, e-mail, instant messaging, faxes, voice
mail, and even videoconferencing. (The word mediated reflects the fact that these
messages are conveyed through some sort of communication medium.)

The channel you choose can make a big difference in the effect of a message.
For example, a typewritten love letter probably wouldn’t have the same effect
as a handwritten note or card. Likewise, ending a relationship by leaving a mes-
sage on your ex-lover’s answering machine would make a very different statement
than delivering the bad news in person.Table 1-1 on page 13 and the Under-
standing Communication Technology box on page 14 show how some commu-
nicators can improve the quality of relationships by choosing channels that
have the best chance of success.

The linear model also introduces the concept of noise—a term used by social
scientists to describe any forces that interfere with effective communication.
Noise can occur at every stage of the communication process.Three types of
noise can disrupt communication—external, physiological,and psychological. Ex-

<]

Noise A’s Environment Noise B’s Environment Noise
Encoges Message Decodes
S Channel(s) Channel(s) Receiver
Noise Noise Noise

Figure1-1  Linear Communication Model
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Factors to Consider When Choosing a Communication Channel

Sender’s
Control Over

Time Required Amount of How Message
for Feedback Information Conveyed Is Composed
Face-to-face Immediate Highest Moderate
(after contact
established)
Telephone Immediate Vocal, but not Moderate
(after contact visual
established)
Voice mail Delayed Vocal, but not Higher (since
visual receiver can’t
interrupt)
E-mail Delayed Lowest (text only, High
no formatting)
Instant Immediate Lowest (text only, High
messaging no formatting)
Hard copy (e.g., Delayed Words, numbers, Highest
handwritten or and images, but
typed message) no nonverbal

cues

Control Over
Receiver’s
Attention

Highest

Less than in
face-to-face
setting

Low

Low

Modest

Low

Effectiveness
for Detailed
Messages

Weak

Weakest

Weak

Better

Weak

Good

Adapted from R. B.Adler and J. M. Elmhorst, Communicating at Work: Principles and Practices for Business and the Professions, 8th ed. (New York:

McGraw-Hill, 2005), pp. 32-33.

ternal noise (also called “physical”) includes those factors outside the receiver
that make it difficult to hear, as well as many other kinds of distractions. For in-
stance, too much cigarette smoke in a crowded room might make it hard for
you to pay attention to another person, and sitting in the rear of an auditorium
might make a speaker’s remarks unclear. External noise can disrupt communica-
tion almost anywhere in our model—in the sender, channel, message, or re-
ceiver. Physiological noise involves biological factors in the receiver or sender
that interfere with accurate reception: illness, fatigue, and so on. Psychological
noise refers to forces within a communicator that interfere with the ability to
express or understand a message accurately. For instance, an outdoors person
might exaggerate the size and number of the fish he caught in order to con-
vince himself and others of his talents. In the same way, a student might become
so upset upon learning that she failed a test that she would be unable (perhaps
unwilling is a better word) to understand clearly where she went wrong.

A linear model shows that communicators often occupy different
environments—{fields of experience that help them understand others’ behav-
ior. In communication terminology, environment refers not only to a physical
location but also to the personal experiences and cultural backgrounds that par-
ticipants bring to a conversation.
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IR UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY

IM-ING: NOW IT’S ALL IN THE FAMILY

Nina Gordon types out an instant message and

sends it. The data travels some 500 miles, from the
computer in her living room in Queens, N.Y., to America
Online’s servers in Northern Virginia, and then to her son
Schuyler’s computer, which just happens to be in the next
room—about 20 feet away from where she is sitting.

you hungry for dinner?

After a little online banter over dining options, her son, a
17-year-old with a wicked sense of humor and no shortage of
attitude, sends his request:

an insty pizza and a beer
don’t push your luck, comes the reply.

Although it might seem silly to send electronic messages
instead of getting out of a chair and walking into the next
room, some psychologists say that the role of instant
messaging within families can be remarkably positive. In
many cases, they say, the messages are helping to break
down barriers between parents and their children.

“Conversation between parents and teenagers could be
highly emotional and not necessarily productive,”says
Elisheva F. Gross, a psychologist at the University of California
at Los Angeles. When young people are online, however, “it’s
their turf,” she says. “It may be a way for parents to
communicate in a language and in a space that their children
are more comfortable with.”

Teenagers already use online communications to take on
difficult topics with one another, says Katelyn McKenna, a
psychology professor at New York University. Preliminary

results from a study she conducted last year, she says,
suggest that “they are able to talk with one another about
issues that bother them more readily online than when they
are talking face-to-face.”

Lissa Parsonnet of Short Hills, N.J., says that her daughter,
Dorrie, is sometimes more open to talking with her and her
husband online about difficult subjects, like conflicts with
friends, than she is in person. “She talks to us as if we’re
people, not parents,”Parsonnet says. Parsonnet, a
psychotherapist, says that the online back channel strips
away some of the parts of face-to-face communication that
complicate matters: “They don’t see you turning red,”she
says. “They don’t see you turning cross—all the things that
will shut them up immediately.”

Both instant messages and e-mail messages can help
smooth things over after a fight, says Nora Gross, 17, of New
York City, who says that electronic communications have
helped strengthen her relationship with her father. “I can
remember a few times when we’ve had little blowups and
sent apology letters over e-mail,”she says.

While instant messages and e-mail may helpfully
supplement face-to-face discussion, experts warn that it
should not be relied on as the principal means of
communication.

“The question,”says Sherry Turkle, a technology
researcher at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, “is
whether you can use it constructively to bring it back to the
face-to-face.”

John Schwartz

Consider just some of the factors that might contribute to different envi-

ronments:

rienced;

A might belong to one ethnic group and B to another;

A might be rich and B poor;

A might be rushed and B have nowhere to go;

A might have lived a long, eventful life, and B might be young and inexpe-

A might be passionately concerned with the subject and B indifferent to it.

Environments aren’t always obvious. For example, one study revealed that
college students who have been enrolled in debate classes become more argu-
mentative and verbally aggressive than those who have not been exposed to

this environment.>?
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Notice how the model in Figure 1-1 shows that the environments of A and B
overlap.This area represents the background that the communicators must have
in common. As the shared environment becomes smaller, communication be-
comes more difficult. Consider a few examples in which different perspectives
can make understanding difficult:

m Bosses who have trouble understanding the perspective of their employees will
be less effective managers, and workers who do not appreciate the chal-
lenges of being a boss are more likely to be uncooperative (and probably less
suitable for advancement).

m Parents who have trouble recalling their youth are likely to clash with their chil-
dren, who have never known and may not appreciate the responsibility that
comes with parenting.

m Members of a dominant culture who have never experienced how it feels to be
“different” may not appreciate the concerns of people from nondominant co-
cultures, whose own perspectives make it hard to understand the cultural
blindness of the majority.

Differing environments make understanding others challenging but certainly
not impossible. Hard work and many of the skills described in this book provide
ways to bridge the gap that separates all of us to a greater or lesser degree. For
now, recognizing the challenge that comes from dissimilar environments is a good
start.You can’t solve a problem until you recognize that it exists.

A Transactional Model

Despite its simplicity, the linear model doesn’t do a very good job of representing
the way most communication operates.The transactional communication
model in Figure 1-2 presents a more accurate picture in several respects.

SIMULTANEOUS SENDING AND RECEIVING  Although some types of mass com-
munication do flow in a one-way, linear manner, most types of personal commu-
nication are two-way exchanges.? The transactional model reflects the fact that
we usually send and receive messages simultaneously.The roles of sender and
receiver that seemed separate in the linear model are now superimposed and

Noise Noise 3 Noise

A’s Environment B’s Environment

Feedback Feedback

nds e Deco Y
ives) Decades Responds | receive

Channel(s) Channel(s)

Noise Noise Noise

figure1-2  Transactional Communication Model
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redefined as those of “communicators.”This new term reflects the fact that at a
given moment we are capable of receiving, decoding, and responding to an-
other person’s behavior, while at the same time that other person is receiving and
responding to ours.

Consider, for instance, the significance of a friend’s yawn as you describe
your romantic problems. Or imagine the blush you may see as you tell one of your
raunchier jokes to a new acquaintance. Nonverbal behaviors like these show that
most face-to-face communication is a two-way affair. The discernible response of
a receiver to a sender’s message is called feedback. Not all feedback is nonverbal,
of course. Sometimes it is oral, as when you ask an instructor questions about an
upcoming test or volunteer your opinion of a friend’s new haircut. In other
cases it is written, as when you answer the questions on a midterm exam or re-
spond to a letter from a friend. Figure 1-2 makes the importance of feedback clear.
It shows that most communication is, indeed, a two-way affair.

Another weakness of the traditional linear model is the questionable assump-
tion that all communication involves encoding. We certainly do choose symbols
to convey most verbal messages. But what about the many nonverbal cues that oc-
cur whether or not people speak: facial expressions, gestures, postures, vocal
tones, and so on? Cues like these clearly do offer information about others, al-
though they are often unconscious and thus don’t involve encoding. For this
reason, the transactional model replaces the term encodes with the broader
term responds, because it describes both intentional and unintentional actions
that can be observed and interpreted.t

COMMUNICATION IS FLUID, NOT STATIC Besides illustrating the simultaneous
nature of face-to-face interaction, the example we just considered shows that it’s
difficult to isolate a single discrete “act” of communication from the events that
precede and follow it.The way a friend or family member reacts to a sarcastic
remark you make will probably depend on the way you have related to one an-
other in the past. Likewise, the way you’ll act toward each other in the future
depends on the outcome of this conversation. Research conducted on partners in
romantic relationships confirms the importance of context. As communication re-
searcher Steve Duck put it,“Relationships are best conceived . . . as unfinished
business.”*

COMMUNICATION IS RELATIONAL, NOT INDIVIDUAL The transactional model
shows that communication isn’t something we do fo others; rather, it is something
we do with them.In this sense, communication is rather like dancing—at least the
kind of dancing we do with partners. Like dancing, communication depends on
the involvement of a partner.And like good dancing, successful communication
isn’t something that depends just on the skill of one person.A great dancer who
doesn’t consider and adapt to the skill level of his or her partner can make both
people look bad.In communication and dancing, even two talented partners don’t
guarantee success. When two talented dancers perform without coordinating
their movements, the results feel bad to the dancers and look foolish to an audi-
ence. Finally, relational communication—like dancing—is a unique creation that
arises out of the way in which the partners interact. The way you dance proba-
bly varies from one partner to another because of its cooperative, transactional na-
ture. Likewise, the way you communicate almost certainly varies with different
partners.
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Psychologist Kenneth Gergen captures the re- WE COULD STIW

lational nature of communication well when m , m N
he points out how our success depends on in-

teraction with others. As he says,“. . . one cannot by

be ‘attractive’ without others who are attracted, Gathy Giseuite
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a‘leader’ without others willing to follow, or a
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‘loving person’ without others to affirm with
appreciation.”?

Because communication is transactional, it’s
often a mistake to suggest that just one person is
responsible for a relationship. Consider the ac-
companying cartoon. Both Cathy and Irving
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had good intentions, and both probably could
have handled the situation better. As the hu-
morous outcome shows, trying to pin the
blame for a disappointing outcome on one per-
son or the other is fruitless and counterproduc- s
tive. It would have been far better to ask,“How
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did we handle this situation poorly,and what can

we do to make it better?”

The transactional nature of communication
shows up in school, where teachers and stu-
dents influence one another’s behavior. For ex-
ample, teachers who regard some students neg-
atively may treat them with subtle or overt

BY
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THEY WERE PROCESSED INCORRECTLY
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FEW THINGS ARE AS
SCARY AS BEING BETWEEN
TWO HUMANS WHO ARE

Wu EACH OTHER,

disfavor. As a result, these students are likely to

react to their teachers’ behavior negatively, which reinforces the teachers’ original
attitudes and expectations.”” It isn’t necessary to resolve the “who started it” issue
here to recognize that the behaviors of teachers and students are part of a trans-
actional relationship.

The transactional character of communication also figures dramatically in
relationships between parents and their children. We normally think of “good
parenting” as a skill that some people possess and others lack. We judge the
ability of a mother and father in terms of how well their children turn out. In
truth, the question of good parenting isn’t quite so clear. Research suggests that
the quality of interaction between parents and children is a two-way affair, that
children influence parents just as much as the other way around.* For example,
children who engage in what social scientists call “problematic behavior”
evoke more high-control responses from their parents than do cooperative
children. By contrast, youngsters with mild temperaments are less likely to pro-
voke coercive reactions by their parents than are more aggressive children. Par-
ents with low self-esteem tend to send more messages that weaken the self-es-
teem of their children, who in turn are likely to act in ways that make the parents
feel even worse about themselves. Thus, a mutually reinforcing cycle arises in
which parents and children shape one another’s feelings and behavior. In cases
like this it’s at least difficult and probably impossible to identify who is the
“sender” and who is the “receiver” of messages. It’s more accurate to acknowl-
edge that parents and children—just like husbands and wives, bosses and em-
ployees, teachers and students, or any other people who communicate with one
another—act in ways that mutually influence one another.The transactional na-

CULTURAL IDIOM
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Source: CATHY © 1992 Cathy Guisewite. Reprinted with permission of UNIVERSAL PRESS SYNDICATE. All
Rights Reserved.
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ture of relationships is worth reemphasizing: We don’t communicate fo others,
we communicate with them.

By now you can see that a transactional model of communication should be
more like a motion picture film than a gallery of still photographs. Although Fig-
ure 1-2 does a fair job of picturing the phenomenon we call communication, an
animated version in which the environments, communicators,and messages con-
stantly change would be an even better way of capturing the process.

COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE: WHAT MAHES
AN EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATOR?

It’s easy to recognize good communicators,and even easier to spot poor ones. But
what are the characteristics that distinguish effective communicators from their
less successful counterparts? Answering this question has been one of the leading
challenges for communication scholars.?” Although all the answers aren’t yet in,
research has identified a great deal of important and useful information about
communication competence.

Communication Competence Defined

Defining communication competence isn’t as easy as it might seem.Al-
though scholars are still struggling to agree on a precise definition, most would
agree that effective communication involves achieving one’s goals in a manner
that, ideally, maintains or enhances the relationship in which it occurs.?>* This

definition may seem both vague and verbose, but a

/‘/q’,%{,ja/r

wiw.Closetohome. com

=

e-mail:CLOSETOHOMEGCOMPUSERVE COM /)27 closer look shows that it suggests several important char-

acteristics of communication competence.

THERE IS NO “IDEAL” WAY TO COMMUNICATE Your
own experience shows that a variety of communication
styles can be effective. Some very successful people
are serious, whereas others use humor; some are gre-
garious, whereas others are quiet;and some are
straightforward, whereas others hint diplomatically. Just
as there are many kinds of beautiful music and art,
there are many kinds of competent communication.
The type of communication that succeeds in one
situation might be a colossal blunder in another.The jok-
ing insults you routinely trade with a friend might be
insensitive and discouraging if he or she had just suf-
fered a personal setback.The language you use with your
peers might offend a family member, and last Saturday
night’s romantic approach would probably be out of
place at work on Monday morning. For this reason, being
a competent communicator requires flexibility in un-
derstanding what approach is likely to work best in a

©®2000 John McPherson\Dist. by Universal Press Syndicate
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"I SAID, 'l have trouble developing close
relationships with people!" For cryin' out
loud, clean out your ears, fathead!"

given situation.?!
Cultural differences also illustrate the principle that
there is no single model of competence. What qualifies
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as competent behavior in one culture might be completely inept, or even offen-
sive, in another.?” On an obvious level, customs like belching after a meal or ap-
pearing nude in public, which might be appropriate in some parts of the world,
would be considered outrageous in others. But there are more subtle differ-
ences in competent communication. For example, qualities like being self-
disclosing and speaking clearly that are valued in the United States are likely to be
considered overly aggressive and insensitive in many Asian cultures, where sub-
tlety and indirectness are considered important.?* Even within a single society,
members of various cocultures may have different notions of appropriate be-
havior. One study revealed that ideas of how good friends should communicate
varied from one ethnic group to another.>* As a group, Latinos valued relational
support most highly, whereas African Americans valued respect and acceptance.
Asian Americans emphasized a caring, positive exchange of ideas, and Anglo Amer-
icans prized friends who recognized their needs as individuals. Findings like these
mean that there can be no sure-fire list of rules or tips that will guarantee your suc-
cess as a communicator.They also suggest that competent communicators are
able to adapt their style to suit the individual and cultural preferences of others.>

Because many behaviors can work in a given situation, it’s a mistake to suggest
that any single approach is superior to others.Throughout this book, you will be
introduced to a variety of communication skills. Although all of them are likely to
be effective at one time or another, they aren’t meant to replace other approaches
that you already use.The skills you learn from this book will broaden your
repertoire of choices about how to communicate. When you combine them
with other approaches, you'll be likely to recognize a change for the better in your
interactions with others.

COMPETENCE IS SITUATIONAL Because competent behavior varies so much
from one situation and person to another, it’s a mistake to think that communi-
cation competence is a trait that a person either possesses or lacks. It’s more ac-
curate to talk about degrees or areas of competence.** You and the people you
know are probably quite competent in some areas and less so in others.You might
deal quite skillfully with peers, for example, but feel clumsy interacting with
people much older or younger, wealthier or poorer, or more or less attractive than
yourself. In fact, your competence with one person may vary from one situation
to another. This means that it’s an overgeneralization to say, in a moment of dis-
tress,“I’'m a terrible communicator!” It would be more accurate to say,“I didn’t han-
dle this situation very well, even though I'm better in others.”

COMPETENCE IS RELATIONAL Because communication is transactional, some-
thing we do with others rather than to them, behavior that is competent in one
relationship isn’t necessarily competent in others.

A fascinating study on relational satisfaction illustrates that what constitutes sat-
isfying communication varies from one relationship to another.>” Researchers Brent
Burleson and Wendy Sampter hypothesized that people with sophisticated com-
munication skills (such as managing conflict well, giving ego-support to others,and
providing comfort to relational partners) would be better at maintaining friend-
ships than would be less skilled communicators.To their surprise, the results did
not support this hypothesis. In fact, friendships were most satisfying when part-
ners possessed matching skill levels. Apparently, relational satisfaction arises in part
when our style matches those of the people with whom we interact.

CULTURAL IDIOM
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| FRONT PORCH ETIQUETTE IN LAKE WOBEGON

In this excerpt from his book Lake Wobegon Days, m [f you say “Why don’t you come up and sit for a bit?,” it
Garrison Keillor explains one facet of small-town is customary for them to decline politely. If the invite
Minnesota etiquette. This section illustrates the degree to was legit, it should be repeated.
which communication competence involves understanding = An invite to the porch is not an invite to the house. Its
unwritten rules, which often vary from one region or coculture terms are limited to a brief visit on the porch, no
to another. refreshments necessarily provided unless the
occupants have such at hand.
m Even if you're screened from public view, it’s polite to = When the host stands up and stretches or says,
call out hello to passershy you know. It’s up to them to “Well—,” the visitor should need no further signal that
stop or not. It’s up to you to invite them in or not. The the visit has ended. Only an oaf would remain longer. If
porch is a room of your house, not part of the yard. Only the host says, “You don’t have to run, do you?,” this is
peddlers or certain ministers would barge right in. not a question but a pleasantry.

Garrison Keillor

The same principle holds true in the case of jealousy. Researchers have
uncovered a variety of ways by which people deal with jealousy in their rela-
tionships.*®* The ways included keeping closer tabs on the partner, acting indif-
ferent, decreasing affection, talking the matter over, and acting angry.The re-
searchers found that no type of behavior was effective or ineffective in every
relationship.They concluded that approaches that work with some people would
be harmful to others. Findings like these demonstrate that competence arises
out of developing ways of interacting that work for you and for the other peo-
ple involved.*

COMPETENCE CAN BE LEARNED To some degree, biology is destiny when it
comes to communication style.® Studies of identical and fraternal twins suggest
that traits including sociability, anger, and relaxation seem to be partially a func-
tion of our genetic makeup. Fortunately, biology isn’t the only factor that shapes
how we communicate: Communication is a set of skills that anyone can learn.
As children grow, their ability to communicate effectively develops. For exam-
ple, older children can produce more sophisticated persuasive attempts than
can younger ones.*! Along with maturity, systematic education (such as the class
in which you are now enrolled) can boost communicative competence. Even a
modest amount of training can produce dramatic results. After only thirty minutes
of instruction, one group of observers became significantly more effective in de-
ll tecting deception in interviews.*? Even without systematic training, it’s possible
to develop communication skills through the processes of trial-and-error and
CULTURAL IDIOM observation. We learn from our own successes and failures, as well as from ob-
serving other models—both positive and negative. One study revealed that the
passage of time does lead to improved communication skill: College students’
communication competence increases over their undergraduate studies.®

keeping closer tabs on: paying
close attention to
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Characteristics of Competent Communicators

Although competent communication varies from one situation to another,
scholars have identified several common denominators that characterize effective
communication in most contexts.

A WIDE RANGE OF BEHAVIORS  Effective communicators are able to choose
their actions from a wide range of behaviors.To understand the importance of hav-
ing a large communication repertoire, imagine that someone you know repeatedly
tells jokes—perhaps discriminatory ones—that you find offensive.You could re-
spond to these jokes in a number of ways.You could:

m Say nothing, figuring that the risks of bringing the subject up would be
greater than the benefits.

m Ask a third party to say something to the joke teller about the offensiveness
of the jokes.

m Hint at your discomfort, hoping that your friend would get the point.

m Joke about your friend’s insensitivity, counting on humor to soften the blow
of your criticism.

m Express your discomfort in a straightforward way, asking your friend to stop
telling the offensive jokes, at least around you.

m Simply demand that your friend stop.

With this choice of responses at your disposal (and you can probably think
of others as well), you could pick the one that had the best chance of success. But
if you were able to use only one or two of these responses when raising a delicate
issue—always keeping quiet or always hinting, for example—your chances of suc-
cess would be much smaller. Indeed, many poor communicators are easy to
spot by their limited range of responses. Some are chronic jokers. Others are al-
ways belligerent. Still others are quiet in almost every situation. Like a piano player
who knows only one tune or a chef who can prepare only a few dishes, these peo-
ple are forced to rely on a small range of responses again and again, whether or
not they are successful.

ABILITY TO CHOOSE THE MOST APPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR Simply possessing a
large array of communication skills isn’t a guarantee of effectiveness. It’s also nec-
essary to know which of these skills will work best in a particular situation. Choos-
ing the best way to send a message is rather like choosing a gift:What is appro-
priate for one person won’t be appropriate for another one at all. This ability to
choose the best approach is essential because a response that works well in one
setting would flop miserably in another one.

Although it’s impossible to say precisely how to act in every situation, there are
at least three factors to consider when you are deciding which response to
choose: the context, your goal, and the other person.

SKILL AT PERFORMING BEHAVIORS  After you have chosen the most appropri-
ate way to communicate, it’s still necessary to perform the required skills effec-
tively. There is a big difference between knowing about a skill and being able to
put it into practice. Simply being aware of alternatives isn’t much help, unless you
can skillfully put these alternatives to work.

CULTURAL IDIOM

common denominators: similar
or alike features

counting on: depending on

soften the blow of: ease the
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e ]
| witnessed recently a striking and
barely believable example of such [in-
appropriate] behavior at a wedding
ceremony. One of the guests said loud
enough for those of us on my side of
the chapel to hear, “Think it through,
Jerry” just at the point where the
rabbi had asked Jerry if he took this
woman to be his lawful wedded wife,
according to (no less) the laws of
Moses and Israel. So far as | could
tell, the wedding guest was not drunk
or embittered. He merely mistook the
synagogue for Shea Stadium . ..

Neil Postman
Crazy Talk, Stupid Talk

Just reading about communication skills in the following chapters won’t
guarantee that you can start using them flawlessly. As with any other skills—
playing a musical instrument or learning a sport, for example—the road to com-
petence in communication is not a short one.You can expect that your first efforts
at communicating differently will be awkward. After some practice you will be-
come more skillful, although you will still have to think about the new way of
speaking or listening. Finally, after repeating the new skill again and again, you will
find you can perform it without conscious thought.

EMPATHY/PERSPECTIVE TAKING  People have the best chance of developing an
effective message when they understand the other person’s point of view. And
because others aren’t always good at expressing their thoughts and feelings
clearly, the ability to imagine how an issue might look from the other’s point of
view is an important skill. The value of taking the other’s perspective suggests one
reason why listening is so important. Not only does it help us understand oth-
ers, but also it gives us information to develop strategies about how to best in-
fluence them. Because empathy is such an important element of communicative
competence, much of Chapter 4 is devoted to this topic.

COGNITIVE COMPLEXITY  Cognitive complexity is the ability to construct a va-
riety of frameworks for viewing an issue. Cognitive complexity is an ingredient of
communication competence because it allows us to make sense of people us-
ing a variety of perspectives. For instance, imagine that a longtime friend seems to
be angry with you. One possible explanation is that your friend is offended by
something you’ve done. Another possibility is that something upsetting has
happened in another part of your friend’s life. Or perhaps nothing at all is wrong,
and you're just being overly sensitive. Researchers have found that the ability to
analyze the behavior of others in a variety of ways leads to greater “conversational
sensitivity;,” increasing the chances of acting in ways that will produce satisfying
results.*

SELF-MONITORING Psychologists use the term self-monitoring to describe
the process of paying close attention to one’s behavior and using these observa-
tions to shape the way one behaves. Self-monitors are able to separate a part of
their consciousness and observe their behavior from a detached viewpoint,
making observations such as:

“I’'m making a fool out of myself”
“I'd better speak up now.”
“This approach is working well. I'll keep it up.”

Calvin ond Hobbes by Bill Watterson

SOME. PEOPLE COMPLAIN
ALL THE TIME ! THEY
COMPLAIN. ABOUT

THE LEAST ~
LITTLE THING/ 24! >

:.

* oieorpukS sSaid (85I0NUN AQ ISIQNOSIONIM Y661 O

IF SOMETHING BUGS THEM,
THEN NEVER LET GO OF \T/
THEY JUST GO ON AND ON,
LONG AFTER ANYONE EISE
S INTERESTED! IT'S JUST
COMPLAIN, COMPLAIN, COMPLAIN/
PEOPLE WHO GRIPE AL THE
TIME REALY DRIVE ME NOTS!
R

£

YOUD THINK THEY'D CHANGE

THE SUBJECT AFTER A WHILE,
BUT THEY NEVER DO THEY JUST
KEEP GRIPING UNTIL YOU START
TO WONDER, " WHATS WRONG WITH
THIS \DIOT?” BUT THEY GO ON
COMPLAINING AND REPEATING

WHAT THEX'VE ALREADY SAD!

MAYBE THEYRE [ BOY, THATS

Source: CALVIN and HOBBES © 1994 Watterson. Distributed by UNIVERSAL PRESS SYNDICATE. Reprinted with
permission. All Rights Reserved.



CHAPTER 1 HUMAN COMMUNICATION: WHAT AND WHY

23

))) UNDERSTANDING DIVERSITY

CALL CENTERS AND CULTURE

In a sleek new office building, two dozen young

Indians are studying the customs of a place none of
them has ever seen. One by one, the students present their
conclusions about this fabled land.

“Americans eat a lot of junk food. Table manners are very
casual,”says Ritu Khanna.

“People are quite self-centered. The average American has
13 credit cards,” says Nerissa Dcosta.

“Seventy-six percent of the people mistrust the
government. In the near future, this figure is expected to go
up to 100 percent,” says Sunny Trama.

The Indians, who range in age from 20 to 27, have been
hired to take calls from cranky or distraught Americans whose
computers have gone haywire. To do this, they need to
communicate in a language that is familiar but a culture that
is foreign.

“We’re not saying India is better or America is better,” says
their trainer, Alefiya Rangwala. “We just want to be culturally
sensitive so there’s no disconnect when someone phones for
tech support.”

Call centers took root here during the 2001 recession,
when U.S. companies were struggling to control expenses. By
firing American customer service workers and hiring Indians,
the firms slashed their labor costs by 75%.

At first, training was simple. The centers gave employees
names that were acceptable to American ears, with Arjun
becoming Aaron and Sangita becoming Susan. The new hires
were instructed to watch “Friends”and “Ally McBeal” to get
an idea of American folkways.

But whether Aaron and Susan were repairing computers,
selling long-distance service or fulfilling orders for diet tapes,
problems immediately cropped up. The American callers often

wanted a better deal or an impossibly swift resolution and
were aggressive and sometimes abrasive about saying so.

The Indians responded according to their own deepest
natures:They were silent when they didn’t understand, and
they often committed to more than their employers could
deliver. They would tell the Americans that someone would
get back to them tomorrow to check on their problems, and
no one would.

Customer satisfaction plummeted. The U.S. clients grew
alarmed. Some even returned their business to U.S. call
centers.

Realizing that a new multibillion-dollar industry with
150,000 employees was at risk, Indian call centers have
recently embarked on much more comprehensive training.
New hires are taught how to express empathy, strategies to
successfully open and close conversations, and above all how
to be assertive, however unnatural it might feel.

“We like to please,” says Aparajita Ajit, whose title is “head
of talent transformation” for the call-center firm Mphasis. “It's
very difficult for us to say no.”

Originally, the ever-agreeable Indian agents had a hard
time getting people to pay bills that were six months overdue.
Too often, says trainer Deepa Nagraj, the calls would go like
this:

“Hi,” the Indian would say. “I'd like to set up a payment to
get your account current. Can | help you do that?”

“No,” the American responds.

“OK, let me know if you change your mind,” the Indian
says and hangs up.

Now, says Nagraj, the agents take no excuses.

David Streitfeld

Chapter 2 explains how too much self-monitoring can be problematic. Still,

people who are aware of their behavior and the impression it makes are more
skillful communicators than people who are low self-monitors.* For example,
they are more accurate in judging others’ emotional states, better at remembering
information about others, less shy, and more assertive. By contrast, low self-
monitors aren’t even able to recognize their incompetence. (Calvin, in the nearby
cartoon, does a nice job of illustrating this problem.) One study revealed that poor
communicators were blissfully ignorant of their shortcomings and more likely
to overestimate their skill than were better communicators. For example, ex-
perimental subjects who scored in the lowest quartile on joke-telling skill were
more likely than their funnier counterparts to grossly overestimate their sense
of humor.



24

PART ONE  ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

COMMITMENT TO THE RELATIONSHIP  One feature that distinguishes effective
communication in almost any context is commitment. People who seem to care
about the relationship communicate better than those who don’t.*’ This con-
cern shows up in commitment to the other person and to the message you are
expressing.

CLARIFYING MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT COMMUNICATION

Having spent time talking about what communication is, we ought to also iden-
tify some things it is not.*® Recognizing some misconceptions is important, not
only because they ought to be avoided by anyone knowledgeable about the
subject, but also because following them can get you into trouble.

Communication Does Not Always Require Complete Understanding

Most people operate on the implicit but flawed assumption that the goal of all
communication is to maximize understanding between communicators. Although
some understanding is necessary for us to comprehend one another’s thoughts,
there are some types of communication in which understanding as we usually
conceive it isn’t the primary goal.® Consider, for example:

m Social rituals. “How’s it going?” you ask.“Great,” the other person replies.The
primary goal in exchanges like these is mutual acknowledgment:There’s ob-
viously no serious attempt to exchange information.

B Many attempts to influence others. A quick analysis of most television com-
mercials shows that they are aimed at persuading viewers to buy products, not
to understand the content of the commercial. In the same way, many of our
attempts at persuading another to act as we want don’t involve a desire to
get the other person to understand what we want—just to comply with our
wishes.

My wife understands me.”

Source: ©The New Yorker Collection 1993 Mike Twohy from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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m Deliberate ambiguity and deception. When you decline an unwanted invita-
tion by saying “I can’t make it,”you probably want to create the impression that
the decision is really beyond your control. (If your goal was to be perfectly
clear, you might say,“I don’t want to get together. In fact, I'd rather do almost
anything than accept your invitation.”) As Chapters 3 and 6 explain in detail, we
often equivocate precisely because we want to obscure our true thoughts
and feelings.

m Coordinate action. Conversations where satisfaction doesn’t depend on full
understanding.The term coordination has been used to describe situations in
which participants interact smoothly, with a high degree of satisfaction but
without necessarily understanding one another well.>® Coordination without
understanding can be satisfying in far more important situations. Consider
the words “I love you.” This is a phrase that can have many meanings:Among
other things, it can mean,“I admire you, “I feel great affection for you,”“I de-
sire you,”“I am grateful to you,“I feel guilty,”“I want you to be faithful to me,” or
even “I hope you love me.”>' It’s not hard to picture a situation in which part-
ners gain great satisfaction—even over a lifetime—without completely un-
derstanding that the mutual love they profess actually is quite different for each
of them. The cartoon on the previous page reflects the fact that better under-
standing can sometimes lead to less satisfaction.“You mean you mostly love me
because I've been there for you? Hey, a dog is there for you!”

