Chapter 2:
Verbal Communication and
Language
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Verbal Communication

From a very young age, we make sounds using our vocal cords to express
ourselves. Though the sounds are crude and unformed, they clearly
communicate meaning to our parents and caretakers. Babies are some of the
most expressive humans, using the sounds they can make to engage with and
express desires without consideration for social norms and values. We can
learn a lot from how babies communicate using sounds. If any of you are
parents, you know what it is like to be "in tune" with your child's utterances,
understanding an expression to mean "I'm hungry" or "I'm tired" in a way that
others can't decipher. From birth, humans use sounds to communicate
meaning; we do not have to be taught to do this.

As we grow, we learn that we can use our vocal cords, teeth, and tongue to
create words. These words are strung together to form sentences, which we
use to articulate meaning. As we become better at using language to express
ourselves, we become capable of using words to string together thoughts,
ideas, values, and opinions. We use these words when we speak aloud and
when we write. Most of us take the ability to speak and write for granted;
what we sometimes fail to recognize is that language and writing are learned.
It is a uniquely human trait to use language, read, and write; without it, it is
arguable that we would not be the dominant species on the planet.

In communication studies, we consider speaking or vocal express verbal
communication. Verbal communication helps us meet various needs through
our ability to express ourselves. In terms of instrumental needs, we use verbal
communication to ask questions that provide us with specific information.
We also use verbal communication to describe things, people, and ideas.
Verbal communication helps us inform, persuade, and entertain others. It is
also through our verbal expressions that our personal relationships are
formed. At its essence, language is expressive. Verbal expressions help us
communicate our observations, thoughts, feelings, and needs.

Expressing Observations

When we express observations, we report on the sensory information we are
taking or have taken in. As we learned about perception, observation and
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description occur in the first step of the perception-checking process. When
you are trying to make sense of an experience, expressing observations in a
descriptive rather than evaluative way can lessen defensiveness, which
facilitates competent communication.

Expressing Thoughts

When we express thoughts, we draw conclusions based on what we have
experienced. In the perception process, this is similar to the interpretation
step. We take various observations and evaluate and interpret them to assign
them meaning (a conclusion). Whereas our observations are based on
sensory information (what we saw, what we read, what we heard), thoughts
are connected to our beliefs (what we think is true/false), attitudes (what we
like and dislike), and values (what we think is right/wrong or good/bad). Jury
members are expected to express thoughts based on reported observations to
help reach a conclusion about someone’s guilt or innocence. A juror might
express the following thought: “The neighbor who saw the car leaving the
night of the crime seemed credible. And the defendant seemed to have a
shady past—I think he’s trying to hide something.” Sometimes people
intentionally or unintentionally express thoughts as if they were feelings. For
example, when people say, “I feel like you're too strict with your attendance
policy,” they aren’t really expressing a feeling; they are expressing a
judgment about the other person (a thought).

Expressing Feelings

When we express feelings, we communicate our emotions. Expressing
feelings is a difficult part of verbal communication, because there are many
social norms about how, why, when, where, and to whom we express our
emotions. Norms for emotional expression also vary based on nationality and
other cultural identities and characteristics such as age and gender. In terms
of age, young children are typically freer to express positive and negative
emotions in public. Gendered elements intersect with age as boys grow older
and are socialized into a norm of emotional restraint. Although individual
men vary in the degree to which they are emotionally expressive, there is still
a prevailing social norm that encourages and even expects women to be
more emotionally expressive than men.
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Expressing feelings can be uncomfortable for those listening. Some people
are generally not good at or comfortable with receiving and processing other
people’s feelings. Even those with good empathetic listening skills can be
positively or negatively affected by others' emotions. Expressions of anger
can be especially difficult to manage because they represent a threat to the
face and self-esteem of others. Despite the fact that expressing feelings is
more complicated than other forms of expression, emotion sharing is an
important part of how we create social bonds and empathize with others, and
it can be improved.

