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Introduction

Page Source

How did humans develop the ability to communicate? Are humans the only creatures on earth that
communicate? What purpose does communication serve in  our lives? Answers to  these historical,
anthropological, and social-scientific questions provide part of the diversity of knowledge that makes up
the field of communication studies. As a student of communication, you will learn that there is much
more to the field than public speaking, even though the origins of communication studies are traced
back thousands of years to ancient Greek philosophers and teachers like Plato and Aristotle who were
the first to systematically study and write about speech. Communication students and scholars also
study basic communication processes like nonverbal communication, perception, and listening, as well
as  communication  in  various  contexts,  including  interpersonal,  group,  intercultural,  and  media
communication.

Communication  has  been  called  the  most  practical  of  the  academic  disciplines.  Even  the  most
theoretical and philosophical communication scholars are also practitioners of communication, and even
though you have  likely  never  taken another  communication  studies  class,  you have  a  lifetime of
experience communicating. This experiential knowledge provides a useful foundation and a starting
point from which you can build the knowledge and practice the skills necessary to become a more
competent and ethical communicator. I always inform my students that I consider them communication
scholars  while  they are  taking my class,  and I  am pleased to  welcome you to  the start  of  your
communication studies journey. Whether you stay on this path for a semester or for much longer,
studying communication has the potential to enrich your life in many ways.

Communication in the Real World: An Introduction to Communication Studies by [Author removed at
request of original publisher], published using Pressbooks by University of Minnesota Libraries
Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in 2013 by a publisher
who has requested that it not receive attribution. under a CC BY-NC-SA (Attribution NonCommercial
ShareAlike) license.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/part/chapter-1-introduction-to-communication-studies/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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Communication: History & Forms

Learning Objectives

Define communication.1.
Discuss the history of communication from ancient to modern times.2.
List the forms of communication.3.
Distinguish among the forms of communication.4.
Review the various career options for students who study communication.5.

Before we dive into the history of communication, it is important that we have a shared understanding
of  what  we  mean  by  the  word  communication.  For  our  purposes  in  this  book,  we  will
define communication as the process of  generating meaning by sending and receiving verbal and
nonverbal symbols and signs that are influenced by multiple contexts. This definition builds on other
definitions of communication that have been rephrased and refined over many years. In fact, since the
systematic study of communication began in colleges and universities a little over one hundred years
ago, there have been more than 126 published definitions of communication (Dance & Larson, 1976). In
order to get a context for how communication has been conceptualized and studied, let’s look at a
history of the field.

FROM ARISTOTLE TO OBAMA: A BRIEF HISTORY OF COMMUNICATION

While there are rich areas of study in animal communication and interspecies communication, our focus
in this book is on human communication. Even though all animals communicate, as human beings we
have a special capacity to use symbols to communicate about things outside our immediate temporal
and spatial reality (Dance & Larson). For example, we have the capacity to use abstract symbols, like
the word education, to discuss a concept that encapsulates many aspects of teaching and learning. We
can also reflect on the past and imagine our future. The ability to think outside our immediate reality is
what allows us to create elaborate belief systems, art, philosophy, and academic theories. It’s true that
you can teach a gorilla to sign words like food and baby, but its ability to use symbols doesn’t extend to
the  same  level  of  abstraction  as  ours.  However,  humans  haven’t  always  had  the  sophisticated
communication systems that we do today.

Some scholars speculate that humans’ first words were onomatopoetic. You may remember from your
English classes that onomatopoeia refers to words that sound like that to which they refer—words
like boing, drip, gurgle, swoosh, and whack. Just think about how a prehistoric human could have



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

11

communicated a lot using these words and hand gestures. He or she could use gurgle to alert others to
the presence of water or swoosh and whack to recount what happened on a hunt. In any case, this
primitive ability to communicate provided an evolutionary advantage. Those humans who could talk
were able to cooperate, share information, make better tools, impress mates, or warn others of danger,
which led them to have more offspring who were also more predisposed to communicate (Poe, 2011).
This eventually led to the development of a “Talking Culture” during the “Talking Era.” During this
150,000 year period of human existence, ranging from 180,000 BCE to 3500 BCE, talking was the only
medium of communication, aside from gestures, that humans had (Poe, 2011).

The beginning of the “Manuscript Era,” around 3500 BCE, marked the turn from oral to written culture.
This evolution in communication corresponded with a shift to a more settled, agrarian way of life (Poe,
2011). As hunter-gatherers settled into small villages and began to plan ahead for how to plant, store,
protect, and trade or sell their food, they needed accounting systems to keep track of their materials
and  record  transactions.  While  such  transactions  were  initially  tracked  with  actual  objects  that
symbolized an amount—for example, five pebbles represented five measures of grain—symbols, likely
carved into clay, later served as the primary method of record keeping. In this case, five dots might
equal five measures of grain.

During  this  period,  villages  also  developed  class  systems  as  more  successful  farmers  turned
businessmen prospered and took leadership positions. Religion also became more complex, and a new
class of spiritual leaders emerged. Soon, armies were needed to protect the stockpiled resources from
others who might want to steal it. The emergence of elite classes and the rise of armies required
records and bookkeeping, which furthered the spread of written symbols. As clergy, the ruling elite, and
philosophers began to take up writing, the systems became more complex. The turn to writing didn’t
threaten the influential place of oral communication, however. During the near 5,000-year period of the
“Manuscript Era,” literacy, or the ability to read and write, didn’t spread far beyond the most privileged
in society. In fact, it wasn’t until the 1800s that widespread literacy existed in the world.

The end of the “Manuscript Era” marked a shift toward a rapid increase in communication technologies.
The “Print Era” extended from 1450 to 1850 and was marked by the invention of the printing press and
the ability to mass-produce written texts. This 400-year period gave way to the “Audiovisual Era,” which
only lasted 140 years,  from 1850 to 1990,  and was marked by the invention of  radio,  telegraph,
telephone, and television. Our current period, the “Internet Era,” has only lasted from 1990 until the
present. This period has featured the most rapid dispersion of a new method of communication, as the
spread of the Internet and the expansion of digital and personal media signaled the beginning of the
digital age.

The evolution of communication media, from speaking to digital technology, has also influenced the
field of communication studies. To better understand how this field of study developed, we must return
to the “Manuscript Era,” which saw the production of the earliest writings about communication. In
fact, the oldest essay and book ever found were written about communication (McCroskey, 1984).
Although this essay and book predate Aristotle, he is a logical person to start with when tracing the
development  of  the  communication scholarship.  His  writings  on communication,  although not  the
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oldest,  are  the  most  complete  and  systematic.  Ancient  Greek  philosophers  and  scholars  such  as
Aristotle theorized about the art of rhetoric, which refers to speaking well and persuasively. Today, we
hear the word rhetoric  used in negative ways. A politician, for example, may write off his or her
opponent’s statements as “just rhetoric.” This leads us to believe that rhetoric refers to misleading,
false, or unethical communication, which is not at all in keeping with the usage of the word by ancient
or  contemporary  communication  experts.  While  rhetoric  does  refer  primarily  to  persuasive
communication messages, much of the writing and teaching about rhetoric conveys the importance of
being an ethical rhetor, or communicator. So when a communicator, such as a politician, speaks in
misleading, vague, or dishonest ways, he or she isn’t using rhetoric; he or she is being an unethical
speaker.

The study of rhetoric focused on public communication, primarily oratory used in discussions or debates
regarding laws and policy, speeches delivered in courts, and speeches intended to praise or blame
another person.  The connections among rhetoric,  policy making,  and legal  proceedings show that
communication  and  citizenship  have  been  connected  since  the  study  of  communication  began.
Throughout this book, we will continue to make connections between communication, ethics, and civic
engagement.
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Much of the public speaking in ancient Greece took place in courtrooms or in political contexts.

Karen Neoh – Courtroom – CC BY 2.0.

 

Ancient  Greek  rhetoricians  like  Aristotle  were  followed  by  Roman  orators  like  Cicero.  Cicero
contributed to the field of rhetoric by expanding theories regarding the five canons of rhetoric, which
include invention, arrangement, style, delivery, and memory. Invention refers to the use of evidence and
arguments  to  think  about  things  in  new  ways  and  is  the  most  studied  of  the  f ive
canons.  Arrangement  refers  to  the  organization  of  speech,  style  refers  to  the  use  of  language,
and delivery refers to the vocal and physical characteristics of a speaker. Memory is the least studied of
the five canons and refers to the techniques employed by speakers of that era to retain and then repeat
large amounts of information. The Age of Enlightenment in the 1700s marked a societal turn toward
scientific discovery and the acquisition of knowledge, which led to an explosion of philosophical and
scientific writings on many aspects of human existence. This focus on academic development continued
into the 1900s and the establishment of distinct communication studies departments.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/1.1.0N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kneoh/14931652922/
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Communication studies as a distinct academic discipline with departments at universities and colleges
has only existed for a little over one hundred years (Keith, 2008). Although rhetoric has long been a key
part  of  higher  education,  and  colleges  and  universities  have  long  recognized  the  importance  of
speaking, communication departments did not exist. In the early 1900s, professors with training and
expertise in communication were often housed in rhetoric or English departments and were sometimes
called “professors of speech.” During this time, tension began to build between professors of English
who studied rhetoric as the written word and professors of speech who studied rhetoric as the spoken
word. In 1914, a group of ten speech teachers who were members of the National Council of Teachers
of English broke off from the organization and started the National Association of Academic Teachers of
Public Speaking, which eventually evolved into today’s National Communication Association. There was
also a distinction of focus and interest among professors of speech. While some focused on the quality
of  ideas,  arguments,  and organization,  others  focused on coaching the  performance and delivery
aspects of public speaking (Keith, 2008). Instruction in the latter stressed the importance of “oratory”
or “elocution,”  and this  interest  in reading and speaking aloud is  sustained today in theatre and
performance  studies  and  also  in  oral  interpretation  classes,  which  are  still  taught  in  many
communication departments.