At the conversational level, some scholars have compared coordinated com-
munication to what musicians call “jamming.”>*In this sort of musical interaction,
musicians play off one another, improvising melodies and riffs based on what oth-
ers have contributed.There’s no plan, and no attempt at understanding. Some con-
versations resemble this sort of jamming in several respects:

m Coordination is more important than understanding. The players in a jam
session gain satisfaction from making music together.They focus on what
they are creating together, not on understanding one another. In coordinated
conversations, satisfaction comes principally from being together—laughing,
joking, exchanging confidences, and telling stories.The act of conversation is
more important than its content.

m Participants follow rules. Musicians agree on fundamentals such as the key
in which they will play, the tempo, and the overall structure of the music. Com-
municators tacitly agree on things like the level of seriousness, amount of
time they will spend, and what topics are off-limits. They may not understand
the content of one another’s messages, but they do understand how to be-
have with one another.

m Everyone gets to solo. In jamming, each member gets a time to take the lead,
with others following. Conversations work only when the participants en-
gage in turn-taking, giving each other time to talk.

m Sessions go to new places. In musical jamming, every session is unique. Like-
wise, no two conversations are identical in words or tone. One person’s deci-
sion about what to say and how to say it triggers the other’s response, which in
turn results in a unique reaction. The communication is truly transactional, as
described earlier.

m Jamming builds rapport. Musicians who jam with one another build unspo-
ken bonds. In the same way, communicators who converse smoothly with one
another feel a connection—even if the topic isn’t very important or the par-
ticipants don’t completely understand one another.>

CULTURAL IDIOM

off-limits: barred to a designated
group
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Communication Is Not Always a Good Thing

For most people, belief in the value of communication rates somewhere close
to parenthood in their hierarchy of important values. In truth, communication is
neither good nor bad in itself. Rather, its value comes from the way it is used. In
this sense, communication is similar to fire: Flames in the fireplace on a cold night
keep you warm and create a cozy atmosphere, but the same flames can kill if they
spread into the room. Communication can be a tool for expressing warm feelings
and useful facts, but under different circumstances the same words and actions
can cause both physical and emotional pain.

No Single Person or Event Causes Another’s Reaction

Although communicative skill can often make the difference between pleasant
and unpleasant outcomes, it’s a mistake to suggest that any single thing we say
or do causes an outcome. Many factors play a role in how others will react to your
communication in a single situation. Suppose, for example, that you lose your tem-
per and say something to a friend that you regret as soon as the words escape your
lips.Your friend’s reaction will depend on a whole host of events besides your un-
justified remark: her frame of mind at the moment (uptight or mellow), ele-
ments of her personality (judgmental or forgiving), your relational history (sup-
portive or hostile), and her knowledge of any factors in your life that might have
contributed to your unfair remark. Because communication is a transactional,
ongoing, collaborative process, it’s usually a mistake to think that any event occurs
in a vacuum.

Communication Will Not Solve All Problems

“If I could just communicate better . . ”is the sad refrain of many unhappy peo-
ple who believe that if they could just express themselves better, their relation-
ships would improve.Though this is sometimes true, it’s an exaggeration to say
that communicating—even communicating clearly—is a guaranteed panacea.

Meanings Rest in People, Not Words

We hinted that meanings rest in people, not in words, when we said earlier that
the symbols we use to communicate are arbitrary. It’s a mistake to think that,
just because you use a word in one way, others will do so, too.>* Sometimes dif-
fering interpretations of symbols are easily caught,as when we might first take the
statement “He’s loaded” to mean the subject has had too much to drink, only to
find out that he is quite wealthy. In other cases, however, the ambiguity
of words and nonverbal behaviors isn’t so apparent, and thus has more far-
reaching consequences. Remember, for instance, a time when someone said to
you,“T'll be honest,” and only later did you learn that those words hid precisely the
opposite fact. In Chapter 3 you'll read a great deal more about the problems
that come from mistakenly assuming that meanings rest in words.

Communication Is Not Simple

Most people assume that communication is an aptitude that people develop with-
out the need for training—rather like breathing. After all, we've been swapping
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ideas with one another since early childhood, and there are lots of people who
communicate pretty well without ever having had a class on the subject.
Though this picture of communication as a natural ability seems accurate, it’s
actually a gross oversimplification.>

Throughout history there have been cases of infants raised without human
contact.In all these cases the children were initially unable to communicate with
others when brought into society. Only after extensive teaching (and not even
then in some cases) were they able to speak and understand language in ways we
take for granted. But what about the more common cases of effective communi-
cators who have had no formal training yet are skillful at creating and under-
standing messages? The answer to this question lies in the fact that not all edu-
cation occurs in a classroom: Many people learn to communicate skillfully
because they have been exposed to models of such behavior by those around
them.This principle of modeling explains why children who grow up in homes
with stable relationships between family members have a greater chance of de-
veloping such relationships themselves. They know how to do so because they’ve
seen effective communication in action.

Does the existence of these good communicators mean that certain people
don’t need courses like the one you'’re taking? Hardly. Even the best communi-
cators aren’t perfect: They often suffer the frustration of being unable to get a mes-
sage across effectively, and they frequently misunderstand others. Furthermore,
even the most successful people you know can probably identify ways in which
their relationships could profit by better communication.These facts show that
communication skills are rather like athletic ability: Even the most inept of us can
learn to be more effective with training and practice, and those who are tal-
ented can always become better.

More Communication Is Not Always Better

Although it’s certainly true that not communicating enough is a mistake, there are
also situations when too much communication is a mistake. Sometimes excessive
communication simply is unproductive,as when we “talk a problem to death,” go-
ing over the same ground again and again without making any
headway. And there are times when communicating too much
can actually aggravate a problem.We’ve all had the experience
of “talking ourselves into a hole”—making a bad situation worse
by pursuing it too far. As McCroskey and Wheeless put it,“More
and more negative communication merely leads to more and
more negative results”>®

There are even times when no communication is the best
course. Any good salesperson will tell you that it’s often best to
stop talking and let the customer think about the product.And
when two people are angry and hurt, they may say things they
don’t mean and will later regret. At times like these it’s probably
best to spend a little time cooling off, thinking about what to
say and how to say it.

One key to successful communication, then, is to share an
adequate amount of information in a sk#llful manner.Teaching
you how to decide what information is adequate and what con-
stitutes skillful behavior is one major goal of this book.

CULTURAL IDIOM

take for granted: give little
thought to

“I'm so glad we had this little talk, Earl!”
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Source: © The New Yorker Collection 1986 Gahan Wilson from cartoon-

bank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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ETHICAL CHALLENGE

TO COMMUNICATE
OR NOT TO
COMMUNICATE?

The explanations on pages 24—-27 make it clear that communication is not a
panacea. Explaining yourself and understanding others will not solve all prob-
lems; in fact, sometimes more communication leads to more problems. Think of
an occasion (real or hypothetical) where more interaction would make matters
worse. Imagine that the other person (or people) involved in this situation is (are)

urging you to keep the channels of communication open. You know that if you do
communicate more the situation will deteriorate, yet you don’t want to appear
uncooperative. What should you do?

SUMMARY

This chapter began by defining communication as it
will be examined in Understanding Human Commu-
nication: the process of human beings responding to
the symbolic behavior of other persons.

It introduced four communication contexts that will
be covered in the rest of the book: intrapersonal,
dyadic, small group, and public.The chapter also iden-
tified several types of needs that communication satis-
fies: physical, identity, social, and practical.

A linear and a transactional communication model
were developed, demonstrating the superiority of the
transactional model in representing the process-ori-
ented nature of human interaction.

The chapter went on to explore the difference be-
tween effective and ineffective exchanges by discussing
communication competence, showing that there is no
single correct way to behave and that competence is
situational, relational in nature, and it can be learned.
Competent communicators were described as being
able to choose and perform appropriately from a
wide range of behaviors, as being cognitively complex
self-monitors who can take the perspective of others
and who have commitment to important relationships.

After spending most of the chapter talking about
what communication is, the chapter concluded by dis-
cussing what it is not by refuting several common
misconceptions. It demonstrated that communication

doesn’t always require complete understanding and
that it is not always a good thing that will solve every
problem. It showed that more communication is not al-
ways better; that meanings are in people, not in
words; and that no single person or event causes an-
other’ reactions; and that communication is neither sim-

ple nor easy.
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1. Analyzing Your Communication Behavior

Prove for yourself that communication is both fre-
quent and important by observing your interactions
for a one-day period. Record every occasion in
which you are involved in some sort of communi-
cation as it is defined on pages 4-6.Based on your
findings, answer the following questions:

1. What percentage of your waking day is involved
in communication?

2. What percentage of time do you spend commu-
nicating in the following contexts: intraper-
sonal, dyadic, small group, and public?

3. What percentage of your communication is de-
voted to satisfying each of the following types
of needs: physical, identity, social, and practical?
(Note that you might try to satisfy more than one
type at a time.)

Based on your analysis, describe five to ten ways you
would like to communicate more effectively. For
each item on your list of goals, describe who is in-
volved (e.g.,“my boss,”“people I meet at parties”)
and how you would like to communicate differently
(e.g.,“act less defensively when criticized, “speak up
more instead of waiting for them to approach
me”). Use this list to focus your studies as you read
the remainder of this book.

. Choosing the Most Effective Communication
Channel Decide which communication channel
would be most effective in each of the following sit-
uations. Be prepared to explain your answer.

1. In class, an instructor criticizes you for copying
work from other sources when the work really
was your own.You are furious, and you don’t in-
tend to accept the attack without responding.
Which approach(es) would be best for you to
use?

a. Send your instructor an e-mail or write a let-
ter explaining your objections.

b. Telephone your instructor and explain your
position.

¢. Schedule a personal meeting with your in-
structor.
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2. You want to see whether the members of your
extended family are able to view the photos
you’ve posted on your family Web site. How can
you find out how easily they can access the Web
site?

a. Demonstrate the Web site at an upcoming
family get-together.

b. Send them a link to the Web site as part of an
e-mail.

¢. Phone family members and ask them about
their ability to access Web sites.

3. You want to be sure the members of your office
team are able to use the new voice mail system.
Should you

a. Send each employee an instruction manual for
the system?

bh. Ask employees to send you e-mails or
memos with any questions about the system?

c. Conduct one or more training sessions
where employees can try out the system and
you can clear up any questions?

4. You've just been given two free tickets to to-
morrow night’s concert. How can you best find
out whether your friend can go with you?

a. Send her an e-mail and ask for a quick reply.

b. Leave a message on your friend’s answering
machine asking her to phone you back.

¢. Send an instant message via your computer.

3. Increasing Your Communicative Competence

Prove for yourself that communication competence
can be increased by following these steps.

1. Identify a situation in which you are dissatisfied
with your present communication skill.

2. Identify at least three distinct, potentially suc-
cessful approaches you might take in this situa-
tion that are different from the one you have
taken in the past. If you are at a loss for alterna-
tives, consider how other people you have ob-
served (both real and fictional characters) have
handled similar situations.

3. From these three alternatives, choose the one you
think would work best for you.

4. Consider how you could become more skillful
at performing your chosen approach. For exam-
ple, you might rehearse it alone or with friends,
or you might gain pointers from watching others.
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5. Consider how to get feedback on how well you
perform your new approach. For instance, you
might ask friends to watch you. In some cases,
you might even be able to ask the people in-
volved how you did.

This systematic approach to increasing your com-
municative competence isn’t the only way to
change, but it is one way to take the initiative in
communicating more effectively.

FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION

Print Resources

For a more detailed list of readings about communica-
tion fundamentals, see the CD-ROM that came with this
book, and the Understanding Human Communica-
tion Web site at www.oup.com/us/uhc.

Coupland, Nikolas, Howard Giles, and John M.
Wiemann, eds. Miscommunication and Problem-
atic Talk. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1991.

This collection of readings explores the many ways
in which communication can be unsuccessful. Chap-
ters focus on communication problems involving
gender, age, physical disabilities, and culture. Other
selections look at communication problems in dif-
ferent settings, such as medical, legal, and organiza-
tional.

Heath, Robert L., and Jennings Bryant. Human Com-
munication Theory and Research, 2nd ed.
Mawah, NJ: Erlbaum, 2000.

Separate chapters describe the body of research and
theorizing on communication competence and new
communication technologies.

Stiebel, David. When 1alking Makes Things Worse! Re-
solving Problems When Communication Fails.
Kansas City, MO: Andrews and McMeel, 1997.

The author offers many examples from his experi-
ence as advisor to Fortune 500 companies, show-
ing how even clear communication can create prob-
lems instead of solving them. Stiebel goes on to offer
guidelines for deciding when talking will only
make matters worse.

Feature Films

For descriptions of each film below and descriptions of
other movies that illustrate nonverbal communica-
tion, see the CD-ROM that came with this book, and the
Understanding Human Communication Web site at
www.oup.com/us/uhc.

Communication as a Defining Human
Characteristic

The Wild Child (1969).Not rated. French with subtitles.

The story of a boy who grew up alone in the French
woods, as a wild animal might, after being aban-
doned in early childhood.The film’s director, Fran-
cois Truffaut, cast himself as the doctor who works
with the boy to give him a sense of human iden-
tity—a self-concept—and the ability to communi-
cate. Based closely on the true case discussed on
page 10.

The Importance of Communication
Cast Away (2000). Rated PG.

Chuck Noland (Tom Hanks) is a hard-driving execu-
tive who is the only survivor of a plane crash.
Stranded for what may be the rest of his life on an
otherwise uninhabited Pacific island, he creates a
“companion” by drawing a face on a volleyball and
naming him Wilson (based on the name of the sport-
ing goods company that made the volleyball). Even
though Chuck is hungry, thirsty, sunbaked, and in
physical pain, he retains his will to go on because he
keeps talking and “interacting” to meet his commu-
nication needs.

This story illustrates how our physical, identity,
and social needs are met through communication—
and for Chuck, communicating with something
was better than communicating with no one. It
also may have saved his life.


www.oup.com/us/uhc
www.oup.com/us/uhc

Communication as a Transactional Process
Parenthood (1989).Rated PG-13.

This serious, hilarious, poignant, chaotic film looks
into the lives of a four-generation family, the mood of
which is captured perfectly by the grandmother,
who characterizes it as a roller-coaster ride—full of
exhilarating highs and gut-wrenching plunges.

We see how the life of each character is affected
by the actions of the others. By the end of the film
it is clear that each person’s communication is
both the cause and the effect of interactions with
others—that communication is truly something we
do with others, not to them.

Misconceptions About Communication
When a Man Loves a Woman (1994). Rated R.

To outsiders, Alice (Meg Ryan) and Michael Green
(Andy Garcia) seem to have an ideal relationship. But
we soon discover that Alice has hidden her alco-
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holism from everyone, even her husband. Her secret
emerges only after her addiction threatens their
young daughter.

Alice checks into a rehabilitation program
where she learns about the importance of dealing
with issues she has been drowning in alcohol. Alice’s
new understanding and her honest disclosure
threaten her relationship with Michael, who, we
discover, has unintentionally supported Alice’s
habit in order to maintain a facade of normality.

The more Alice and Michael talk, the worse things
get between them. After weeks of expressing hurt
and anger, they decide to separate. By the film’s
end, however, Michael acknowledges that they need
different, not more, communication.



AFTER STUDYING THE MATERIAL IN
THIS CHAPTER . . .

You should understand:

1. How common perceptual tendencies
and situational factors influence per-
ception.

2. The influence of culture on perception
and the self-concept.

3. The importance of empathy in commu-
nication.

4. The communicative influences that
shape the self-concept.

5. How self-fulfilling prophecies influence
behavior.

6. How the process of identity manage-
ment can result in presentation of mul-
tiple selves.

7. The reasons for and the ethical dimen-
sions of identity management.

You should be able to:

1. Identify how the perceptual tendencies
in this chapter have led you to develop
distorted perceptions of yourself and
others.

2. Use perception checking and empathy
to be more accurate in your perceptions
of others’ behavior.

3. ldentify the ways you influence the self-
concepts of others and the ways signif-
icant others influence your self-
concept.

4. ldentify the communication-related
self-fulfilling prophecies that you have
imposed on yourself, that others have
imposed on you, and that you have im-
posed on others.

5. Describe the various identities you at-

tempt to create and the ethical merit of
your identity management strategies.




PercepLion, Che Self,
and Communication

CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS

Our perceptions of others shape the way we
communicate with them. Several factors
influence these perceptions:

m Our success at constructing shared
narratives through communication.

m Our tendency to make several perceptual
errors.

m Factors arising from our own experience
and from our prior relationship with that
person.

m Our cultural background.
Our ability to empathize.

The skill of perception checking can help
clarify mistaken perceptions, leading to a
shared narrative and smoother
communication.

Communication depends on the way we
perceive ourselves, as well as others. You will
appreciate the importance of the self as you
read about

m How communication shapes the self-
concept.

m The way culture shapes our self-
perceptions.

m The role of personality in shaping our
perceptions.

m How self-fulfilling prophecies can lead to
either more-satisfying or less-productive
communication.

As Chapter 1 explained, one reason we
communicate is to persuade others to view
ourselves as we want to be seen. To
understand how this principle of identity
management operates, Chapter 2 explains

m The difference between perceived and
presenting selves.

= How we communicate to manage our
identities, both via face-to-face and
mediated channels.

= Reasons why we communicate to manage

our identities.

ML H3LdUH]
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CULTURAL [DIOM

botched: destroyed, ruined

long-winded: speaking for a

long time
jibe: agree

m Two classmates, one black and the other white, are discussing their latest
reading assignment in an American history class.“Malcolm X was quite a guy,’
the white student says sincerely to the black one.“You must be very proud of
him.”The black student is offended at what sounds like a condescending
remark.

m A student is practicing his first speech for a public address class with several
friends.“This is a stupid topic,” he laments.The others assure him that the topic
is interesting and that the speech sounds good. Later in class he becomes flus-
tered because he believes that his speech is awful. As a result of his unenthu-
siastic delivery, the student receives a low grade on the assignment.

m In biology class, a shy but earnest student mistakenly uses the term orgasm
instead of organism when answering the professor’s question.The entire class
breaks into raucous laughter.The student remains quiet for the remainder of
the semester.

m Despite her nervousness, a graduating student does her best to look and sound
confident in a job interview. Although she leaves the session convinced she
botched a big chance, a few days later she is surprised to receive a job offer.

Stories like these probably sound familiar.Yet behind this familiarity lie prin-
ciples that affect our communication more than almost any others discussed in
this book.

m Two or more people often perceive the world in radically different ways, which
presents major challenges for successful communicating.

m The beliefs each of us holds about ourselves—our self-concept—have a pow-
erful effect on our own communication behavior.

m The messages we send can shape others’ self-concepts and thus influence their
communication.

m The image we present to the world varies from one situation to another.

These simple truths play a role in virtually all the important messages we
send and receive.The goal of this chapter is to demonstrate the significance of
these truths by describing the nature of perception and showing how it influ-
ences the way we view ourselves and how we relate to others.

PERCEIVING OTHERS

Suppose you woke up tomorrow in another person’s body.Imagine how different
the world would seem if you were fifteen years older or younger,a member of the
opposite sex or a different ethnic group, far more or less intelligent, vastly more
attractive or ugly, more wealthy or poverty-stricken. It doesn’t take much imagi-
nation to understand that the world feels like a different place to each of us, de-
pending on our physical condition as well as our social and personal backgrounds.

Narratives and Perception

We all have our own story of the world, and often our story is quite different from
those of others. A family member or roommate might think your sense of hu-
mor is inappropriate, whereas you think you’re quite clever.You might blame an
unsatisfying class on the professor, who you think is a long-winded bore. On the
other hand, the professor might characterize the students as superficial and lazy
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“I know what you're thinking, but let me offer a competing narrative.”

Source: ©The New Yorker Collection 2004 Harry Bliss from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

and blame the class environment on them. (Chapter 3 will talk about the sort of
name-calling embedded in the previous sentences.)

Social scientists call the personal stories that we and others create to make
sense of our personal world narratives.' In a few pages we will look at how a
tool called “perception checking” can help bridge the gap between different
narratives. For now, though, the important point is that differing narratives can
lead to problematic communication.

After they take hold, narratives offer a framework for explaining behavior
and shaping future communication. One study of sense making in organizations
illustrates how the process operates on the job.? Researchers located employ-
ees who had participated in office discussions about cases where a fellow worker
had received “differential treatment” from management about matters such as time
off, pay, or work assignments.The researchers then analyzed the conversations that
employees held with fellow workers about the differential treatment.The analy-
sis revealed that these conversations were the occasion in which workers created
and reinforced the meaning of the employee’s behavior and management’s re-
sponse. For example, consider the way workers made sense of Jane Doe’s habit of
taking late lunches.As Jane’s coworkers discuss her behaviors, they might de-
cide that her late lunches aren’t fair—or they might agree that late lunches
aren’t a big deal. Either way, the coworker’s narrative of office events defines those
events. Once they are defined, coworkers tend to seek reinforcement for their
perceptions by keeping a mental scorecard rating their fellow employees
and management. (“Did you notice that Bob came in late again today?”“Did you
notice that the boss chose Jane to go on that trip to New York?”) Although most
of us like to think we make judgments about others on our own, this research sug-
gests that sense making is an interactive process. In other words, reality in the
workplace and elsewhere isn’t “out there”; rather, we create it with others through
communication.

35
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CULTURAL [DIOM

yardsticks: standards of
comparison

botch: destroy, ruin
lashes out: attacks with words

blow off steam: release excess
energy or anger

Research on long-term happy marriages demonstrates that shared narratives
don’t have to be accurate to be powerful.> Couples who report being happily
married after fifty or more years seem to collude in a relational narrative that does-
n’t always jibe with the facts.They agree that they rarely have conflict, although
objective analysis reveals that they have had their share of disagreements and chal-
lenges. Without overtly agreeing to do so, they choose to blame outside forces
or unusual circumstances for problems instead of attributing responsibility to one
another.They offer the most charitable interpretations of one another’s behav-
ior, believing that their spouse acts with good intentions when things don’t go
well. They seem willing to forgive, or even forget, transgressions. Examining this
research, one scholar concludes:

Should we conclude that happy couples have a poor grip on reality? Perhaps they do,
but is the reality of one’s marriage better known by outside onlookers than by the
players themselves? The conclusion is evident. One key to a long happy marriage is to
tell yourself and others that you have one and then to behave as though you do!*

Common Perceptual Tendencies

Shared narratives may be desirable, but they can be hard to achieve. Some of the
biggest problems that interfere with understanding and agreement arise from
errors in what psychologists call attribution—the process of attaching meaning
to behavior. We attribute meaning to both our own actions and to the actions of
others, but we often use different yardsticks. Research has uncovered several per-
ceptual errors that can lead to inaccurate attributions—and to troublesome
communication.” By becoming aware of these errors, we can guard against
them and avoid unnecessary conflicts.

WE OFTEN JUDGE OURSELVES MORE CHARITABLY THAN WE JUDGE OTHERS In
an attempt to convince ourselves and others that the positive face we show to the
world is true, we tend to judge ourselves in the most generous terms possible. So-
cial scientists have labeled this tendency the self-serving bias.® When others suf-
fer, we often blame the problem on their personal qualities. On the other hand,
when we suffer, we find explanations outside ourselves. Consider a few examples:

m When they botch a job, we might think they weren’t listening well or trying
hard enough; when we botch a job, the problem was unclear directions or
not enough time.

® When he lashes out angrily, we say he’s being moody or too sensitive; when we
blow off steam, it’s because of the pressure we’ve been under.

B When she gets caught speeding, we say she should have been more careful;
when we get caught, we deny we were driving too fast or say,“Everybody
does it”

The egocentric tendency to rate ourselves more favorably than others see
us has been demonstrated experimentally.” In one study, members of a random
sample of men were asked to rank themselves on their ability to get along with
others.? Defying mathematical laws, all subjects—every last one—put themselves
in the top half of the population. Sixty percent rated themselves in the top 10
percent of the population, and an amazing 25 percent believed they were in
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the top 1 percent. In the same study, 70 percent of the men ranked their lead-
ership in the top 25 percent of the population, whereas only 2 percent
thought they were below average. Sixty percent said they were in the top 25 per-
cent in athletic abilities, whereas only 6 percent viewed themselves as below
average.

Evidence like this suggests how uncharitable attitudes toward others can affect
communication.Your harsh opinions of others can lead to judgmental mes-
sages, and self-serving defenses of your own actions can result in a defensive re-
sponse when others question your behavior.

WE ARE INFLUENCED BY WHAT IS MOST OBVIOUS Every time we encounter
another person, we are bombarded with more information than we can possi-
bly manage.You can appreciate this by spending two or three minutes just re-
porting on what you can observe about another person through your five senses.
(“Now I see you blinking your eyes . . . Now I notice you smiling . . . Now I hear
you laugh and then sigh . . . Now I notice you’re wearing a red shirt . . ”) You will
find that the list seems almost endless and that every time you seem to near the
end, a new observation presents itself.

Faced with this tidal wave of sense data, we need to whittle down the
amount of information we will use to make sense of others.There are three fac-
tors that cause us to notice some messages and ignore others. For example, we
pay attention to stimuli that are infense (loud music, brightly dressed people), rep-
etitious (dripping faucets, persistent people), or contrastive (a normally happy
person who acts grumpy or vice versa). Motives also determine what information
we select from our environment. If you’re anxious about being late for a date,
you’ll notice whatever clocks may be around you; if you’re hungry, you’ll be-
come aware of any restaurants, markets, and billboards advertising food in your
path. Motives also determine how we perceive people. For example, someone
on the lookout for a romantic adventure will be especially aware of attractive
potential partners, whereas the same person at a different time might be oblivi-
ous to anyone but police or medical personnel in an emergency.

If intense, repetitious, or contrastive information were the most important
thing to know about others, there would be no problem. But the most notice-
able behavior of others isn’t always the most important. For example:

® When two children (or adults, for that matter) fight, it may be a mistake to
blame the one who lashes out first. Perhaps the other one was at least equally
responsible, by teasing or refusing to cooperate.

B You might complain about an acquaintance whose malicious gossiping or ar-
guing has become a bother, forgetting that, by previously tolerating that kind of
behavior, you have been at least partially responsible.

® You might blame an unhappy working situation on the boss, overlooking other
factors beyond her control such as a change in the economy, the policy of
higher management, or demands of customers or other workers.

WE CLING TO FIRST IMPRESSIONS, EVEN IF WRONG Labeling people accord-
ing to our first impressions is an inevitable part of the perception process.These
labels are a way of making interpretations.“She seems cheerful”“He seems sin-
cere.”“They sound awfully conceited.”

37



38  PART ONE ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

CULTURAL [DIOM

off-base: a mistake
a front: a pretense

If they’re accurate, impressions like these can be useful ways of deciding
how to respond best to people in the future. Problems arise, however, when the
labels we attach are inaccurate, because after we form an opinion of someone, we
tend to hang on to it and make any conflicting information fit our image.

Suppose, for instance, you mention the name of your new neighbor to a friend.
“Oh, I know him,”your friend replies.“He seems nice at first, but it’s all an act.” Per-
haps this appraisal is off-base.The neighbor may have changed since your friend
knew him, or perhaps your friend’s judgment is simply unfair. Whether the judg-
ment is accurate or not, after you accept your friend’s evaluation, it will proba-
bly influence the way you respond to the neighbor. You'll look for examples of the
insincerity you’ve heard about—and you’ll probably find them. Even if the
neighbor were a saint, you would be likely to interpret his behavior in ways that
fit your expectations.“Sure he seems nice,” you might think, “but it’s probably
just a front.” Of course, this sort of suspicion can create a self-fulfilling prophecy,
transforming a genuinely nice person into someone who truly becomes an un-
desirable neighbor as he reacts to your suspicious behavior.

Given the almost unavoidable tendency to form first impressions, the best ad-
vice we can offer is to keep an open mind and be willing to change your opin-
ion as events prove that the first impressions were mistaken.

WE TEND TO ASSUME THAT OTHERS ARE SIMILAR TO US People commonly
imagine that others possess the same attitudes and motives that they do. For ex-
ample, research shows that people with low self-esteem imagine that others view
them unfavorably, whereas people who like themselves imagine that others like
them, too.’ The frequently mistaken assumption that others’ views are similar to
our own applies in a wide range of situations. For example:

® You've heard a raunchy joke that you found funny. You might assume that it
won’t offend a somewhat conservative friend. It does.
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B You've been bothered by an instructor’s tendency to get off the subject during
lectures. If you were a professor, you’d want to know if anything you were do-
ing was creating problems for your students, so you decide that your instructor
will probably be grateful for some constructive criticism. Unfortunately,
youre wrong.

® You lost your temper with a friend a week ago and said some things you regret.
In fact, if someone said those things to you, you would consider the relation-
ship finished. Imagining that your friend feels the same way, you avoid mak-
ing contact.In fact, your friend feels that he was partly responsible and has
avoided you because he thinks you're the one who wants to end things.

Examples like these show that others don’t always think or feel the way we do
and that assuming that similarities exist can lead to problems. For example, one
study revealed that men evaluate women who initiate first dates as being more in-
terested in sex than do the women who initiated the dates.'

How can you find out the other person’s real position? Sometimes by asking di-
rectly, sometimes by checking with others, and sometimes by making an educated
guess after you've thought the matter out. All these alternatives are better than
simply assuming that everyone would react the way you do.

WE TEND TO FAVOR NEGATIVE IMPRESSIONS OVER POSITIVE ONES What do
you think about Harvey? He’s handsome, hardworking, intelligent, and honest. He’s
also very conceited.

Did the last quality mentioned make a difference in your evaluation? If it did,
you're not alone. Research shows that when people are aware of both the positive
and negative traits of another, they tend to be more influenced by the negative
traits. In one study, for example, researchers found that job interviewers were
likely to reject candidates who revealed negative information even when the to-
tal amount of information was highly positive."'

Sometimes this attitude makes sense. If the negative quality clearly outweighs
any positive ones, you'd be foolish to ignore it. A surgeon with shaky hands and a
teacher who hates children, for example, would be unsuitable for their jobs
whatever their other virtues. But much of the time it’s a bad idea to pay exces-
sive attention to negative qualities and overlook positive ones. This is the mistake
some people make when screening potential friends or dates. They find some who
are too outgoing or too reserved, others who aren’t intelligent enough,and still oth-
ers who have the wrong sense of humor. Of course, it’s important to find people
you truly enjoy, but expecting perfection can lead to much unnecessary loneliness.

Don’t misunderstand:We don’t always commit the kind of perceptual errors
described in this section. Sometimes, for instance, people are responsible for their
misfortunes, and sometimes our problems are not our fault. Likewise, the most ob-
vious interpretation of a situation may be the correct one. Nonetheless, a large
amount of research has proved again and again that our perceptions of others are
often distorted in the ways listed here. The moral, then, is clear: Don’t assume that
your first judgment of a person is accurate.

Situational Factors Influencing Perception

Along with the attribution errors described in the preceding pages, we consider
a whole range of additional factors when trying to make sense of others’ behavior.

CULTURAL IDIOM

putting others down: degrading
others

R e R e e e ey
| have heard students say things like,
“It was John’s fault, his speech was
so confusing nobody could have un-
derstood it.” Then, two minutes later,
the same student remarked, “It
wasn’t my fault, what | said could not
have been clearer. John must be stu-
pid.” Poor John! He was blamed when
he was the sender and when he was
the receiver. John’s problem was that
he was the other person, and that’s
who is always at fault.

Stephen W. King
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CRITICAL THINHING PROBE

PERCEIVING OTHERS
AND YOURSELF

CULTURAL [DIOM

been gouged by: was charged
an excessive amount

1. You can gain appreciation for the way perceptual errors operate by making two attribu-
tions for each situation that follows: Develop your first explanation for the behavior as if
you were the person involved. Your second explanation for the behavior should be de-
veloped as if someone you dislike were the person described.

m Dozing off in class

m Getting angry at a customer on the job

m Dressing sloppily in public

m Being insensitive to a friend’s distress

m Laughing at an inappropriate or offensive joke

2. If your explanations for these behaviors differ, ask yourself why. Are the differing attri-
butions justifiable, or do they support the tendency to make the perceptual errors listed
on pages 36-39?