In order to verbally express our emotions, it is important that we develop an
emotional vocabulary. The more specific we can be when we are verbally
communicating our emotions, the less ambiguous our emotions will be for
the person decoding our message. As we expand our emotional vocabulary,
we are able to convey the intensity of the emotion we're feeling whether it is
mild, moderate, or intense. For example, happy is mild, delighted is
moderate, and ecstatic is intense; ignored is mild, rejected is moderate,

and abandoned is intense.

In a time when so much of our communication is electronically mediated, it
is likely that we will communicate emotions through the written word in an
email, text, or instant message. We may also still use pen and paper when
sending someone a thank-you note, a birthday card, or a sympathy card.
Communicating emotions through the written (or typed) word can have
advantages such as time to compose your thoughts and convey the details of
what you're feeling. There are also disadvantages in that important context
and nonverbal communication can’t be included. Things like facial
expressions and tone of voice offer much insight into emotions that may not
be expressed verbally. There is also a lack of immediate feedback. Sometimes
people respond immediately to a text or email but think about how frustrating
it is when you text someone and they don’t get back to you right away. If
you’'re in need of emotional support or want validation of an emotional
message you just sent, waiting for a response could end up negatively
affecting your emotional state.
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Expressing Needs

When we express needs, we are communicating in an instrumental way to
help us get things done. Since we almost always know our needs more than
others do, it's important for us to be able to convey those needs to others.
Expressing needs can help us get a project done at work or help us navigate
the changes of a long-term romantic partnership. Not expressing needs can
lead to feelings of abandonment, frustration, or resentment. For example, if
one romantic partner expresses the following thought “I think we’re moving
too quickly in our relationship” but doesn’t also express a need, the other
person in the relationship doesn’t have a guide for what to do in response to
the expressed thought. Stating, “I need to spend some time with my
hometown friends this weekend. Would you mind if | went home by myself?”
would likely make the expression more effective. Be cautious of letting
evaluations or judgments sneak into your expressions of need. Saying “I need
you to stop suffocating me!” really expresses a thought-feeling mixture more
than a need.

Table 1.1. Types of Verbal Expressions

Type Description Example

Report of
sensory
experiences or
memories

Observation “Pauline asked me to bring this file to you.”

Conclusion

about or

judgment of  “Students today have much less respect for
experiences authority.”

and

observations

Thought

Communicating ul §

Feelin i
5 emotions

eel at peace when we’re together.”

Stating wants or
Need requesting help
or support

“I'm saving money for summer vacation. Is it
OK if we skip our regular night out this week?”
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Language is Relational

We use verbal communication to initiate, maintain, and terminate our
interpersonal relationships. The first few exchanges with a potential romantic
partner or friend help us size the other person up and figure out if we want to
pursue a relationship or not. We then use verbal communication to remind
others how we feel about them and to check in with them—engaging in
relationship maintenance through language use. When negative feelings
arrive and persist, or for many other reasons, we often use verbal
communication to end a relationship.

Language Can Bring Us Together

Interpersonally, verbal communication is key to bringing people together and
maintaining relationships. Whether intentionally or unintentionally, our use
of words like /, you, we, our, and us affects our relationships. “We language”
includes the words we, our, and us and can be used to promote a feeling of
inclusiveness. “I language” can be useful when expressing thoughts, needs,
and feelings because it leads us to “own” our expressions and avoid the
tendency to mistakenly attribute the cause of our thoughts, needs, and
feelings to others. Communicating emotions using “I language” may also
facilitate emotion sharing by not making our conversational partner feel at
fault or defensive. For example, instead of saying, “You’re making me crazy!”
you could say, “I'm starting to feel really anxious because we can’t make a
decision about this.” Conversely, “you language” can lead people to become
defensive and feel attacked, which could be divisive and result in feelings of
interpersonal separation.