The formalization of speech departments led to an expanded view of the role of communication. Even
though Aristotle and other ancient rhetoricians and philosophers had theorized the connection between
rhetoric and citizenship, the role of the communicator became the focus instead of solely focusing on
the message. James A. Winans, one of the first modern speech teachers and an advocate for teaching
communication in higher education, said there were “two motives for learning to speak. Increasing
one’s chance to succeed and increasing one’s power to serve” (Keith, 2008). Later, as social psychology
began to expand in academic institutions, speech communication scholars saw places for connection to
further expand definitions of communication to include social and psychological contexts.

Today,  you  can  find  elements  of  all  these  various  aspects  of  communication  being  studied  in
communication departments. If we use President Obama as a case study, we can see the breadth of the
communication field. Within one department, you may have fairly traditional rhetoricians who study the
speeches of President Obama in comparison with other presidential rhetoric. Others may study debates
between presidential candidates, dissecting the rhetorical strategies used, for example, by Mitt Romney
and Barack Obama. Expanding from messages to channels of communication, scholars may study how
different media outlets cover presidential politics. At an interpersonal level, scholars may study what
sorts of conflicts emerge within families that have liberal and conservative individuals. At a cultural
level, communication scholars could study how the election of an African American president creates a
narrative of postracial politics. Our tour from Aristotle to Obama was quick, but hopefully instructive.
Now let’s turn to a discussion of the five major forms of communication.

FORMS OF COMMUNICATION

Forms of communication vary in terms of participants, channels used, and contexts. The main forms of
communication, all  of which will  be explored in much more detail  in this book, are intrapersonal,
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interpersonal,  group,  organizational,  public,  and  mass  communication.  This  book  is  designed  to
introduce  you  to  all  these  forms  of  communication.  If  you  find  one  of  these  forms  particularly
interesting, you may be able to take additional courses that focus specifically on it. You may even be
able to devise a course of study around one of these forms as a communication major. In the following
we will  discuss the similarities  and differences among each form of  communication,  including its
definition, level of intentionality, goals, and contexts.

INTRAPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Intrapersonal communication is communication with oneself using internal vocalization or reflective
thinking.  Like  other  forms  of  communication,  intrapersonal  communication  is  triggered  by  some
internal or external stimulus. We may, for example, communicate with our self about what we want to
eat due to the internal stimulus of hunger, or we may react intrapersonally to an event we witness.
Unlike other forms of communication, intrapersonal communication takes place only inside our heads.
The other forms of communication must be perceived by someone else to count as communication. So
what is the point of intrapersonal communication if no one else even sees it?
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Intrapersonal communication is communication with ourselves that takes place in our heads.

Sarah – Pondering – CC BY 2.0.

 

Intrapersonal  communication  serves  several  social  functions.  Internal  vocalization,  or  talking  to
ourselves, can help us achieve or maintain social adjustment (Dance & Larson, 1972). For example, a
person may use self-talk to calm himself down in a stressful situation, or a shy person may remind
herself to smile during a social event. Intrapersonal communication also helps build and maintain our
self-concept. We form an understanding of who we are based on how other people communicate with us
and  how we process  that  communication  intrapersonally.  The  shy  person  in  the  earlier  example
probably  internalized  shyness  as  a  part  of  her  self-concept  because  other  people  associated  her
communication behaviors with shyness and may have even labeled her “shy” before she had a firm
grasp on what that meant. We will discuss self-concept much more in Chapter 2 “Communication and
Perception”, which focuses on perception. We also use intrapersonal communication or “self-talk” to let
off steam, process emotions, think through something, or rehearse what we plan to say or do in the
future.  As  with  the  other  forms of  communication,  competent  intrapersonal  communication  helps
facilitate social interaction and can enhance our well-being. Conversely, the breakdown in the ability of
a person to intrapersonally communicate is associated with mental illness (Dance & Larson, 1972).

Sometimes we intrapersonally communicate for the fun of it. I’m sure we have all had the experience of
laughing aloud because we thought of something funny. We also communicate intrapersonally to pass
time. I bet there is a lot of intrapersonal communication going on in waiting rooms all over the world
right now. In both of these cases, intrapersonal communication is usually unplanned and doesn’t include
a  clearly  defined  goal  (Dance  &  Larson,  1972).  We  can,  however,  engage  in  more  intentional
intrapersonal communication. In fact, deliberate self-reflection can help us become more competent
communicators as we become more mindful of our own behaviors. For example, your internal voice may
praise or scold you based on a thought or action.

Of the forms of communication, intrapersonal communication has received the least amount of formal
study. It is rare to find courses devoted to the topic, and it is generally separated from the remaining
four types of communication. The main distinction is that intrapersonal communication is not created
with  the  intention that  another  person will  perceive  it.  In  all  the  other  levels,  the  fact  that  the
communicator anticipates consumption of their message is very important.

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION

Interpersonal communication is communication between people whose lives mutually influence one
another. Interpersonal communication builds, maintains, and ends our relationships, and we spend
more  time  engaged  in  interpersonal  communication  than  the  other  forms  of  communication.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/dm-set/22029620861/
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/part/chapter-2-communication-and-perception/#jones_1.0-ch02
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/part/chapter-2-communication-and-perception/#jones_1.0-ch02
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Interpersonal communication occurs in various contexts and is addressed in subfields of study within
communication  studies  such as  intercultural  communication,  organizational  communication,  health
communication, and computer-mediated communication. After all, interpersonal relationships exist in
all those contexts.

Interpersonal communication can be planned or unplanned, but since it is interactive, it is usually more
structured  and  influenced  by  social  expectations  than  intrapersonal  communication.  Interpersonal
communication is also more goal oriented than intrapersonal communication and fulfills instrumental
and relational needs. In terms of instrumental needs, the goal may be as minor as greeting someone to
fulfill a morning ritual or as major as conveying your desire to be in a committed relationship with
someone. Interpersonal communication meets relational needs by communicating the uniqueness of a
specific relationship. Since this form of communication deals so directly with our personal relationships
and is the most common form of communication, instances of miscommunication and communication
conflict most frequently occur here (Dance & Larson, 1972). Couples, bosses and employees, and family
members all have to engage in complex interpersonal communication, and it doesn’t always go well. In
order to be a competent interpersonal communicator, you need conflict management skills and listening
skills, among others, to maintain positive relationships.

GROUP COMMUNICATION

Group communication is communication among three or more people interacting to achieve a shared
goal. You have likely worked in groups in high school and college, and if you’re like most students, you
didn’t enjoy it. Even though it can be frustrating, group work in an academic setting provides useful
experience and preparation for group work in professional settings. Organizations have been moving
toward more team-based work models, and whether we like it or not, groups are an integral part of
people’s lives. Therefore the study of group communication is valuable in many contexts.
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Since  many  businesses  and  organizations  are  embracing  team  models,  learning  about  group
communication can help these groups be more effective.

RSNY – Team – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

 

Group  communication  is  more  intentional  and  formal  than  interpersonal  communication.  Unlike
interpersonal relationships, which are voluntary, individuals in a group are often assigned to their
position  within  a  group.  Additionally,  group  communication  is  often  task  focused,  meaning  that
members of the group work together for an explicit purpose or goal that affects each member of the
group. Goal-oriented communication in interpersonal interactions usually relates to one person; for
example, I may ask my friend to help me move this weekend. Goal-oriented communication at the group
level usually focuses on a task assigned to the whole group; for example, a group of people may be
tasked to figure out a plan for moving a business from one office to another.

You know from previous experience working in groups that having more communicators usually leads to

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/1.1.2N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/arsart/2399487680/
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more complicated interactions. Some of the challenges of group communication relate to task-oriented
interactions, such as deciding who will complete each part of a larger project. But many challenges
stem from interpersonal conflict or misunderstandings among group members. Since group members
also communicate with and relate to each other interpersonally and may have preexisting relationships
or develop them during the course of group interaction, elements of interpersonal communication occur
within  group  communication  too.  Chapter  13  “Small  Group  Communication”  and  Chapter  14
“Leadership,  Roles,  and  Problem  Solving  in  Groups”  of  this  book,  which  deal  with  group
communication, will help you learn how to be a more effective group communicator by learning about
group theories and processes as well as the various roles that contribute to and detract from the
functioning of a group.

ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATION

Organizational communication  is  the process whereby an organizational stakeholder (or group of
stakeholders) attempts to stimulate meaning in the mind of another an organizational stakeholder (or
group of stakeholders) through intentional use of verbal, nonverbal, and/or mediated messages. This
definition stems primarily out of  Deetz  view of “organizational communication.”  You’ll notice the
similarities between this definition and the one we provided earlier for human communication. Let’s
break this definition down by exploring the primary unique factor in this definition, organizational
stakeholders.

According to the American Heritage Dictionary of Business Terms, a stakeholder  is “any party that has
an  interest  in  an  organization.  Stakeholders  of  a  company  include  stockholders,  bondholders,
customers, suppliers, employees, and so forth.” There are a range of different stakeholders that exist
for an organization. Here is just a short list of some of the stakeholders within an organization: workers,
managers, shareholders, etc… Every organization also has to be concerned with stakeholders who exist
within  the  organization’s  external  environment:  competitors,  community  members,  governmental
agencies, etc… Basically, every organization has a wide range of stakeholders that it must attend to in
order to run itself smoothly.

In  addition  to  stakeholders,  organizational  communication  is  also  uniquely  characterized  by  the
systemic, hierarchical, goal-driven nature of the communication.