3. How do these perceptual errors operate in making judgments about others’ behavior,
especially when those others come from different social groups?

Relational Satisfaction The behavior that seems positive when you are in a
satisfying relationship might seem completely different when the relationship
isn’t going well. For example, you might regard the quirks of a housemate with
amusement when things are going smoothly, but find them very annoying when
you are unhappy with his other behavior. (In this sense, our willingness to toler-
ate the potentially bothersome behavior of people we like is rather like the amuse-
ment we get when a beloved cat climbs the Christmas tree or the dog sneaks a
hamburger when nobody is looking.)

Degree of Involvement with the Other Person We sometimes view people with
whom we have or seek a relationship more favorably than those whom we ob-
serve from a detached perspective.'? One study revealed how this principle op-
erates in everyday life. A group of male subjects was asked to critique presenta-
tions by women who allegedly owned restaurants. Half of these presentations
were designed to be competent and half incompetent. The men who were told
they would be having a casual date with the female speakers judged their
presentations—whether competent or not—more highly than did those who
didn’t expect any involvement with the speakers."

Past Experience What meaning have similar events held? If, for example,
you’ve been gouged by landlords in the past, you might be skeptical about an
apartment manager’s assurances that careful housekeeping will assure the refund
of your cleaning deposit.

Expectations Anticipation shapes interpretations. If you imagine that your
boss is unhappy with your work, you'll probably feel threatened by a request to
“see me in my office first thing Monday morning.” On the other hand, if you imag-
ine that your work will be rewarded, your weekend will probably be pleasant.

Social Roles A number of social relationships can influence the way we perceive
others. For example, one recent study of communication in the workplace re-
vealed that observers—both men and women—interpret facial expressions dif-
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ferently depending on their status relative to the other person.'* Subjects were
shown a photo of someone and asked to judge how that person was feeling. When
the person pictured was a manager, subjects saw less fear than when they were
told that the person pictured was an employee. Gender also makes a difference in
how we perceive others: Seeing a woman and a man pose an anger display of
the same intensity, subjects saw more anger and less fear in a man’s expression
than in a woman'’s, probably because gender stereotypes of emotion guided
their interpretations.

Knowledge If you know that a friend has just been jilted by a lover or been fired
from a job, you’ll interpret his aloof behavior differently than you would if you
were unaware of what had happened. If you work in an environment where so-
cializing is common and colleagues have friendly relationships, you may be less
likely to perceive a fellow worker’s remark as sexual harassment than you
would if you were in an unfamiliar environment.'

Self-Concept When you're feeling insecure, the world is a very different place
from the world you experience when you’re confident. For example, the recipi-
ent’s self-concept has proved to be the single greatest factor in determining
whether people who are on the receiving end of being teased interpret the
teaser’s motives as being friendly or hostile and whether they respond with
comfort or defensiveness.'® The same goes for happiness and sadness or any other
opposing emotions. The way we feel about ourselves strongly influences how we
interpret others’ behavior.

Perception and Culture

Perceptual differences make communication challenging enough between
members of the same culture. But when communicators come from different cul-
tures, the potential for misunderstandings is even greater. Culture provides a

5]




42  PART ONE ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

”} UNDERSTANDING DIVERSITY

NON-WESTERN VIEWS OF WESTERN MEDICAL CARE

Author Anne Fadiman explains why Hmong polite and never needed to ask questions; doctors asked

emigrants from the mountains of Laos preferred about their sexual and excretory habits. Txiv neebs could
their traditional shamanistic healers, called txiv neebs, to render an immediate diagnosis; doctors often demanded
American doctors.”” After the Hmong’s objections are made samples of blood (or even urine or feces, which they liked to
explicit, it becomes clear why Western medicine can feel keep in little bottles), took X rays, and waited for days for the
threatening and intrusive to patients who are already results to come back from the laboratory—and then, after all

uncomfortable in a strange new environment.,

that, sometimes they were unable to identify the cause of the
problem. Txiv neebs never undressed their patients; doctors

A ixiv neeb might spend as much as eight hours in a sick asked patients to take off all their clothes, and sometimes
person’s home; doctors forced their patients, no matter how dared to put their fingers inside women’s vaginas. Txiv neebs
weak they were, to come to the hospital, and then might knew that to treat the body without treating the soul was an

spend only twenty minutes at their bedsides. Txiv neebs were act of patent folly; doctors never even mentioned the soul.

CULTURAL [DIOM

jilted: rejected

perceptual filter that influences the way we interpret even the simplest events.
This fact was demonstrated in studies exploring the domination of vision in one
eye over the other.'® Researchers used a binocular-like device that projects dif-
ferent images to each eye.The subjects were twelve Americans and twelve Mexi-
cans. Each was presented with ten pairs of photographs, each pair containing one
picture from U.S. culture (e.g.,a baseball game) and one from Mexican culture
(e.g.,a bullfight). After viewing each pair of images, the subjects reported what
they saw.The results clearly indicated the power of culture to influence percep-
tions: Subjects had a strong tendency to see the image from their own back-
ground.

The same principle causes people from different cultures to interpret similar
events in different ways. Blinking while another person talks may be hardly no-
ticeable to North Americans, but the same behavior is considered impolite in
Taiwan. A “V” sign made with two fingers means “victory” in most of the Western
world—as long as the palm is facing out. But in some European countries the
same sign with the palm facing in roughly means “shove it.” The beckoning fin-
ger motion that is familiar to Americans is an insulting gesture in most Middle and
Far Eastern countries.

Even beliefs about the very value of talk differ from one culture to another.”
North American culture views talk as desirable and uses it to achieve social pur-
poses as well as to perform tasks. Silence in conversational situations has a nega-
tive value in this culture. It is likely to be interpreted as lack of interest, unwill-
ingness to communicate, hostility, anxiety, shyness, or a sign of interpersonal
incompuatibility. Westerners are uncomfortable with silence, which they find em-
barrassing and awkward. Furthermore, the kind of talk that Westerners admire
is characterized by straightforwardness and honesty. Being indirect or vague—
"beating around the bush,” it might be labeled—has a negative connotation.

On the other hand, most Asian cultures discourage the expression of
thoughts and feelings. Silence is valued, as Taoist sayings indicate:“In much talk
there is great weariness,” or “One who speaks does not know; one who knows
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does not speak.” Unlike Westerners, who are uncomfortable with silence, Japan-
ese and Chinese believe that remaining quiet is the proper state when there is
nothing to be said.To Easterners, a talkative person is often considered a show-off
or insincere. And when an Asian does speak up on social matters, the message is
likely to be phrased indirectly to “save face” for the recipient.

It is easy to see how these different views of speech and silence can lead to
communication problems when people from different cultures meet. Both the
talkative Westerner and the silent Easterner are behaving in ways they believe are
proper, yet each views the other with disapproval and mistrust. Only when they
recognize the different standards of behavior can they adapt to one another, or
at least understand and respect their differences.

Perceptual differences are just as important right at home when members of
different cocultures interact. Failure to recognize cocultural differences can lead
to unfortunate and unnecessary misunderstandings. For example, an unin-
formed white teacher or police officer might interpret the downcast eyes of a
Latino female as a sign of avoidance, or even dishonesty, when in fact this is the
proper behavior in her culture for a female being addressed by an older man.To
make direct eye contact in such a case would be considered undue brashness
or even a sexual come-on.

Eye contact also differs in traditional black and white cultures.Whereas whites
tend to look away from a conversational partner while speaking and at the part-
ner while listening, blacks do just the opposite, looking at their partner more
when talking and less when listening.>° This difference can cause communication
problems without either person’s realizing the cause. For instance, whites are
likely to use eye contact as a measure of how closely the other person is listening:
The more others make eye contact, the more they seem to be paying attention.
A white speaker, therefore, might interpret a black partner’s lack of eye contact as
a sign of inattention or rudeness when quite the opposite could be true.

Cross-cultural differences can be quite subtle. For example, when meeting with
academic counselors, Latinos preferred to be respected as members of their
own culture as well as individuals. On the other hand, blacks preferred to be ac-
knowledged as individuals rather than being identified as members of an ethnic
group.”!

Along with ethnicity, geography also can influence perception. A fascinating se-
ries of studies revealed that climate and geographic latitude were remarkably ac-
curate predictors of communication predispositions.? People living in southern
latitudes of the United States are more socially isolated, less tolerant of ambigu-
ity, higher in self-esteem, more likely to touch others, and more likely to verbal-
ize their thoughts and feelings.This sort of finding helps explain why communi-
cators who travel from one part of a country to another find that their old patterns
of communicating don’t work as well in their new location. A southerner
whose relatively talkative, high-touch style seemed completely normal at home
might be viewed as pushy and aggressive in a new northern home.

Empathy and Perception

By now it is clear that differing perceptions present a major challenge to com-
municators. One solution is to increase the ability to empathize. Empathy is
the ability to re-create another person’s perspective, to experience the world from
the other’s point of view.

CULTURAL IDIOM

“save face”: protect one’s
dignity
come-on: sexual advance

e |
When | meet someone from another
culture, | behave in the way that is
natural to me, while the other be-
haves in the way that is natural to him
or her. The only problem is that our
“natural” ways do not coincide.

Raymonde Carroll
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TODAY’S LESSON: EMPATHY

Time and time again, it was the bathroom stalls that
got to Laura Manis and Kevin McCarthy.

“It’s doable, but it’s tight,” said Manis, as she maneuvered
a three-point turn into one stall.

“I should have come in forward,” she observed after
spending several minutes backing into another.

“I'm glad | didn’t really have to go to the bathroom,” said
McCarthy after emerging from a third.

The pair, both second-year students in the University of
Cincinnati’s physical therapy assisting program, visited four
suburban restaurants Thursday in an exercise that was part
lesson in empathy and part consumer survey. Though neither
has any physical disability, they and their classmates spent
the day in wheelchairs to see how accessible 44 area
restaurants were. Working off a checklist, 11 pairs of students
tested the ramps, entrances, tables, salad bar and bathrooms
of establishments.

“Students come away with the impression that there are a
lot of barriers and obstacles for (disabled) people if they want

an eye-opener, too, as far as an energy expenditure. By the
time they get into a restaurant, through the door and up to a
table, some of them are too tired to eat.”

Recent legislation such as the 1990 Americans with
Disabilities Act has made it illegal for businesses to discrim-
inate on the basis of physical handicaps, and most buildings
are now required to have wheelchair access and other
provisions for the disabled. But Thursday, the students found
that legal doesn’t always mean easy—or safe. Take, for
instance, the wheelchair ramp into the front door of Wendy’s
fast-food restaurant near Tri-County Mall. It slopes out of a
pair of wide doors—and into the restaurant’s drive-through
lane.

McCarthy and Manis found the excursion a reinforcement
of lessons learned in the classroom. “This (exercise) allows us
the opportunity to experience the reality of life of someone
who’s disabled, as opposed to just learning about it in a
textbook,” said Manis.

Julie Irwin

to lead a normal life,” said Tina Whalen, the instructor who
organized a similar exercise two years ago. “I think it’s really

1

¥

DIMENSIONS OF EMPATHY  As we’ll use the term here, empatby has three di-
mensions.”> On one level, empathy involves perspective taking—the ability to
take on the viewpoint of another person.This understanding requires a suspen-
sion of judgment, so that for the moment you set aside your own opinions and
take on those of the other person. Besides cognitive understanding, empathy also
has an emotional dimension that allows us to experience the feelings that others
have.We know their fear, joy, sadness, and so on.When we combine the perspec-
tive-taking and emotional dimensions, we see that empathizing allows us to ex-
perience the other’s perception—in effect, to become that person temporarily.
A third dimension of empathy is a genuine concern for the welfare of the other
person.When we empathize we go beyond just thinking and feeling as others
do and genuinely care about their well-being.

It is easy to confuse empathy with sympathy, but the concepts are different
in two important ways. First, sympathy means you feel compassion for another
person’s predicament, whereas empathy means you have a personal sense of what
that predicament is like. Consider the difference between sympathizing with an
unwed mother or a homeless person and empathizing with them—imagining
what it would be like to be in their position. Despite your concern, sympathy lacks
the degree of identification that empathy entails. When you sympathize, it is the
other’s confusion, joy, or pain.When you empathize, the experience becomes your
own, at least for the moment. Both perspectives are important ones, but empa-
thy is clearly the more complete of the two.
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Empathy is different from sympathy in a second
way.We only sympathize when we accept the reasons
for another’s pain as valid, whereas it’s possible to em-
pathize without feeling sympathy.You can empathize
with a difficult relative, a rude stranger, or even a
criminal without feeling much sympathy for that per-
son. Empathizing allows you to understand another
person’s motives without requiring you to agree with
them.After empathizing, you will almost certainly un- ~
derstand a person better, but sympathy won’t al- =28
ways follow.

The ability to empathize seems to exist in a rudi-
mentary form in even the youngest children.?* Virtu-
ally from birth, infants become visibly upset when "How would you feel if the mouse did that to you?"
they hear another infant crying, and children who are Source: ©The New Yorker Collection 1997 William Steig from cartoonbank.com. All

Rights Reserved.
a few months old cry when they observe another
child crying.Young children have trouble distin-
guishing others’ distress from their own. If, for example, one child hurts his finger,
another child might put her own finger in her mouth as if she was feeling pain.
Researchers report cases in which children who see their parents crying wipe
their own eyes, even though they are not crying.

Although infants and toddlers may have a basic capacity to empathize, stud-
ies with twins suggest that the degree to which we are born with the ability to ll
sense how others are feeling varies according to genetic factors. Although some
people may have an inborn edge, environmental experiences are the key to de-
veloping the ability to understand others. Specifically, the way in which parents
communicate with their children seems to affect their ability to understand oth-
ers’ emotional states. When parents point out to children the distress that others
feel from their misbehavior (“Look how sad Jessica is because you took her toy.
Wouldn’t you be sad if someone took away your toys?”), those children gain a
greater appreciation that their acts have emotional consequences than they do
when parents simply label behavior as inappropriate (“That was a mean thing
to do!”).

There is no consistent evidence that suggests that the ability to empathize is
greater for one sex or the other.”> Some people, however, seem to have a heredi-
tary capacity for greater empathizing than do others.? Studies of identical and fra-
ternal twins indicate that identical female twins are more similar to one another
in their ability to empathize than are fraternal twins. Interestingly, there seems
to be no difference between males. Although empathy may have a biological ba-
sis, environment can still play an important role. For example, parents who are
sensitive to their children’s feelings tend to have children who reach out to
others.””

Total empathy is impossible to achieve. Completely understanding another per-
son’s point of view is simply too difficult a task for humans with different back-
grounds and limited communication skills. Nonetheless, it is possible to get a
strong sense of what the world looks like through another person’s eyes.

The value of empathy is demonstrated by the results of a simple experiment.?

In a study, college students were asked to list their impressions of people either
shown in a videotaped discussion or described in a short story. Half the stu-
dents were instructed to empathize with the person shown as much as possi-
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ble,and the other half were not given any instructions about empathizing.The re-
sults were impressive: The students who did not practice empathy were prone to
explain the person’s behavior in terms of personality characteristics. For example,
they might have explained a cruel statement by saying that the speaker was mean,
or they might have attributed a divorce to the partners’lack of understanding.The
empathetic students, on the other hand, were more aware of possible elements in
the situation that might have contributed to the reaction. For instance, they might
have explained a person’s unkind behavior in terms of job pressures or per-
sonal difficulties. In other words, practicing empathy seems to make people more
tolerant.

A willingness to empathize can make a difference in everyday disputes. For ex-
ample, communication researchers have spelled out how understanding oppos-
ing views can increase understanding and constructive problem solving in con-
flicts between environmentalists who want to preserve native species and
landowners who want to earn a profit. After the parties begin to see one another’s
point of view, they can discover ways of protecting native species and allow
landowners to carry on their enterprises.*

You might argue here,“Why should I be more tolerant? Maybe the other per-
son’s position or behavior isn’t justified.” Perhaps so, but research clearly shows
that we are much more charitable when finding explanations for our own be-
havior.** When explaining our own actions, we are quick to suggest situational
causes: “I was tired,”“She started it,”“The instructions weren’t clear.” In other
words, we often excuse ourselves by saying,“It wasn’t my fault!”As we’ve al-
ready said, we’re less forgiving when we judge others. Perhaps becoming more
empathetic can help even the score a bit, enabling us to treat others at least as
kindly as we treat ourselves.

PERCEPTION CHECKING Good intentions and a strong effort to empathize are
one way to understand others. Along with a positive attitude, however, there is a
simple tool that can help you interpret the behavior of others more accurately. To
see how this tool operates, consider how often others jump to mistaken conclu-
sions about your thoughts, feelings, and motives:

“Why are you mad at me?” (Who said you were?)
“What’s the matter with you?” (Who said anything was the matter?)
“Come on now. Tell the truth.” (Who said you were lying?)

As you'll learn in Chapter 7, even if your interpretation is correct,a dogmatic,
mind-reading statement is likely to generate defensiveness.The skill of percep-
tion checking provides a better way to handle your interpretations. A com-
plete perception check has three parts:

m A description of the behavior you noticed
m At least two possible interpretations of the behavior
m A request for clarification about how to interpret the behavior.

Perception checks for the preceding three examples would look like this:

“When you stomped out of the room and slammed the door /bebavior], I wasn’t sure
whether you were mad at me [first interpretation] or just in a hurry /[second inter-
pretation]. How did you feel [request for clarification]?”

“You haven’t laughed much in the last couple of days /bebavior]. I wonder whether
something’s bothering you [first interpretation] or whether you're just feeling quiet
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[second interpretation]. What’s up [request for clarification]?”

“You said you really liked the job I did /bebavior], but there was something about
your voice that made me think you may not like it /first interpretation]. Maybe it’s
just my imagination, though /second interpretation]. How do you really feel [request
Jfor clarification]?”

Perception checking is a tool for helping us understand others accurately in-
stead of assuming that our first interpretation is correct. Because its goal is mutual
understanding, perception checking is a cooperative approach to communication.
Besides leading to more accurate perceptions, it minimizes defensiveness by
preserving the other person’s face. Instead of saying in effect “I know what you'’re
thinking . . ”a perception check takes the more respectful approach that states or
implies “I know I'm not qualified to judge you without some help.”

Sometimes a perception check won’t need all of the parts listed earlier to be
effective:

CULTURAL IDIOM

“You haven’t dropped by lately. Is anything the matter /single interpretation com-

bined with request for clarification]?” preserving the other person’s
face: protecting the other’s
“I can’t tell whether you're kidding me about being cheap or if you're serious /bebauv- dignity

ior combined with interpretations]. Are you mad at me?”
dropped by: made an unplanned
“Are you sure you don’t mind driving? I can use a ride if it’s no trouble, but I don’t visit

want to take you out of your way /no need to describe bebavior].”
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e ]
Retrospectively, one can ask “Who am
1?” But in practice, the answer has
come before the question.

J. M. Yinger

Of course, a perception check can succeed only if your nonverbal behavior re-
flects the open-mindedness of your words.An accusing tone of voice or a hos-
tile glare will contradict the sincerely worded request for clarification, suggesting
that you have already made up your mind about the other person’s intentions.

PERCEIVING THE SELF

It should be clear by now that our perceptions of others are subjective and that it
takes a real effort to bridge the gap between our ideas about others and the way
they view themselves. Now we will turn our examination inward, exploring the
way we perceive ourselves and discussing how our self-perceptions affect our
communication.

Self-Concept Defined

The self-concept is a set of relatively stable perceptions that each of us holds
about ourselves.The self-concept includes our conception about what is unique
about us and what makes us both similar to, and different from, others.To put it
differently, the self-concept is rather like a mental mirror that reflects how we
view ourselves: not only physical features, but also emotional states, talents, likes
and dislikes, values, and roles.

We will have more to say about the nature of the self-concept shortly, but
first you will find it valuable to gain a personal understanding of how this theo-
retical construct applies to you.You can do so by answering a simple question:
“Who are you?”

How do you define yourself? As a student? A man or woman? By your age? Your
religion? Occupation?

There are many ways of identifying yourself. Take a few more minutes and
list as many ways as you can to identify who you are.You'll need this list later in
this chapter, so be sure to complete it now. Try to include all the characteristics
that describe you:

Your moods or feelings

Your appearance and physical condition
Your social traits

Talents you possess or lack

Your intellectual capacity

Your strong beliefs

Your social roles

Even a list of twenty or thirty terms would be only a partial description.To
make this written self-portrait complete, your list would have to be hundreds—or
even thousands—of words long.

Of course, not all items on such a list would be equally important. For example,
the most significant part of one person’s self-concept might consist of social roles,
whereas for another it might consist of physical appearance, health, friendships,
accomplishments, or skills.

An important element of the self-concept is self-esteem: our evaluations of
self-worth. One person’s self-concept might include being religious, tall, or ath-
letic. That person’s self-esteem would be shaped by how he or she felt about these



CHAPTER 2 PERCEPTION, THE SELF, AND COMMUNICATION ~ 49

qualities:“I’'m glad that T am athletic,” or “I am embarrassed about being so tall,” for
example.

Self-esteem has a powerful effect on the way we communicate.?' People with
high self-esteem are more willing to communicate than people with low self-
esteem.They are more likely to think highly of others and expect to be ac-
cepted by others.They aren’t afraid of others’ reactions and perform well when
others are watching them.They work harder for people who demand high stan-
dards of performance, and they are comfortable with others whom they view as
superior in some way.When confronted with critical comments, they are com-
fortable defending themselves. By contrast, people with low self-esteem are likely
to be critical of others and expect rejection from them.They are also critical of
their own performances.They are sensitive to possible disapproval of others
and perform poorly when being watched.They work harder for undemanding,
less critical people. They feel threatened by people they view as superior in some
way and have difficulty defending themselves against others’ negative comments.

Communication and Development of the Self

So far we’ve talked about what the self-concept is; but at this point you may be
asking what it has to do with the study of human communication.We can begin
to answer this question by looking at how you came to possess your own
self-concept.

Our identity comes almost exclusively from communication with others. As
psychologists Arthur Combs and Donald Snygg put it:

The self is essentially a social product arising out of experience with people. . .. We
learn the most significant and fundamental facts about ourselves from . . . “reflected
appraisals,” inferences about ourselves made as a consequence of the ways we per-
ceive others behaving toward us.*

The term reflected appraisal, coined by Harry Stack Sullivan,® is a good one,
because it metaphorically describes the fact that we develop an image of our-

R e R e e e ey
We are not only our brother’s keeper;
in countless large and small ways, we
are our brother’s maker.

Bonaro Overstreet
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WAIT, YOU’RE NOT CHINESE? NAMING AND PERCEPTION

Recently | married and took my husband’s name:

Chang. | am white and | am Jewish and now | am
Chinese—at least on paper. | grew up on 1970’s feminism; |
went to law school, became a professional, and always
imagined | would keep my birth name to celebrate my
selfhood. Yet when | married a Chinese man, | realized that |
could support our marriage best by changing my name to his.

Hyphenation was an option, but hyphenated names often
create a cumbersome jingle. In my case, Berk-Chang. It
sounded like a stomach ailment (“I've been in the bathroom
all night with the Berk-Changs”). | thought of keeping my birth
name but did not want the burden of repeatedly explaining,
“My husband is Chinese, you know.”

People sometimes take offense when they discover that |
am not Chinese, as if | were engaged in a form of false
advertising. Friends recalled the “Seinfeld” episode in which
Jerry speaks to a woman named Donna Chang after dialing a
wrong number, asks her out and is disappointed to find she is
a white woman from Long Island. She had shortened her
name from Changstein.

When a group of women friends from out of town
unexpectedly visited me in Manhattan, | called a popular
Chinese restaurant and asked if it could possibly seat eight
people that evening. “You need to call further in advance for a
party that large,” the hostess told me. “I have only 11 p.m.” |
asked to be put on the waiting list and gave her my name.
Then | heard the rustling of pages. “Well,” she said, “I could
squeeze you in at 8:30.”

When we arrived, | announced my name. “Chang party?
You're the Changs?” the hostess said. “That’s us,” | said. | felt

guilty as she begrudgingly led us to our table, but what are we
Donna Changsteins of the world to do? Should | have
interjected on the telephone that afternoon, “Incidentally,
ma’am, | am not Chinese—but my hushand is”?

| also unwittingly confused the personnel department at
the law firm where | practiced at the time of my wedding.
Atter | notified it that | had changed my name from Pari Berk
to Pari Chang, a switch was made in the company directory
and on my office door. | quickly learned that this meant the
assumption of a completely new professional identity. |
received the following e-mail message from a work friend the
next day:

1. Who the heck is Pari Chang?

2. Does she count in the firm’s minority statistics for
recruitment purposes?

3. Do the Asian attorneys now view her as competition for
the partnership?

During recruitment season, people in the personnel
department, not having met me, must have assumed | was
Asian, and asked me to interview anyone who was of Asian
descent. No doubt some of the candidates | interviewed were
perplexed. | noticed a few sidelong glances that suggested “Is
she half?”

As time passes, | feel emboldened by my new identity.
Losing my birth name, ironically, has been for me a matter of
self-definition. | am tickled by the irony of having made a
modern decision by doing the most traditional of all things
wifely: taking my husband’s name.

Pari Chang

selves from the way we think others view us. This notion of the “looking-glass self”
was introduced in 1902 by Charles H. Cooley, who suggested that we put our-
selves in the position of other people and then, in our mind’s eye, view our-
selves as we imagine they see us.>

As we learn to speak and understand language, verbal messages—both positive
and negative—also contribute to the developing self-concept.These messages
continue later in life, especially when they come from what social scientists
term significant others—people whose opinions we especially value. A teacher
from long ago, a special friend or relative, or perhaps a barely known acquaintance
whom you respected can all leave an imprint on how you view yourself.To see
the importance of significant others, ask yourself how you arrived at your opinion
of you as a student, as a person attractive to the opposite sex, as a competent
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worker, and so on and you will see that these self-evaluations were probably in-
fluenced by the way others regarded you.

As we grow older, the influence of significant others is less powerful.*> The eval-
uations of others still influence beliefs about the self in some areas, such as
physical attractiveness and popularity. In other areas, however, the looking glass
of the self-concept has become distorted, so that it shapes the input of others to
make it conform with our existing beliefs. For example, if your self-concept in-
cludes the element “poor student,” you might respond to a high grade by thinking
“I was just lucky” or “The professor must be an easy grader”

You might argue that not every part of one’s self-concept is shaped by
others, insisting there are certain objective facts that are recognizable by self-
observation.After all, nobody needs to tell you that you are taller than others,
speak with an accent, can run quickly, and so on.These facts are obvious.

Though it’s true that some features of the self are immediately apparent, the
significance we attach to them—the rank we assign them in the hierarchy of
our list and the interpretation we give them—depends greatly on the social en-
vironment.The interpretation of characteristics such as weight depends on the
way people important to us regard them. Being anything less than trim and mus-
cular is generally regarded as undesirable because others tell us that slenderness
is an ideal. In one study, young women’s perceptions of their bodies changed for
the worse after watching just thirty minutes of televised images of the “ideal” fe-
male form.* Furthermore, these distorted self-images can lead to serious behav-
ioral disorders such as depression, anorexia nervosa, bulimia, and other eating dis-
orders. In cultures and societies where greater weight is considered beautiful, a
Western supermodel would be considered unattractive. In the same way, the
fact that one is single or married, solitary or sociable, aggressive or passive takes
on meaning depending on the interpretation that society attaches to those
traits. Thus, the importance of a given characteristic in your self-concept has as
much to do with the significance that you and others attach to it as with the ex-
istence of the characteristic.

e~
Premier Artiste

Watch me perform!

| walk a tightrope of unique design.

| teeter, falter, recover and bow.

You applaud.

| run forward, backward, hesitate and
bow.

You applaud.

If you don’t applaud, I'll fall.

Cheer me! Hurray me!

Or you push me

Down.

Lenni Shender Goldstein

ETHICAL CHALLENGE

IS HONESTY THE
BEST POLICY?

examples:

By now it should be clear that each of us has the power to influence others’ self-
concepts. Even with the best of intentions, there are cases when an honest
message is likely to reduce another person’s self-esteem. Consider a few

m Your friend, an aspiring artist, asks “What do you think of my latest painting?”

You think it’s terrible.

m After a long, hard week you are looking forward to spending the evening at
home. A somewhat insecure friend who just broke off a long romantic
relationship calls to ask if you want to get together. You don’t.

m A good friend asks to use your name as a reference for a potential employer.
You can’t honestly tell the employer that your friend is qualified for the job.

In situations like these, how do you reconcile the desire to avoid diminishing
another person’s self-esteem with the need to be honest? Based on your
conclusions, is it possible to always be both honest and supportive?
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)) DEAFNESS AND IDENTITY®

The experience of Howard offers a dramatic

example of how reference groups and reflected
appraisal can shape identity. Every member of Howard’s
immediate family—parents, brother, aunts, and uncles—was
deaf. He spent his entire early childhood around deaf people
and in his preschool life accepted this way of being as the
natural state of affairs.

Even as a young child, Howard knew about deafness. The
American Sign Language sign for “deaf” was part of his
everyday vocabulary. But when he began school, Howard
soon discovered that the same sign had a subtle but
dramatically different meaning. Among his family, “deaf”
meant “us—people who behave as expected.” But in a

mostly hearing world, the same term meant “a remarkable
condition—different from normal.”

This sense of difference can shape the identity of a deaf
child, especially in environments where sign language is
discouraged in favor of communication forms that are favored
in the hearing world, such as lip reading and speaking. In
such an environment, it’s not hard to imagine how the identity
“’m deaf” can come to mean “I'm different,” and then “I'm
deficient.” Howard’s physical condition didn’t change when he
began school, but his sense of himself shifted due to the
reflected appraisal of his teachers and the broader reference
groups he experienced in the hearing world.

CULTURAL [DIOM

tongue: language

Culture and the Self-Concept

At the dawn of a new millennium, the challenges and opportunities that come
from cultural diversity are becoming more apparent. But the power of culture is
far more basic and powerful than most people realize. Although we seldom rec-
ognize the fact, our whole notion of the self is shaped by the culture in which we
have been reared.?®

The most obvious feature of a culture is the language its members use. If you
live in an environment where everyone speaks the same tongue, then language
will have little noticeable impact. But when your primary language is not the
majority one, or when it is not prestigious, the sense of being a member of what
social scientists call the “out-group” is strong. At this point the speaker of a non-
dominant language can react in one of two ways: either to feel pressured to as-
similate by speaking the “better” language, or to refuse to acceed to the majority
language and maintain loyalty to the ethnic language.*® In either case, the im-
pact of language on the self-concept is powerful. On one hand, the feeling is likely
to be “I'm not as good as speakers of the native language,” and on the other, the be-
lief is “there’s something unique and worth preserving in my language.”A case
study of Hispanic managers illustrates the dilemma of speaking a nondominant
language. The managers—employees in a predominantly Anglo organization—
felt their “Mexican” identity threatened when they found that the road to ad-
vancement would be smoother if they deemphasized their Spanish and adopted
a more colloquial English style of speaking.

Cultures affect the self-concept in more subtle ways, too. Most Western cultures
are highly individualistic, whereas other cultures—most Asian ones, for example—
are traditionally much more collective.* When asked to identify themselves, Amer-
icans, Canadians, Australians, and Europeans would probably respond by giving
their first name, surname, street, town, and country. Many Asians do it the other way
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around.*? If you ask Hindus for their identity, they will give you their caste and
village as well as their name.The Sanskrit formula for identifying one’s self begins
with lineage and goes on to family and house and ends with one’s personal name.*?

These conventions for naming aren’t just cultural curiosities: They reflect a very
different way of viewing one’s self.* In collective cultures a person gains identity
by belonging to a group.This means that the degree of interdependence among
members of the society and its subgroups is much higher. Feelings of pride and
self-worth are likely to be shaped not only by what the individual does, but also
by the behavior of other members of the community. This linkage to others ex-
plains the traditional Asian denial of self-importance—a strong contrast to the self-
promotion that is common in individualistic Western cultures. In Chinese written
language, for example, the pronoun “I” looks very similar to the word for “selfish %
Table 2-1 summarizes some differences between individualistic Western cultures
and more collective Asian ones.