Aside from the specific words that we use, the frequency of communication
impacts relationships. Of course, the content of what is said is important, but
research shows that romantic partners who communicate frequently with
each other and with mutual friends and family members experience less
stress and uncertainty in their relationship and are more likely to stay
together. When frequent communication combines with supportive
messages, which are messages communicated in an open, honest, and
nonconfrontational way, people are sure to come together.
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At the interpersonal level, unsupportive messages can make others respond
defensively, which can lead to feelings of separation and actual separation or
dissolution of a relationship. It's impossible to be supportive in our
communication all the time, but consistently unsupportive messages can hurt
others’ self-esteem, escalate a conflict, and lead to defensiveness. People
who regularly use unsupportive messages may create a toxic win/lose climate
in a relationship. Six verbal tactics that can lead to feelings of defensiveness
and separation are global labels, sarcasm, dragging up the past, negative
comparisons, judgmental “you” messages, and threats.

Common Types of Unsupportive Messages

1. Global labels. “You're a liar.” Labeling someone irresponsible,
untrustworthy, selfish, or lazy calls his or her whole identity as a person
into question. Such sweeping judgments and generalizations are sure to
only escalate a negative situation.

2. Sarcasm. “No, you didn’t miss anything in class on Wednesday. We
just sat there and looked at each other.” Even though sarcasm is often
disguised as humor, it usually represents passive-aggressive behavior
through which a person indirectly communicates negative feelings.

3. Dragging up the past. “l should have known not to trust you when you
never paid me back that $100 I let you borrow.” Bringing up negative
past experiences is a tactic used by people when they don’t want to
discuss a current situation. Sometimes people have built up negative
feelings that are suddenly let out by a seemingly small thing at the
moment.

4. Negative comparisons. “Jade graduated from college without any
credit card debt. | guess you're just not as responsible as her.” Holding
a person up to the supposed standards or characteristics of another
person can lead to feelings of inferiority and resentment. Parents and
teachers may unfairly compare children to their siblings.

5. Judgmental “you” messages. “You’'re never going to be able to hold
down a job.” Accusatory messages are usually generalized
overstatements about another person that goes beyond labeling but still
do not describe specific behavior in a productive way.

6. Threats. “If you don’t stop texting back and forth with your ex, both of
you are going to regret it.” Threatening someone with violence or some
other negative consequence usually signals the end of productive
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communication. Aside from the potential legal consequences, threats
usually overcompensate for a person’s insecurity.

Introduction to Words

Have you ever gotten lost because someone gave you directions that didn’t
make sense to you? Have you ever puzzled over the instructions for how to
put something like a bookshelf or grill together? When people don’t use
words well, there are consequences that range from mild annoyance to legal
actions. When people do use words well, they can be inspiring and make us
better people. In this section, we will learn how to use words well by using
words clearly, using words effectively, and using words ethically.

Using Words Clearly

The level of clarity with which we speak varies depending on whom we talk
to, the situation we’re in, and our own intentions and motives. We sometimes
make a deliberate effort to speak as clearly as possible. We can indicate this
concern for clarity nonverbally by slowing our rate and increasing our
volume or verbally by saying, “Frankly...” or “Let me be clear...” Sometimes
it can be difficult to speak clearly—for example, when we are speaking about
something with which we are unfamiliar. Emotions and distractions can also
interfere with our clarity. Being aware of the varying levels of abstraction
within a language can help us create clearer and more “whole” messages.

Level of Abstraction

The ladder of abstraction is a model used to illustrate how language can
range from concrete to abstract. As we follow a concept up the ladder of
abstraction, more and more of the “essence” of the original object is lost or
left out, which leaves more room for interpretation, which can lead to
misunderstanding. This process of abstracting, of leaving things out, allows us
to communicate more effectively because it serves as a shorthand that keeps
us from having a completely unmanageable language filled with millions of
words—each referring to one specific thing.
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But it requires us to use context and often other words to generate shared
meaning. Some words are more directly related to a concept or idea than
others. If | asked you to go take a picture of a book, you could do that. If |
asked you to go and take a picture of “work,” you couldn’t because work is
an abstract word that was developed to refer to any number of possibilities
from the act of writing a book, to repairing an air conditioner, to fertilizing an
organic garden. You could take a picture of any of those things, but you can’t
take a picture of “work.”