As communication evolves, research continues to develop, and organizational communication continues
to redefine itself. In the early stages, this area focused on leaders giving public presentations. More
recently  emphasis  has focused on all  levels  of  interaction in organizations.  Because interpersonal
relationships are a large part of organizational communication, a great deal of research focuses on how
interpersonal relationships are conducted within the framework of organizational hierarchies.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/part/chapter-13-small-group-communication/#jones_1.0-ch13
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/part/chapter-14-leadership-roles-and-problem-solving-in-groups/#jones_1.0-ch14
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/part/chapter-14-leadership-roles-and-problem-solving-in-groups/#jones_1.0-ch14
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PUBLIC COMMUNICATION

Public communication is a sender-focused form of communication in which one person is typically
responsible for conveying information to an audience. Public speaking is something that many people
fear, or at least don’t enjoy. But, just like group communication, public speaking is an important part of
our academic, professional, and civic lives. When compared to interpersonal and group communication,
public  communication  is  the  most  consistently  intentional,  formal,  and  goal-oriented  form  of
communication we have discussed so far.

Public communication, at least in Western societies, is also more sender focused than interpersonal or
group communication. It is precisely this formality and focus on the sender that makes many new and
experienced public speakers anxious at the thought of facing an audience. One way to begin to manage
anxiety toward public speaking is to begin to see connections between public speaking and other forms
of communication with which we are more familiar and comfortable.  Despite being formal,  public
speaking is very similar to the conversations that we have in our daily interactions. For example,
although public speakers don’t necessarily develop individual relationships with audience members,
they still have the benefit of being face-to-face with them so they can receive verbal and nonverbal
feedback. Later in this chapter, you will learn some strategies for managing speaking anxiety, since
presentations are undoubtedly a requirement in the course for which you are reading this book. Then,
in Chapter 9 “Preparing a Speech”, Chapter 10 “Delivering a Speech”, Chapter 11 “Informative and
Persuasive Speaking”, and Chapter 12 “Public Speaking in Various Contexts”, you will learn how to
choose an appropriate topic, research and organize your speech, effectively deliver your speech, and
evaluate your speeches in order to improve.

MASS COMMUNICATION

Public communication becomes mass communication when it is transmitted to many people through
print or electronic media. Print media such as newspapers and magazines continue to be an important
channel for mass communication, although they have suffered much in the past decade due in part to
the rise of electronic media. Television, websites, blogs, and social media are mass communication
channels that you probably engage with regularly. Radio, podcasts, and books are other examples of
mass media. The technology required to send mass communication messages distinguishes it from the
other  forms  of  communication.  A  certain  amount  of  intentionality  goes  into  transmitting  a  mass
communication message since it usually requires one or more extra steps to convey the message. This
may involve pressing “Enter” to send a Facebook message or involve an entire crew of camera people,
sound engineers, and production assistants to produce a television show. Even though the messages
must be intentionally transmitted through technology, the intentionality and goals of the person actually
creating  the  message,  such  as  the  writer,  television  host,  or  talk  show guest,  vary  greatly.  The
president’s State of the Union address is a mass communication message that is very formal, goal
oriented, and intentional, but a president’s verbal gaffe during a news interview is not.
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Technological advances such as the printing press, television, and the more recent digital revolution
have made mass communication a prominent feature of our daily lives.

Savannah River Site – Atmospheric Technology – CC BY 2.0.

 

Mass communication differs from other forms of communication in terms of the personal connection
between participants. Even though creating the illusion of a personal connection is often a goal of those
who  create  mass  communication  messages,  the  relational  aspect  of  interpersonal  and  group
communication isn’t  inherent within this form of communication.  Unlike interpersonal,  group, and
public  communication,  there  is  no  immediate  verbal  and  nonverbal  feedback  loop  in  mass
communication. Of course you could write a letter to the editor of a newspaper or send an e-mail to a
television or radio broadcaster in response to a story, but the immediate feedback available in face-to-
face interactions  is  not  present.  With  new media  technologies  like  Twitter,  blogs,  and Facebook,
feedback is becoming more immediate. Individuals can now tweet directly “at” (@) someone and use
hashtags (#) to direct feedback to mass communication sources. Many radio and television hosts and
news organizations specifically invite feedback from viewers/listeners via social media and may even
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share the feedback on the air.

The technology to mass-produce and distribute communication messages brings with it the power for
one voice or a series of voices to reach and affect many people. This power makes mass communication
different from the other levels of communication. While there is potential for unethical communication
at all the other levels, the potential consequences of unethical mass communication are important to
consider. Communication scholars who focus on mass communication and media often take a critical
approach in order to examine how media shapes our culture and who is included and excluded in
various  mediated  messages.  We  will  discuss  the  intersection  of  media  and  communication  more
in  Chapter  15  “Media,  Technology,  and  Communication”  and  Chapter  16  “New  Media  and
Communication”.

“Getting Real”

What Can You Do with a Degree in Communication Studies?

You’re hopefully already beginning to see that communication studies is a diverse and vibrant
field of study. The multiple subfields and concentrations within the field allow for exciting
opportunities for study in academic contexts but can create confusion and uncertainty when a
person considers what they might do for their career after studying communication. It’s important
to remember that not every college or university will have courses or concentrations in all the
areas discussed next. Look at the communication courses offered at your school to get an idea of
where the communication department on your campus fits into the overall field of study. Some
departments are more general, offering students a range of courses to provide a well-rounded
understanding of communication. Many departments offer concentrations or specializations within
the major such as public relations, rhetoric, interpersonal communication, electronic media
production, corporate communication. If you are at a community college and plan on transferring
to another school, your choice of school may be determined by the course offerings in the
department and expertise of the school’s communication faculty. It would be unfortunate for a
student interested in public relations to end up in a department that focuses more on rhetoric or
broadcasting, so doing your research ahead of time is key.

Since communication studies is a broad field, many students strategically choose a concentration
and/or a minor that will give them an advantage in the job market. Specialization can definitely be
an advantage, but don’t forget about the general skills you gain as a communication major. This
book, for example, should help you build communication competence and skills in interpersonal
communication, intercultural communication, group communication, and public speaking, among
others. You can also use your school’s career services office to help you learn how to “sell” yourself
as a communication major and how to translate what you’ve learned in your classes into useful
information to include on your resume or in a job interview.

The main career areas that communication majors go into are business, public relations /
advertising, media, nonprofit, government/law, and education.[1] Within each of these areas there
are multiple career paths, potential employers, and useful strategies for success. For more detailed
information, visit http://whatcanidowiththismajor.com/major/communication-studies.

Business. Sales, customer service, management, real estate, human resources,
training and development.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/part/chapter-15-media-technology-and-communication/#jones_1.0-ch15
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Public relations / advertising. Public relations, advertising/marketing, public
opinion research, development, event coordination.

Media. Editing, copywriting, publishing, producing, directing, media sales,
broadcasting.

Nonprofit. Administration, grant writing, fund-raising, public relations, volunteer
coordination.

Government/law. City or town management, community affairs, lobbying, conflict
negotiation / mediation.

Education. High school speech teacher, forensics/debate coach, administration and
student support services, graduate school to further communication study.

Which of the areas listed above are you most interested in studying in school or1.
pursuing as a career? Why?

What aspect(s) of communication studies does/do the department at your school2.
specialize in? What concentrations/courses are offered?

Whether or not you are or plan to become a communication major, how do you think3.
you could use what you have learned and will learn in this class to “sell” yourself on the
job market?

Key Takeaways

Getting integrated: Communication is a broad field that draws from many academic
disciplines. This interdisciplinary perspective provides useful training and experience for
students that can translate into many career fields.

Communication is the process of generating meaning by sending and receiving
symbolic cues that are influenced by multiple contexts.

Ancient Greeks like Aristotle and Plato started a rich tradition of the study of rhetoric
in the Western world more than two thousand years ago. Communication did not become
a distinct field of study with academic departments until the 1900s, but it is now a
thriving discipline with many subfields of study.

There are five forms of communication: intrapersonal, interpersonal, group, public,
and mass communication.

Intrapersonal communication is communication with oneself and occurs only
inside our heads.

Interpersonal communication is communication between people whose lives
mutually influence one another and typically occurs in dyads, which means in
pairs.

Group communication occurs when three or more people communicate to
achieve a shared goal.

Public communication is sender focused and typically occurs when one
person conveys information to an audience.

Mass communication occurs when messages are sent to large audiences
using print or electronic media.



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

25

Exercises

Getting integrated: Review the section on the history of communication. Have you1.
learned any of this history or heard of any of these historical figures in previous classes?
If so, how was this history relevant to what you were studying in that class?

Come up with your own definition of communication. How does it differ from the2.
definition in the book? Why did you choose to define communication the way you did?

Over the course of a day, keep track of the forms of communication that you use. Make3.
a pie chart of how much time you think you spend, on an average day, engaging in each
form of communication (intrapersonal, interpersonal, group, organizational, public, and
mass).
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The Communication Process

Learning Objectives

Identify and define the components of the transmission (linear) model of1.
communication.

Identify and define the components of the interaction model of communication.2.
Identify and define the components of the transaction model of communication.3.
Compare and contrast the three models of communication.4.
Use the transaction model of communication to analyze a recent communication5.

encounter.

Communication  is  a  complex  process,  and  it  is  difficult  to  determine  where  or  with  whom  a
communication encounter starts and ends. Models of communication simplify the process by providing a
visual  representation of  the various aspects  of  a  communication encounter.  Some models  explain
communication in more detail than others, but even the most complex model still doesn’t recreate what
we experience in even a moment of a communication encounter. Models still serve a valuable purpose
for students of communication because they allow us to see specific concepts and steps within the
process  of  communication,  define  communication,  and  apply  communication  concepts.  When  you
become  aware  of  how  communication  functions,  you  can  think  more  deliberately  through  your
communication encounters, which can help you better prepare for future communication and learn from
your previous communication. The three models of communication we will discuss are the transmission,
interaction, and transaction models.