This sort of cultural difference isn’t just an anthropological curiosity. It shows
up in the level of comfort or anxiety that people feel when communicating.In so-
cieties where the need to conform is great, there is a higher degree of commu-
nication apprehension. For example, as a group, residents of China, Korea, and
Japan exhibit significantly more anxiety about speaking out than do members
of individualistic cultures such as the United States and Australia.*® It’s important
to realize that different levels of communication apprehension don’t mean that
shyness is a “problem” in some cultures. In fact, just the opposite is true: In these
cultures, reticence is valued. When the goal is to avoid being the nail that sticks
out, it’s logical to feel nervous when you make yourself appear different by call-
ing attention to yourself. A self-concept that includes “assertive” might make a
Westerner feel proud, but in much of Asia it would more likely be cause for shame.

RN
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In Japan, in fact, everything had been
made level and uniform—even
humanity. By one official count, 90
percent of the population regarded
themselves as middle-class; in
schools, it was not the outcasts who
beat up the conformists, but vice
versa. Every Japanese individual
seemed to have the same goal as
every other—to become like every
other Japanese individual. The word
for "different," | was told, was the
same as the word for "wrong." And
again and again in Japan, in contexts
varying from the baseball stadium to
the watercolor canvas, | heard the
same unswerving, even maxim: "The
nail that sticks out must be
hammered down."

Pico lyer
Video Night in Katmandu

TRBLE 2-1

The Self in Individualistic and Collectivistic Cultures

Individualistic Cultures Collectivistic Cultures

Self is separate, unique individual; should be
independent, self-sufficient

Individual should take care of self and immediate
family

Many flexible group memberships; friends based
on shared interests and activities

Reward for individual achievement and initiative;
individual decisions encouraged; individual credit
and blame assigned

High value on autonomy, change, youth, individual
security, equality

People belong to extended families or in-groups;
“we” or group orientation

Person should take care of extended family before
self

Emphasis on belonging to a very few permanent
in-groups, which have a strong influence over the
person

Reward for contribution to group goals and well-
being; cooperation with in-group members; group
decisions valued; credit and blame shared

High value on duty, order, tradition, age, group
security, status, hierarchy

Adapted by Sandra Sudweeks from H. C.Triandis,“Cross-cultural Studies of Individualism and Collectivism,” in J. Berman, ed., Nebraska Symposium on
Motivation 37 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1990), pp. 41-133,and E.T. Hall, Beyond Culture (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1976).
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The difference between individualism and collectivism shows up in everyday
interaction. Communication researcher Stella Ting-Toomey has developed a the-
ory that explains cultural differences in important norms, such as honesty and
directness.?” She suggests that in individualistic Western cultures where there is a
strong “I” orientation, the norm of speaking directly is honored, whereas in col-
lectivistic cultures where the main desire is to build connections between the self
and others, indirect approaches that maintain harmony are considered more de-
sirable.“I gotta be me” could be the motto of a Westerner, but “If I hurt you, I
hurt myself” is closer to the Asian way of thinking.

The Self-Concept, Personality, and Communication

Whereas the self-concept is an internal image we hold of ourselves, the person-
ality is the view others hold of us.We use the notion of personality to describe
a relatively consistent set of traits people exhibit across a variety of situations.®
We use the notion of personality to characterize others as friendly or aloof, en-
ergetic or lazy, smart or stupid, and in literally thousands of other ways. In fact,one
survey revealed almost eighteen thousand trait words in the English language that
can be used to describe a personality.” People do seem to possess some innate
personality traits. Psychologist Jerome Kagan reports that 10 percent of all chil-
dren seem to be born with a biological disposition toward shyness.>° Babies
who stop playing when a stranger enters the room, for example, are more likely
than others to be reticent and introverted as adolescents. Likewise, Kagan found
that another 10 percent of children seem to be born with especially sociable
dispositions. Research with twins also suggests that personality may be at least par-
tially a matter of physical destiny.”* Biologically identical twins are much more sim-
ilar in sociability than are fraternal twins.These similarities are apparent not
only in infancy but also when the twins have grown to adulthood and are no-
ticeable even when the twins have had different experiences.

Despite its common use, the term personality is often an oversimplification.
Much of our behavior isn’t consistent. Rather, it varies from one situation to an-
other.You may be quiet around strangers but gregarious around friends and fam-
ily. You might be optimistic about your schoolwork or career but pessimistic
about your romantic prospects.The term easygoing might describe your behav-
ior at home, whereas you might be a fanatic at work.This kind of diversity is not
only common;it’s also often desirable.The argumentative style you use with
friends wouldn’t be well received by the judge in traffic court when you appeal a
citation. Likewise, the affectionate behavior you enjoy with a romantic partner
at home probably wouldn’t be appropriate in public. As you read in Chapter 1,a
wide range of behaviors is an important ingredient of communication compe-
tence. In this sense, a consistent personality can be more of a liability than an
asset—unless that personality is “flexible.”

Figure 2-1 pictures the relationship between the self-concept and behavior.
It illustrates how the self-concept both shapes much of our communication be-
havior and is shaped by it. We can begin to examine the process by considering
the self-concept you bring to an event. Suppose, for example, that one element
of your self-concept is “nervous with authority figures.” That image probably
comes from the evaluations of significant others in the past—perhaps teachers or
former employers. If you view yourself as nervous with authority figures like
these, you will probably behave in nervous ways when you encounter them in the
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COMMUNICATION STYLE COMMUNICATION STYLE

Nervous with Comfortable with
/ authority figures / authority figures

PERCEPTIONS PERCEPTIONS
OF EVENTS BEHAVIOR OF EVENTS

“They didn’t think Stammer, “l handled that
much of me” blush situation well”

BEHAVIOR
Speak calmly
and fluently

OTHERS’ OTHERS’
RESPONSES RESPONSES

Disapproval, Approval,
unresponsive cooperation

figure 2-1 The Relationship between the Self-Concept and Behavior

future—in a teacher-student conference or a job interview. That nervous behav-
ior is likely to influence how others view your personality, which in turn will
shape how they respond to you—probably in ways that reinforce the self-concept
you brought to the event. Finally, the responses of others will affect the way you
interpret future events: other job interviews, meetings with professors,and so on.
This cycle illustrates how the chicken-and-egg nature of the self-concept, which
is shaped by significant others in the past, helps to govern your present behav-
ior, and influences the way others view you.

The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

The self-concept is such a powerful force on the personality that it not only de-
termines how we communicate in the present, but also can actually influence our
behavior and that of others in the future. Such occurrences come about
through a phenomenon called the self-fulfilling prophecy.

A self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when a person’s expectation of an out-
come makes the outcome more likely to occur than would otherwise have
been true. Self-fulfilling prophecies occur all the time although you might never
have given them that label. For example, think of some instances you may have
known:

B You expected to become nervous and botch a job interview and later did so.

B You anticipated having a good (or terrible) time at a social affair and found your
expectations being met.

m A teacher or boss explained a new task to you, saying that you probably
wouldn’t do well at first. You did not do well.

m A friend described someone you were about to meet, saying that you
wouldn’t like the person.The prediction turned out to be correct—you
didn’t like the new acquaintance.

CULTURAL [DIOM

the chicken-and-egg nature:
refers to the philosophical
question, “Which came first, the
chicken or the egg?”
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Source: © The New Yorker Collection 1991 Ed Frascino from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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botch: destroy, ruin

psyched yourself: affected your
behavior by changing your
thinking

PART ONE  ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

In each of these cases, there is a good chance that the outcome happened
because it was predicted to occur. You needn’t have botched the interview, the
party might have been boring only because you helped make it so, you might have
done better on the new task if your boss hadn’t spoken up, and you might have
liked the new acquaintance if your friend hadn’t given you preconceptions. In
other words, what helped make each outcome occur was the expectation that
it would happen.

There are two types of self-fulfilling prophecies.The first type occurs when
your own expectations influence your behavior. Like the job interview and the
party described earlier, there are many times when an outcome that needn’t have
occurred does occur because you expect it to. In sports you have probably psy-
ched yourself into playing either better or worse than usual, so that the only ex-
planation for your unusual performance was your attitude that you would behave
differently. The same principle operates for anxious public speakers: Communi-
cators who feel anxious about facing an audience often create self-fulfilling
prophecies about doing poorly that cause them to perform less effectively.>?
(Chapter 12 offers advice on overcoming this kind of stage fright.)

Research has demonstrated the power of self-fulfilling prophecies. In one study,
communicators who believed they were incompetent proved less likely than oth-
ers to pursue rewarding relationships and more likely to sabotage their existing
relationships than did people who were less critical of themselves.>® On the other
hand, students who perceived themselves as capable achieved more academi-
cally.>* In another study, subjects who were sensitive to social rejection tended
to expect rejection, perceive it where it might not have existed, and overreact
to their exaggerated perceptions in ways that jeopardized the quality of their re-
lationships.>” The self-fulfilling prophecy also operates on the
job.For example, salespeople who perceive themselves as be-
ing effective communicators are more successful than those
who perceive themselves as less effective, despite the fact
that there was no difference in the approach that members
of each group used with customers. In other words, the ap-
parent reason why some salespeople are successful is be-
- cause they expect to succeed. As the nearby cartoon sug-
gests, self-fulfilling prophecies can be physiologically
induced: Researchers have found that putting a smile on your
face, even if you’re not in a good mood, can lead to a more
positive disposition.>®

A second type of self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when
the expectations of one person govern another’s actions.The
classic example was demonstrated by Robert Rosenthal and
Lenore Jacobson:

Twenty percent of the children in a certain elementary school
were reported to their teachers as showing unusual potential for
intellectual growth.The names of these 20 percent were drawn by
means of a table of random numbers, which is to say that the
names were drawn out of a hat. Eight months later these unusual
or “magic” children showed significantly greater gains in IQ than
did the remaining children who had not been singled out for the

“I don’t sing because I am bappy. I am teachers’ attention. The change in the teachers’ expectations re-
happy because I sing” garding the intellectual performance of these allegedly “special”
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children had led to an actual change in the intellectual performance of these ran-
domly selected children.”

In other words, some children may do better in school, not because they are
any more intelligent than their classmates, but because they learn that their
teacher, a significant other, believes they can achieve.

To put this phenomenon in context with the self-concept, we can say that
when a teacher communicates to students the message,“I think you’re bright,’
they accept that evaluation and change their self-concepts to include that evalu-
ation. Unfortunately, we can assume that the same principle holds for those stu-
dents whose teachers send the message,“I think you're stupid.”

This type of self-fulfilling prophecy has been shown to be a powerful force for
shaping the self-concept and thus the behavior of people in a wide range of set-
tings outside of the schools. In medicine, patients who unknowingly receive
placebos—substances such as injections of sterile water or doses of sugar pills
that have no curative value—often respond just as favorably to treatment as do
people who actually receive a drug.The patients believe they have taken a sub-
stance that will help them feel better, and this belief actually brings about a “cure”
In psychotherapy, Rosenthal and Jacobson describe several studies that suggest
that patients who believe they will benefit from treatment do so, regardless of the
type of treatment they receive. In the same vein, when a doctor believes a patient
will improve, the patient may do so precisely because of this expectation, whereas
another person for whom the doctor has little hope often fails to recover. Ap-
parently the patient’s self-concept as sick or well—as shaped by the doctor—plays
an important role in determining the actual state of health.

The self-fulfilling prophecy operates in families as well. If parents tell their chil-
dren long enough that they can’t do anything right, the children’s self-concepts
will soon incorporate this idea, and they will fail at many or most of the tasks they
attempt. On the other hand, if children are told they are capable or lovable or kind
persons, there is a much greater chance of their behaving accordingly.>®

The self-fulfilling prophecy is an important force in communication, but it
doesn’t explain all behavior. There are certainly times when the expectation of an
event’s outcome won'’t bring about that outcome.Your hope of drawing an ace in
a card game won'’t in any way affect the chance of that card’s turning up in an
already shuffled deck, and your belief that good weather is coming won'’t stop the
rain from falling. In the same way, believing you’ll do well in a job interview when
you're clearly not qualified for the position is unrealistic. Similarly, there will prob-
ably be people you don’t like and occasions you won'’t enjoy, no matter what your
attitude.To connect the self-fulfilling prophecy with the “power of positive
thinking” is an oversimplification.

In other cases, your expectations will be borne out because you are a good pre-
dictor and not because of the self-fulfilling prophecy. For example, children are
not equally well equipped to do well in school, and in such cases it would be
wrong to say that a child’s performance was shaped by a parent or teacher even
though the behavior did match what was expected. In the same way, some
workers excel and others fail, some patients recover and others don’t—all ac-
cording to our predictions but not because of them.

As we keep these qualifications in mind, it’s important to recognize the tremen-
dous influence that self-fulfilling prophecies play in our lives. To a great extent we
are what we believe we are. In this sense we and those around us constantly
create our self-concepts and thus ourselves.

I e
There is an old joke about a man who
was asked if he could play a violin
and answered, “I don’t know. I've
never tried.” This is psychologically a
very wise reply. Those who have
never tried to play a violin really do
not know whether they can or not.
Those who say too early in life and too
firmly, “No, I'm not at all musical,”
shut themselves off prematurely from
whole areas of life that might have
proved rewarding. In each of us there
are unknown possibilities,
undiscovered potentialities—and one
big advantage of having an open self-
concept rather than a rigid one is that
we shall continue to discover more
and more about ourselves as we grow
older.

S. |. Hayakawa
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turn the tables: reverse the point
of view
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Explore how self-fulfilling prophecies affect your communication by answering
the following questions:

1. Identify three communication-related predictions you make about others.
What are the effects of these predictions? How would others behave differ-
ently if you did not impose these predictions?

2. Identify three self-fulfilling prophecies you impose on yourself. What are the
effects of these prophecies? How would you communicate differently if you
did not subscribe to them?

IDENTITY MANAGEMENT: COMMUNICATION
A5 IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT

So far we have described how communication shapes the way communicators
view themselves and others. In the remainder of this chapter we turn the tables
and focus on impression management—the communication strategies people
use to influence how others view them. In the following pages you will see that
many of our messages aim at creating desired impressions.

Public and Private Selves

To understand why impression management exists, we have to discuss the notion
of self in more detail. So far we have referred to the “self” as if each of us had
only one identity. In truth, each of us possesses several selves, some private and
others public. Often these selves are quite different.

The perceived self is a reflection of the self-concept.Your perceived self is the
person you believe yourself to be in moments of honest self-examination. We
can call the perceived self “private” because you are unlikely to reveal all of it to
another person.You can verify the private nature of the perceived self by re-
viewing the self-concept list you developed while reading page 48.You’ll proba-
bly find some elements of yourself there that you would not disclose to many peo-
ple, and some that you would not share with anyone.You might, for example, be
reluctant to share some feelings about your appearance (“I think I'm rather un-
attractive”), your intelligence (“I'm not as smart as I wish I was”), your goals (“the
most important thing to me is becoming rich”), or your motives (“I care more
about myself than about others”).

In contrast to the perceived self, the presenting self is a public image—the
way we want to appear to others.

In most cases the presenting self we seek to create is a socially approved im-
age: diligent student, loving partner, conscientious worker, loyal friend, and so
on.Social norms often create a gap between the perceived and presenting selves.
For instance,Table 2-2 shows that the self-concepts of the members of one group
of male and female college students were quite similar, but that their public selves
were different in several respects from both their private selves and from the pub-
lic selves of the opposite sex.>®

Sociologist Erving Goffman used the word face to describe the presenting self,
and he coined the term facework to describe the verbal and nonverbal ways
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TABLE 2-2  self-Selected Adjectives Describing Perceived and Presenting Selves of College Students

Perceived Self

Men Women

1. Friendly 1. Friendly

2. Active 2. Responsible
3. Responsible 3. Independent
4. Independent 4. Capable

5. Capable 5. Sensible

6. Polite 6. Active

7. Attractive 7. Happy

8. Smart 8. Curious

9. Happy 9. Faithful

10. Funny 10. Attractive

-y
5

Presenting Self
Men

Wild
Able

. Active
Strong
Proud
Smart
Brave

. Capable

© ©® NS G AN =

. Responsible

Rough

Women

—

—h
o

© O N O U A W N

. Active

. Responsible

Able

. Bright

Warm

Funny

. Independent
. Proud
. Sensible

. Smart

Adapted from C. M. Shaw and R. Edwards,“Self-Concepts and Self-Presentations of Males and Females: Similarities and Differences,” Communication Re-

ports 10 (1997):55-62.

we act to maintain our own presenting image and the images of others.®® He ar-
gued that each of us can be viewed as a kind of playwright, who creates roles that
we want others to believe, as well as the performer who acts out those roles.
Facework involves two tasks: Managing our own identity and communicating
in ways that reinforce the identities that others are trying to present.® You can see
how these two goals operate by recalling a time when you’ve used self-depre-
cating humor to defuse a potentially unpleasant situation. Suppose, for example,
that a friend gave you confusing directions to a party that caused you to be late.

“Sorry I got lost,”you might have said.“I’'m a terrible navigator.”
This sort of mild self-putdown accomplishes two things at once:
It preserves the other person’s face by implicitly saying “It’s
not your fault.” At the same time, your mild self-debasement
shows that you’re a nice person who doesn’t find faults in oth-
ers or make a big issue out of small problems.®

Characteristics of Identity Management

Now that you have a sense of what identity management is, we
can look at some characteristics of this process.

WE STRIVE TO CONSTRUCT MULTIPLE IDENTITIES 1In the
course of even a single day, most people play a variety of roles:
respectful student, joking friend, friendly neighbor, and helpful
worker, to suggest just a few.We even play a variety of roles with
the same person. As you grew up you almost certainly changed

“Hab! This is the Old King Cole nobody ever sees.”

Source: © The New Yorker Collection 1983 Dana Fradon from

cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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“face-saving person”: person
wishing to be thought of
favorably

characters as you interacted with your parents. In one context you acted as the re-
sponsible adult (“You can trust me with the car!”), and in another context you
were the helpless child (“I can’t find my socks!”). At some times—perhaps on
birthdays or holidays—you were a dedicated family member, and at other times
you may have played the role of rebel. Likewise, in romantic relationships we
switch among many ways of behaving, depending on the context: friend, lover,
business partner, scolding critic, apologetic child, and so on.

The ability to construct multiple identities is one element of communication
competence. For example, the style of speaking or even the language itself can
reflect a choice about how to construct one’s identity. We recall an African-
American colleague who was also minister of a Southern Baptist congregation
consisting mostly of black members. On campus his manner of speaking was typ-
ically professorial; but a visit to hear him preach one Sunday revealed a speaker
whose style was much more animated and theatrical, reflecting his identity in that
context. Likewise, one scholar pointed out that bilingual Latinos in the United
States often choose whether to use English or Spanish depending on the kind of
identity they are seeking in a given conversation.®

IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IS COLLABORATIVE As we perform like actors trying
to create a front, our “audience” is made up of other actors who are trying to
create their own characters. Identity-related communication is a kind of process
theater in which we collaborate with other actors to improvise scenes in which
our characters mesh.

You can appreciate the collaborative nature of identity management by
thinking about how you might handle a gripe with a friend or family member who
has failed to pass along a phone message that arrived while you were away from
home. Suppose that you decide to raise the issue tactfully in an effort to avoid
seeming like a nag (desired role for yourself:“nice person”) and also to save the
other person from the embarrassment of being confronted (hoping to avoid
suggesting that the other person’s role is “screw-up”). If your tactful bid is ac-
cepted, the dialogue might sound like this:

You: <. ..By the way,Jenny told me she called yesterday. If you wrote a note,
guess I missed seeing it.”

Other: "Oh . .. sorry. I meant to write a note, but as soon as I hung up, the door-
bell rang, and then I had to run off to class.”

You (in friendly tone of voice):“That’s okay.I sure would appreciate from
now on if you'd leave me a note.”

Other: "No problem.

In this upbeat conversation, both you and the other person accepted one an-
other’s bids for identity as basically thoughtful people. As a result, the conversa-
tion ran smoothly. Imagine, though, how different the outcome would be if the
other person didn’t accept your role as “nice person”:

You: ”...By the way,Jenny told me she called yesterday. If you wrote a note, I
guess I missed seeing it.”

Other (defensively): ”Okay, so I forgot. It’s not that big a deal.You’re not perfect
yourself, you know!”

Your first bid as “nice, face-saving person” was rejected. At this point you
have the choice of persisting in trying to play the original role:“Hey, I'm not
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mad at you, and I know I’'m not perfect!” Or, you might switch to the new role
of “unjustly accused person,” responding with aggravation “I never said I was
perfect. But we’re not talking about me here . . ”

As this example illustrates, collaboration doesn’t mean the same thing as agree-
ment.** The small issue of the phone message might mushroom into a fight in
which you and the other person both adopt the role of combatants.The point
here is that virtually all conversations provide an arena in which communica-
tors construct their identities in response to the behavior of others. As you read
in Chapter 1, communication isn’t made up of discrete events that can be sepa-
rated from one another. Instead, what happens at one moment is influenced by
what each party brings to the interaction and by what happened in their rela-
tionship up to that point.

IDENTITY MANAGEMENT CAN BE CONSCIOUS OR UNCONSCIOUS At this point
you might object to the notion of strategic identity management, claiming that
most of your communication is spontaneous and not a deliberate attempt to pres-
ent yourself in a certain way. However, you might acknowledge that some of your
communication involves a conscious attempt to manage impressions.

There’s no doubt that sometimes we are highly aware of managing impres-
sions. Most job interviews and first dates are clear examples of conscious identity
management. But in other cases we unconsciously act in ways that are really small
public performances.® For example, experimental subjects expressed facial dis-
gust in reaction to eating sandwiches laced with a
supersaturated saltwater solution only when there
was another person present: When they were
alone, they made no faces when eating the same
sandwiches.®® Another study showed that commu-
nicators engage in facial mimicry (such as smiling
or looking sympathetic in response to another’s
message) in face-to-face settings only when their ex-
pressions can be seen by the other person.When
they are speaking over the phone and their reac-
tions cannot be seen, they do not make the same
expressions.®” Studies like these suggest that most
of our behavior is aimed at sending messages to
others—in other words, identity management.

The experimental subjects described in the last
paragraph didn’t consciously think,“Somebody is
watching me eat this salty sandwich, so I'll make a
face,” or,“Since I'm in a face-to-face conversation
I'll show I'm sympathetic by mimicking the facial
expressions of my conversational partner.” Reac-
tions like these are often instantaneous and outside
of our conscious awareness.

In the same way, many of our choices about how
to act in the array of daily interactions aren’t delib-
erate, strategic decisions. Rather, they rely on
“scripts” that we have developed over time.You
probably have a variety of roles for managing your
identity from which to choose in familiar situations
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might mushroom: might
escalate

“scripts”: practiced responses
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to play out: to proceed to a
conclusion
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Prepare a face to meet the faces that
you meet.

T. S. Eliot
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

such as dealing with strangers, treating customers at work, interacting with fam-
ily members, and so on.When you find yourself in familiar situations like these,
you probably slip into these roles quite often. Only when those roles don’t
seem quite right do you deliberately construct an approach that reflects how you
want the scene to play out.

Despite the claims of some theorists, it seems like an exaggeration to suggest
that all behavior is aimed at making impressions.Young children certainly aren’t
strategic communicators. A baby spontaneously laughs when pleased, and cries
when sad or uncomfortable, without any notion of creating an impression in
others. Likewise, there are almost certainly times when we, as adults, act sponta-
neously. But when a significant other questions the presenting self we try to
present, the likelihood of acting to prop it up increases.This process isn’t al-
ways conscious: At a nonconscious level of awareness we monitor others’ reac-
tions and swing into action when our face is threatened—especially by signifi-
cant others.®

PEOPLE DIFFER IN THEIR DEGREE OF IDENTITY MANAGEMENT Some people
are much more aware of their impression management behavior than others.
These high self-monitors have the ability to pay attention to their own behavior
and others’ reactions, adjusting their communication to create the desired im-
pression. By contrast, low self-monitors express what they are thinking and feel-
ing without much attention to the impression their behavior creates.®

There are certainly advantages to being a high self-monitor.” People who pay
attention to themselves are generally good actors who can create the impres-
sion they want, acting interested when bored, or friendly when they really feel
quite the opposite.This allows them to handle social situations smoothly, often
putting others at ease.They are also good “people-readers” who can adjust their
behavior to get the desired reaction from others. Along with these advantages,
there are some potential disadvantages to being an extremely high self-monitor.
The analytical nature of high self-monitors may prevent them from experienc-
ing events completely, because a portion of their attention will always be viewing
the situation from a detached position. High self-monitors’ ability to act means that
it is difficult to tell how they are really feeling. In fact, because high self-moni-
tors change roles often, they may have a hard time knowing themselves how they
really feel.

People who score low on the self-monitoring scale live life quite differently
from their more self-conscious counterparts. They have a simpler, more focused
idea of who they are and who they want to be. Low self-monitors are likely to have
a narrower repertoire of behaviors, so that they can be expected to act in more or
less the same way regardless of the situation.This means that low self-monitors are
easy to read.“What you see is what you get” might be their motto. Although this
lack of flexibility may make their social interaction less smooth in many situations,
low self-monitors can be counted on to be straightforward communicators.

By now it should be clear that neither extremely high nor low self-monitor-
ing is the ideal. There are some situations when paying attention to yourself and
adapting your behavior can be useful, but there are other situations when react-
ing without considering the effect on others is a better approach.This need for
a range of behaviors demonstrates again the notion of communicative compe-
tence outlined in Chapter 1: Flexibility is the key to successful relationships.
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Why Manage Impressions?

Why bother trying to shape others’ opinions? Sometimes we create and main-
tain a front to follow social rules. As children we learn to act polite, even when
bored. Likewise, part of growing up consists of developing a set of manners for
various occasions: meeting strangers, attending school, going to religious services,
and so on.Young children who haven’t learned all the do’s and don’ts of polite so-
ciety often embarrass their parents by behaving inappropriately (“Mommy, why
is that man so fat?”); but by the time they enter school, behavior that might have
been excusable or even amusing just isn’t acceptable. Good manners are often
aimed at making others more comfortable. For example,able-bodied people often
mask their discomfort upon encountering someone who is disabled by acting
nonchalant or stressing similarities between themselves and the disabled person.”

Social rules govern our behavior in a variety of settings. It would be impossible
to keep a job, for example, without meeting certain expectations. Salespeople are
obliged to treat customers with courtesy. Employees need to appear reasonably
respectful when talking to the boss. Some forms of clothing would be considered
outrageous at work. By agreeing to take on a job,you are signing an unwritten con-
tract that you will present a certain face at work, whether or not that face reflects
the way you might be feeling at a particular moment.

Even when social roles don’t dictate the proper way to behave, we often
manage impressions for a second reason: to accomplish personal goals.You might,
for example, dress up for a visit to traffic court in the hope that your front (re-
sponsible citizen) will convince the judge to treat you sympathetically.You
might act sociable to your neighbors so they will agree to your request that
they keep their dog off your lawn.We also try to create a desired impression to
achieve one or more of the social needs described in Chapter 1: affection, inclu-
sion, control, and so on. For instance, you might act more friendly and lively
than you feel upon meeting a new person, so that you will appear likable.You
could sigh and roll your eyes when arguing politics with a classmate to gain an ad-
vantage in an argument.You might smile and preen to show the attractive stranger
at a party that you would like to get better acquainted. In situations like these you
aren’t being deceptive as much as putting “your best foot forward.”

All these examples show that it is difficult—even impossible—noft to create
impressions.After all, you have to send some sort of message. If you don’t act
friendly when meeting a stranger, you have to act aloof, indifferent, hostile, or in
some other manner. If you don’t act businesslike, you have to behave in an alter-
native way: casual, goofy, or whatever. Often the question isn’t whether or not to
present a face to others; the question is only which face to present.

How Do We Manage Impressions?

How do we create a public face? In an age when technology provides many op-
tions for communicating, the answer depends in part on the communication chan-
nel chosen.

FACE-TO-FACE IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT In face-to-face interaction, com-
municators can manage their front in three ways: manner, appearance, and set-
ting.”> Manner consists of a communicator’s words and nonverbal actions.
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sticks to: focuses solely on
lust after: strong desire to own

Michael L. Hecht

Source: ©The New Yorker Collection 1998 Robert Weber from cartoonbank.com. All

Rights Reserved.
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Physicians, for example, display a wide variety of manners as they conduct phys-
ical examinations. Some are friendly and conversational, whereas others adopt a
brusque and impersonal approach. Still others are polite but businesslike. Much
of a communicator’s manner comes from what he or she says.A doctor who re-
members details about your interests and hobbies is quite different from one who
sticks to clinical questions. Along with the content of speech, nonverbal behav-
iors play a big role in creating impressions. A doctor who greets you with a
friendly smile and a handshake comes across quite differently from one who gives
nothing more than a curt nod. The same principle holds in personal relationships.
Your manner plays a major role in shaping how others view you. Chapters 3
and 5 will describe in detail how your words and nonverbal behaviors create
impressions. Because you have to speak and act, the question isn’t whether or not
your manner sends messages; rather, the question is whether or not these mes-
sages will be intentional.

Along with manner, a second dimension of impression management is
appearance—the personal items people use to shape an image. Sometimes ap-
pearance is part of creating a professional image. A physician’s white lab coat and
a police officer’s uniform both set the wearer apart as someone special. A tailored
suit or a rumpled outfit create very different impressions in the business world.
Off the job, clothing is just as important.We choose clothing that sends a message
about ourselves, sometimes trendy and sometimes traditional. Some people
dress in ways that accent their sexuality, whereas others hide it. Clothing can
say “I'm an athlete,”“I’'m wealthy,” or “I'm an environmentalist” Along with dress,
other aspects of appearance play a strong role in impression management. Are you
suntanned or pale? What is your hair style?

A third way to manage impressions is through the choice of setting—
physical items we use to influence how others view us. Consider the artifacts that
people use to decorate the space where they live. For example, the posters and
other items a college student uses to decorate her dorm room function as a
kind of “who I am” statement.” In modern West-
ern society the automobile is a major part of im-
pression management.This explains why many
people lust after cars that are far more expen-
sive and powerful than they really need.A
sporty convertible or fancy imported coupe
doesn’t just get drivers from one place to an-
other:It also makes statements about the kind of
people they are. The physical setting we choose
and the way we arrange it are other important
ways to manage impressions. What colors do
you choose for the place you live? What art-
work? What music do you play? Of course, we
choose a setting that we enjoy; but in many
cases we create an environment that will pres-
ent the desired front to others. If you doubt
this fact, just recall the last time you straightened
up the house before important guests arrived.
Backstage you might be comfortable with a
messy place, but your public front—at least to

“I loved your E-mail, but I thought you'd be older” some people—is quite different.
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IMPRESSION MANAGEMENT IN MEDIATED COMMUNICATION At first glance,
computer-mediated communication (CMC) seems to have limited potential for
identity management. E-mail messages, for example, appear to lack the “rich-
ness” of other channels.They don’t convey the postures, gestures, or facial ex-
pressions that are an important part of face-to-face communication.They even lack
the vocal information available in telephone messages.These limitations might
seem to make it harder to create and manage an identity when communicating
via computer.

Recently, though, communication scholars have begun to recognize that what
is missing in computer-mediated communication can actually be an advantage for
communicators who want to manage the impressions they make.” E-mail authors
can edit their messages until they create just the desired impression.” They can
choose the desired level of clarity or ambiguity, seriousness or humor, logic or emo-
tion. Unlike face-to-face communication, electronic correspondence allows a
sender to say difficult things without forcing the receiver to respond immedi-
ately, and it permits the receiver to ignore a message rather than give an unpleas-
ant response. Options like these show that CMC can serve as a tool for impres-
sion management at least as well as face-to-face communication.

In CMC, communicators have much greater control over what kinds of infor-
mation to reveal or hide. A Web page designer who doesn’t want to be judged
by his appearance (too young/old, not physically attractive, male or female) can
hide or manipulate these characteristics in ways that aren’t possible in face-to-face
settings. A telecommuter working at home can close a big deal via computer
while chomping on an apple, muttering about the client, or even belching—none
of which is recommended in face-to-face interaction!