« Wealth: Symbol that refers to prosperity, fortune, and success
in relation to material goods or other life conditions

« Assest: Symbol that recognizes the monetary worth of a
possession

« Livestock: Symbol that recognizes animals kept on farms or
ranches

«"Cow": Symbol that recognizes other bovine creatures

- "Bessie": Symbol assigned to "thing" allows us to communicate
about it even when not in its presence

« Direct experience with sensory information about "thing" that
we will later call "Bessie"

Adapted from Hayakawa

Figure 1.1. Ladder of Abstraction

You can see the semanticist S. . Hayakawa’s classic example of the
abstraction ladder with “Bessie the cow” in Figure 1.1, “Ladder of
Abstraction”. At the lowest level, we have something that is very concrete. At
this level, we are actually in the moment of experiencing the stimuli that are
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coming in through our senses. We perceive the actual “thing,” which is the
“cow” in front of us (either in person or as an image). This is concrete,
because it is unmediated, meaning it is actually the moment of experience.
As we move up a level, we give the experience a name—we are looking at
“Bessie.” So now, instead of the direct experience with the “thing” in front of
us, we have given the thing a name, which takes us one step away from the
direct experience to the use of a more abstract symbol. Now we can talk and
think about Bessie even when we aren’t directly experiencing her. At the next
level, the word cow now lumps Bessie in with other bovine creatures that
share similar characteristics. As we go on up the ladder, cow

becomes livestock, livestock becomes an asset, and then an asset

becomes wealth. Note that it becomes increasingly difficult to define the
meaning of the symbol as we go up the ladder and how with each step we
lose more of the characteristics of the original concrete experience.

When shared referents are important, we should try to use language that is
lower on the ladder of abstraction. Being intentionally concrete is useful
when giving directions, for example, and can help prevent misunderstanding.
We sometimes intentionally use abstract language. Since abstract language is
often unclear or vague, we can use it as a means of testing out a potential
topic (like asking a favor), offering negative feedback indirectly (to avoid
hurting someone’s feelings or to hint), or avoiding the specifics of a topic.

Definitions and Clarity

Knowing more about the role that abstraction plays in the generation of
meaning can help us better describe and define the words we use. As we
learned earlier, denotative definitions are those found in the dictionary—the
official or agreed-on definition. Since definitions are composed of other
words, people who compile dictionaries take for granted that there is a
certain amount of familiarity with the words they use to define another
word—otherwise, we would just be going in circles. One challenge we face
when defining words is our tendency to go up the ladder of abstraction rather
than down. For example, if | asked you to define the word blue, you'd likely
say it's a color. If | asked you what a color is, you’d tell me it’s a tint or
characteristic of the appearance of a particular thing. To define more clearly,
by going down the ladder of abstraction, you could say, “It's the color of
Frank Sinatra’s eyes,” or “It's what the sky looks like on a clear day.” People
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often come to understanding more quickly when a definition is descriptive
and/or ties into their personal experiences. Definitions aren’t useless, but they
are usually best when paired with examples. You’ll notice that | include
many key terms and definitions in this book, but knowing some of the
challenges of generating meaning through language, | also include many
examples and narratives that come from real life. Jargon refers to specialized
words used by a certain group or profession. Since jargon is specialized, it is
often difficult to relate to a diverse audience and should therefore be limited
when speaking to people from outside the group—or at least be clearly
defined when it is used.

Creating Whole Messages

Earlier we learned about the four types of expressions, which are
observations, thoughts, feelings, and needs. Whole messages include all the
relevant types of expressions needed to most effectively communicate in a
given situation, including what you see, what you think, what you feel, and
what you need. Partial messages are missing a relevant type of expression
and can lead to misunderstanding and conflict. Whole messages help keep
lines of communication open, which can help build solid relationships. On
the other hand, people can often figure out a message is partial even if they
can’t readily identify what is left out. For example, if Roscoe says to Rachel,
“I don’t trust Bob anymore,” Rachel may be turned off or angered by
Roscoe’s conclusion (an expression of thought) about their mutual friend.
However, if Roscoe recounted his observation of Bob’s behavior, how that
behavior made him feel, and what he needs from Rachel in this situation, she
will be better able to respond.