Although these models of communication differ, they contain some common elements. The first two
models we will discuss, the transmission model and the interaction model, include the following parts:
participants,  messages,  encoding,  decoding,  and  channels.  In  communication  models,
the  participants  are  the  senders  and/or  receivers  of  messages  in  a  communication  encounter.
The message is the verbal or nonverbal content being conveyed from sender to receiver. For example,
when you say “Hello!” to your friend, you are sending a message of greeting that will be received by
your friend.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-2-the-communication-process/
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Although models of communication provide a useful blueprint to see how the communication process
works, they are not complex enough to capture what communication is like as it is experienced.

Chris Searle – Blueprint – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

The internal cognitive process that allows participants to send, receive, and understand messages is the
encoding and decoding process. Encoding is the process of turning thoughts into communication. As we
will learn later, the level of conscious thought that goes into encoding messages varies. Decoding is the
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process of turning communication into thoughts. For example, you may realize you’re hungry and
encode the following message to send to your roommate: “I’m hungry. Do you want to get pizza
tonight?” As your roommate receives the message, he decodes your communication and turns it back
into thoughts in order to make meaning out of it. Of course, we don’t just communicate verbally—we
have various options, or channels for communication. Encoded messages are sent through a channel, or
a sensory route on which a message travels, to the receiver for decoding. While communication can be
sent and received using any sensory route (sight, smell, touch, taste, or sound), most communication
occurs through visual (sight) and/or auditory (sound) channels. If your roommate has headphones on
and is engrossed in a video game, you may need to get his attention by waving your hands before you
can ask him about dinner.

TRANSMISSION (LINEAR) MODEL OF COMMUNICATION

The transmission model of communication describes communication as a linear, one-way process in
which a sender intentionally transmits a message to a receiver (Ellis & McClintock, 1990). This model
focuses  on  the  sender  and message within  a  communication  encounter.  Although the  receiver  is
included in the model, this role is viewed as more of a target or end point rather than part of an ongoing
process. We are left to presume that the receiver either successfully receives and understands the
message or does not. The scholars who designed this model extended on a linear model proposed by
Aristotle centuries before that included a speaker, message, and hearer. They were also influenced by
the advent and spread of new communication technologies of the time such as telegraphy and radio,
and you can probably see these technical influences within the model (Shannon & Weaver, 1949). Think
of how a radio message is sent from a person in the radio studio to you listening in your car. The sender
is the radio announcer who encodes a verbal message that is transmitted by a radio tower through
electromagnetic waves (the channel) and eventually reaches your (the receiver’s) ears via an antenna
and speakers in order to be decoded. The radio announcer doesn’t really know if you receive his or her
message or not, but if the equipment is working and the channel is free of static, then there is a good
chance that the message was successfully received.

Figure 1.1 The Transmission Model of Communication

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-2-the-communication-process/
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Since this model is sender and message focused, responsibility is put on the sender to help ensure the
message  is  successfully  conveyed.  This  model  emphasizes  clarity  and  effectiveness,  but  it  also
acknowledges that there are barriers to effective communication. Noise is anything that interferes with
a message being sent between participants in a communication encounter. Even if a speaker sends a
clear  message,  noise  may  interfere  with  a  message  being  accurately  received  and decoded.  The
transmission model of communication accounts for environmental and semantic noise. Environmental
noise is any physical noise present in a communication encounter. Other people talking in a crowded
diner could interfere with your ability to transmit a message and have it successfully decoded. While
environmental noise interferes with the transmission of the message, semantic noise refers to noise that
occurs in the encoding and decoding process when participants do not understand a symbol. To use a
technical example, FM antennae can’t decode AM radio signals and vice versa. Likewise, most French
speakers can’t decode Swedish and vice versa. Semantic noise can also interfere in communication
between  people  speaking  the  same  language  because  many  words  have  multiple  or  unfamiliar
meanings.

Although the transmission model may seem simple or even underdeveloped to us today, the creation of
this model allowed scholars to examine the communication process in new ways, which eventually led to

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/7ca391217888c4249c92e580b1552e5f.jpg
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-2-the-communication-process/
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-2-the-communication-process/
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-2-the-communication-process/
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-2-the-communication-process/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

30

more complex models and theories of communication that we will discuss more later. This model is not
quite  rich  enough to  capture  dynamic  face-to-face  interactions,  but  there  are  instances  in  which
communication is one-way and linear,  especially computer-mediated communication (CMC). As the
following “Getting Plugged In” box explains, CMC is integrated into many aspects of our lives now and
has opened up new ways of communicating and brought some new challenges. Think of text messaging
for example. The transmission model of communication is well suited for describing the act of text
messaging since the sender isn’t sure that the meaning was effectively conveyed or that the message
was received at all. Noise can also interfere with the transmission of a text. If you use an abbreviation
the receiver doesn’t know or the phone autocorrects to something completely different than you meant,
then semantic noise has interfered with the message transmission. I enjoy bargain hunting at thrift
stores, so I just recently sent a text to a friend asking if she wanted to go thrifting over the weekend.
After  she  replied  with  “What?!?”  I  reviewed  my  text  and  saw  that  my  “smart”  phone  had
autocorrected thrifting to thrusting! You have likely experienced similar problems with text messaging,
and  a  quick  Google  search  for  examples  of  text  messages  made  funny  or  embarrassing  by  the
autocorrect feature proves that many others do, too.

“Getting Plugged In”

Computer-Mediated Communication

When the first computers were created around World War II and the first e-mails exchanged in
the early 1960s, we took the first steps toward a future filled with computer-mediated
communication (CMC) (Thurlow, Lengel, & Tomic, 2004). Those early steps turned into huge
strides in the late 1980s and early 1990s when personal computers started becoming regular
features in offices, classrooms, and homes. I remember getting our first home computer, a Tandy
from Radio Shack, in the early 1990s and then getting our first Internet connection at home in
about 1995. I set up my first e-mail account in 1996 and remember how novel and exciting it was to
send and receive e-mails. I wasn’t imagining a time when I would get dozens of e-mails a day, much
less be able to check them on my cell phone! Many of you reading this book probably can’t
remember a time without CMC. If that’s the case, then you’re what some scholars have called
“digital natives.” When you take a moment to think about how, over the past twenty years, CMC
has changed the way we teach and learn, communicate at work, stay in touch with friends, initiate
romantic relationships, search for jobs, manage our money, get our news, and participate in our
democracy, it really is amazing to think that all that used to take place without computers. But the
increasing use of CMC has also raised some questions and concerns, even among those of you who
are digital natives. Almost half of the students in my latest communication research class wanted to
do their final research projects on something related to social media. Many of them were interested
in studying the effects of CMC on our personal lives and relationships. This desire to study and
question CMC may stem from an anxiety that people have about the seeming loss or devaluing of
face-to-face (FtF) communication. Aside from concerns about the digital cocoons that many of us
find ourselves in, CMC has also raised concerns about privacy, cyberbullying, and lack of civility in
online interactions. We will continue to explore many of these issues in the “Getting Plugged In”
feature box included in each chapter, but the following questions will help you begin to see the
influence that CMC has in your daily communication.

In a typical day, what types of CMC do you use?1.
What are some ways that CMC reduces stress in your life? What are some ways that2.
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CMC increases stress in your life? Overall, do you think CMC adds to or reduces your
stress more?

Do you think we, as a society, have less value for FtF communication than we used to?3.
Why or why not?

INTERACTION MODEL OF COMMUNICATION

The interaction model of communication describes communication as a process in which participants
alternate positions as sender and receiver and generate meaning by sending messages and receiving
feedback  within  physical  and  psychological  contexts  (Schramm,  1997).  Rather  than  illustrating
communication as a linear, one-way process, the interaction model incorporates feedback, which makes
communication a more interactive, two-way process. Feedback includes messages sent in response to
other messages. For example, your instructor may respond to a point you raise during class discussion
or you may point to the sofa when your roommate asks you where the remote control is. The inclusion of
a  feedback  loop  also  leads  to  a  more  complex  understanding  of  the  roles  of  participants  in  a
communication encounter. Rather than having one sender, one message, and one receiver, this model
has two sender-receivers who exchange messages. Each participant alternates roles as sender and
receiver in order to keep a communication encounter going. Although this seems like a perceptible and
deliberate process,  we alternate between the roles of  sender and receiver very quickly and often
without conscious thought.

The  interaction  model  is  also  less  message  focused  and  more  interaction  focused.  While  the
transmission model focused on how a message was transmitted and whether or not it was received, the
interaction  model  is  more  concerned  with  the  communication  process  itself.  In  fact,  this  model
acknowledges that there are so many messages being sent at one time that many of them may not even
be received.  Some messages are also  unintentionally  sent.  Therefore,  communication isn’t  judged
effective or ineffective in this  model  based on whether or not a single message was successfully
transmitted and received.

Figure 1.2 The Interaction Model of Communication
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The interaction model takes physical and psychological context into account. Physical context includes
the environmental factors in a communication encounter. The size, layout, temperature, and lighting of
a space influence our communication. Imagine the different physical contexts in which job interviews
take place and how that may affect your communication. I have had job interviews on a sofa in a
comfortable office, sitting around a large conference table, and even once in an auditorium where I was
positioned on the stage facing about twenty potential colleagues seated in the audience. I’ve also been
walked around campus to interview with various people in temperatures below zero degrees. Although I
was a little chilly when I got to each separate interview, it wasn’t too difficult to warm up and go on
with the interview. During a job interview in Puerto Rico, however, walking around outside wearing a
suit  in  near  90 degree temperatures  created a  sweating situation  that  wasn’t  pleasant  to  try  to
communicate through. Whether it’s the size of the room, the temperature, or other environmental
factors, it’s important to consider the role that physical context plays in our communication.