Along with providing greater control over what to say, mediated channels
give communicators greater control over how to shape a message in ways that
enhance the management of their own identity and preserve the face of others. On
the Internet, it’s possible to shape a message until it creates just the desired im-
pression.You can edit remarks to get just the right tone of sincerity, humor, irony;,
or concern—or not send any message at all, if that is the best way to maintain face.

Some statistics from a survey by the Pew Internet and American Life Project re-
veals how much people—especially younger ones—manage their identities on
the Web. Fifty-six percent of online teens had more than one screen name or e-
mail address,and many reported that they used some of these names to hide their
real identities from strangers, and even friends. Roughly a quarter of the online
teens said they had given false information about themselves in e-mails or in-
stant messages.”®

Recent research has revealed that communicators who are concerned with im-
pression management don’t always prefer computer-mediated channels. People
are generally comfortable with face-to-face interaction when they feel confident
that others support the image they want to present. On the other hand, people
are more likely to prefer mediated channels when their own self-presentation is
threatened.””

Impression Management and Honesty

After reading this far,you might think that impression management sounds like an
academic label for manipulation or phoniness. If the perceived self is the “real”
you, it might seem that any behavior that contradicts it would be dishonest.
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Public Selves on Parade

But in any case he took care to avoid
catching anyone’s eye. First of all, he
had to make it clear to those potential
companions of his holiday that they
were of no concern to him whatso-
ever. He stared through them, round
them, over them—eyes lost in space.
The beach might have been empty. If
by chance a ball was thrown his way,
he looked surprised; then let a smile
of amusement lighten his face (Kindly
Preedy), looked round dazed to see
that there were people on the beach,
tossed it back with a smile to himself
and not a smile at the people, and
then resumed carelessly his noncha-
lant survey of space.

But it was time to institute a parade,
the parade of the Ideal Preedy. By de-
vious handling he gave any who
wanted to look a chance to see the ti-
tle of his book—a Spanish translation
of Homer, classic thus, but not daring,
cosmopolitan too—and then gathered
together his beach-wrap and bag into
a neat sand-resistant pile (Methodical
and Sensible Preedy), rose slowly to
stretch and ease his huge frame (Big-
Cat Preedy), and tossed aside his san-
dals (Carefree Preedy, after all).

William Sansom
A Contest of Ladies
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)” UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY

VIRTUAL REALITY: WHO AM WE?

This provocative piece describes the world of MUDs,

a type of online gaming where players construct one
or sometimes many identities. It extends the notion that we
have multiple selves, and raises profound questions about
who we are and how we communicate with others.

In the early 1970s, the face-to-face role-playing game
Dungeons and Dragons swept the game culture. The term
“dungeon” persisted in the high-tech culture to connote a
virtual place. So when virtual spaces were created that many
computer users could share and collaborate within, they were
deemed Multi-User Dungeons or MUDs, a new kind of social
virtual reality. In MUDs, virtual characters converse with each
other, exchange gestures, express emotions, win and lose
virtual money, and rise and fall in social status. A virtual
character can also die.

A 26-year-old clerical worker says, “I'm not one thing, I'm
many things. Each part gets to be more fully expressed in
MUDs than in the real world. So even though | play more than
one self on MUDs, | feel more like ‘myself’ when I'm
MUDding.” In real life, this woman sees her world as too
narrow to allow her to manifest certain aspects of the person
she feels herself to be. Creating screen personae is thus an
opportunity for self-expression, leading to her feeling more
like her true self when decked out in an array of virtual
masks.

As a new social experience, MUDs pose many
psychological questions: If a persona in a role-playing game
drops defenses that the player in real life has been unable to
abandon, what effect does this have? What if a person enjoys
success in some area (say, flirting) that the player has not
been able to achieve?

Doug is a Midwestern college junior. He plays four
characters distributed across three different MUDs. One is a
seductive woman. One is a macho, cowboy type whose self-
description stresses that he is a “Marlboros rolled in the T-shirt
sleeve kind of guy.” The third is a rabbit of unspecified gender
who wanders its MUD introducing people to each other, a
character he calls Carrot. Doug says, “Carrot is so low-
key that people let it be around while they are having private
conversations. So | think of Carrot as my passive, voyeuristic
character.” Doug’s fourth character is one that he plays only on

a MUD in which all the characters are furry animals. “I'd rather
not even talk about that character because my anonymity
there is very important to me,”Doug says. “Let’s just say that
on FurryMUDs | feel like a sexual tourist.”

Stewart, a 23-year-old physics graduate student, uses
MUDs to have experiences he can’t imagine for himself in RL
[Real Life]. His only friend is his roommate, another physics
student whom he describes as even more reclusive than
himself. He has had heart trouble since he was a child; one
small rebellion, a ski trip when he was a college freshman,
put him in the hospital for a week. He has lived life within a
small compass.

Stewart is logged on to one MUD or another for at least
40 hours a week. It seems misleading to call what he does
there playing. He spends his time constructing a life that is
more expansive than the one he lives in physical reality.
Stewart, who has traveled very little and has never been to
Europe, explains with delight that his favorite MUD, although
played in English, is physically located on a computer in
Germany and has many European players.

On the German MUD, Stewart shaped a character named
Achilles, but he asks his MUD friends to call him Stewart as
much as possible. He wants to feel that his real self exists
somewhere between Stewart and Achilles. He wants to feel
that his MUD life is part of his real life. Stewart insists that he
does not role play, but that MUDs simply allow him to be a
better version of himself.

Beyond expanding his social world, MUDs have brought
Stewart the only romance and intimacy he has ever known.
Achilles met Winterlight, a character played by one of the
three female players on that MUD. Stewart, who has known
little success in dating and romantic relationships, was able to
charm this desirable player.

The intimacy Achilles experienced during his courtship of
Winterlight is unknown to Stewart in other contexts. Finally,
Achilles asked for Winterlight’s hand. When she accepted,
they had a formal engagement ceremony on the MUD.

In real life, Stewart felt constrained by his health problems,
his shyness and social isolation, and his narrow economic
straits. In the MUD, he bypassed these obstacles, at least
temporarily.
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Gender-swapping on MUDs is not a small part of the game
action. Case, a 34-year-old industrial designer who is happily
married to a co-worker, is currently MUDding as a female
character. Case describes his RL persona as a nice guy, a
“Jimmy Stewart type like my father.”He says that in general
he likes his father and he likes himself, but he feels he pays a
price for his low-key ways. In particular, he feels at a loss
when it comes to confrontation, both at home and in business
dealings. Case likes MUDding as a female because it makes it
easier for him to be aggressive and confrontational. Case
plays several online “Katharine Hepburn types,”strong,
dynamic, “out there” women who remind him of his mother,
“who says exactly what’s on her mind and is a take-no-
prisoners sort.”For Case, if you are assertive as a man, it is
coded as “being a bastard.”If you are assertive as a woman, it
is coded as “modern and together.”

Some women who play male characters desire invisibility
or permission to be more outspoken or aggressive. “| was
born in the South and taught that girls don’t speak up to
disagree with men,”says Zoe, a 34-year-old woman who
plays male and female characters on four MUDs. “| got really
good at playing a man, so good that whoever was on the
system would accept me as a man and talk to me as a man.
So, other guys talked to Ulysses guy to guy. It was very
validating. All those years | was paranoid about how men
talked about women. Or | thought | was paranoid. Then | got a
chance to be a guy and | saw that | wasn’t paranoid at all.”

Virtual sex, whether in MUDs or in a private room on a
commercial online service, consists of two or more players
typing descriptions of physical actions, verbal statements, and
emotional reactions for their characters. In cyberspace, this
activity is not only common but, for many people, it is the
centerpiece of their online experience.

Martin and Beth, both 41, have been married for 19 years
and have four children. Early in their marriage, Martin
regretted not having had more time for sexual
experimentation and had an extramarital affair. The affair hurt
Beth deeply, and Martin decided he never wanted to do it
again. When Martin discovered MUDs he was thrilled. “I really
am monogamous. I’'m really not interested in something

outside my marriage. But being able to have, you know, a
[virtual] romance is kind of cool.”

Martin decided to tell Beth about his MUD sex life and she
decided to tell him that she does not mind. Beth has made a
conscious decision to consider Martin’s sexual relationships
on MUDs as more like his reading an erotic novel than like his
having a rendezvous in a motel room. For Martin, his online
affairs are a way to fill the gaps of his youth, to broaden his
sexual experience without endangering his marriage.

Other partners of virtual adulterers do not share Beth’s
accepting attitude. Janet, 24, a secretary at a New York law
firm, is very upset by her husband TIm’s sex life in cyber-
space. This distressed wife struggles to decide whether her
husband is unfaithful when his persona collaborates on
writing real-time erotica with another persona in cyberspace.
And beyond this, should it make a difference if unbeknownst
to the husband his cyberspace mistress turns out to be a
19-year-old male college freshman? What if “she” is an infirm
80-year-old man in a nursing home? And even more disturb-
ing, what if she is a 12-year-old girl? Or a 12-year-old boy?

[Virtual sex] poses the question of what is at the heart of
sex and fidelity. Is it the physical action? Is it emotional
intimacy with someone other than one’s primary partner? Is
infidelity in the head or in the body? Is it in the desire or in the
action? What constitutes the violation of trust?

And once we take virtuality seriously as a way of life, we
need a new language for talking about the simplest things.
Each individual must ask: What is the nature of my
relationships? What are the limits of my responsibility? And
even more basic: Who and what am 1?

People can get lost in virtual worlds. Some are tempted to
think of life in cyberspace as insignificant, as escape or
meaningless diversion. It is not. Our experiences there are
serious play. We belittle them at our risk. We must understand
the dynamics of virtual experience both to foresee who might
be in danger and to put these experiences to best use.
Without a deep understanding of the many selves that we
express in the virtual, we cannot use our experiences there to
enrich the real.

Sherry Turkle
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CULTURAL [DIOM

preserve the face of others:
protect the dignity of others

to make a quick buck: to earn
money with little effort

There certainly are situations where impression management is dishonest. A
manipulative date who pretends to be affectionate in order to gain sexual favors
is clearly unethical and deceitful. So are job applicants who lie about academic
records to get hired or salespeople who pretend to be dedicated to customer serv-
ice when their real goal is to make a quick buck. But managing impressions
doesn’t necessarily make you a liar. In fact, it is almost impossible to imagine
how we could communicate effectively without making decisions about which
front to present in one situation or another. It would be ludicrous for you to act
the same way with strangers as you do with close friends, and nobody would
show the same face to a two-year-old as to an adult.

Each of us has a repertoire of faces—a cast of characters—and part of being
a competent communicator is choosing the best role for the situation. Consider a
few examples:

m You offer to teach a friend a new skill: playing the guitar, operating a com-
puter program, or sharpening a tennis backhand.Your friend is making slow
progress with the skill, and you find yourself growing impatient.

B At a party with a companion, you meet someone you find very attractive, and
you are pretty sure that the feeling is mutual.You feel an obligation to spend
most of your time with the person with whom you came, but the opportu-
nity here is very appealing.

m At work you face a belligerent customer.You don’t believe that anyone has
the right to treat you this way.

m A friend or family member makes a joke about your appearance that hurts your
feelings.You aren’t sure whether to make an issue of the remark or pretend that
it doesn’t bother you.

In each of these situations—and in countless others every day—you have a
choice about how to act. It is an oversimplification to say that there is only one
honest way to behave in each circumstance and that every other response would
be insincere and dishonest. Instead, impression management involves deciding
which face—which part of yourself—to reveal. For example, when teaching a

ETHICAL CHALLENGE

HONESTY AND
MULTIPLE IDENTITIES

Your text argues that presenting different identities to the world isn’t inherently
dishonest. Nonetheless, there are certainly cases when it is deceitful to
construct an identity that doesn’t match your private self.

You can explore the ethics of multiple identities by identifying two situations
from your life:

1. A time when you presented a public identity that didn’t match your private
self in a manner that wasn’t unethical.

2. A situation (real or hypothetical) in which you have presented or could
present a dishonest identity.

Based on the situations you and your classmates present, develop a code of
ethics that identifies the boundary between ethical and unethical identity
management.
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new skill you can choose to display the patient instead of the impatient side of
yourself. In the same way, at work you have the option of acting hostile or non-
defensive in difficult situations. With strangers, friends, or family you can choose
whether or not to disclose your feelings. Which face to show to others is an im-
portant decision, but in any case you are sharing a real part of yourself.You may
not be revealing everything—but, as you will learn in Chapter 6, complete self-

disclosure is rarely appropriate.

SUMMARY

Perceptions of others are always selective and are often
distorted.The chapter began by describing how per-
sonal narratives shape our perceptions. It then outlined
several perceptual errors that can affect the way we
view and communicate with others. Along with uni-
versal psychological influences, cultural factors affect
perceptions. Increased empathy is a valuable tool for in-
creasing understanding of others and hence commu-
nicating more effectively with them. Perception
checking is one tool for increasing the accuracy of
perceptions and for increasing empathy.

Perceptions of one’s self are just as subjective as per-
ceptions of others, and they influence communication
at least as much. Although individuals are born with
some innate personality characteristics, the self-concept
is shaped dramatically by communication with others,
as well as by cultural factors. Once established, the
self-concept can lead us to create self-fulfilling
prophecies that determine how we behave and how
others respond to us.

Impression management consists of strategic com-
munication designed to influence others’ perceptions
of an individual. Impression management operates
when we seek, consciously or unconsciously, to present
one or more public faces to others. These faces may
be different from the private, spontaneous behavior
that occurs outside of others’ presence. Identity man-
agement is usually collaborative: Communication goes
most smoothly when we communicate in ways that

support others’ faces, and they support ours. Some
communicators are high self-monitors who are highly
conscious of their own behavior, whereas others are
low self-monitors who are less aware of how their
words and actions affect others.

Impression management occurs for two reasons.
In many cases it aims at following social rules and con-
ventions. In other cases it aims at achieving a variety of
content and relational goals. In either case, communi-
cators engage in creating impressions by managing
their manner, appearance, and the settings in which
they interact with others. Although impression man-
agement might seem manipulative, it can be an au-
thentic form of communication. Because each person
has a variety of faces that he or she can present, choos-
ing which one to present need not be dishonest.

=5 HEY TERMS

empathy 43 presenting self 58
face 58 reflected appraisal 49
facework 58 self-concept 48
impression self-esteem 48

self-fulfilling
prophecy 55
self-serving bias 36
significant others 49
sympathy 44

management 58
narratives 35
perceived self 58
perception

checking 46
personality 54
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LS (ACTIVITIES

1.

Exploring Narratives Think about a situation
where relational harmony is due to you and the
other people involved sharing the same narrative.
Then think about another situation where you and
the other person use different narratives to describe
the same situation. What are the consequences of
having different narratives in this situation?

Experiencing Another Culture Spend at least
an hour in a culture that is unfamiliar to you and
where you are a minority. Visit an area where an-
other cultural, age, or ethnic group is the majority.
Attend a meeting or patronize an establishment
where you are in the minority. Observe how com-
munication practices differ from those of your
own culture. Based on your experience, discuss
what you can do to facilitate communication with
people from other cultural backgrounds whom
you may encounter in your everyday life. (As you de-
velop a list of ideas, realize that what you might con-
sider helpful behavior could make communicators
from different cultures even more uncomfortable.)

Empathy Exercise Choose a disagreement you
presently have with another person or group.The
disagreement might be a personal one—such as an
argument about how to settle a financial problem or
who is to blame for a present state of affairs—or it
might be a dispute over a contemporary public is-
sue, such as the right of women to obtain abor-
tions on demand or the value of capital punishment.

1. In three hundred words or so, describe your
side of the issue. State why you believe as you do,
just as if you were presenting your position to
an important jury.

2. Now take three hundred words or so to de-
scribe in the first-person singular the other per-
son’s perspective of the same issue. For in-
stance, if you are a religious person, write this
section as if you were an atheist: For a short while
get in touch with how the other person feels and
thinks.

3. Now show the description you wrote to your
“opponent,” the person whose beliefs are differ-
ent from yours. Have that person read your ac-
count and correct any statements that don’t re-
flect his or her position accurately. Remember:
You're doing this so that you can more clearly un-
derstand how the issue looks to the other person.

4. Make any necessary corrections in the account
you wrote, and again show it to your partner.
When your partner agrees that you understand
his or her position, have your partner sign your
paper to indicate this.

5. Now record your conclusions to this experiment.
Has this perceptual shift made any difference in
how you view the issue or how you feel about
your partner?

Perception Checking Practice Practice your
perception-checking ability by developing three-
part verifications for the following situations:

1. You made what you thought was an excellent
suggestion to an instructor. The instructor looked
uninterested but said she would check on the
matter right away. Three weeks have passed, and
nothing has changed.

2. A neighbor and good friend has not responded to
your “Good morning” for three days in a row.
This person is usually friendly.

3. You haven’t received the usual weekly phone call
from the folks back home in over a month.The
last time you spoke, you had an argument about
where to spend the holidays.

4. An old friend with whom you have shared the
problems of your love life for years has recently
changed when around you: The formerly casual
hugs and kisses have become longer and
stronger, and the occasions where you “acciden-
tally” brush up against one another have be-
come more frequent.

Identifying Your Identities Keep a one-day log
listing the identities you create in different situa-
tions: at school, at work, with strangers, various
family members, and different friends. For each
identity,

1. Describe the persona you are trying to project
(e.g.,“responsible son or daughter,” “laid-back
friend,” “attentive student.”)

2. Explain how you communicate to promote this
identity. What kinds of things do you say (or not
say)? How do you act?
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Feature Films

For descriptions of each film below and descriptions of
other movies that illustrate nonverbal communica-
tion, see the CD-ROM that came with this book, and the
Understanding Human Communication Web site
at www.oup.com/us/uhc.

Building Empathy
Freaky Friday (2003).Rated PG.

Through a freak event, motherTess Coleman (Jamie Lee
Curtis) and her teenage daughter Annabell (Lindsay
Lohan) find themselves trapped in each other’s body.
Before Tess steps into Annabell’s world, she has lit-
tle empathy for the issues in her daughter'’s life, such
as Annabell’s struggles with a classmate who bul-
lies her and a teacher who treats her unfairly. Once
Tess spends time in Annabell’s shoes, she realizes
that she hasn’t been listening to or understanding
her daughter—and that some of Annabell’s “whin-
ing” was actually legitimate complaining about un-
just treatment. Likewise, when Annabell becomes
Tess for a few days, she learns that it’s not easy to bal-
ance the many responsibilities and demands of adult-
hood, parenthood, and a career.

Forgoing an Identity
Real Women Have Curves (2002). Rated PG-13.

Ana (America Ferrera) is overweight and sensitive
about her appearance. Her mother, Carmen (Lupe
Ontiveros), calls her daughter “Fatty” both to her face
and in front of others.As she comes of age,Ana de-
cides her physical appearance is not a problem to be
solved but a fact to be celebrated. She realizes that
her mother’s criticisms come from her own lack of
self-esteem.

Once Anna comes to grips with her appearance,
she “evangelizes” the other women in the dress fac-
tory where she works. In a humorous and poignant
scene, Ana and her coworkers strip down to their
underwear on a hot day in the factory and com-
pare notes about their weight, stretch marks, and cel-
lulite. Ana declares,“Ladies, look at how beautiful we
are”—and her colleagues revel in that revelation.

This story shows that appraisals from and com-
parisons with others can lead to low self-esteem, but
also that it’s possible to reject negative messages and
change one’s self-appraisal.

Whale Rider (2002). Rated PG-13.
In present-day New Zealand, twelve-year-old Pai (Keisha

Castle-Hughes) is growing up in an all-Maori com-
munity. As leader of the people, her grandfather
Koro’s most important task is to find and train their
next chief. Maori tradition mandates that chiefs are
always males, but Pai believes that she could become
the next leader. Despite his love for his grand-
daughter, Koro fiercely resists this ambition. He re-
sponds to Pai’s determination by almost constantly
criticizing her and questioning her achievements.
The harder Pai tries, the more critical her grandfather
becomes. His judgments cause Pai great pain.

From a sociological angle, the film captures the
challenge of adapting long-standing traditions to so-
cial change. But from a communication perspective,
the film illustrates that it is difficult but possible to
create a unique identity in the face of rejection by
a powerful significant other with different ideas
about who we should be.

Perception Is Subjective
Shallow Hal (2001). Rated PG-13.
Hal Larsen (Jack Black) is an aging, out-of-shape

lounge lizard who foolishly thinks he can seduce
attractive women.After being hypnotized by self-
help guruTony Robbins, Hal begins to look beyond
appearances and see the inner beauty of people.
When Hal first sees Rosemary (Gwyneth Paltrow),
her beauty takes his breath away. But whereas Hal
sees Rosemary as a willowy beauty, in reality she is
a grossly obese woman who draws snickers and
stares from clear-eyed spectators.

Although the film will never be considered a clas-
sic, it does illustrate in an exaggerated way that per-
ception is subjective, showing that what we think
about one another (and ourselves) is more powerful
than a more objective perspective.The film also il-
lustrates the power we have to shape one an-
other’s self concept: As Hal treats Rosemary well, she
starts to feel better about herself.
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Self-Fulfilling Prophecy
Class Act (1992). Rated PG-13.
Class Act follows the lives of brilliant, nerdish high

Identity Management
In and Out (1997).Rated PG-13.
Howard Brackett (Kevin Kline) is a high school Eng-

school student Duncan Pinderhughes (Christopher
Reid) and delinquent Blade Brown (Christopher Mar-
tin), who has been given the alternative of staying in
school or going to jail. A mixup in school records
puts Pinderhughes into the remedial program with
troublemakers and losers, while Brown winds up
in the gifted students.

The story is a case study in self-fulfilling prophe-
cies: After the students are labeled, they wind up
matching the expectations that are imposed on
them. Because Brown has the reputation of being
smart, he gets better grades no matter what he does.
By contrast, when Pinderhughes is labeled as a loser,
he gets poor evaluations no matter how hard he
tries.

Pay It Forward (2000). Rated PG-13.

Trevor (Haley Joel Osment) is a junior high schooler

whose teacher, Mr. Simonet (Kevin Spacey), gives a
provocative assignment: Think of an idea that
could change the world. Trevor’s idea is simple but
profound: You have to do something that really helps
people. It has to be something they can’t do by
themselves.The recipients of the favor “pay it
forward” by doing the same thing for three other
people.

Trevor’s “pay it forward” acts become powerful
self-fulfilling prophecies, helping to transform for-
merly hopeless and cynical people into powerful
agents who really do help make the world a better
place.

lish teacher in an idyllic small Indiana town. Brackett
is dumbfounded to hear one of his former students
accept an Oscar by publicly thanking him and then
announcing—to most of the world—that Brackett
is gay.

Not surprisingly, pandemonium ensues as Brack-
ett feverishly defends his heterosexual identity, often
with macho posturing that is so overdone that it
becomes a parody of traditional male behavior. This
lighthearted comedy provides an entertaining illus-
tration of how much communication is dedicated to
managing one’s identity.

You've Got Mail (1999). Rated PG.
Joe Fox (Tom Hanks) and Kathleen Kelly (Meg Ryan)

are thirty-something New Yorkers who detest each
other—at least in person. Face-to-face, Kathleen de-
spises Joe because his discount bookstore chain
threatens to bankrupt Kathleen’s family-owned
bookshop. She also hates Joe’s arrogant, self-
absorbed style of communicating.

But in cyberspace, Joe seems like a different per-
son. Unknown to both Joe and Kathleen, they have
been communicating anonymously for months after
meeting in an online chat room, using the names
“NY152” and “Shopgirl.” The e-mail messages Joe
sends Kathleen are tender and self-disclosing. She
falls for NY152 without knowing that the same
man she can’t stand in person writes the enchanting
messages.

For students of communication, this romance
demonstrates that each of us has many identities and
that the way we present ourselves can shape the fate
of our relationships.



AFTER STUDYING THE MATERIAL
IN THIS CHAPTER

You should understand:

1. The symbolic, person-centered nature
of language.

2. Phonological, semantic, syntactic, and
pragmatic rules that govern language.

3. The ways in which language shapes
and reflects attitudes.

4. The types of troublesome language and
the skills to deal with each.

5. The gender and nongender factors that
characterize the speech of men and
women.

6. The verbal styles that distinguish
various cultures, and the affect that
language can have on worldview.

You should be able to:

1. Discuss how you and others use syn-
tactic, semantic, phonological, and
pragmatic rules and how their use af-
fects a message’s comprehension.

2. ldentify at least two ways in which lan-
guage has shaped your attitudes.

3. Identify at least two ways in which lan-
guage reflects your attitudes.

4. Recognize and suggest alternatives for
equivocal language, slang and jargon,
relative terms, and overly abstract
language.

5. ldentify and suggest alternatives for
fact-inference and fact-opinion confu-
sion and for emotive statements.

6. Suggest appropriate alternatives for
unnecessary or misleading eu-
phemisms and equivocal statements.

7. ldentify the degree to which your
speech reflects gender stereotypes,
and then reflect on the effect your cul-
tural speech patterns have on others.



Language

CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS

Language has several important
characteristics:
m Itis symbolic.

m Meanings reside in the minds of people,
not in words themselves.

m It is governed by several types of rules, and
understanding those rules helps us
understand one another.

Beyond simply expressing ideas, language

can be very powerful.

m It can shape our attitudes toward things
and toward one another.

m It can reflect the way we feel about things
and people.

Some kinds of language can create problems
by unnecessarily

m disrupting relationships

m confusing others

m avoiding important information

Gender plays an important role in the way
language operates.

m The content of male and female speech
varies somewhat.

= Men and women often have different
reasons for communicating.

m Male and female conversational style
varies in some interesting ways.

m Gender isn’t always the most important
factor in shaping language use.

Cultural factors can shape the way we see
and understand language.

m Different cultures have different notions of
what language styles are and aren’t
appropriate.

m The language we speak can shape the way
we view the world.
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ISISISss. At one time or another, every one of us has suffered the limits and traps of lan-

... words strain,

Crack and sometimes break,
under the burden

Under the tension, slip,
slide, perish,

Decay with imprecision, will
not stay in one place,
Will not stay still.

T. S. Eliot
“Burnt Norton” in Four Quartets

guage. Even though we are using familiar words, it’s clear that we often don’t
use them in ways that allow us to communicate smoothly with one another.

In the following pages we will explore the nature of linguistic communication.
By the time you have finished reading this chapter, you will better appreciate
the complexity of language, its power to shape our perception of people and
events, and its potential for incomplete and inaccurate communication. Perhaps
more importantly, you will be better equipped to use the tool of language more
skillfully to improve your everyday interaction.

THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE

Humans speak about ten thousand dialects.! Although most of these sound dif-
ferent from one another, all possess the same characteristics of language: a col-
lection of symbols governed by rules and used to convey messages between in-
dividuals. A closer look at this definition can explain how language operates
and suggest how we can use it more effectively.

Language Is Symbolic

There’s nothing natural about calling your loyal four-footed companion a “dog”
or the object you're reading right now a “book.”These words, like virtually
all language, are symbols—arbitrary constructions that represent a communi-
cator’s thoughts. Not all linguistic symbols are spoken or written words. Speech
and writing aren’t the only forms of language. Sign language, as “spoken”
by most deaf people,is symbolic in nature and not the pantomime it might seem.
There are literally hundreds of different sign languages spoken around the

“What part of il lamp next to double squiggle over ox don’t you understand?”

Source: © The New Yorker Collection 2003 Eric Lewis from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.



world that represent the same ideas differently.? These distinct languages
include American Sign Language, British Sign Language, French Sign Language,
Danish Sign Language, Chinese Sign Language—even Australian Aboriginal and
Mayan sign languages.

Symbols are more than just labels: They are the way we experience the world.
You can prove this fact by trying a simple experiment.’> Work up some saliva in
your mouth, and then spit it into a glass. Take a good look, and then drink it up.
Most people find this process mildly disgusting. But ask yourself why this is so.
After all, we swallow our own saliva all the time. The answer arises out of the
symbolic labels we use.After the saliva is in the glass, we call it spit and think of
it in a different way. In other words, our reaction is to the name, not the thing.

The naming process operates in virtually every situation. How you react to a
stranger will depend on the symbols you use to categorize him or her: gay (or
straight), religious (or not), attractive (or unattractive), and so on.

Meanings Are in People, Not Words

Ask a dozen people what the same symbol means, and you are likely to get twelve
different answers. Does an American flag bring up associations of patriots giving
their lives for their country? Fourth of July parades? Cultural imperialism? How
about a cross:What does it represent? The message of Jesus Christ? Fire-lit rallies
of Ku Klux Klansmen? Your childhood Sunday school? The necklace your sister al-
ways wears?

As with physical symbols, the place to look for meaning in language isn’t in the
words themselves, but rather in the way people make sense of them. One unfortu-
nate example of this fact occurred in Washington, DC, when the newly appointed
city ombudsman used the word “niggardly” to describe an approach to budget-
ing.* Some African-American critics accused him of uttering an unforgivable racial
slur. His defenders pointed out that the word, which means “miserly; is derived from
Scandinavian languages and that it has no link to the racial slur it resembles. Even
though the criticisms eventually died away, they illustrate that, cor-
rect or not, the meanings people associate with words have far
more significance than do their dictionary definitions.

Linguistic theorists C. K. Ogden and I.A. Richards illustrated the
fact that meanings are social constructions in their well-known
“triangle of meaning” (Figure 3-1).> This model shows that there is
only an indirect relationship—indicated by a broken line—between
a word and the thing it claims to represent. Some of these “things”
or referents do not exist in the physical world. For instance, some ref-
erents are mythical (such as unicorns), some are no longer tangi-
ble (such as Elvis, if he really is dead), and others are abstract ideas
(such as “love”).

Problems arise when people mistakenly assume that others

use words in the same way they do.It’s possible to have an -
or

argument about feminism without ever realizing that you and (Symbol)""*re e s aas

the other person are using the word to represent entirely dif-
ferent things. The same goes for environmentalism, Republi-
cans, rock music, and thousands upon thousands of other
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symbols.Words don’t mean; people do—and often in widely dif- Figure -1 0gden and Richards’s Triangle of

ferent ways. Meaning

77



78  PART ONE ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

Rz UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY

TRANSLATION ON THE WEB

Can technology solve the ages-old problem of allow-

ing us to understand people who speak different
languages? Several sites on the World Wide Web offer auto-
matic computerized translations. One such program is avail-
able free through AltaVista at http://world.altavista.com/.

How effective are programs like AltaVista’s? The standard
way to test the accuracy of a translator is to convert a mes-
sage from one language to another, and then back. This ap-
proach demonstrates that computerized translations are use-
ful, but far from perfect.

AltaVista’s software works well enough for most simple
messages. For example, the request “Please send me infor-
mation on travel in Latin America.” came through almost per-
fectly when first translated into Spanish and then back to
English.

A translation of the announcement “My flight from Miami
arrives at 9:00 p.m.” changed prepositions, but it was under-
standable when it came back as “My flight of Miami arrives
9:00 P.M.”

Translation software begins to show its limitations when
literal conversions fail to capture the colloquial meaning of a
word. For example, the message “This is a tricky job” came

back from AltaVista after an Italian translation as “This is a
deceptive job.” It’s easy to imagine how this sort of error
could lead to ill feelings.

Idioms are especially prone to bungled translations. For
example, the English expression “That’s easier said than
done” was translated in an English-Spanish-English conver-
sion into the confusing statement “That one is the this easiest
one that done.” An English-French-English translation of “I'm
down in the dumps” came back as “l am feeling downwards
in emptyings.”

Computerized translations aren’t advised for communica-
tors who want to build and maintain personal relationships. A
simple example shows why: The flattering confession “I would
like to get to know you better” was transformed into the con-
fusing statement “It wanted to familiarize to me with him bet-
ter”—not the kind of message that is likely to win friends and
influence people.

Despite their shortcomings, computerized translation pro-
grams can provide at least a sense of what is being ex-
pressed in an unfamiliar language. At the same time, their
flaws demonstrate that understanding semantic and prag-
matic rules is a uniquely human ability—at least for now.

Despite the potential for linguistic problems, the situation isn’t hopeless. We
do, after all, communicate with one another reasonably well most of the time. And
with enough effort, we can clear up most of the misunderstandings that do occur.
The key to more accurate use of language is to avoid assuming that others inter-
pret words the same way we do. In truth, successful communication occurs when
we negotiate the meaning of a statement.® As one French proverb puts it: The spo-
ken word belongs half to the one who speaks it and half to the one who hears.