While partial messages lack relevant expressions needed to communicate
clearly, contaminated messages include mixed or misleading expressions.
For example, if Alyssa says to her college-aged daughter, “It looks like you
wasted another semester,” she has contaminated observations, feelings, and
thoughts. Although the message appears to be an observation, there are
underlying messages that are better brought to the surface. To decontaminate
her message, and make it more whole and less alienating, Alyssa could more
clearly express herself by saying, “Your dad and | talked, and he said you told
him you failed your sociology class and are thinking about changing your
major” (observation). “I think you’re hurting your chances of graduating on
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time and getting started on your career” (thought). “I feel anxious because
you and | are both taking out loans to pay for your education” (feeling).

Messages in which needs are contaminated with observations or feelings can
be confusing. For example, if Shea says to Duste, “You're so lucky that you
don’t have to worry about losing your scholarship over this stupid biology
final,” it seems like he’s expressing an observation, but it’s really a thought,
with an underlying feeling and need. To make the message more whole, Shea
could bring the need and feeling to the surface: “I noticed you did really well
on the last exam in our biology class” (observation). “I'm really stressed about
the exam next week and the possibility of losing my scholarship if | fail it”
(feeling). “Would you be willing to put together a study group with me?”
(need). More clarity in language is important, but as we already know,
communication isn’t just about exchanging information—the words we use
also influence our emotions and relationships.

Evocative Language

Evocative language is vivid language that captures people’s attention and
their imagination by conveying emotions and actions. Think of the array of
mental images that a poem or a well-told story from a friend can conjure up.
Evocative language can also lead us to have physical reactions. Words

like shiver and heartbroken can lead people to remember previous physical
sensations related to the word. As a speaker, there may be times when
evoking a positive or negative reaction could be beneficial. Evoking a sense
of calm could help you talk a friend through troubling health news. Evoking a
sense of agitation and anger could help you motivate an audience to action.
When we are conversing with a friend or speaking to an audience, we are
primarily engaging others’ visual and auditory senses. Evocative language can
help your conversational partner or audience members feel, smell, or taste
something as well as hear it and see it. Good writers know how to use words
effectively and affectively. A well-written story, whether it is a book or
screenplay, will contain all the previous elements. The rich fantasy worlds
conceived in Star Trek, The Lord of the Rings, and Harry Potter show the
power of figurative and evocative language to capture our attention and our
imagination.
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Some words are so evocative that their usage violates the social norms of
appropriate conversations. Although we could use such words to
intentionally shock people, we can also use euphemisms, or less evocative
synonyms for or indirect references to words or ideas that are deemed
inappropriate to discuss directly. We have many euphemisms for things like
excretory acts, sex, and death. While euphemisms can be socially useful and
creative, they can also lead to misunderstanding and problems in cases
where more direct communication is warranted despite social conventions.

Polarizing Language

Philosophers of language have long noted our tendency to verbally represent
the world in very narrow ways when we feel threatened. This misrepresents
reality and closes off dialogue. Although in our everyday talk we describe
things in nuanced and measured ways, quarrels and controversies often
narrow our vision, which is reflected in our vocabulary. In order to maintain
a civil discourse in which people interact ethically and competently, it has
been suggested that we keep an open mind and an open vocabulary.