Psychological context includes the mental and emotional factors in a communication encounter. Stress,
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anxiety,  and  emotions  are  just  some  examples  of  psychological  influences  that  can  affect  our
communication. I recently found out some troubling news a few hours before a big public presentation.
It was challenging to try to communicate because the psychological noise triggered by the stressful
news kept intruding into my other thoughts. Seemingly positive psychological states, like experiencing
the emotion of love, can also affect communication. During the initial stages of a romantic relationship
individuals  may  be  so  “love  struck”  that  they  don’t  see  incompatible  personality  traits  or  don’t
negatively evaluate behaviors they might otherwise find off-putting. Feedback and context help make
the interaction model a more useful illustration of the communication process, but the transaction
model  views  communication  as  a  powerful  tool  that  shapes  our  realities  beyond  individual
communication encounters.

TRANSACTION MODEL OF COMMUNICATION

As the study of communication progressed, models expanded to account for more of the communication
process.  Many  scholars  view  communication  as  more  than  a  process  that  is  used  to  carry  on
conversations and convey meaning.  We don’t  send messages like computers,  and we don’t  neatly
alternate between the roles of sender and receiver as an interaction unfolds. We also can’t consciously
decide to stop communicating, because communication is more than sending and receiving messages.
The  transaction  model  differs  from the  transmission  and  interaction  models  in  significant  ways,
including the conceptualization of communication, the role of sender and receiver, and the role of
context (Barnlund, 1970).

To review, each model incorporates a different understanding of what communication is and what
communication does. The transmission model views communication as a thing, like an information
packet, that is sent from one place to another. From this view, communication is defined as sending and
receiving messages. The interaction model views communication as an interaction in which a message
is sent and then followed by a reaction (feedback), which is then followed by another reaction, and so
on.  From this  view,  communication is  defined as producing conversations and interactions within
physical and psychological contexts. The transaction model views communication as integrated into our
social realities in such a way that it helps us not only understand them but also create and change them.

The  transaction  model  of  communication  describes  communication  as  a  process  in  which
communicators generate social realities within social, relational, and cultural contexts. In this model,
we don’t  just  communicate to  exchange messages;  we communicate to  create relationships,  form
intercultural  alliances,  shape  our  self-concepts,  and  engage  with  others  in  dialogue  to  create
communities. In short, we don’t communicate about our realities; communication helps to construct our
realities.

The roles of sender and receiver in the transaction model of communication differ significantly from the
other models. Instead of labeling participants as senders and receivers, the people in a communication
encounter  are  referred  to  as  communicators.  Unlike  the  interaction  model,  which  suggests  that
participants alternate positions as sender and receiver, the transaction model suggests that we are
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simultaneously senders and receivers. For example, on a first date, as you send verbal messages about
your interests and background, your date reacts nonverbally. You don’t wait until you are done sending
your verbal message to start receiving and decoding the nonverbal messages of your date. Instead, you
are simultaneously sending your verbal message and receiving your date’s nonverbal messages. This is
an important addition to the model because it allows us to understand how we are able to adapt our
communication—for  example,  a  verbal  message—in  the  middle  of  sending  it  based  on  the
communication we are simultaneously receiving from our communication partner.

Figure 1.3 The Transaction Model of Communication

The transaction model also includes a more complex understanding of context. The interaction model
portrays context as physical and psychological influences that enhance or impede communication. While
these contexts are important, they focus on message transmission and reception. Since the transaction
model of communication views communication as a force that shapes our realities before and after
specific interactions occur, it must account for contextual influences outside of a single interaction. To
do  this,  the  transaction  model  considers  how social,  relational,  and  cultural  contexts  frame  and
influence our communication encounters.

Social  context refers to the stated rules or unstated norms that guide communication. As we are
socialized  into  our  various  communities,  we  learn  rules  and  implicitly  pick  up  on  norms  for
communicating. Some common rules that influence social contexts include don’t lie to people, don’t
interrupt people, don’t pass people in line, greet people when they greet you, thank people when they
pay you a compliment, and so on. Parents and teachers often explicitly convey these rules to their
children or students. Rules may be stated over and over, and there may be punishment for not following
them.

Norms are social conventions that we pick up on through observation, practice, and trial and error. We
may not even know we are breaking a social norm until we notice people looking at us strangely or
someone corrects or teases us. For example, as a new employee you may over- or underdress for the
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company’s holiday party because you don’t know the norm for formality. Although there probably isn’t a
stated rule about how to dress at the holiday party, you will notice your error without someone having
to point it out, and you will likely not deviate from the norm again in order to save yourself any potential
embarrassment. Even though breaking social norms doesn’t result in the formal punishment that might
be a consequence of breaking a social rule, the social awkwardness we feel when we violate social
norms is usually enough to teach us that these norms are powerful even though they aren’t made
explicit like rules. Norms even have the power to override social rules in some situations. To go back to
the examples of common social rules mentioned before, we may break the rule about not lying if the lie
is meant to save someone from feeling hurt. We often interrupt close friends when we’re having an
exciting conversation, but we wouldn’t be as likely to interrupt a professor while they are lecturing.
Since norms and rules vary among people and cultures,  relational  and cultural  contexts  are also
included in the transaction model in order to help us understand the multiple contexts that influence
our communication.

Relational context includes the previous interpersonal history and type of relationship we have with a
person. We communicate differently with someone we just met versus someone we’ve known for a long
time. Initial interactions with people tend to be more highly scripted and governed by established norms
and rules, but when we have an established relational context, we may be able to bend or break social
norms and rules more easily. For example, you would likely follow social norms of politeness and
attentiveness and might spend the whole day cleaning the house for the first time you invite your new
neighbors to visit. Once the neighbors are in your house, you may also make them the center of your
attention during their visit. If you end up becoming friends with your neighbors and establishing a
relational context, you might not think as much about having everything cleaned and prepared or even
giving them your whole attention during later visits. Since communication norms and rules also vary
based on the type of relationship people have, relationship type is also included in relational context.
For example, there are certain communication rules and norms that apply to a supervisor-supervisee
relationship that don’t apply to a brother-sister relationship and vice versa. Just as social norms and
relational history influence how we communicate, so does culture.

Cultural context includes various aspects of identities such as race, gender, nationality, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, class, and ability. We will learn more about these identities in Chapter 2 “Communication
and Perception”, but for now it is important for us to understand that whether we are aware of it or not,
we all have multiple cultural identities that influence our communication. Some people, especially those
with identities that have been historically marginalized,  are regularly aware of  how their cultural
identities influence their communication and influence how others communicate with them. Conversely,
people with identities that are dominant or in the majority may rarely, if ever, think about the role their
cultural identities play in their communication.
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Cultural context is influenced by numerous aspects of our identities and is not limited to race or
ethnicity.

Wikimedia Commons – public domain.

When cultural context comes to the forefront of a communication encounter, it can be difficult to
manage.  Since  intercultural  communication  creates  uncertainty,  it  can  deter  people  from
communicating across cultures or lead people to view intercultural communication as negative. But if
you  avoid  communicating  across  cultural  identities,  you  will  likely  not  get  more  comfortable  or
competent as a communicator. Difference, as we will learn in Chapter 8 “Culture and Communication”,
isn’t a bad thing. In fact, intercultural communication has the potential to enrich various aspects of our
lives. In order to communicate well within various cultural contexts, it is important to keep an open
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mind and avoid making assumptions about others’ cultural identities. While you may be able to identify
some aspects of the cultural context within a communication encounter, there may also be cultural
influences that you can’t see. A competent communicator shouldn’t assume to know all the cultural
contexts a person brings to an encounter, since not all cultural identities are visible. As with the other
contexts, it requires skill to adapt to shifting contexts, and the best way to develop these skills is
through practice and reflection.

Key Takeaways

Communication models are not complex enough to truly capture all that takes place in
a communication encounter, but they can help us examine the various steps in the
process in order to better understand our communication and the communication of
others.

The transmission model of communication describes communication as a one-way,
linear process in which a sender encodes a message and transmits it through a channel
to a receiver who decodes it. The transmission of the message many be disrupted by
environmental or semantic noise. This model is usually too simple to capture FtF
interactions but can be usefully applied to computer-mediated communication.

The interaction model of communication describes communication as a two-way
process in which participants alternate positions as sender and receiver and generate
meaning by sending and receiving feedback within physical and psychological contexts.
This model captures the interactive aspects of communication but still doesn’t account
for how communication constructs our realities and is influenced by social and cultural
contexts.

The transaction model of communication describes communication as a process in
which communicators generate social realities within social, relational, and cultural
contexts. This model includes participants who are simultaneously senders and receivers
and accounts for how communication constructs our realities, relationships, and
communities.

Exercises

Getting integrated: How might knowing the various components of the communication1.
process help you in your academic life, your professional life, and your civic life?

What communication situations does the transmission model best represent? The2.
interaction model? The transaction model?

Use the transaction model of communication to analyze a recent communication3.
encounter you had. Sketch out the communication encounter and make sure to label
each part of the model (communicators; message; channel; feedback; and physical,
psychological, social, relational, and cultural contexts).
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Communication Competence

Learning Objectives

Define communication competence.1.
Explain each part of the definition of communication competence.2.
Discuss strategies for developing communication competence.3.

Communication competence has become a focus in higher education over the past couple of decades as
educational policy makers and advocates have stressed a “back to basics” mentality (McCroskey, 1984).
The ability to communicate effectively is often included as a primary undergraduate learning goal along
with other key skills  like writing,  critical  thinking,  and problem solving.  You likely haven’t  heard
professors or university administrators use the term communication competence, but as we learn more
about it in this section, I am sure you will see how communication competence can benefit you in many
aspects  of  your  life.  Since  this  book  focuses  on  communication  in  the  real  world,  strategies  for
developing communication competence are not only limited to this section. A “Getting Competent”
feature box is included in each chapter, specifically to help you develop communication competence.