Language Is Rule-Governed

Languages contain several types of rules. Phonological rules govern how words
sound when pronounced. For instance, the words champagne, double, and oc-
casion are spelled identically in French and English, but all are pronounced dif-
ferently. Nonnative speakers learning English are plagued by inconsistent
phonological rules, as a few examples illustrate:

He could lead if he would get the lead out.
A farm can produce produce.

The dump was so full it had to refuse refuse.


http://world.altavista.com/

The present is a good time to present the present.
I did not object to the object.
The bandage was wound around the wound.

I shed a tear when I saw the tear in my clothes.

Phonological rules aren’t the only ones that govern the way we use language
to communicate. Syntactic rules govern the structure of language—the way
symbols can be arranged. For example, correct English syntax requires that
every word contain at least one vowel and prohibits sentences such as “Have
you the cookies brought?” which is a perfectly acceptable word order in German.
Although most of us aren’t able to describe the syntactic rules that govern our lan-
guage, it’s easy to recognize their existence by noting how odd a statement that
violates them appears.

Technology has spawned subversions of English with their own syntactic
rules.” For example, users of instant messaging on the Internet have devised a
streamlined version of English that speeds up typing in real-time communica-
tion (although it probably makes teachers of composition grind their teeth in
anguish):

Hey

! ruat home?

yup yup

ok I'm getting offline now

no! why?

: ineed t study for finals u can call me tho bye
kbye

L

Semantic rules deal with the meaning of specific words. Semantic rules are
what make it possible for us to agree that “bikes” are for riding and “books” are for
reading; they also help us to know whom we will and won’t encounter when
we open doors marked “men” or “women.” Without semantic rules, communica-
tion would be impossible, because each of us would use symbols in unique ways,
unintelligible to one another.

Semantic misunderstandings occur when words can be interpreted in more
than one way, as the following humorous headlines prove:

Police Begin Campaign to Run Down Jaywalkers
Prostitutes Appeal to Pope

Panda Mating Fails; Veterinarian Takes Over
Astronaut Takes Blame for Gas in Spacecraft

New Study of Obesity Looks for Larger Test Group
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CRITICAL THINHING PROBE

WHEN IS LANGUAGE
OFFENSIVE?

See the official Web site of the Fighting Whites basketball team at http://www.
fightingwhites.org/index.aspx. Do you agree with the rationale behind the team’s
name? How does it compare with athletic teams named after other ethnic groups
(e.g., Indians)? Are there times when it is acceptable to use ethnic labels in a
humorous way? What pragmatic rules govern the use of these terms?


http://www.fightingwhites.org/index.aspx
http://www.fightingwhites.org/index.aspx
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N,? SHOCHED? AMUSED? WANT TO HERR MORE? JUST SAY, “SHUT UP!”

Not too many years ago, the unrude use of “Shut

up!” might have baffled linguists and just about

everybody else. But the term has now made its way
from schoolgirl chatter to adult repartee and into movies and
advertising. People use it as much to express disbelief, shock
and joy as to demand silence. In some circles, it has become
the preferred way to say “Oh my God!” “Get out of town!” and
“No way!” all at once.

Editors of the New Oxford American Dictionary are
considering a new entry for “Shut up!” in the next edition. “|
think we should add it because it appears to be widespread,”
says senior editor Erin McKean. Already, she has mulled
possible definitions: “used to express amazement or
disbelief” and “oh, so true!”

Shut up! is the latest example of a linguistic phenomenon
called amelioration, whereby a word or phrase loses its
negative associations over time. A classic example is “nice,”
which meant “stupid” up through the 13th century. Recent
flip-flops include “bad” (as in good) and “dope” (as in great).
“Words that were once considered rude are now included in
regular conversation, but in a context that lets you know it's
not impolite,” says Connie Eble, professor of English at the

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the author of
“Slang and Sociability.” “They become so generalized that the
shock value wears off.”

The most effective enunciation also places a full stop
between “shut” and “up.” Excitable types pitch their voices
higher on the word “up.” Spoken in haste, the phrase loses
what linguists call its “rhythmic features.” Then, it can sound
too much like an affront.

The fact that “Shut up!” seems to resonate particularly
with women doesn’t surprise word whizzes. “Women tend to
use more conversational movers than men,” says dictionary
editor Ms. McKean, who also edits “Verbatim,” a language
quarterly. “These are little phrases that help keep the dialogue
going.”

Though some people don't like the phrase (“I think it just
sounds rude,” says actress Drew Barrymore), plenty of
professional types are hooked. Says Dawn Jackson, a 32-
year-old communications manager in San Francisco, “There
are just times when nothing else can express the level of
shock, surprise, you name it, that you’re feeling.”

Shelly Branch

Pragmatic rules govern how people use language in everyday interaction.®
Consider the example of a male boss saying “You look very pretty today” to a fe-
male employee. It’s easy to imagine how the subordinate might be offended by
a comment that her boss considered an innocent remark. Scholars of language
have pointed out several levels at which the rules each person uses can differ. You
can understand these levels by imaging how they would operate in our example:

Each person’s self-concept
Boss: Views himself as a nice guy.
Subordinate: Determined to succeed on her own merits, and not her ap-

pearance.

The episode in which the comment occurs
Boss: Casual remark at the start of the workday.
Employee: A possible come-on?

Perceived relationship
Boss: Views employees like members of the family.
Employee: Depends on boss’s goodwill for advancement.

Cultural background

Boss: Member of generation in which comments about appearance were

common.

Employee: Member of generation sensitive to sexual harassment.



As this example shows, pragmatic rules don’t involve semantic issues, since the
words themselves are usually understood well by almost everybody. Instead,
they involve how those words are understood and used. The reading on page
80 provides a good illustration of pragmatic rules: Is “shut up” an offensive at-
tack or a statement of astonishment? It depends on the participants’ understand-
ing of when and how to use that expression. For another example of how prag-
matic rules can shape understanding and interaction, see the Critical Thinking
Probe on page 79.

THE POWER OF LANGURGE

On the most obvious level, language allows us to satisfy basic functions such as
describing ideas, making requests, and solving problems. But beyond these func-
tions, the way we use language also influences others and reflects our attitudes in
more subtle ways, which we will examine now.

Language Shapes Attitudes

The power of language to shape ideas has been recognized throughout history.
The first chapters of the Bible report that Adam’s dominion over animals was
demonstrated by his being given the power to give them names.’ As we will
now see, our speech—sometimes consciously and sometimes not—shapes oth-
ers’ values, attitudes, and beliefs in a variety of ways.

NAMING “What'’s in a name?” Juliet asked rhetorically. If Romeo had been a so-
cial scientist, he would have answered,“A great deal.” Research has demon-
strated that names are more than just a simple means of identification: They shape
the way others think of us, the way we view ourselves, and the way we act.

INTERNATIONAL, |

WILDLIFE [
| CONSERVATION

“Look, I'd rather be free, too, but at least we're not in a zoo anymore.”
Source: © The New Yorker Collection 1993 Robert Mankoff from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

CHAPTER 3 LANGUAGE 81

R e R e e e ey
The most powerful stimulus for
changing minds is not a chemical. Or
a baseball bat. It is a word.

George A. Miller, past president,
American Psychological Association
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At the most fundamental level, some research suggests that even the pho-
netic sound of a person’s name affects the way we regard him or her, at least when
we don’t have other information available. One recent study revealed that rea-
sonably accurate predictions about who will win an election can be made on
the basis of some phonetic features of the candidates’ surnames.'® Names that
were simple, easily pronounced, and rhythmic were judged more favorably than
ones that lack these qualities. For example, in one series of local elections, the win-
ning candidates had names that resonated with voters: Sanders beat Pekelis, Rielly
defeated Dellwo, Grady outpolled Schumacher, Combs trounced Bernsdorf, and
Golden prevailed over Nuffer. Names don’t guarantee victory, but in seventy-eight
elections, forty-eight outcomes supported the value of having an appealing name.

The book of Proverbs (22:1) proclaims “a good name is rather to be chosen than
great riches.” Social science research confirms this position.'" In one study, psy-
chologists asked college students to rate over a thousand names according to their
likability, how active or passive they seemed, and their masculinity or femininity.
The names Michael, John, and Wendy were viewed as likable and active and were
rated as possessing the masculine or feminine traits of their sex.The names Perci-
val, Isadore, and Alfreda were less likable, and their sexual identity was less clear.

Choosing a newborn’s name can be especially challenging for people from
nondominant cultures with different languages. One writer from India describes
the problem he and his wife faced when considering names for their first child:

How will the child’s foreign name sound to American ears? (That test ruled out Shiva,
my family deity;a Jewish friend put her foot down.) Will it provoke bullies to beat
him up on the school playground? (That was the end of Karan, the name of a warrior
from the Mahabharata, the Hindu epic.A boy called “Karen” wouldn’t stand a chance.)
Will it be as euphonic in New York as it is in New Delhi? (That was how Sameer failed
to get off the ground.“Like a bagel with a schmear!” said one ruthless well-wisher.)'?

First names aren’t the only linguistic elements that may shape attitudes about
men and women. As the reading on the next page suggests, the choice of what last
name to use after marriage can influence others’ perceptions.

CREDIBILITY Scholarly speaking is a good example of how speech style influ-
ences perception. We refer to what has been called the Dr. Fox hypothesis."* “An
apparently legitimate speaker who utters an unintelligible message will be judged
competent by an audience in the speaker’s area of apparent expertise.” The
Dr. Fox hypothesis got its name from one Dr. Myron L. Fox, who delivered a talk
followed by a half-hour discussion on “Mathematical Game Theory as Applied to
Physical Education.”The audience included psychiatrists, psychologists, social
workers, and educators. Questionnaires collected after the session revealed that
these educated listeners found the lecture clear and stimulating.

Despite his warm reception by this learned audience, Fox was a complete
fraud. He was a professional actor whom researchers had coached to deliver a lec-
ture of double-talk—a patchwork of information from a Scientific American ar-
ticle mixed with jokes, non sequiturs, contradictory statements, and meaning-
less references to unrelated topics.When wrapped in a linguistic package of
high-level professional jargon, however, the meaningless gobbledygook was
judged as important information. In other words, Fox’s audience reaction was
based more on the credibility that arose from his use of impressive-sounding
language than from the ideas he expressed.
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It used to be a non-issue. When Jane Doe married

Joe Snow, she became Jane Snow. But as gender

roles change, more couples are breaking with
tradition.

These days, a married woman might remain Jane Doe or
become Jane Doe Snow, or Jane Doe-Snow—or even Joe
Doe. Some couples are choosing to merge their last names,
becoming Jane and Joe Snowdoe.

“There’s been all kinds of engineering with names,” says
Rae Moses, a linguistics professor at Northwestern University.
Moses surveyed an lllinois grade school with 302 students
and found that 32% of them—most of whose mothers were
working professionals—had non-traditional last names.

As more options become acceptable, many couples are
asking themselves: What's in a name?

There’s no shortage of answers. To some, the traditional
method is a sexist vestige of the days when a woman literally
became her hushand’s property. To others, the tradition has
long since shed that stigma and has become a romantic
symbol of the bond between two people. To still others, it’s a
convenient way to dump an unwieldy name. At least 90% of
Americans still follow tradition, says Laurie Scheuble, a
sociologist at Doane College in Nebraska. But, she says, as
more women establish careers and marry later in life, many
are choosing to keep their names.

“I don’t think it’s ever going to be the norm, but | think
we’re going to see more of it in the future,” says Scheuble.

She adds, people with more education and higher incomes
are more likely to be tolerant of a woman keeping her name,
as are people who grew up in large cities. Political and
religious leanings also seemed to affect attitudes.

When Jeff Nicholson of Champaign, lll., married Dawn
Owens, he became Nicholson-Owens; she became Owens-
Nicholson. “I felt it would make me feel a lot closer to her,”
says Jeff, 24. “And it seemed fairest. Neither of us loses our
heritage in the family tree.” Dawn, 31, says her family wasn’t
thrilled when she broke the news. “My mom was really
looking forward to saying ‘Mr. and Mrs. Jeffrey Nicholson.””
So, apparently, was the lllinois Department of Motor Vehicles.
“We had to fight them tooth and nail to get a hyphen on our
driver’s licenses,” Dawn says. “They said their software
wouldn’t take it.”

Nancy Herman of Minneapolis and her hushand, Don
Perlmutter, came up with yet another variation: They merged
their names, becoming the Perlmans.

Several other countries do have different naming methods.
In some Scandinavian and Latin American countries, married
women often keep their names. In Japan, if a woman with no
siblings marries into a family that has several sons, her
husband will sometimes take her family name. “It’s kind of a
gift that the groom’s family gives to the bride’s family,” Moses
says.

Suzanne Schlosberg

The same principle seems to hold for academic writing."* A group of thirty-two

management professors rated material according to its complexity rather than its
content.When a message about consumer behavior was loaded with unnecessary
words and long, complex sentences, the professors rated it highly.-When the same
message was translated into more readable English, with shorter words and clearer
sentences, the professors judged the same research as less competent.

STATUS In the classic musical My Fair Lady, Professor Henry Higgins trans-
formed Eliza Doolittle from a lowly flower gitl into a high-society woman by re-
placing her cockney accent with an upper-crust speaking style. Decades of re-
search have demonstrated that the power of speech to influence status is a fact."
Several factors combine to create positive or negative impressions: accent, choice
of words, speech rate,and even the apparent age of a speaker. In most cases,
speakers of standard dialect are rated higher than nonstandard speakers in a va-
riety of ways: They are viewed as more competent and more self-confident, and
the content of their messages is rated more favorably. The unwillingness or in-
ability of a communicator to use the standard dialect fluently can have serious
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"No, I'm not a salesgirl. Are you a saleshboy?"

Source: © Joseph Farris from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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The power which comes from names
and naming is related directly to the
power to define others—individuals,
races, sexes, ethnic groups. Our
identities, who and what we are, how
others see us, are greatly affected by
the names we are called and by the
words with which we are labeled. The
names, labels, and phrases employed
to “identify” a people may in the end
determine their survival.

Haig A. Bosmajian
The Language of Oppression

ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

consequences. For instance, speakers of Black Eng-
lish, a distinctive dialect with its own accent, gram-
mar, syntax, and semantic rules, are rated as less in-
telligent, professional, capable, socially acceptable,and
employable by speakers of standard English.'¢

SEXISM AND RACISM By now it should be clear that
the power of language to shape attitudes goes beyond
individual cases and influences how we perceive en-
tire groups of people. For example, Casey Miller and
Kate Swift argue that some aspects of language sug-
gest women are of lower status than men. Miller and
Swift contend that, except for words referring to fe-
males by definition, such as motber and actress, Eng-
lish defines many nonsexual concepts as male. Most
dictionaries, in fact, define effeminate as the opposite of masculine, although the
opposite of feminine is closer to unfeminine.

Miller and Swift also argue that incorrect use of the pronoun be to refer to both
men and women can have damaging results.

On the television screen, a teacher of first-graders who has just won a national award
is describing her way of teaching.“You take each child where you find him,” she says.
“You watch to see what he’s interested in, and then you build on his interests.”

A five-year-old looking at the program asks her mother,“Do only boys go to that
school?”

“No,” her mother begins,“she’s talking about girls too, but—~

But what? The teacher being interviewed on television is speaking correct English.
What can the mother tell her daughter about why a child, in any generalization, is
always he rather than she? How does a five-year-old comprehend the generic
personal pronoun?'’

It’s usually easy to use nonsexist language. For example, the term mankind may
be replaced by humanity, human beings, buman race, or people; man-made
may be replaced by artificial, manufactured, and syntbetic; manpower may be
replaced by human power, workers, and workforce; and manhbood may be re-
placed by adulthood. Likewise,

m Congressmen may be called members of Congress.
m Firemen may be called firefighters.

m Foremen may be called supervisors.

m Policemen and policewomen are both police officers.

The use of labels for racist purposes has a long and ugly past. Names have been
used throughout history to stigmatize groups that other groups have disapproved
of.'® By using derogatory terms to label some people, the out-group is set apart
and pictured in an unfavorable light. Diane Mader provides several examples of
this:

We can see the process of stigmatization in Nazi Germany when Jewish people be-
came vermin, in the United States when African Americans became “niggers” and chat-
tel, in the military when the enemy became “gooks.”"?



The power of racist language to shape attitudes is difficult to avoid, even when
it is obviously offensive. In one study, experimental subjects who heard a
derogatory label used against a member of a minority group expressed annoyance
at this sort of slur; but despite their disapproval, the negative emotional terms did
have an impact.?® Not only did the unwitting subjects rate the minority individ-
ual’s competence lower when that person performed poorly, but also they
found fault with others who associated socially with the minority person—even
members of the subject’s own ethnic group.

CHAPTER 3 LANGUAGE 85

e ]
E“.”EHL EHHLLENEE One of the most treasured civil liberties is freedom of speech. At the same time,

most people would agree that some forms of racist and sexist speech are hateful

SEXIST AND RACIST and demeaning to their targets. As you have read in these pages, language

LANGUAGE shapes the attitudes of those who hear it.

How do you reconcile the principle of free speech and the need to minimize
hateful and discriminatory messages? Do you think laws and policies can and
should be made that limit certain types of communication? If so, how should
those limits be drafted to protect civil liberties? If not, can you justify the
necessary protection of even sexist and racist language?

Language Reflects Attitudes

Besides shaping the way we view ourselves and others, language reflects our at-
titudes. Feelings of control, attraction, commitment, responsibility—all these and
more are reflected in the way we use language.

POWER Communication researchers have identified a number of language pat-
terns that add to, or detract from, a speaker’s ability to influence others, as well
as reflecting how a speaker feels about his or her degree of control over a situa-
tion.?' Table 3-1 summarizes some of these findings by listing several types of
“powerless” language.

You can see the difference between powerful
language and powerless language by comparing
the following statements:

“Excuse me, sir, I hate to say this,butI...uh...I
guess I won’t be able to turn in the assignment on
time. I had a personal emergency and ... well ...it
was just impossible to finish it by today. I'll have it
in your mailbox on Monday, okay?”

“I won’t be able to turn in the assignment on
time. I had a personal emergency, and it was impos-
sible to finish it by today. I'll have it in your mailbox
on Monday.”

Although the powerless speech described in
Table 3-1 can often lead to unsatisfying results,
don’t assume that the best goal is always to sound
as powerful as you can. Along with gaining com-

=] k]
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TABLE 3-1 Powerless Language

Type of Usage Example

Hedges “I'm kinda disappointed ...
“I think we should ..”
“I guess I'd like to .. ”

Hesitations “Uh, can I have a minute of your time?”
“Well, we could try this idea ...
“I wish you would—er—try to be on
time.”

Intensifiers “So that’s how I feel ..”

Polite forms

Tag questions

Disclaimers

“I'm not very hungry.”
“Excuse me, sir ...

“It’s about time we got started, isn’t it?”
“Don’t you think we should give it
another try?”

“I probably shouldn’t say this,but ..”
“I'm not really sure,but ..”

pliance, another conversational goal is often
building a supportive, friendly relationship;and
sharing power with the other person can help
you in this regard. For this reason, many
everyday statements will contain a mixture of
powerful speech and powerless speech. Our
student-teacher example illustrates how this
combination of powerless mannerisms and
powerful mannerisms can help the student get
what she wants while staying on good terms
with the professor:

“Excuse me, Professor Rodman. I want you to
know that I won’t be able to turn in the assign-
ment on time.I had a personal emergency, and
it was impossible to finish it by today. I'll defi-
nitely have it in your mailbox on Monday.”

Whether or not the professor finds the ex-
cuse acceptable, it’s clear that this last state-
ment combines the best features of powerful
speech and powerless speech: a combination
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face-saving: protective of one’s
dignity

of self-assurance and goodwill.

Simply counting the number of powerful or
powerless statements won’t always reveal
who has the most control in a relationship. Social rules often mask the real distri-
bution of power. Sociolinguist Deborah Tannen describes how politeness can be a
face-saving way of delivering an order:

I hear myself giving instructions to my assistants without actually issuing orders:
“Maybe it would be a good idea to ...;”“It would be great if you could ...“ all the
while knowing that I expect them to do what I've asked right away .. .This rarely cre-
ates problems, though, because the people who work for me know that there is only
one reason I mention tasks—because I want them done. I like giving instructions in
this way; it appeals to my sense of what it means to be a good person .. . taking oth-
ers’ feelings into account.*

As this quote suggests, high-status speakers often realize that politeness is an
effective way to get their needs met while protecting the face of the less power-
ful person.The importance of achieving both content goals and relational goals
helps explain why a mixture of powerful speech and polite speech is usually most
effective.” Of course, if the other person misinterprets politeness for weakness,
it may be necessary to shift to a more powerful speaking style.

Powerful speech that gets the desired results in mainstream North American and
European culture doesn’t succeed everywhere with everyone.?! In Japan, saving
face for others is an important goal, so communicators there tend to speak in am-
biguous terms and use hedge words and qualifiers.In most Japanese sentences the
verb comes at the end of the sentence so the “action” part of the statement can
be postponed. Traditional Mexican culture, with its strong emphasis on coopera-
tion, makes a priority of using language to create harmony in interpersonal rela-
tionships rather than taking a firm or oppositional stance in order to make oth-
ers feel more at ease. Korean culture represents yet another group of people
who prefers “indirect” (for example,“perhaps,”“could be”) to “direct” speech.



AFFILIATION Power isn’t the only way language reflects the status of relation-
ships. Language can also be a way of building and demonstrating solidarity with
others. An impressive body of research has demonstrated that communicators
who want to show affiliation with one another adapt their speech in a variety
of ways, including their choice of vocabulary, rate of talking, number and place-
ment of pauses, and level of politeness.”> On an individual level, close friends
and lovers often develop special terms that serve as a way of signifying their re-
lationship.?® Using the same vocabulary sets these people apart from others, re-
minding themselves and the rest of the world of their relationship.The same
process works among members of larger groups, ranging from street gangs to mil-
itary personnel. Communication researchers call this linguistic accommodation
convergence.

When two or more people feel equally positive about one another, their lin-
guistic convergence will be mutual. But when communicators want or need the
approval of others they often adapt their speech to suit the others’ style, trying to
say the “right thing” or speak in a way that will help them fit in.We see this process
when immigrants who want to gain the rewards of material success in a new
culture strive to master the prevalent language. Likewise, employees who seek ad-
vancement tend to speak more like their superiors: supervisors adopt the speech
style of managers, and managers converge toward their bosses.

The principle of speech accommodation works in reverse, too. Communica-
tors who want to set themselves apart from others adopt the strategy of diver-
gence, speaking in a way that emphasizes their difference from others. For ex-
ample, members of an ethnic group, even though fluent in the dominant language,
might use their own dialect as a way of showing solidarity with one another—a
sort of “us against them” strategy. Divergence also operates in other settings.A
physician or attorney, for example, who wants to establish credibility with his or
her client might speak formally and use professional jargon to create a sense of
distance.The implicit message here is “I'm different (and more knowledgeable)
than you”

ATTRACTION AND INTEREST  Social customs discourage us from expressing like
or dislike in many situations. Only a clod would respond to the question “What do
you think of the cake I baked for you?” by saying,“It’s terrible.” Bashful or cautious
suitors might not admit their attraction to a potential partner. Even when peo-
ple are reluctant to speak candidly, the language they use can suggest their degree
of interest and attraction toward a person, object, or idea. Morton Weiner and
Albert Mehrabian outline a number of linguistic clues that reveal these attitudes.*”

m Demonstrative pronoun choice. These people want our help (positive) ver-
sus Those people want our help (less positive).

m Negation. It’s good (positive) versus It’s not bad (less positive).

m Sequential placement. Dick and Jane (Dick is more important) versus Jane
and Dick (Jane is more important). However, sequential placement isn’t always
significant.You may put “toilet bowl cleaner” at the top of your shopping list
simply because it’s closer to the market door than is champagne.

RESPONSIBILITY In addition to suggesting liking and importance, language
can reveal the speaker’s willingness to accept responsibility for a message.

m “It” versus “I” statements. /¢’s not finished (less responsible) versus I didn’t
finish it (more responsible).

CHAPTER 3 LANGUAGE
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a clod: a dull or stupid person
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a period: occurrence of
menstruation

m “You” versus “I” statements. Sometimes you make me angry (less respon-
sible) versus Sometimes I get angry when you do that (more responsible).“T”
statements are more likely to generate positive reactions from others when
compared to accusatory ones.?

m “But” statements. It’s a good idea, but it won’t work.You're really terrific,
but 1 think we ought to spend less time together. (But cancels everything
that went before the word.)

® Questions versus statements. Do you think we ought to do that? (less re-
sponsible) versus I don’t think we ought to do that (more responsible).

TROUBLESOME LANGURGE

Besides being a blessing that enables us to live together, language can be some-
thing of a curse.We have all known the frustration of being misunderstood, and
most of us have been baffled by another person’s overreaction to an innocent
comment. In the following pages we will look at several kinds of troublesome lan-
guage, with the goal of helping you communicate in a way that makes matters bet-
ter instead of worse.

The Language of Misunderstandings

The most obvious kind of language problems are semantic: We simply don’t un-
derstand others completely or accurately. Most misunderstandings arise from
some common problems that are easily remedied—after you recognize them.

EQUIVOCAL LANGUAGE Equivocal words have more than one correct dic-
tionary definition. Some equivocal misunderstandings are simple, at least after they
are exposed. A nurse once told her patient that he “wouldn’t be needing” the ma-
terials he requested from home. He interpreted the statement to mean he was near
death when the nurse meant he would be going home soon. A colleague of ours
mistakenly sent some confidential materials to the wrong person after his boss
told him to“send them to Richard,” without specifying which Richard. Some equiv-
ocal misunderstandings can be embarrassing, as one woman recalls:

In the fourth grade the teacher asked the class what a period was. I raised my hand
and shared everything I had learned about girls’ getting their period. But he was talk-
ing about the dot at the end of a sentence. Oops!*

Equivocal misunderstandings can have serious consequences. Communication
researchers Michael Motley and Heidi Reeder suggest that equivocation at least
partially explains why men may sometimes persist in attempts to become physi-
cally intimate when women have expressed unwillingness to do so.?° Inter-
views and focus groups with college students revealed that women often use am-
biguous phrases to say “no” to a man’s sexual advances:“I’m confused about
this”“I’'m not sure that we’re ready for this yet.”“Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Let’s be friends” and even “That tickles.” (The researchers found that women were
most likely to use less direct phrases when they hoped to see or date the man
again.When they wanted to cut off the relationship, they were more likely to give
a direct response.) Whereas women viewed indirect statements as equivalent to
saying “no,” men were more likely to interpret them as less clear-cut requests to
stop. As the researchers put it,“male/female misunderstandings are not so much



a matter of males hearing resistance messages as “go,”
but rather their not hearing them as “stop.” Under the
law, “no” means precisely that, and anyone who ar-
gues otherwise can be in for serious legal problems.

RELATIVE WORDS Relative words gain their
meaning by comparison. For example, is the school
you attend large or small? This depends on what you
compare it to: Alongside a campus like UCLA, with
an enrollment of over thirty thousand students, it
probably looks small; but compared to a smaller in-
stitution, it might seem quite large. In the same
way relative words like fast and slow, smart and
stupid, short and long depend for their meaning
upon what they’re compared to. (The “large” size
can of olives is the smallest you can buy; the larger
ones are “giant,”“colossal,” and “super-colossal.”)

Some relative words are so common that we mistakenly assume that they have a
clear meaning. In one study, graduate students were asked to assign numerical val-
ues to terms such as doubtful, toss-up, likely, probable, good chance, and unlikely>'
There was a tremendous variation in the meaning of most of these terms. For ex-
ample, the responses for possible ranged from 0 to 99 percent. Good chance meant
between 35 and 90 percent, whereas unlikely fell between 0 and 40 percent.

Using relative words without explaining them can lead to communication
problems. Have you ever responded to someone’s question about the weather by
saying it was warm, only to find out that what was warm to you was cold to the
other person? Or have you followed a friend’s advice and gone to a“cheap” restau-
rant, only to find that it was twice as expensive as you expected? Have you been
disappointed to learn that classes you've heard were “easy” turned out to be hard,
that journeys you were told would be “short” were long, that “unusual” ideas were
really quite ordinary? The problem in each case came from failing to anchor the
relative word used to a more precisely measurable word.

SLANG AND JARGON Slang is language used by a group of people whose
members belong to a similar co-culture or other group. Some slang is related
to specialized interests and activities. For instance, cyclists who talk about
“bonking” are referring to running out of energy. Rapsters know that “bling
bling” refers to jewelry and a “whip” is a nice-looking car.

Other slang consists of regionalisms—terms that are understood by people
who live in one geographic area but that are incomprehensible to outsiders.
This sort of use illustrates how slang defines insiders and outsiders, creating
a sense of identity and solidarity.?* Residents of the fiftieth U.S. state know
that when a fellow Alaskan says “I'm going outside,” he or she is leaving the
state. In the East End of London, cockney dialect uses rhyming words as
substitutes for everyday expressions: “bacon and eggs” for “legs,” and “Barney
Rubble” for “trouble.” This sort of use also illustrates how slang can be used to iden-
tify insiders and outsiders: With enough shared rhyming, slang users could
talk about outsiders without the clueless outsiders knowing that they were
the subject of conversation (“Lovely set of bacons, eh?”“Stay away from him.
He’s Barney.”).
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The little second grader’s family had
just moved and she was going to her
school for the first time. When she
came home that afternoon she said to
her mother, “What’s sex?” Her mother
had been expecting that question for
some time and she was ready for her
tiny daughter. So, for the next half
hour she explained about the birds
and the bees. Then she said to her,
“Now, do you understand what | have
been telling you?” “Yes,” her daughter
said, “I think | do.” Then she showed
her mother a school registration card
that she had brought home from
school and said, “But how am | going
to get all of that into this little
square?”

Winston K. Pendelton
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techies: computer experts

Slang can also be age-related. Most college students know that drinkers wearing
“beer goggles” have consumed enough alcohol that they find almost everyone of
the opposite—or sometimes the same—sex attractive. At some schools, a “monkey”
is the “other” woman or man in a boyfriend’s or girlfriend’s life: “I've heard Mitch is
cheating on me.When I find his monkey,I'm gonna do her up!”*

Almost everyone uses some sort of jargon: the specialized vocabulary
that functions as a kind of shorthand by people with common backgrounds
and experience. Skateboarders have their own language to describe maneuvers:
“ollie,”“grind,” and “shove it.” Some jargon consists of acronyms—initials of
terms that are combined to form a word. Stock traders refer to the NASDAQ
(pronounced “naz-dak”) securities index, and military people label failure to serve
at one’s post as being AWOL (absent without leave).The digital age has spawned
its own vocabulary of jargon. For instance, computer users know that “viruses” are
malicious programs that migrate from one computer to another, wreaking
havoc. Likewise, “cookies” are tiny files that remote observers can use to moni-
tor a user’s computer habits. Some jargon goes beyond being descriptive and con-
veys attitudes. For example, cynics in the high-tech world sometimes refer to be-
ing fired from a job as being “uninstalled.”They talk dismissively about the
nonvirtual world as the “carbon community” and to books and newspapers as
“treeware.” Some technical support staffers talk of “banana problems,” meaning
those that could be figured out by monkeys, as in “This is a two-banana problem
at worst”*

Jargon can be a valuable kind of shorthand for people who understand its use.
The trauma team in a hospital emergency room can save time, and possibly
lives, by speaking in shorthand, referring to “GSWs” (gunshot wounds),“chem 7”
lab tests,and so on; but the same specialized vocabulary that works so well among
insiders can mystify and confuse family members of the patient, who don’t un-
derstand the jargon.The same sort of misunderstandings can arise in less critical
settings when insiders use their own language with people who don’t share the
same vocabulary. Jeffrey Katzman of the William Morris Agency’s Hollywood of-
fice experienced this sort of problem when he met with members of a Silicon
Valley computer firm to discuss a joint project.

When he used the phrase “in development,” he meant a project that was as yet merely
an idea.When the techies used it, on the other hand, they meant designing a specific
game or program. Ultimately, says Katzman, he had to bring in a blackboard and liter-
ally define his terms.“It was like when the Japanese first came to Hollywood,” he re-
calls.“They had to use interpreters, and we did t0o.”*>
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E-MAIL ABBREVIATIONS

E-mail users have adopted abbreviations with enthu- Notice that several abbreviations (such as <G>, LOL, ROTFL)
siasm, primarily because they enable users to insert also serve the function of clarifying the sender’s intentions,
common phrases into their correspondence quickly and easily. which aren’t always clear in the sterile format of e-mail text.