One feature of communicative incivility is polarizing language, which refers
to language that presents people, ideas, or situations as polar opposites. Such
language exaggerates differences and overgeneralizes. Things aren’t simply
black or white, right or wrong, or good or bad. Being able to only see two
values and clearly accepting one and rejecting another doesn’t indicate
sophisticated or critical thinking. We don’t have to accept every viewpoint as
right and valid, and we can still hold strongly to our own beliefs and defend
them without ignoring other possibilities or rejecting or alienating others. A
citizen who says, “All cops are corrupt,” is just as wrong as the cop who says,
“All drug users are scum.” In avoiding polarizing language we keep a more
open mind, which may lead us to learn something new. A citizen may have a
personal story about a negative encounter with a police officer that could
enlighten us on his or her perspective, but the statement also falsely
overgeneralizes that experience. Avoiding polarizing language can help us
avoid polarized thinking, and the new information we learn may allow us to
better understand and advocate for our position. Avoiding sweeping
generalizations allows us to speak more clearly and hopefully avoid
defensive reactions from others that result from such blanket statements.
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Swearing

Scholars have identified two main types of swearing: social swearing and
annoyance swearing. People engage in social swearing to create social bonds
or for impression management (to seem cool or attractive). This type of
swearing is typically viewed as male-dominated, but some research studies
have shown that the differences in frequency and use of swearing by men
and women aren’t as vast as perceived. Nevertheless, there is generally more
of a social taboo against women swearing than men, but as you already
know, communication is contextual. Annoyance swearing provides a sense
of relief, as people use it to manage stress and tension, which can be a
preferred alternative to physical aggression. In some cases, swearing can be
cathartic, allowing a person to release emotions that might otherwise lead to
more aggressive or violent actions.

In the past few decades, the amount of profanity used in regular
conversations and on television shows and movies has increased. This rise
has been connected to a variety of factors, including increasing social
informality since the 1960s and a decrease in the centrality of
traditional/conservative religious views in many Western cultures. As a result
of these changes, the shock value that swearing once had is lessening, and
this desensitization has contributed to its spread. You have probably even
noticed in your lifetime that the amount of swearing on television has
increased, and in June of 2012, the Supreme Court stripped the Federal
Communications Commission of some of its authority to fine broadcasters for
obscenities.

Although swearing is often viewed as negative and uncivil, some scholars
argue for its positive effects. Specifically, swearing can help people to better
express their feelings and to develop social bonds. In fact, swearing is
typically associated more with the emotional part of the brain than the verbal
part of the brain, as evidenced by people who suffer trauma to the verbal part
of their brain and lose all other language functions but are still able to swear.

Accountability in Language

The complexity of our verbal language system allows us to present inferences
as facts and mask judgments within a seemingly objective or oblique
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language. As an ethical speaker and a critical listener, it is important to be
able to distinguish between facts, inferences, and judgments. Inferences are
conclusions based on thoughts or speculation, but no direct

observation. Facts are conclusions based on direct observation or group
consensus. Judgments are expressions of approval or disapproval that are
subjective and not verifiable.

Linguists have noted that a frequent source of miscommunication is
inference-observation confusion or the misperception of an inference
(conclusion based on limited information) as an observation (an observed or
agreed-on fact). We can see the possibility for such confusion in the
following example: If a student posts on a professor-rating site the statement
“This professor grades unfairly and plays favorites,” then they are presenting
an inference and a judgment that could easily be interpreted as a fact. Using
some of the strategies discussed earlier for speaking clearly can help present
information in a more ethical way—for example, by using concrete and
descriptive language and owning emotions and thoughts through the use of
language.” To help clarify the message and be more accountable, the student
could say, “I worked for three days straight on my final paper and only got a
C,” which we will assume is a statement of fact. This could then be followed
up with “But my friend told me she only worked on hers the day before it
was due and she got an A. | think that’s unfair and | feel like my efforts aren’t
recognized by the professor.” Of the last two statements, the first states what
may be a fact (note, however, that the information is secondhand rather than
directly observed) and the second states an inferred conclusion and expresses
an owned thought and feeling. Sometimes people don’t want to mark their
statements as inferences because they want to believe them as facts. In this
case, the student may have attributed her grade to the professor’s “unfairness”
to cover up or avoid thoughts that her friend may be a better student in this
subject area, a better writer, or a better student in general. Distinguishing
between facts, inferences, and judgments, however, allows your listeners to
understand your message better and judge its merits, making us more
accountable and therefore more ethical speakers.

//I
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