DEFINING COMPETENCE

We have already defined communication, and you probably know that to be competent at something
means  you  know  what  you’re  doing.  When  we  combine  these  terms,  we  get  the  following
definition:  communication  competence  refers  to  the  knowledge  of  effective  and  appropriate
communication patterns and the ability to use and adapt that knowledge in various contexts (Cooley &
Roach, 1984). To better understand this definition, let’s break apart its components.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/1-4-communication-competence/
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Developing communication competence can bring many rewards, but it also requires time and effort.

Paul Shanks – Communication – CC BY-NC 2.0.

The  first  part  of  the  definition  we will  unpack  deals  with  knowledge.  The  cognitive  elements  of
competence include knowing how to do something and understanding why things are done the way they
are (Hargie, 2011). People can develop cognitive competence by observing and evaluating the actions of
others. Cognitive competence can also be developed through instruction. Since you are currently taking
a communication class, I encourage you to try to observe the communication concepts you are learning
in the communication practices of others and yourself. This will help bring the concepts to life and also
help you evaluate how communication in the real world matches up with communication concepts. As
you  build  a  repertoire  of  communication  knowledge  based  on  your  experiential  and  classroom
knowledge, you will also be developing behavioral competence.

The second part of the definition of communication competence that we will unpack is the ability to use.
Individual factors affect our ability to do anything. Not everyone has the same athletic, musical, or
intellectual ability. At the individual level, a person’s physiological and psychological characteristics
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affect competence. In terms of physiology, age, maturity, and ability to communicate affect competence.
In  terms  of  psychology,  a  person’s  mood,  stress  level,  personality,  and  level  of  communication
apprehension (level of anxiety regarding communication) affect competence (Cooley & Roach, 1984). All
these factors will either help or hinder you when you try to apply the knowledge you have learned to
actual  communication  behaviors.  For  example,  you  might  know strategies  for  being  an  effective
speaker, but public speaking anxiety that kicks in when you get in front of the audience may prevent
you from fully putting that knowledge into practice.

The third part of the definition we will unpack is ability to adapt to various contexts. What is competent
or not varies based on social and cultural context, which makes it impossible to have only one standard
for what counts as communication competence (Cooley & Roach, 1984). Social variables such as status
and power affect competence. In a social situation where one person—say, a supervisor—has more
power than another—for example, his or her employee—then the supervisor is typically the one who
sets  the  standard  for  competence.  Cultural  variables  such  as  race  and  nationality  also  affect
competence. A Taiwanese woman who speaks English as her second language may be praised for her
competence in the English language in her home country but be viewed as less competent in the United
States because of her accent.  In summary, although we have a clear definition of communication
competence, there are not definitions for how to be competent in any given situation, since competence
varies at the individual, social, and cultural level.

Despite the fact that no guidelines for or definitions of competence will be applicable in all situations,
the National Communication Association (NCA) has identified many aspects of competence related to
communication. The primary focus has been on competencies related to speaking and listening, and the
NCA notes that developing communication competence in these areas will help people in academic,
professional, and civic contexts (Morreale, Rubin, & Jones, 1998). To help colleges and universities
develop curriculum and instruction strategies to prepare students, the NCA has defined what students
should be able to do in terms of speaking and listening competencies by the time they graduate from
college:

State ideas clearly.1.
Communicate ethically.2.
Recognize when it is appropriate to communicate.3.
Identify their communication goals.4.
Select the most appropriate and effective medium for communicating.5.
Demonstrate credibility.6.
Identify and manage misunderstandings.7.
Manage conflict.8.
Be open-minded about another’s point of view.9.
Listen attentively.10.

These are just some of the competencies the NCA identified as important for college graduates. While
these are skill focused rather than interpersonally or culturally focused, they provide a concrete way to
assess your own speaking competencies and to prepare yourself for professional speaking and listening,
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which is often skill driven. Since we communicate in many different contexts, such as interpersonal,
group, intercultural, and mediated, we will discuss more specific definitions of competence in later
sections of the book.

DEVELOPING COMPETENCE

Knowing the dimensions of  competence is  an important first  step toward developing competence.
Everyone reading this book already has some experience with and knowledge about communication.
After all, you’ve spent many years explicitly and implicitly learning to communicate. For example, we
are explicitly taught the verbal codes we use to communicate. On the other hand, although there are
numerous  rules  and  norms  associated  with  nonverbal  communication,  we  rarely  receive  explicit
instruction on how to do it. Instead, we learn by observing others and through trial and error with our
own nonverbal communication. Competence obviously involves verbal and nonverbal elements, but it
also  applies  to  many  situations  and  contexts.  Communication  competence  is  needed  in  order  to
understand  communication  ethics,  to  develop  cultural  awareness,  to  use  computer-mediated
communication, and to think critically. Competence involves knowledge, motivation, and skills. It’s not
enough to know what good communication consists of; you must also have the motivation to reflect on
and better your communication and the skills needed to do so.

In  regards  to  competence,  we  all  have  areas  where  we  are  skilled  and  areas  where  we  have
deficiencies. In most cases, we can consciously decide to work on our deficiencies, which may take
considerable effort. There are multiple stages of competence that I challenge you to assess as you
communicate  in  your  daily  life:  unconscious  incompetence,  conscious  incompetence,  conscious
competence, and unconscious competence (Hargie, 2011). Before you have built up a rich cognitive
knowledge base of communication concepts and practiced and reflected on skills in a particular area,
you  may  exhibit  unconscious  incompetence,  which  means  you  are  not  even  aware  that  you  are
communicating in an incompetent manner. Once you learn more about communication and have a
vocabulary to identify concepts, you may find yourself exhibiting conscious incompetence. This is where
you know what you should be doing, and you realize that you’re not doing it as well as you could.
However, as your skills increase you may advance to conscious competence, meaning that you know you
are communicating well in the moment, which will add to your bank of experiences to draw from in
future interactions.  When you reach the stage of  unconscious competence,  you just  communicate
successfully  without  straining to  be competent.  Just  because you reach the stage of  unconscious
competence in one area or with one person does not mean you will always stay there. We are faced with
new communication encounters regularly, and although we may be able to draw on the communication
skills we have learned about and developed, it may take a few instances of conscious incompetence
before you can advance to later stages.

In many introductory communication classes that I teach, a student usually says something like “You
must be really good at this stuff since you study it and have been teaching it for a while.” At the same
time students  assume that  I  have  a  high  level  of  communication  competence,  they  are  hard  on
themselves  for  being  at  the  stage  of  conscious  incompetence,  where  they  catch  themselves
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communicating poorly  in  regards to a  concept we recently  studied.  In response to both of  these
comments, I say, “Just because I know the concepts and definitions doesn’t mean I always put them to
good use. We’re all imperfect and fallible, and if we expect to be perfect communicators after studying
this, then we’re setting ourselves up for failure. However, when I do mess up, I almost always make a
mental note and reflect on it. And now you’re starting to do the same thing, which is to notice and
reflect on your communication more. And that already puts you ahead of most people!”

Becoming more mindful of your communication and the communication of others can contribute to your
communication competence.

Free Stock Photos – public domain.

One way to progress toward communication competence is to become a more mindful communicator. A
mindful  communicator  actively  and  fluidly  processes  information,  is  sensitive  to  communication
contexts and multiple perspectives, and is able to adapt to novel communication situations (Burgoon,
Berger,  & Waldron,  2000).  Becoming a more mindful  communicator  has many benefits,  including
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achieving  communication  goals,  detecting  deception,  avoiding  stereotypes,  and  reducing  conflict.
Whether  or  not  we  achieve  our  day-to-day  communication  goals  depends  on  our  communication
competence. Various communication behaviors can signal that we are communicating mindfully. For
example, asking an employee to paraphrase their understanding of the instructions you just gave them
shows that you are aware that verbal messages are not always clear, that people do not always listen
actively,  and that people often do not speak up when they are unsure of  instructions for fear of
appearing incompetent or embarrassing themselves. Some communication behaviors indicate that we
are not communicating mindfully, such as withdrawing from a romantic partner or engaging in passive-
aggressive behavior during a period of interpersonal conflict. Most of us know that such behaviors lead
to predictable and avoidable conflict cycles, yet we are all guilty of them. Our tendency to assume that
people are telling us the truth can also lead to  negative results.  Therefore,  a  certain amount of
tentativeness and mindful monitoring of a person’s nonverbal and verbal communication can help us
detect deception. However, this is not the same thing as chronic suspicion, which would not indicate
communication  competence.  This  is  just  the  beginning  of  our  conversation  about  communication
competence. Regarding the previous examples, we will learn more about paraphrasing in Chapter 5
“Listening”,  conflict  management  in  Chapter  6  “Interpersonal  Communication  Processes”,  and
deception in Chapter 4 “Nonverbal Communication”.

“Getting Competent”

Getting Started on Your Road to Communication Competence

The “Getting Competent” boxes throughout this book are meant to help you become a more
confident and skilled communicator. While each box will focus on a specific aspect of
communication competence, this box addresses communication competence more generally. A
common communication pitfall that is an obstacle on many students’ roads to communication
competence is viewing communication as “common sense.”

Many students note that some of what we learn in communication classes is “common sense.” I
agree with this observation in some cases but disagree with it in others. As I’ve noted before, this
class builds on knowledge that you have already gained, through experience and observation as a
person with many years of communication under your belt. For example, a student might say that it
is “common sense” that conflict avoidance can lead to built-up tensions that eventually hurt an
interpersonal relationship. But many of us avoid confronting what is causing conflict in our
relationships even though we know it’s better to talk about our problems than to let them build up.
In order to put that “commonsense” knowledge to competent use, we must have a more nuanced
understanding of how conflict and interpersonal communication relate and know some conflict
management strategies.