AFAIK As far as | know <J> Joking

AKA Also known as KIT Keep in touch

ASAP As soon as possible LOL Laughing out loud

BAK Back at keyboard LTL Lets talk later

BBL Be back later LTNC Long time no chat

BCNU Be seeing you LU Looking up

B4N Bye for now MAYB Maybe

BRB Be right back NM Nothing much

BTW By the way NP No problem

F2F Face to face NRN No reply necessary

FWIW For what it's worth NYO Need your opinion

FYA For your amusement PDQ Pretty darn quick

FYI For your information PLS Please

<G> Grinning PMFJI Pardon me for jumping in

GFY Good for you POS Parents over shoulder change subject

GGBB Gotta go bye bye POV Point of view

GL Good luck ROTFL Rolling on the floor laughing

GMTA Great minds think alike RSN Real slow now

G2G Gotto go <S> Smile

GTGB Got to go bye TIA Thanks in advance

ILU Love you T™I Too much info

IDK | don’t know TTFN Ta ta for now

IM Instant message TU Thank you

IMHO In my humble opinion 1R Thanks

IMO In my opinion TY Thank you

INALB I’'m not a lawyer but U You

IOH I’'m outta here UKW You know who

{0l) In other words u2 You too

IRL In real life uw You wish

ITS | told you so <Y> Yawning

OVERLY ABSTRACT LANGUAGE Most objects, events,and ideas can be described
with varying degrees of specificity. Consider the material you are reading.You
could call it:

A book

A textbook

A communication textbook

Understanding Human Communication

Chapter 3 of Understanding Human Communication

Page 91 of Chapter 3 of Understanding Human Communication
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goons: those who intimidate
others

in a rut: having fixed and
monotonous routines and habits

In each case your description would be more and more specific. Semanticist
S.1.Hayakawa created an abstraction ladder to describe this process.** This
ladder consists of a number of descriptions of the same thing. Lower items fo-
cus specifically on the person, object, or event, whereas higher terms are gener-
alizations that include the subject as a member of a larger class.To talk about
“college,” for example, is more abstract than to talk about a particular school. Like-
wise, referring to “women” is more abstract than referring to “feminists,” or more
specifically naming feminist organizations or even specific members who belong
to them.

Higher-level abstractions are a useful tool, because without them language
would be too cumbersome to be useful. It’s faster, easier, and more useful to talk
about Europe than to list all of the countries on that continent. In the same way,
using relatively abstract terms like firiendly or smart can make it easier to describe
people than listing their specific actions.

Abstract language—speech that refers to observable events or objects—serves
a second, less obvious function. At times it allows us to avoid confrontations by
deliberately being unclear.’” Suppose, for example, your boss is enthusiastic about a
new approach to doing business that you think is a terrible idea.Telling the truth
might seem too risky, but lying—saying “I think it’s a great idea”—wouldn’t feel right
either. In situations like this an abstract answer can hint at your true belief with-
out a direct confrontation:“I don’t know ...It’s sure unusual ... It might work.”
The same sort of abstract language can help you avoid embarrassing friends who
ask for your opinion with questions like “What do you think of my new haircut?”An
abstract response like “It’s really different!” may be easier for you to deliver—and for
your friend to receive—than the clear, brutal truth:“It’s really ugly!”We will have
more to say about this linguistic strategy of equivocation later in this chapter.

Although vagueness does have its uses, highly abstract language can cause
several types of problems.The first is stereotyping. Consider claims like “All whites
are bigots,”“Men don’t care about relationships,”“The police are a bunch of goons,”
or “Professors around here care more about their research than they do about
students.” Each of these claims ignores the very important fact that abstract de-
scriptions are almost always too general, that they say more than we really mean.

Besides creating stereotypical attitudes, abstract language can lead to the prob-
lem of confusing others. Imagine the lack of understanding that results from
imprecise language in situations like this:

A: We never do anything that’s fun anymore.

B: What do you mean?

A: We used to do lots of unusual things, but now it’s the same old stuff, over and
over.

B: But last week we went on that camping trip, and tomorrow we'’re going to that
party where we’ll meet all sorts of new people.Those are new things.

A: That’s not what I mean. I'm talking about really unusual stuff.

B: (becoming confused and a little impatient) Like what? Taking hard drugs or
going over Niagara Falls in a barrel?

A: Don’t be stupid. All 'm saying is that we’re in a rut. We should be living
more exciting lives.

B: Well, I don’t know what you want.

The best way to avoid this sort of overly abstract language is to use behavioral
descriptions instead. (See Table 3-2.) Behavioral descriptions move down the ab-
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S S
You can dismiss an abstraction . . .
You can mistreat an object . . . But as
$00N as you come upon a human
being, you will be moved to share
yourself with him, to care for him. It
will be far more difficult to hurt his
feelings or ignore him or simply
analyze him. It will be almost
impossible to kill him or cheer his
death, which is why this sort of
orientation can put armies out of

straction ladder to identify the specific, observable phenomenon being discussed.
A thorough description should answer three questions:

1. Who Is Involved? Are you speaking for just yourself or for others as well? Are
you talking about a group of people (“the neighbors,”“women”) or specific in-
dividuals (“the people next door with the barking dog,”“Lola and Lizzie”)?

2. In What Circumstances Does the Behavior Occur? Where does it occur:
everywhere or in specific places (at parties, at work, in public)? When does
it occur:When you're tired or when a certain subject comes up? The behav-
ior you are describing probably doesn’t occur all the time. In order to be un-
derstood, you need to pin down what circumstances set this situation apart
from other ones.

3. What Behaviors Are Involved? Though terms such as more cooperative and

business.
belpful might sound like concrete descriptions of behavior, they are usually
too vague to do a clear job of explaining what’s on your mind. Behaviors must  Affie Kohn
—

8.4

RN

TABLE 3-2 Abstract and Behavioral Descriptions

Abstract

Description Behavioral Description Remarks
Who Is In What Specific
Involved Circumstances Behaviors

Problem I talk too People I find When I want I talk (mostly Behavioral de-

much intimidating them to like about myself) scription more
me instead of giving clearly identifies
them a chance behaviors to
to speak or ask- change.
ing about their
lives.

Goal I want to be My roommate When we talk  Instead of find- Behavioral de-
more con- about house- ing fault with scription clearly
structive. hold duties her ideas, sug- outlines how to

gest alternatives act; abstract de-
that might work. scription doesn’t.

Appreciation “You've really (Deliver to “When I've “You took my Give both ab-
been helpful fellow had to take shifts without stract and behav-
lately” worker) time off work complaining.” ioral descriptions

because of for best results.
personal
problems”

Request “Clean up (Deliver to “When we’re “Please don’t tell ~ Behavioral de-
your act!” target person)  around my jokes that in- scription speci-

family” volve sex.” fies desired

behavior.
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a fair shake: honest treatment

to weasel out of: to get out of
doing something

be observable, ideally both to you and to others. For instance, moving down
the abstraction ladder from the relatively vague term belpful, you might come
to behaviors such as does the dishes every other day, volunteers to belp me
with my studies, or fixes dinner once or twice a week without being
asked. It’s easy to see that terms like these are easier for both you and others
to understand than are more vague abstractions.

Behavioral descriptions can improve communication in a wide range of situa-
tions, as Table 3-2 illustrates. Research also supports the value of specific language.
One study found that well-adjusted couples had just as many conflicts as poorly
adjusted couples, but the way the well-adjusted couples handled their problems
was significantly different. Instead of blaming one another, the well-adjusted
couples expressed their complaints in behavioral terms.>®

Disruptive Language

Not all linguistic problems come from misunderstandings. Sometimes people
understand one another perfectly and still end up in conflict. Of course, not all dis-
agreements can, or should be, avoided. But eliminating three bad linguistic
habits from your communication repertoire can minimize the kind of clashes that
don’t need to happen, allowing you to save your energy for the unavoidable and
important struggles.

CONFUSING FACTS AND OPINIONS Factual statements are claims that can
be verified as true or false. By contrast, opinion statements are based on the
speaker’s beliefs. Unlike matters of fact, they can never be proved or dis-
proved. Consider a few examples of the difference between factual statements
and opinion statements:

FACT OPINION

It rains more in Seattle than in Portland. The climate in Portland is better
than in Seattle.

Kareem Abdul Jabar is the all-time Kareem is the greatest basketball

leading scorer in the National Basket- player in the history of the game.

ball Assocation.

Per capita income in the United States The United States is not the best

is lower than in several other countries. model of economic success in the
world.

‘When factual statements and opinion statements are set side by side like this,
the difference between them is clear. In everyday conversation, we often pre-
sent our opinions as if they were facts, and in doing so we invite an unnecessary
argument. For example:

m “That was a dumb thing to say!”
m “Spending that much on is a waste of money!”
® “You can’t get a fair shake in this country unless you’re a white male.”

Notice how much less antagonistic each statement would be if it was prefaced
by a qualifier like “In my opinion .. or “It seems to me ..."



CONFUSING FACTS AND INFERENCES ILabeling your opinions can go a long way
toward relational harmony, but developing this habit won’t solve all linguistic
problems. Difficulties also arise when we confuse factual statements with infer-
ential statements—conclusions arrived at from an interpretation of evidence.

Consider a few examples:

FACT

He hit a lamppost while driving down
the street.

You interrupted me before I finished
what I was saying.

You haven’t paid your share of the rent
on time for the past three months.

I haven’t gotten a raise in almost a year.

INFERENCE

He was daydreaming when he hit

the lamppost.

You don’t care about what I have
to say.

You're trying to weasel out of your
responsibilities.

The boss is exploiting me.

There’s nothing wrong with making inferences as long as you identify them as
such:“She stomped out and slammed the door. It looked to me as if she were fu-
rious.”The danger comes when we confuse inferences with facts and make
them sound like the absolute truth.

One way to avoid fact-inference confusion is to use the perception-checking
skill described in Chapter 2 to test the accuracy of your inferences. Recall that a
perception check has three parts:a description of the behavior being discussed,
your interpretation of that behavior,and a request for verification. For instance, in-
stead of saying,“Why are you laughing at me?”you could say,“When you laugh like
that /description of bebavior], 1 get the idea you think something I did was stu-
pid [interpretation]. Are you laughing at me /questionj?”

EMOTIVE LANGUAGE Emotive language contains words that sound as if
they’re describing something when they are really announcing the speaker’s
attitude toward something. Do you like that old picture frame? If so, you would
probably call it “an antique,” but if you think it’s ugly, you would likely describe
it as “a piece of junk.” Emotive words may sound like statements of fact but are
always opinions.

Barbra Streisand pointed out how some people use emotive
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language to stigmatize behavior in women that they admire
in men:

A man is commanding—a woman is demanding.

A man is forceful—a woman is pushy.

A man is uncompromising—a woman is a ball-breaker.
A man is a perfectionist—a woman’s a pain in the ass.
He’s assertive—she’s aggressive.

He strategizes—she manipulates.

He shows leadership—she’s controlling.

He’s committed—she’s obsessed.

He’s persevering—she’s relentless.

OUR WAITER
16 60 RUDE.

OUR WAITER 15
SUCH A FORTHRIGHT
CHARACTER.

OUR WAITER
TALKS SMACK. {
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He sticks to his guns—she’s stubborn.
If a man wants to get it right, he’s looked up to and respected.

If a woman wants to get it right, she’s difficult and impossible.

The reading on page 97 illustrates how emotive language can escalate conflicts
and make constructive dialogue difficult, or even impossible.

As this reading suggests, problems occur when people use emotive words
without labeling them as such.You might, for instance, have a long and bitter ar-
gument with a friend about whether a third person was “assertive” or “obnoxious,”
when a more accurate and peaceable way to handle the issue would be to ac-
knowledge that one of you approves of the behavior and the other doesn’t.

CRITICAL THINHING PROBE

EMOTIVE LANGUAGE

Test your ability to identify emotive language by playing the following word
game.

1. Take an action, object, or characteristic and show how it can be viewed either favorably
or unfavorably, according to the label it is given. For example:
a. I'm casual.
You’re careless.
He’s a slob.
b. Iread adult love stories.
You read erotic literature.
She reads pornography.
2. Now create three-part descriptions of your own, using the following statements as a
start:
a. I'm tactful.
b. She’s a liar.
¢. I'm conservative.
d. You have a high opinion of yourself.
e. I'm quiet.
f. You're pessimistic.
3. Now recall two situations in which you used emotive language as if it were a description
of fact. How might the results have differed if you had used more objective language?

Evasive Language

None of the troublesome language habits we have described so far is a deliber-
ate strategy to mislead or antagonize others. Now, however, we’ll consider eu-
phemisms and equivocations, two types of language that speakers use by design
to avoid communicating clearly. Although both of these have some very legitimate
uses, they also can lead to frustration and confusion.

EUPHEMISMS A euphemism (from the Greek word meaning “to use words
of good omen”) is a pleasant term substituted for a more direct but potentially less
pleasant one.We are using euphemisms when we say “restroom” instead of “toilet”
or “plump”instead of “fat” or “overweight” There certainly are cases where the eu-
phemistic pulling of linguistic punches can be face-saving.It’s probably more con-
structive to question a possible “statistical misrepresentation” than to call some-
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))) BECOMING DESENSITIZED T0 HATE WORDS

The ceremonies are over, but | would like to suggest

one last way to commemorate the golden anniver-

sary of the defeat of the Nazis. How about a morato-
rium on the current abuse of terms like storm trooper,
swastika, Holocaust, Gestapo, and Hitler? How about putting
the language of the Third Reich into mothballs?

The further we are removed from the defeat of the Nazis,
the more this vocabulary seems to be taking over our own. It’s
become part of the casual, ubiquitous, inflammatory speech
Americans use to turn each other into monsters. Which, if | re-
call correctly, was a tactic favored by Goebbels himself.

The NRA attacked federal agents as “jackbooted govern-
ment thugs who wear Nazi bucket helmets and black storm
trooper uniforms.” In the ratcheting up of the rhetorical wars,
it wasn’t enough for the NRA to complain that the agents had
overstepped their bounds; they had to call them Nazis.

Republican congressmen have compared environmentalist
agencies with Hitler’s troops. Pennsylvania’s Bud Shuster
talked about EPA officials as an “environmental Gestapo.”
Missouri’s Bill Emerson warned about the establishment of an
“eco-Gestapo force.”

On the Democratic side, Sen. John Kerry recently sug-
gested that a proposed new kind of tax audit, on “lifestyles,”
would produce an “IRS Gestapo-like entity.” And John Lewis
and Charles Rangel compared silence in the face of the new
conservative agenda to silence in the early days of the Third
Reich. They didn’t just disagree with conservatives; they Nazi-
fied them.

Then there are the perennial entries on the Hitler log. Anti-
abortion groups talk about the abortion holocaust—compar-
ing the fetuses to Jews and the doctors to Mengele. As for

pinning the Nazi label on supporters of abortion rights, the
propagandists surely know that Hitler was a hard-line oppo-
nent of abortion. (Did that make him pro life?)

Even when Nazi-speak isn’t historically dumb, it’s rhetori-
cally dumb. The Hitlerian language has become indiscriminate
shorthand for every petty tyranny. In this vocabulary, every
two-bit boss becomes a “little Hitler.” Every domineering high
school principal is accused of running a “concentration
camp.” Every overbearing piece of behavior becomes a
“Gestapo” tactic. And every political disagreement becomes a
fight against evil.

Crying Hitler in our time is like crying wolf. The charge im-
mediately escalates the argument, adding verbal fuel to fires
of any dimension, however minor. But eventually, yelling Nazi
at environmentalists and Gestapo at federal agents diminishes
the emotional power of these words should we need them. In
time, these epithets even downgrade the horror of the Third
Reich and the immensity of World War II. They cheapen history
and insult memory, especially the memory of the survivors.

Fifty years ago, Americans learned, with a fresh sense of
horror, about the crematoriums, about man’s inhumanity,
about the trains that ran on time to the gas chambers. This
was Nazism. This was the Gestapo. This was the Holocaust.
This was Hitler. If you please, save the real words for the real
thing.

Ellen Goodman
putting . . . into mothballs: retiring
two-bit: unimportant, minor

crying wolf: issuing a false alarm

one a liar, for example. Likewise, it may be less disquieting to some to refer to peo-

ple as “senior citizens” than “old.”

Like many businesses, the airline industry uses euphemisms to avoid upsetting

already nervous flyers.* For example, rather than saying “turbulence,” pilots and
flight attendants use the less frightening term “bumpy air.” Likewise, they refer
to thunderstorms as “rain showers,”and fog as “mist” or “haze”And savvy flight per-
sonnel never use the words “your final destination.”

Despite their occasional advantages, many euphemisms are not worth the ef-
fort it takes to create them. Some are pretentious and confusing, such as the re-
naming of one university’s Home Economics Department as the Department of
Human Ecology or a middle school’s labeling of hallways as “behavior transition
corridors.” Other euphemisms are downright deceptive, such as the U.S. Sen-
ate’s labeling of a $23,200 pay raise a “pay equalization concept”
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“Be bonest with me Roger. By ‘mid-course correction’

you mean divorce, don’t you.”
Source: © 2000 Lee Cullum from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

EQUIVOCATION 1It’s 8:15 p.M.,and you are already a half-
hour late for your dinner reservation at the fanciest restau-
rant in town.Your partner has finally finished dressing and
confronts you with the question “How do Ilook?” To tell the
truth, you hate your partner’s outfit. You don’t want to lie,
but on the other hand you don’t want to be hurtful. Just as
importantly, you don’t want to lose your table by waiting
around for your date to choose something else to wear.You
think for a moment and then reply,“You look amazing. I've
never seen an outfit like that before. Where did you get it?”
Your response in this situation was an equivoca-
tion—a deliberately vague statement that can be inter-
preted in more than one way. Earlier in this chapter we
talked about how unintentional equivocation can lead to
misunderstandings. But our discussion here focuses on i7n-

tentionally ambiguous speech that is used to avoid lying
on one hand and telling a painful truth on the other. Equivocations have several
advantages.They spare the receiver from the embarrassment that might come
from a completely truthful answer, and it can be easier for the sender to equivo-
cate than to suffer the discomfort of being honest.

Despite its benefits, there are times when communicators equivocate as a way
to weasel out of delivering important but unpleasant messages. Suppose, for ex-
ample, that you are unsure about your standing in one of your courses.You ap-
proach the professor and ask how you’re doing.“Not bad,” the professor an-
swers.This answer isn’t too satisfying.“What grade am I earning?” you inquire.“Oh,
lots of people would be happy with it”is the answer you receive.“But will I re-
ceive an A or B this semester?” you persist. “You could,” is the reply. It’s easy to
see how this sort of evasiveness can be frustrating.

As with euphemisms, high-level abstractions, and many other types of com-
munication, it’s impossible to say that equivocation is always helpful or harmful.
As you learned in Chapter 1, competent communication behavior is situational.
Your success in relating to others will depend on your ability to analyze your-
self, the other person, and the situation when deciding whether to be equivocal
or direct.

ETHICAL CHALLENGE

EUPHEMISMS AND
EQUIVOCATIONS

For most people, “telling it like it is” is usually considered a virtue and “beating
around the bush” is a minor sin. You can test the function of indirect speech by
following these directions:

1. Identify five examples of euphemisms and equivocations in everyday interaction.

2. Imagine how matters would have been different if the speakers or writers had used
direct language in each situation.

3. Based on your observations, discuss whether equivocation and euphemisms have any
place in face-to-face communication.

GENDER AND LANGUAGE

So far we have discussed language use as if it were identical for both sexes.
Some theorists and researchers, though, have argued that there are significant dif-



ferences between the way men and women speak, whereas others have argued
that any differences are not significant.*' What are the similarities and differ-
ences between male and female language use?

Content

Although there is a great deal of variation within each gender, on the average, men
and women discuss a surprisingly different range of topics.The first research on
conversational topics was conducted over sixty years ago.Despite the changes in
male and female roles since then, the results of more recent studies are remark-
ably similar.*? In these studies, women and men ranging in age from seventeen
to eighty described the range of topics each discussed with friends of the same
sex. Certain topics were common to both sexes: work, movies, and television
proved to be frequent for both groups. Both men and women reserved discussions
of sex and sexuality for members of the same gender.The differences between
men and women were more striking than the similarities, however. Female friends
spent much more time discussing personal and domestic subjects, relationship
problems, family, health and reproductive matters, weight, food and clothing, men,
and other women. Men, on the other hand, were more likely to discuss music, cur-
rent events, sports, business, and other men. Both men and women were equally
likely to discuss personal appearance, sex, and dating in same-sex conversations.
True to one common stereotype, women were more likely to gossip about close
friends and family. By contrast, men spent more time gos-
siping about sports figures and media personalities.
Women’s gossip was no more derogatory than men’s.

These differences can lead to frustration when men and
women try to converse with one another. Researchers re-
port that trivial is the word often used by both sexes to
describe topics discussed by the opposite sex.“I want to
talk about important things,”a woman might say,“like how
we’re getting along. All he wants to do is talk about the
news or what we’ll do this weekend.”

w

Reasons for Communicating

Research shows that the notion that men and women
communicate in dramatically different ways is exagger-
ated. Both men and women, at least in the dominant cul-
tures of the United States and Canada, use language to
build and maintain social relationships. Regardless of the
sex of the communicators, the goals of almost all ordi-
nary conversations include making the conversation en-
joyable by being friendly, showing interest in what the
other person says, and talking about topics that interest the
other person.”® How men and women accomplish these
goals is often different, though. Although most communi-
cators try to make their interaction enjoyable, men are
more likely than women to emphasize making conversa-
tion fun.Their discussions involve a greater amount of jok-
ing and good-natured teasing. By contrast, women’s con-
versations focus more frequently on feelings, relationships,
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one-up: respond in order to
maintain one’s superiority

to grease the wheels: to
facilitate

and personal problems. In fact, communication researcher Julia Wood flatly states
that “for women, talk #s the essence of relationships.”# When a group of women
was surveyed to find out what kinds of satisfaction they gained from talking
with their friends, the most common theme mentioned was a feeling of
empathy—“To know you’re not alone,” as some put it. > Whereas men com-
monly described same-sex conversations as something they liked, women char-
acterized their woman-to-woman talks as a kind of contact they needed. The
greater frequency of female conversations reflects their importance. Nearly 50 per-
cent of the women surveyed said they called friends at least once a week just to
talk, whereas less than half as many men did so.In fact, 40 percent of the men sur-
veyed reported that they never called another man just to talk.

Because women use conversation to pursue social needs, female speech typi-
cally contains statements showing support for the other person, demonstrations
of equality, and efforts to keep the conversation going. With these goals, it’s not
surprising that traditionally female speech often contains statements of sympathy
and empathy:“I've felt just like that myself,”“The same thing happened to me!”
Women are also inclined to ask lots of questions that invite the other person to
share information:“How did you feel about that?” “What did you do next?” The
importance of nurturing a relationship also explains why female speech is often
somewhat powerless and tentative. Saying,“This is just my opinion .. ”is less likely
to put off a conversational partner than a more definite “Here’s what I think ...

Men’s speech is often driven by quite different goals than women’s. Men are
more likely to use language to accomplish the job at hand than to nourish rela-
tionships.This explains why men are less likely than women to disclose their
vulnerabilities, which would be a sign of weakness.When someone else is sharing
a problem, instead of empathizing, men are prone to offer advice:“That’s noth-
ing to worry about .. ” or “Here’s what you need to do .. ” Besides taking care of
business, men are more likely than women to use conversations to exert con-
trol, preserve their independence, and enhance their status.This explains why
men are more prone to dominate conversations and one-up their partners. Men
interrupt their conversational partners to assert their own experiences or point
of view. (Women interrupt too, but they usually do so to offer support: quite a
different goal.) Just because male talk is competitive doesn’t mean it’s not en-
joyable. Men often regard talk as a kind of game:When researchers asked men
what they liked best about their all-male talk, the most frequent answer was its
ease.“ Another common theme was appreciation of the practical value of con-
versation: new ways to solve problems. Men also mentioned enjoying the hu-
mor and rapid pace that characterized their all-male conversations.

Differences like these begin early in childhood. Sociolinguist Deborah
Tannen summarizes a variety of studies showing that boys use talk to assert con-
trol over one another, whereas girls use talk to maintain harmony.*” Transcripts
of conversations between preschoolers aged two to five showed that girls are
far more cooperative than boys.*They preceded their proposals for action by say-
ing,“let’s,” as in “Let’s go find some” or “Let’s turn back.” By contrast, boys gave
orders like “Lie down” or “Gimme your arm.”

Conversational Style

Women behave differently in conversations than do men.*® For example,
women ask more questions in mixed-sex conversations than do men—nearly



three times as many, according to one study. Other research has revealed that in
mixed-sex conversations, men interrupt women far more than the other way
around. Some theorists have argued that differences like these result in
women’s speech that is less powerful and more emotional than men’s. Research
has supported these theories—at least in some cases. Even when clues about
the speakers’ sex were edited out, raters found clear differences between tran-
scripts of male speech and female speech.In one study women’s talk was
judged more aesthetic, whereas men'’s talk was seen as more dynamic, aggressive,
and strong. In another, male job applicants were rated more fluent, active, confi-
dent, and effective than female applicants.

Other studies have revealed that men and women behave differently in certain
conversational settings. For example, in mixed-sex dyads men talk longer than
women, whereas in same-sex situations women speak for a longer time. In
larger groups, men talk more, whereas in smaller groups, women talk more. In
same-sex conversations there are other differences between men and women:
‘Women use more questions, justifiers, intensive adverbs, personal pronouns, and
adverbials. Men use more directives, interruptions, and filler words to begin sen-
tences.>°

Given these differences, it’s easy to wonder how men and women manage to
communicate with one another at all. One reason why cross-sex conversations do
run smoothly is because women accommodate to the topics men raise. Both men
and women regard topics introduced by women as tentative, whereas topics that
men introduce are more likely to be pursued.Thus, women seem to grease the
wheels of conversation by doing more work than men in maintaining conversa-
tions. A complementary difference between men and women also promotes
cross-sex conversations: Men are more likely to talk about themselves with
women than with other men; and because women are willing to adapt to this
topic, conversations are likely to run smoothly, if one-sidedly.

An accommodating style isn’t always a disadvantage for women. One study
revealed that women who spoke tentatively were actually more influential with
men than those who used more powerful speech.> On the other hand, this ten-
tative style was less effective in persuading
women. (Language use had no effect on men’s
persuasiveness.) This research suggests that
women who are willing and able to be flexible
in their approach can persuade both other
women and men—as long as they are not deal-
ing with a mixed-sex audience.

Nongender Variables

Despite the differences in the ways men and
women speak, the link between gender and
language use isn’t as clear-cut as it might seem.
Despite the differences identified earlier, sev-
eral research reviews have found that the ways
women and men communicate are much
more similar than different. For example, one
analysis of over twelve hundred research
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studies found that only 1 percent of variance Source: © The New Yorker Collection 1995 Lee Cullum from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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If women speak and hear a language
of connection and intimacy, while men
speak and hear a language of status
and independence, then communica-
tion between men and women can be
like cross-cultural communication,
prey to a clash of conversational
styles. Instead of different dialects, it
has been said they speak different
genderlects.

Deborah Tannen

You Just Don’t Understand: Women and
Men in Conversation
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in communication behavior resulted from sex difference.>*There is no significant
difference between male speech and female speech in areas such as use of pro-
fanity, use of qualifiers such as “I guess” or “This is just my opinion,” tag ques-
tions, and vocal fluency.>® Some on-the-job research shows that male and female
supervisors in similar positions behave the same way and are equally effective.
In light of the considerable similarities between the sexes and the relatively mi-
nor differences, some communication scholars suggest that the “men are from
Mars, women are from Venus” claim should be replaced by the metaphor that
“men are from North Dakota, women are from South Dakota”>*

A growing body of research explains some of the apparent contradictions be-
tween the similarities and differences between male speech and female speech.
They have revealed other factors that influence language use as much or more
than does gender. For example, social philosophy plays a role. Feminist wives
talk longer than their partners, whereas nonfeminist wives speak less than their
husbands. Orientation toward problem-solving also plays a role in conversa-
tional style.The cooperative or competitive orientations of speakers have more in-
fluence on how they interact than does their gender.

The speaker’s occupation and social role also influence speaking style. For
example, male day-care teachers’ speech to their students resembles the language
of female teachers more closely than it resembles the language of fathers at home.
Overall, doctors interrupt their patients more often than the reverse, although
male patients do interrupt female physicians more often than their male coun-
terparts. At work, task differences exert more powerful effects on whether speak-
ers use gender-inclusive language (such as “he or she” instead of just “he”) than
does biological sex.>A close study of trial transcripts showed that the speaker’s
experience on the witness stand and occupation had more to do with language
use than did gender. If women generally use “powerless” language, this may pos-
sibly reflect their social role in society at large. As the balance of power grows
more equal between men and women, we can expect many linguistic differences
to shrink.

Why is the research on gender differences so confusing? In some studies,
male speech and female speech seem identical, whereas other studies reveal
important differences. As we have already said, one reason for the confusion is that
factors besides gender influence the way people speak: the setting in which
conversation takes place, the expertise of the speakers, their social roles (hus-
band/wife, boss/employee, and so on). Also, female roles are changing so rapidly
that many women simply don’t use the conversational styles that characterized
their older sisters and mothers. But in addition to these factors, another power-
ful force that influences the way individual men and women speak is their sex
role—the social orientation that governs behavior—rather than their biological
gender. Researchers have identified three sex roles: masculine, feminine, and an-
drogynous. These sex roles don’t always line up neatly with gender. There are
“masculine” females,“feminine” males, and androgynous communicators who
combine traditionally masculine and feminine characteristics.

Research shows that linguistic differences are often a function of these sex
roles more than the speaker’s biological sex. Masculine sex-role communica-
tors—whether male or female—use more dominant language than either fem-
inine or androgynous speakers. Feminine speakers have the most submissive
speaking style, whereas androgynous speakers fall between these extremes.
When two masculine communicators are in a conversation, they often engage



in a one-up battle for dominance, responding to the other’s bid for control with
a counterattempt to dominate the relationship. Feminine sex-role speakers are
less predictable. They use dominance, submission, and equivalent behavior in an
almost random fashion.Androgynous individuals are more predictable:They
most frequently meet another’s bid for dominance with a symmetrical at-
tempt at control, but then move quickly toward an equivalent relationship.

All this information suggests that, when it comes to communicating,“mas-
culinity” and “femininity” are culturally recognized sex roles, not biological traits.
Research suggests that neither a stereotypically male style nor female style is
the best choice. For example, one study showed that a “mixed gender strategy”
that balanced the stereotypically male task-oriented approach with the stereo-
typically female relationship-oriented approach received the highest marks by
both male and female respondents.>® As opportunities for men and women be-
come more equal, we can expect that the differences between male and female
use of language will become smaller.

CULTURE AND LANGURGE

Anyone who has tried to translate ideas from one language to another knows that
communication across cultures can be a challenge.’” Sometimes the results of a
bungled translation can be amusing. For example, the American manufacturers
of Pet condensed milk unknowingly introduced their product in French-speaking
markets without realizing that the word pet in French means “to break wind.”>®
Likewise, the naive English-speaking representative of a U.S. soft drink manufac-
turer drew laughs from Mexican customers when she offered free samples of
Fresca soda pop.In Mexican slang, the word fresca means “lesbian.”

Even choosing the right words during translation won’t guarantee that non-
native speakers will use an unfamiliar language correctly. For example, Japanese
insurance companies warn their policyholders who are visiting the United
States to avoid their cultural tendency to say “excuse me” or “I'm sorry”if they are
involved in a traffic accident.> In Japan, apologizing is a traditional way to express
goodwill and maintain social harmony, even if the person offering the apology is
not at fault. But in the United States, an apology can be taken as an admission of
guilt and may result in Japanese tourists’ being held accountable for accidents
for which they may not be responsible.

Difficult as it may be, translation is only a small
part of the communication challenges facing
members of different cultures. Differences in
the way language is used and the very worldview
that a language creates make communicating
across cultures a challenging task.