Communication is common in that it is something that we spend most of our time doing, but the
ability to make sense of and improve our communication takes competence that is learned through
deliberate study and personal reflection. So, to get started on your road to competence, I am
proposing that you do two things. First, challenge yourself to see the value in the study of
communication. Apply the concepts we are learning to your life and find ways to make this class
help you achieve your goals. Second, commit to using the knowledge you gain in this class to
improve your communication and the communication of those around you. Become a higher self-
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monitor, which means start to notice your communication more. We all know areas where we could
improve our communication, and taking this class will probably expose even more. But you have to
be prepared to put in the time to improve; for example, it takes effort to become a better listener or
to give better feedback. If you start these things now you will be primed to take on more
communication challenges that will be presented throughout this book.

What aspects of communication do you think are “common sense?” What aspects of1.
communication do you think require more formal instruction and/or study?

What communication concept has appealed to you most so far? How can you see this2.
concept applying to your life?

Do a communication self-assessment. What are your strengths as a communicator?3.
What are your weaknesses? What can you do to start improving your communication
competence?

OVERCOMING ANXIETY

Whether you will give your first presentation in this class next week or in two months, you may be one
of  many  students  in  the  introduction  to  communication  studies  course  to  face  anxiety  about
communication in general or public speaking in particular.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/1.4.2N.jpg
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Communication  apprehension  and  public  speaking  anxiety  are  common  but  can  be  managed
productively.

Ana C. – day 339 butterflies – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Decades of research conducted by communication scholars shows that communication apprehension is
common among college students (Priem & Solomon, 2009). Communication apprehension (CA) is fear or
anxiety experienced by a person due to actual or imagined communication with another person or
persons. CA includes multiple forms of communication, not just public speaking. Of college students, 15
to 20 percent experience high trait CA, meaning they are generally anxious about communication.
Furthermore, 70 percent of college students experience some trait CA, which means that addressing
communication anxiety in a class like the one you’re taking now stands to benefit the majority of
students (Priem & Solomon, 2009). Public speaking anxiety is type of CA that produces physiological,
cognitive, and behavioral reactions in people when faced with a real or imagined presentation (Bodie,
2010). Research on public speaking anxiety has focused on three key ways to address this common
issue:  systematic  desensitization,  cognitive  restructuring,  and  skills  training  (Bodie,  2010).
Communication  departments  are  typically  the  only  departments  that  address  communication
apprehension explicitly, which is important as CA is “related to negative academic consequences such
as negative attitudes toward school, lower over-all classroom achievement, lower final course grades,
and higher college attrition rates” (Allen, Hunter, & Donohue, 2009). Additionally, CA can lead others to
make assumptions about your communication competence that may be unfavorable. Even if you are
intelligent,  prepared,  and  motivated,  CA  and  public  speaking  anxiety  can  detract  from  your
communication and lead others to perceive you in ways you did not intend. CA is a common issue faced
by many people, so you are not alone. We will learn more about speaking anxiety in Chapter 12 “Public
Speaking in Various Contexts”. While you should feel free to read ahead to that chapter, you can also
manage your anxiety by following some of the following tips.

Top Ten Ways to Reduce Speaking Anxiety

Remember, you are not alone. Public speaking anxiety is common, so don’t ignore it—confront1.
it.
You can’t literally “die of embarrassment.” Audiences are forgiving and understanding.2.
It always feels worse than it looks.3.
Take deep breaths. It releases endorphins, which naturally fight the adrenaline that causes4.
anxiety.
Look the part. Dress professionally to enhance confidence.5.
Channel your nervousness into positive energy and motivation.6.
Start your outline and research early. Better information = higher confidence.7.
Practice and get feedback from a trusted source. (Don’t just practice for your cat.)8.
Visualize success through positive thinking.9.
Prepare, prepare, prepare! Practice is a speaker’s best friend.10.
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Key Takeaways

Communication competence refers to the knowledge of effective and appropriate
communication patterns and the ability to use and adapt that knowledge in various
contexts.

To be a competent communicator, you should have cognitive knowledge about
communication based on observation and instruction; understand that individual, social,
and cultural contexts affect competence; and be able to adapt to those various contexts.

Getting integrated: The NCA notes that developing communication competence in
speaking and listening will help college students in academic, professional, and civic
contexts.

Levels of communication competence include unconscious incompetence, conscious
incompetence, conscious competence, and unconscious competence.

In order to develop communication competence, you must become a more mindful
communicator and a higher self-monitor.

Communication apprehension (CA) refers to fear or anxiety experienced by a person
due to real or imagined communication with another person or persons. Public speaking
anxiety is a form of CA that more specifically focuses on anxiety about giving a public
presentation. Both are commonly experienced by most people and can be managed using
various strategies.

Exercises

Getting integrated: Evaluate your speaking and listening competencies based on the1.
list generated by the NCA. Out of the skills listed, which ones are you more competent in
and less competent in? Which skill will be most useful for you in academic contexts?
Professional contexts? Personal contexts? Civic contexts?

Think of a person you know who you think possesses a high level of communication2.
competence. What makes you think this? What communication characteristics do they
have that you might want to have yourself?

What anxieties do you have regarding communication and/or public speaking? Since3.
communication and speaking are a necessary part of life, identify some strategies you
can use to manage those anxieties.
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2.0 Introduction

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter you should be able to:

Define verbal communication and explain its main characteristics.
Understand the three qualities of symbols.
Describe the rules governing verbal communication.
Explain the differences between written and spoken communication.
Describe the functions of verbal communication.
Describe problematic language and skills for using words well.

“Consciousness can’t evolve any faster than language” – Terence McKenna
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ne for a moment that you have no language with which to communicate. It’s hard to imagine, isn’t it?
It’s probably even harder to imagine that with all of the advancements we have at our disposal today,
there are people in our world who actually do not have, or cannot use, language to communicate.

Nearly 25 years ago, the Nicaraguan government started bringing deaf children together from all over
the country in an attempt to educate them. These children had spent their lives in remote places and
had no contact with other deaf people. They had never learned a language and could not understand
their teachers or each other. Likewise, their teachers could not understand them. Shortly after bringing
these students together, the teachers noticed that the students communicated with each other in what
appeared to be an organized fashion: they had literally brought together the individual gestures they
used at home and composed them into a new language. Although the teachers still did not understand
what the kids were saying, they were astonished at what they were witnessing—the birth of a new
language in the late 20th century! This was an unprecedented discovery.

In 1986 American linguist Judy Kegl went to Nicaragua to find out what she could learn from these
children without language. She contends that our brains are open to language until the age of 12 or 13,
and then language becomes difficult to learn. She quickly discovered approximately 300 people in
Nicaragua who did not have language and says, “They are invaluable to research – among the only
people on Earth who can provide clues to the beginnings of human communication.” You can read the
full transcript on CBS News: Birth of a Language.

Adrien Perez, one of the early deaf students who formed this new language (referred to as Nicaraguan
Sign  Language),  says  that  without  verbal  communication,  “You  can’t  express  your  feelings.  Your
thoughts may be there but you can’t get them out. And you can’t get new thoughts in.” As one of the
few people on earth who has experienced life with and without verbal communication, his comments
speak to the heart of communication: it is the essence of who we are and how we understand our world.
We use it to form our identities, initiate and maintain relationships, express our needs and wants,
construct and shape worldviews, and achieve personal goals (Pelley, 2000).

In this chapter, we want to provide and explain our definition of verbal communication, highlight the
differences  between  written  and  spoken  verbal  communication,  and  demonstrate  how  verbal
communication functions in our lives.

http://www.cbsnews.com/news/birth-of-a-language
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2.1 Defining Verbal Communication
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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When people ponder the word communication, they often think about the act of talking. We rely on
verbal communication to exchange messages with one another and develop as individuals. The term
verbal communication often evokes the idea of spoken communication, but written communication is
also part of verbal communication. Reading this book you are decoding the authors’ written verbal
communication in order to learn more about communication. Let’s explore the various components of
our definition of verbal communication and examine how it functions in our lives.

Verbal communication (i.e.,  language) is both written and spoken. In general, verbal communication
refers to our use of words while nonverbal communication refers to communication that occurs through
means other than words, such as body language, gestures, and silence. Both verbal and nonverbal
communication can be spoken and written. Many people mistakenly assume that verbal communication
refers only to spoken communication. However, you will learn that this is not the case. Let’s say you tell
a friend a joke and he or she laughs in response. Is the laughter verbal or nonverbal communication?
Why? As laughter is not a word we would consider this vocal act as a form of nonverbal communication.
For simplification,  the box below highlights the kinds of  communication that fall  into the various
categories. You can find many definitions of verbal communication in our literature, but for this text, we
define verbal communication (language) as an agreed-upon and rule-governed system of symbols
used to share meaning. Let’s examine each component of this definition in detail.

Verbal Communication Nonverbal Communication

Oral Spoken Language Laughing, Crying, Coughing, etc.

Non-Oral Written Language/Sign Language Gestures, Body Language, etc.

 

 

A System of Symbols

Symbols are arbitrary representations of thoughts, ideas, emotions, objects, or actions used to encode

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/3-2-defining-verbal-communication/#chapter-548-section-1
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and decode meaning (Nelson & Shaw, 2002). Symbols stand for or represent, something else. For
example, there is nothing inherent about calling a cat a cat.

Ogden & Richard’s Triangle of Meaning (1923). Design by H.
Rayl, CC-BY 4.0

English speakers have agreed that these symbols (words), whose components (letters) are used in a
particular order each time, stand for both the actual object, as well as our interpretation of that object.
This idea is illustrated by C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richard’s triangle of meaning. The word “cat” is not the
actual  cat.  Nor  does  it  have  any  direct  connection  to  an  actual  cat.  Instead,  it  is  a  symbolic
representation of our idea of a cat, as indicated by the line going from the word “cat” to the speaker’s
idea of “cat” to the actual object.