Verbal Communication Styles

Using language is more than just choosing a par-
ticular group of words to convey an idea. Each
language has its own unique style that distin-
guishes it from others. And when a communica-
tor tries to use the verbal style from one culture
in a different one, problems are likely to arise.*
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bungled: done something
imperfectly

“to break wind”: to expel bowel
gas
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“beating around the bush”:
approaching something in an
indirect way

DIRECT-INDIRECT One way in which verbal styles vary is in their directness. An-
thropologist Edward Hall identified two distinct cultural ways of using
language.®' Low-context cultures use language primarily to express thoughts,
feelings, and ideas as clearly and logically as possible.To low-context communi-
cators, the meaning of a statement is in the words spoken. By contrast, high-
context cultures value language as a way to maintain social harmony. Rather than
upset others by speaking clearly, communicators in these cultures learn to dis-
cover meaning from the context in which a message is delivered: the nonverbal
behaviors of the speaker, the history of the relationship, and the general social
rules that govern interaction between people.Table 3-3 summarizes some key dif-
ferences between the way low- and high-context cultures use language.

North American culture falls toward the direct, low-context end of the scale.
Residents of the United States and Canada value straight talk and grow impa-
tient with “beating around the bush.” By contrast, most Asian and Middle Eastern
cultures fit the high-context pattern. In many Asian cultures, for example, main-
taining harmony is important, and so communicators will avoid speaking clearly
if that would threaten another person’s face. For this reason, Japanese or Kore-
ans are less likely than Americans to offer a clear “no” to an undesirable request.
Instead, they would probably use roundabout expressions like “I agree with you
in principle, but .. ” or “I sympathize with you ...

Low-context North Americans may miss the subtleties of high-context mes-
sages, but people raised to recognize indirect communication have little trouble
decoding them. A look at Japanese child-rearing practices helps explain why. Re-
search shows that Japanese mothers rarely deny the requests of their young
children by saying “no.” Instead, they use other strategies: ignoring a child’s re-
quests, raising distractions, promising to take care of the matter later, or explain-
ing why they can or will not say “yes.”®* Sociolinguist Deborah Tannen explains
how this indirect approach illustrates profound differences between high- and
low-context communications:

...saying no is something associated with children who have not
yet learned the norm. If a Japanese mother spoke that way, she
would feel she was lowering herself to her child’s level precisely
because that way of speaking is associated with Japanese children.®

Tannen goes on to contrast the Japanese notion of appropri-
ateness with the very different one held by dominant North Amer-
ican society:

Because American norms for talk are different, it is common, and
therefore expected, for American parents to “just say no.” That’s why
an American mother feels authoritative when she talks that way: be-
cause it fits her image of how an authoritative adult talks to a child.®*

The clash between cultural norms of directness and indi-
rectness can aggravate problems in cross-cultural situations such
as encounters between straight-talking low-context Israelis, who
value speaking clearly, and Arabs, whose high-context culture
stresses smooth interaction. It’s easy to imagine how the clash of
cultural styles could lead to misunderstandings and conflicts be-
tween Israelis and their Palestinian neighbors. Israelis could view

Source: © The New Yorker 2001 Donald Reilly from cartoonbank.com.

All Rights Reserved.

“You seem familiar, yet somebhow strange— their Arab counterparts as evasive, whereas the Palestinians could
are you by any chance Canadian?” perceive the Israelis as insensitive and blunt.
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TABLE 3-3 Low- and High-Context Communication Styles

Low Context High Context

Majority of information carried in explicit verbal Important information carried in contextual clues
messages, with less focus on the situational (time, place, relationship, situation). Less reliance on
context. explicit verbal messages.

Self-expression valued. Communicators state Relational harmony valued and maintained by indi-
opinions and desires directly and strive to rect expression of opinions. Comunicators refrain
persuade others. from saying “no” directly.

Clear, eloquent speech considered praiseworthy. Communicators talk “around” the point, allowing
Verbal fluency admired. others to fill in the missing pieces. Ambiguity and

use of silence admired.

Even within a single country, subcultures can have different notions about
the value of direct speech. For example, Puerto Rican language style resembles
high-context Japanese or Korean more than low-context English.®> As a group,
Puerto Ricans value social harmony and avoid confrontation, which leads them to
systematically speak in an indirect way to avoid giving offense. Asian Americans
are more offended by indirectly racist statements than are African Americans,
Hispanics, and Anglo Americans.® Researchers Laura Leets and Howard Giles sug-
gest that the traditional Asian tendency to favor high-context messages explains
the difference: Adept at recognizing hints and nonverbal cues, high-context
communicators are more sensitive to messages that are overlooked by people
from cultural groups that rely more heavily on unambiguous, explicit low-context
messages.

It’s worth noting that even generally straight-talking residents of the United
States raised in the low-context Euro-American tradition often rely on context to
make their point. When you decline an unwanted invitation by saying “I can’t
make it,” it’s likely that both you and the other person know that the choice of
attending isn’t really beyond your control. If your goal was to be perfectly clear,
you might say,“I don’t want to get together”

ELABORATE-SUCCINCT Another way in which language styles can vary across
cultures is in terms of whether they are elaborate or succinct. Speakers of Arabic,
for instance, commonly use language that is much more rich and expressive
than most communicators who use English. Strong assertions and exaggerations
that would sound ridiculous in English are a common feature of Arabic.This
contrast in linguistic style can lead to misunderstandings between people from
different backgrounds.As one observer put it,

...[Aln Arab feels compelled to overassert in almost all types of communication be-
cause others expect him [or her] to.If an Arab says exactly what he [or she] means
without the expected assertion, other Arabs may still think that he [or she] means the
opposite. For example, a simple “no” to a host’s requests to eat more or drink more
will not suffice.To convey the meaning that he [or she] is actually full, the guest must
keep repeating “no” several times, coupling it with an oath such as “By God” or “I
swear to God”®”
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Succinctness is most extreme in cultures where silence is valued. In many
American Indian cultures, for example, the favored way to handle ambiguous so-
cial situations is to remain quiet.®* When you contrast this silent style to the talk-
ativeness common in mainstream American cultures when people first meet, it’s
easy to imagine how the first encounter between an Apache or Navajo and a white
person might feel uncomfortable to both people.

FORMAL-INFORMAL Along with differences such as directness-indirectness
and elaborate-succinct styles, a third way languages differ from one culture to
another involves formality and informality. The informal approach that char-
acterizes relationships in countries like the United States, Canada, and Aus-
tralia is quite different from the great concern for using proper speech in
many parts of Asia and Africa. Formality isn’t so much a matter of using cor-
rect grammar as of defining social position. In Korea, for example, the lan-
guage reflects the Confucian system of relational hierarchies.® It has special vo-
cabularies for different sexes, for different levels of social status, for different
degrees of intimacy, and for different types of social occasions. For example,
there are different degrees of formality for speaking with old friends, nonac-
quaintances whose background one knows, and complete strangers. One sign
of being a learned person in Korea is the ability to use language that recognizes
these relational distinctions. When you contrast these sorts of distinctions
with the casual friendliness many North Americans use even when talking with
complete strangers, it’s easy to see how a Korean might view communicators in
the United States as boorish and how an American might view Koreans as stiff
and unfriendly.

Language and Worldview

Different linguistic styles are important, but there may be even more fundamen-
tal differences that separate speakers of various languages. For almost 150 years,
some theorists have put forth the notion of linguistic determinism: the no-
tion that the worldview of a culture is shaped and reflected by the language its
members speak.The best-known example of linguistic determinism is the no-
tion that Eskimos have a large number of words (estimated
from seventeen to one hundred) for what we simply call
“snow.” Different terms are used to describe conditions like a
driving blizzard, crusty ice, and light powder.This example
suggests how linguistic determinism operates.The need to
survive in an Arctic environment led Eskimos to make dis-
tinctions that would be unimportant to residents of
warmer environments, and after the language makes these
distinctions, speakers are more likely to see the world in ways

that match the broader vocabulary.
Even though there is some doubt that Eskimos really do
e ‘\ have one hundred words for snow,” other examples do seem
! to support the principle of linguistic determinism.”" For in-

'."i:fj ;
/ (B stance, bilingual speakers seem to think differently when

“The Eskimos bave eighty-seven words for snow they change languages. In one study, French Americans

and not one for malpractice.”

were asked to interpret a series of pictures.When they spoke

Source: © 1999 Leo Cullum from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved. in French, their descriptions were far more romantic and



CHAPTER 3 LANGUAGE

107

”} UNDERSTANDING DIVERSITY

')) LANGUAGE AND PERCEPTION

English speakers can often draw shades of differentiate between an interior angle and an exterior one. All

distinction unavailable to non-English speakers. The the Romance languages can distinguish between something
French, for instance, cannot distinguish between house and that leaks into and something that leaks out of. The ltalians
home, between mind and brain, between man and gentleman, even have a word for the mark left on a table by a moist glass
between “I wrote” and “I have written.” The Spanish cannot (culacino) while the Gaelic speakers of Scotland, not to be
differentiate a chairman from a president, and the Italians outdone, have a word for the itchiness that overcomes the
have no equivalent of wishful thinking. In Russia there are no upper lip just before taking a sip of whiskey. It’s sgirob. And
native words for efficiency, challenge, engagement ring, have we have nothing in English to match the Danish hygge
fun, or take care. (meaning “instantly satisfying and cozy”), the French sang-

On the other hand, other languages have facilities that we froid, the Russian glasnost, or the Spanish macho, so we

lack. Both French and German can distinguish between must borrow the term from them or do without the sentiment.

knowledge that results from recognition (respectively,
connaitre and kennen) and knowledge that results from
understanding (savior and wissen). Portuguese has words that

Bill Bryson
The Mother Tongue

emotional than when they used English to describe the same kind of pictures.
Likewise, when students in Hong Kong were asked to complete a values test, they
expressed more traditional Chinese values when they answered in Cantonese
than when they answered in English. In Israel, both Arab and Jewish students
saw bigger distinctions between their group and “outsiders” when using their
native language than when they used English, a neutral tongue. Examples like
these show the power of language to shape cultural identity—sometimes for bet-
ter and sometimes for worse.

Linguistic influences start early in life. English-speaking parents often label the
mischievous pranks of their children as “bad,” implying that there is something im-
moral about acting wild.“Be good!” they are inclined to say. On the other hand,
French parents are more likely to say “Sois sage!”—“Be wise.” The linguistic im-
plication is that misbehaving is an act of foolishness. Swedes would correct the
same action with the words “Var snall!”—“Be friendly, be kind.” By contrast,
German adults would use the command “Sei artig!”—literally,“Be of your own
kind”—in other words, get back in step, conform to your role as a child.”

The best-known declaration of linguistic determinism is the Whorf-Sapir hy-
pothesis, formulated by Benjamin Whorf, an amateur linguist,and anthropologist
Edward Sapir.”® Following Sapir’s theoretical work, Whorf found that the language
spoken by the Hopi represents a view of reality that is dramatically different from
more familiar tongues. For example, the Hopi language makes no distinction be-
tween nouns and verbs.Therefore, the people who speak it describe the entire
world as being constantly in process. Whereas we use nouns to characterize
people or objects as being fixed or constant, the Hopi view them more as verbs,
constantly changing. In this sense our language represents much of the world
rather like a snapshot camera, whereas Hopi reflects a worldview more like a mo-
tion picture.

Although the Whorf-Sapir hypothesis originally focused on foreign languages,
Neil Postman illustrates the principle with an example closer to home. He de-
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feeling out: finding out others’
opinions without directly asking
them

scribes a hypothetical culture where physicians identify patients they treat as “do-
ing” arthritis and other diseases instead of “having” them and where criminals
are diagnosed as “having” cases of criminality instead of “being” criminals.”

The implications of such a linguistic difference are profound.We believe that
characteristics people “have” —what they “are” —are beyond their control,
whereas they are responsible for what they “do.” If we changed our view of
what people “have” and what they “do,” our attitudes would most likely change
as well. Postman illustrates the consequences of this linguistic difference as ap-
plied to education:

In schools, for instance, we find that tests are given to determine how smart someone
is or, more precisely, how much smartness someone “has.” If one child scores a 138,
and another a 106, the first is thought to “have” more smartness than the other. But
this seems to me a strange conception—every bit as strange as “doing” arthritis or
“having” criminality. I do not know anyone who has smartness.The people I know
sometimes do smart things (as far as I can judge) and sometimes do stupid things—
depending on what circumstances they are in, and how much they know about a sit-
uation, and how interested they are.“Smartness,” so it seems to me, is a specific per-
formance, done in a particular set of circumstances. It is not something you are or
have in measurable quantities. . . . What I am driving at is this: All language is
metaphorical, and often in the subtlest ways. In the simplest sentence, sometimes in
the simplest word, we do more than merely express ourselves. We construct reality
along certain lines. We make the world according to our own imagery.””

Although there is little support for the extreme linguistic deterministic view-
point that it is impossible for speakers of different languages to view the world
identically, the more moderate notion of linguistic relativismm—the notion
that language exerts a strong influence on perceptions—does seem valid. As
one scholar put it,“the differences between languages are not so much in what
can be said, but in what it is relatively easy to say”’® Some languages contain
terms that have no exact English equivalents.” For example, consider a few words
in other languages that have no exact English equivalents:

m Nemawashi (Japanese) The process of informally feeling out all the people
involved with an issue before making a decision

m Lagniappe (French) An extra gift given in a transaction that wasn’t expected
by the terms of a contract

m Lao (Mandarin) A respectful term used for older people, showing their im-
portance in the family and in society

® Dharma (Sanskrit) Each person’s unique, ideal path in life and the knowl-
edge of how to find it

B Koyaanisquatsi (Hopi) Nature out of balance;a way of life so crazy it calls
for a new way of living

After words like these exist and become a part of everyday life, the ideas that
they represent are easier to recognize. But even without such words, each of the
concepts mentioned earlier is still possible to imagine.Thus, speakers of a language
that includes the notion of /ao would probably treat older members respectfully,
and those who are familiar with lagniappe might be more generous. Despite these
differences, the words aren’t essential to follow these principles. Although language
may shape thoughts and behavior, it doesn’t dominate them absolutely.
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R{ WHEN WORDS HURT

Words are scalpels, every bit as sharp as a sur-
geon’s tools, and sometimes almost as dangerous.
Cutting words are at their worst when they are
unintended, that is, when they inadvertently reveal what the
speaker—the doctor—really thinks. Take “incompetent
cervix.” Granted, this is a succinct way to describe a cervix
that can’t keep the womb properly closed throughout a
pregnancy. But we never hear the term “incompetent penis.”
Far worse is the common phrase, “The patient failed
chemotherapy.” Who or what really failed here? “The therapy
failed the patient” is not only kinder but more accurate.
Another alienating word is “denies,” as in, “the patient
denies alcohol use” or “the patient has cough but denies
phlegm.” Sure, it lets one doctor know that another has asked
a patient about this, but the not-so-hidden connotation is that
the patient is a liar.
As a much-published poet, Dr. Rafael Campo, a primary
care physician at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in

Boston, is attuned to the potential damage—and the healing
power—of words.

“Some of the language we are talking about here is per-
vasive in the medical profession and does potentially under-
mine the relationship between doctors and patients,” he says.

For example, doctors often say the patient came in “com-
plaining of” something, which makes the patient sound whiny,
like “an adversary,” Campo says. “Just the other day, an
intern was presenting a patient [to me] in front of the patient.
He said, ‘Mrs. So and So is here complaining of . . .” and she
said, ‘l wasn’t complaining, | was just telling you how | feel.””

Says Campo, the author of The Healing Art: A Doctor’s
Black Bag of Poetry. “There is no handbook for medicalese
that says we have to talk in these terms. . . . But it’s this kind
of shorthand formulas that gets passed down from one
generation of doctors to the next.”

Judy Foreman
Los Angeles Times, February 9, 2004

Language Use in North American Culture

The importance of language as a reflection of worldview isn’t just a matter of in-
terest for anthropologists and linguists. The labels we use in everyday conversa-
tion both reflect and shape the way we view ourselves and others.This explains
why businesses often give employees impressive titles and why a woman’s choice



110

PART ONE  ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

of the label “Ms.” or “Mrs.” can be a statement about her identity. Women in West-
ern society face a conscious choice about how to identify themselves when
they marry. They may follow the tradition of taking their husband’s last name, or
hyphenate their birth name with their husband’s, or keep their birth name. A
fascinating study revealed that a woman’s choice is likely to reveal a great deal
about herself and her relationship with her husband.” Surveys revealed that
women who have taken their husbands’ names place the most importance on
relationships, with social expectations of how they should behave placing second,
and issues of self coming last. By contrast, women who have kept their birth
names put their personal concerns ahead of relationships and social expectations.
Women with hyphenated names fall somewhere between the other groups,
valuing self and relationships equally.

In the same way, the labels that members of an ethnic group choose to de-
fine themselves say a great deal about their sense of identity. Over the years labels
of racial identification have gone through cycles of popularity.” In North Amer-
ica, the first freed slaves preferred to be called “Africans.” In the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries colored was the term of choice; but later Negro
became the respectable word.Then, in the 1960s, the term black grew increas-
ingly popular—first as a label for militants and later as a term preferred by more
moderate citizens of all colors. More recently African American has gained
popularity.®® Decisions about which name to use reflect a person’s attitude. For
example, one survey revealed that individuals who prefer the label black
choose it because it is “acceptable” and “based on consensus” of the larger cul-
ture.®! They describe themselves as patriotic, accepting of the status quo, and at-
tempting to assimilate into the larger culture. By contrast, people who choose the
term Afro-American derive their identity from their ethnicity and do not want
to assimilate into the larger culture, only to succeed in it.The label others
choose can also be revealing. Political liberals are more likely to use the term
African American than are conservatives.®

SUMMARY

Language is both one of humanity’s greatest assets
and the source of many problems.This chapter high-
lighted the characteristics that distinguish language and
suggested methods of using it more effectively.

Any language is a collection of symbols governed by
a variety of rules and used to convey messages between
people. Because of its symbolic nature, language is not
a precise tool: Meanings rest in people, not in words
themselves. In order for effective communication to oc-
cur, it is necessary to negotiate meanings for ambiguous
statements.

Language not only describes people, ideas,
processes, and events; it also shapes our perceptions

of them in areas including status, credibility, and atti-
tudes about gender and ethnicity. Along with influenc-
ing our attitudes, language reflects them.The words we
use and our manner of speech reflect power, responsi-
bility, affiliation, attraction, and interest.

Many types of language have the potential to create
misunderstandings. Other types of language can result
in unnecessary conflicts. In other cases, speech and
writing can be evasive, avoiding expression of unwel-
come messages.

The relationship between gender and language is a
confusing one.There are many differences in the ways
men and women speak: The content of their conver-



sations varies, as do their reasons for communicating
and their conversational styles. Not all differences in
language use can be accounted for by the speaker’s gen-
der, however. Occupation, social philosophy, and ori-
entation toward problem solving also influence the use
of language, and psychological sex role can be more
of an influence than biological sex.

Language operates on a broad level to shape the con-
sciousness and communication of an entire society. Dif-
ferent languages often shape and reflect the views of a
culture. Low-context cultures like that of the United
States use language primarily to express feelings and
ideas as clearly and unambiguously as possible, whereas
high-context cultures avoid specificity to promote so-
cial harmony. Some cultures value brevity and the suc-
cinct use of language, whereas others value elaborate
forms of speech. In some societies formality is impor-
tant, whereas in others informality is important. Beyond
these differences, there is evidence to support linguis-
tic relativism—the notion that language exerts a strong
influence on the worldview of the people who speak it.
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[ ACTIVITIES

1. Powerful Speech and Polite Speech Increase
your ability to achieve an optimal balance between
powerful speech and polite speech by rehearsing
one of the following scenarios:

m Describing your qualifications to a potential em-
ployer for a job that interests you.

N
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m Requesting an extension on a deadline from one
of your professors.

m Explaining to a merchant why you want a cash
refund on an unsatisfactory piece of merchan-
dise when the store’s policy is to issue credit
vouchers.

m Asking your boss for three days off so you can at-
tend a friend’s out-of-town wedding.

m Approaching your neighbors whose dog barks
while they are away from home.

Your statement should gain its power by avoiding
the types of powerless language listed in Table 3-1.
You should not become abusive or threatening,
and your statement should be completely honest.

Slang and Jargon Find a classmate, neighbor,
coworker, or other person whose background dif-
fers significantly from yours. In an interview, ask this
person to identify the slang and jargon terms that
you take for granted but that he or she has found
confusing. Explore the following types of potentially
confusing terms:

1. regionalisms

2. age-related terms
3. technical jargon
4. acronyms

Low-Level Abstractions You can develop your
ability to use low-level abstractions by following
these steps:

1. Use your own experience to write each of the fol-
lowing:
a. a complaint or gripe

b. one way you would like someone with whom
you interact to change

€. one reason why you appreciate a person with
whom you interact

2. Now translate each of the statements you have
written into a low-level abstraction by including:

a. the person or people involved

b. the circumstances in which the behavior oc-
curs

¢. the specific behaviors to which you are referring

3. Compare the statements you have written in
Steps 1 and 2. How might the lower-level ab-
stractions in Step 2 improve the chances of hav-
ing your message understood and accepted?
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4. Gender and Language

1. Note differences in the language use of three
men and three women you know. Include your-
self in the analysis.Your analysis will be most
accurate if you tape record the speech of each
person you analyze. Consider the following

categories:
conversational content conversational style

reasons for communi-
cating

use of powerful/
powerless speech

2. Based on your observations, answer the following
questions:

a. How much does gender influence speech?

b. What role do other variables play? Consider
occupational or social status, cultural
background, social philosophy, competitive-
cooperative orientation, and other factors in
your analysis.
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The Nature of Language
Nell (1994). Rated PG.

Deep in the mountains of North Carolina, physician
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Language and Social Class
My Fair Lady (1964). Rated G.
In this Academy Award-winning musical, linguistics pro-

Language and Culture
Children of a Lesser God (1986). Rated R.
John Leeds (William Hurt) takes a job at a boarding

fessor Henry Higgins (Rex Harrison) takes on the
professional challenge of his life: teaching cockney
flower girl Eliza Doolittle (Audrey Hepburn) to
masquerade as royalty by learning proper elocu-
tion.The film illustrates—albeit in a romanticized
manner—the importance of language as a marker of
social status. Also available on videocassette is a non-
musical 1938 version, titled Pygmalion after the
original comedy by George Bernard Shaw.

school for deaf children, where he meets Sarah
(Marlee Matlin). John is both attracted to and frus-
trated by Sarah’s passionate refusal to learn lip-
reading, which she views as a concession to the
hearing world and a compromise of the integrity and
value of sign language.The story chronicles Leeds’s
changes in attitudes about the relationship of deaf
and hearing people, as well as following the devel-
opment of his relationship with Sarah.This film in-
troduces viewers to the linguistic and cultural world
of the deaf. Through it we learn some fundamental
differences between sign and spoken language, as
well as learning more about how the deaf suffer
from many misunderstandings and stereotypes.



RFTER STUDYING THE MATERIAL
N THIS CHAPTER . ..

You should understand:

1.

The most common misconceptions
about listening.

The five components of the listening
process.

The most common types of ineffective
listening.

The challenges that make effective lis-
tening difficult.

The skills necessary to listen effectively
in informational, critical, and empathic
settings.

You should be able to:

1.

Identify situations where you listen in-
effectively and explain the reasons for
your lack of effectiveness.

Identify the consequences of your inef-
fective listening.

Follow the guidelines for informational
listening.

Analyze an argument or claim by evalu-
ating the credibility of its proponent, the
quality of evidence offered, and the
soundness of its reasoning.

Apply appropriate response styles in an
empathic listening context.
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CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS

Most people need to think about listening in a
new way.

m There’s a difference between hearing and
listening.

m Listening isn’t a natural ability, and it takes
effort and practice to do well.

m [t’s probable that people will hear the same
message in different ways.

Two approaches can help you become a
better listener:
m Minimize faulty listening behaviors

m Understand some of the reasons you listen
poorly

Most people use one of four personal listening
styles

m Content-oriented

m People-oriented

m Action-oriented

m Time-oriented

There are three ways to listen and respond:

m For information
m To critically evaluate a speaker’s ideas
m To help others with their problems
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e
They call me the Speaker, but . . .
they really ought to call me the
Listener.

Dennis Hastert, Speaker of the U.S. House
of Representatives

e = |
I'll defend to the death your right to
say that, but | never said I'd listen
toit!

Tom Galloway

PART ONE  ELEMENTS OF COMMUNICATION

In a world where almost everyone acknowledges the importance of better com-
munication, the need for good listening is obvious. On the most basic level, lis-
tening is just as important as speaking. After all, it’s impossible for communication
to occur without someone receiving a message. (Imagine how ridiculous it would
be to speak to an empty room or talk into a disconnected telephone.)

If frequency is a measure of importance, then listening easily qualifies as the
most prominent kind of communication. We spend more time in listening to
others than in any other type of communication. One study revealed that of
their total communicating time, college students spent an average of 14 percent
writing, 16 percent speaking, 17 percent reading, and a whopping 53 percent
listening.' On the job, listening is by far the most common form of communica-
tion. On average, employees of major corporations in North America spend about
60 percent of each working day listening to others.?

Besides being the most frequent form of communication, listening is arguably just
as important as speaking. When a group of adults was asked to identify the most
important on-thejob communication skills, listening ranked at the top of the list. A
study examining the link between listening and career success revealed that better
listeners rose to higher levels in their organizations.? A survey of personnel managers
identified listening as the most critical skill for working effectively in teams.? In small
groups, other members view people who listen well as leaders.” Listening is just as
important in personal relationships. In one survey, marital counselors identified
“failing to take the other’s perspective when listening” as one of the most frequent
communication problems in the couples with whom they work. When another
group of adults was asked which communication skills were most important in fam-
ily and social settings, listening was ranked first.” In committed relationships, listen-
ing to personal information in everyday conversations is considered an important in-
gredient of satisfaction.® For this reason, some theorists have argued that effective
listening is an essential ingredient in effective relational communication.’

Despite the importance of listening, experience shows that much of the lis-
tening we and others do is not at all effective. We misunderstand others and are
misunderstood in return. We become bored and feign attention while our minds
wander.We engage in a battle of interruptions where each person fights to
speak without hearing the other’s ideas.

Some of this poor listening is inevitable, perhaps even justified. But in other
cases we can be better receivers by learning a few basic listening skills.This chap-
ter will help you become a better listener by giving you some important information
about the subject.We’ll talk about some common misconceptions concerning lis-
tening and show you what really happens when listening takes place. We’ll discuss
some poor listening habits, explain why they occur, and suggest better alternatives.

MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT LISTENING

In spite of its importance, listening is misunderstood by most people. Because
these misunderstandings so greatly affect our communication, we need to take
a look at four common misconceptions that many communicators hold.

Listening and Hearing Are Not the Same Thing

Hearing is the process in which sound waves strike the eardrum and cause vi-
brations that are transmitted to the brain. Listening occurs when the brain re-
constructs these electrochemical impulses into a representation of the original



sound and then gives them meaning. Barring illness, in-
jury, or earplugs, hearing can’t be stopped.Your ears
will pick up sound waves and transmit them to your
brain whether you want them to or not. Listening, how-
ever,isn’t automatic. Many times we hear but do not lis-
ten. Sometimes we deliberately tune out unwanted sig-
nals: everything from a neighbor’s power lawn
mower or the roar of nearby traffic to a friend’s boring
remarks or a boss’s unwanted criticism.

A closer look at listening—at least the successful va-
riety—shows that it consists of several stages.After
hearing, the next stage is attending—the act of paying
attention to a signal. An individual’s needs, wants, de-
sires, and interests determine what is attended to, or se-
lected, to use the term introduced in Chapter 2.

The next step in listening is understanding—the process of making sense
of a message. Chapter 3 discussed many of the ingredients that combine to
make understanding possible:a grasp of the syntax of the language being spoken,
semantic decoding, and knowledge of the pragmatic rules that help you figure out
a speaker’s meaning from the context. In addition to these steps, understanding
often depends on the ability to organize the information we hear into recogniz-
able form. As early as 1948, Ralph Nichols related successful understanding to a
large number of factors, most prominent among which were verbal ability, intel-
ligence, and motivation.'

Responding to a message consists of giving observable feedback to the
speaker. Offering feedback serves two important functions: It helps you clarify
your understanding of a speaker’s message, and it shows that you care about what
that speaker is saying.

Listeners don’t always respond visibly to a speaker—but research suggests that
they should. One study of 195 critical incidents in banking and medical settings
showed that a major difference between effective listening and ineffective lis-
tening was the kind of feedback offered.'' Good listeners showed that they
were attentive by nonverbal behaviors such as keeping eye contact and reacting
with appropriate facial expressions.Their verbal behavior—answering ques-
tions and exchanging ideas, for example—also demonstrated their attention. It’s
easy to imagine how other responses would signal less effective listening. A
slumped posture, bored expression, and yawning send a clear message that you
are not tuned in to the speaker.

Adding responsiveness to our listening model demonstrates the fact, discussed
in Chapter 1, that communication is transactional in nature. Listening isn’t just a
passive activity. As listeners we are active participants in a communication
transaction. At the same time that we receive messages we also send them.

The final step in the listening process is remembering.'? Research has re-
vealed that people remember only about half of what they hear immediately af-
ter hearing it."> This is true even if people work hard at listening. This situation
would probably not be too bad if the half remembered right after were retained,
but it isn’t. Within two months half of the half is forgotten, bringing what we
remember down to about 25 percent of the original message.This loss, however,
doesn’t take two months: People start forgetting immediately (within eight hours
the 50 percent remembered drops to about 35 percent). Given the amount of in-
formation we process every day—from instructors, friends, the radio, TV, and
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e -
| can’t help hearing, but | don’t always
listen.

George Burns

CULTURAL [DIOM

tune out: not listen

tuned in: focused, paying
attention
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zu UNDERSTANDING COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY

TELEVISION AND POOR LISTENING

Research published in the medical journal Pediatrics

has reveals that preschoolers who watch more than
an hour of television daily risk developing attention deficit
problems later in life. The study examined the viewing habits
and cognitive abilities of 1,345 children, ages 1 and 3. Parents
recorded the children’s TV viewing habits, and then rated their
behavior at age 7 on a scale similar to one used to diagnose
attention deficit disorders.

Children who watched one to two hours per day had a 10

children who watched no TV. These results fit with earlier
research showing that TV can shorten attention spans, and it
supports the American Academy of Pediatrics recommenda-
tions that youngsters under age two not watch television.

The researchers concluded that the content of programs
probably isn’t what causes thinking problems. Instead, they
believe that the rapid-fire visual images common in children’s
TV programming may overstimulate and permanently “rewire”
the developing brain.

percent to 20 percent increased risk of attention problems,
compared to those who watched less than an hour of TV daily.
The children who watched three to four hours daily had a

30 percent to 40 percent increased risk compared with

Dimitri A. Christakis, Frederick J. Zimmerman, David L. DiGiuseppe, and
Carolyn A. McCarty, “Early Television Exposure and Subsequent Attentional
Problems in Children,” Pediatrics 113 (2004): 708—713.

other sources—the residual message (what we remember) is a small fraction
of what we hear.

Listening Is Not a Natural Process

Another common myth is that listening is like breathing: a natural activity that
people do well. The truth is that listening is a skill much like speaking: Every-
body does it, though few people do it well. One study illustrates this point: 144
managers in a study were asked to rate their listening skills. Astonishingly, not one
of the managers described himself or herself as a “poor” or “very poor” listener,
whereas 94 percent rated themselves as “good” or “very good.”'“The favorable self-
ratings contrasted sharply with the perceptions of the managers’ subordinates,
many of whom said their boss’s listening skills were weak. As we have already dis-
cussed, some poor listening is inevitable. The good news is that listening can be
improved through instruction and training."> Despite this fact, the amount of time
devoted to teaching listening is far less than that devoted to other types of com-
munication.Table 4-1 reflects this upside-down arrangement.

|
TABLE 4-1 Comparison of Communication Activities
Listening Speaking Reading Writing
Learned First Second Third Fourth
Used Most Next to most Next to least Least
Taught Least Next to least Next to most Most



Listening Requires Effort

Most people assume that listening is fundamentally a passive activity in which
the receiver absorbs a speaker’s ideas, rather the way a sponge absorbs water. As
you will soon read, every kind of listening requires mental effort by the receiver.
And experience shows that passive listening almost guarantees that the respondent
will fail to grasp at least some of the speaker’s ideas and misunderstand others.

All Listeners Do Not Receive the Same Message

‘When two or more people are listening to a speaker, we tend to assume