Symbols have three distinct qualities: they are arbitrary, ambiguous, and abstract. Notice that the
picture of the cat on the left side of the triangle more closely represents a real cat than the word “cat.”
However, we do not use pictures as language, or verbal communication. Instead, we use words to
represent our ideas. This example demonstrates our agreement that the word “cat” represents or
stands for a real cat and our idea of a cat. The symbols we use are arbitrary and have no direct
relationship to the objects or ideas they represent. We generally consider communication successful
when we reach agreement on the meanings of the symbols we use (Duck, 1994).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
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Not only are symbols arbitrary, they are ambiguous because they have several possible meanings.
Imagine your friend tells you she has an apple on her desk. Is she referring to a piece of fruit or her
computer? If a friend says that a person he met is cool, does he mean that person is cold or awesome?
The meanings of symbols change over time due to changes in social norms, values, and advances in
technology. You might be asking, “If symbols can have multiple meanings then how do we communicate
and understand one another?” We are able to communicate because there are a finite number of
possible meanings for our symbols, a range of meanings which the members of a given language system
agree upon. Without an agreed-upon system of symbols, we could share relatively little meaning with
one another.

A simple example of ambiguity can be represented by one of your classmates asking a simple question
to the teacher during a lecture where she is showing PowerPoint slides: “Can you go to the last slide
please?” The teacher is half way through the presentation. Is the student asking if the teacher can go
back to the previous slide? Or does the student really want the lecture to be over with and is insisting
that the teacher jumps to the final slide of the presentation? Chances are the student missed a point on
the previous slide and would like to see it again to quickly take notes. However, suspense may have
overtaken the student and they may have a desire to see the final slide. Even a simple word like “last”
can be ambiguous and open to more than one interpretation.

The verbal symbols we use are also abstract, meaning that words are not material or physical. A
certain level of abstraction is inherent in the fact that symbols can only represent objects and ideas.
This abstraction allows us to use a phrase like “the public” in a broad way to mean all the people in the
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United States rather than having to distinguish among all the diverse groups that make up the U.S.
population. Similarly, in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter book series, wizards and witches call the non-
magical  population on earth  “muggles”  rather  than having to  define  all  the  separate  cultures  of
muggles. Abstraction is helpful when you want to communicate complex concepts in a simple way.
However, the more abstract the language, the greater potential there is for confusion.

Rule-Governed

Verbal communication is rule-governed.  We must follow agreed-upon rules to make sense of the
symbols we share. Let’s take another look at our example of the word cat. What would happen if there
were no rules for using the symbols (letters) that make up this word? If placing these symbols in a
proper order was not important, tac, tca, act, or atc could all mean cat. Even worse, what if you could
use any three letters to refer to cat? Or still worse, what if there were no rules and anything could
represent cat? Clearly, it’s important that we have rules to govern our verbal communication. There are
four general rules for verbal communication, involving the sounds, meaning, arrangement, and use of
symbols.

Case In Point: Sounds and Letters – A Poem for English Students

When in English class we speak,
Why is break not rhymed with freak?
Will you tell me why it’s true
That we say sew, but also few?

When a poet writes a verse
Why is horse not rhymed with worse?
Beard sounds not the same as heard
Lord sounds not the same as word

Cow is cow, but low is low
Shoe is never rhymed with toe.
Think of nose and dose and lose
Think of goose, but then of choose.

Confuse not comb with tomb or bomb,
Doll with roll, or home with some.
We have blood and food and good.
Mould is not pronounced like could.

There’s pay and say, but paid and said.
“I will read”, but “I have read”.
Why say done, but gone and lone –
Is there any reason known?

To summarize, it seems to me
Sounds and letters disagree.

–Based on a poem written by Lord Cromer, Spectator, August 9, 1902
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Phonology is the study of speech sounds. The pronunciation of the word cat comes from the
rules governing how letters sound, especially in relation to one another. The context in which
words are spoken may provide answers for how they should be pronounced. When we don’t
follow phonological rules, confusion results. One way to understand and apply phonological
rules is to use syntactic and pragmatic rules to clarify phonological rules.

Communication Now: Look It Up

We all know we can look up words in the dictionary, such as Webster’s Dictionary.
When we do this, we are looking up the Denotative Meaning of words. However,
given that there are so many Connotative Meanings of words, we now have a
resource to look up those meanings as well. Urban Dictionary is a resource for people
to find out how words that have certain denotative meanings are used connotatively.
Go ahead, give it a try!

 

Semantic rules help us understand the difference in meaning between the word cat and the
word dog. Instead of each of these words meaning any four-legged domestic pet, we use each
word to specify what four-legged domestic pet we are talking about. You’ve probably used
these words to say things like, “I’m a cat person” or “I’m a dog person.” Each of these
statements provides insight into what the sender is trying to communicate. The Case in Point,
“A Poem for English Students,” not only illustrates the idea of phonology, but also semantics.
Even though many of the words are spelled the same, their meanings vary depending on how
they are pronounced and in what context they are used. We attach meanings to words;
meanings are not inherent in words themselves. As you’ve been reading, words (symbols) are
arbitrary and attain meaning only when people give them meaning. While we can always look
to a dictionary to find a standardized definition of a word or its denotative meaning,
meanings do not always follow standard, agreed-upon definitions when used in various
contexts. For example, think of the word “home.” The denotative definition of the word is a
dwelling or structure/ where you live. However, connotative meanings, the meanings we
assign based on our experiences and beliefs, are quite varied. The connotation is the associated
or thoughts and feelings that accompany and define the relationship to the word. For example,
again applying the word “home”. This word has many connotations based on your relationship
to the word and how you are affected by the use of the word. If asked to explain of “define”

http://www.merriam-webster.com
http://www.urbandictionary.com
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what a home is, you may say where your family is or a safe place. These ideas are the
connotative expression and not the literal definition of the word. Think about how other words
have positive or negative connotations. One consideration is the use of euphemisms in our
language. A euphemism is a more politically or socially acceptable use of a word. We often
use euphemisms to disguise the negative emotions surrounding language in a way that is
socially agreed upon. You can think about how poor people may be referred to as “economically
disadvantaged” or how “restroom” may be the most polite use of the term in polite or
professional conversation.

Syntactics is the study of language structure and symbolic arrangement. Syntactics focuses on
the rules we use to combine words into meaningful sentences and statements. We speak and
write according to agreed-upon syntactic rules to keep meaning coherent and understandable.
Think about this sentence: “The pink and purple elephant flapped its wings and flew out the
window.” While the content of this sentence is fictitious and unreal, you can understand and
visualize it because it follows syntactic rules for language structure.

Pragmatics is the study of how people actually use verbal communication. For example, as a
student, you probably speak more formally to your professors than to your peers. It’s likely that
you make different word choices when you speak to your parents than you do when you speak
to your friends or even colleagues at work. Slang tends to be more generational and reflects a
constantly evolving use of language. Words that are identified as slang are sometimes adapted
and added each year to the dictionary due to their necessity in our current culture. Over 500
words have been added to the dictionary to reflect how technology is changing the language.
Some examples include “sexting”, “vaping”, and “photobombing”. To see a complete list of new
words making it into the dictionary, you can read the article published in WIRED in 2015
(Collins). Others are abandoned for more timely use. Think of how words like “neat” or “cool’
have been replaced by “dope”, “fleak”, or “chill”. Another specialized (often technical) use of
language usually deferred to in professional settings or within co-cultures is jargon. You may
recognize the use of jargon from watching medical dramas on TV or trying to follow along with
an IT specialist while you fix your computer. Jargon can also be used within skill sets. I’m sure
that some of you may identify as “gamers” and you recognize that there is a different language
used in this context. These differences illustrate the pragmatics of our verbal communication.
Even though you use agreed-upon symbolic systems and follow phonological, syntactic, and
semantic rules, you apply these rules differently in different contexts. Each communication
context has different rules for “appropriate” communication. We are trained from a young age
to communicate “appropriately” in different social contexts.

A barrier to understanding language may be the addition of an accent or the use of regionalisms. A
regionalism is a geographically influenced language use from a particular region. While Americans,
British, and Australians all speak English as a language, the differences in accent and region create
differences in the way words are pronounced. We can see regionalisms on a smaller scale by looking at
how pronunciation changes by region within the United States. You may think about whether you refer
to a carbonated drink as “pop”, “soda”, or a “coke”. Are you using a shopping cart or a “buggy”? What

http://www.wired.co.uk/article/sexting-vaping-photobombing-new-words-oxford-english-dictionary
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other regionalisms can you think of as you have traveled or met people from the northeast, south, or
midwest?

It is only through an agreed-upon and rule-governed system of symbols that we can exchange verbal
communication in an effective manner. Without agreement, rules, and symbols, verbal communication
would  not  work.  The  reality  is  after  we learn  a  language in  school,  we don’t  spend much time
consciously thinking about all of these rules, we simply use them. However, rules keep our verbal
communication structured in ways that make it useful for us to communicate more effectively.

"3.2 Defining Verbal Communication" Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/3-2-defining-verbal-communication/#chapter-548-section-1
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2.2 Spoken vs. Written Communication: What's the
Difference?

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

Page Source

While  both  spoken and written  communication  function  as  agreed-upon rule-governed systems of
symbols used to convey meaning, there are enough differences in pragmatic rules between writing and
speaking to discuss some of their differences. Imagine for a moment that you’re a college student who
desperately needs money. Rather than looking for a job you decide that you’re going to ask your parents
for the money you need to make it through the end of the semester. Now, you have a few choices for
using verbal communication to do this. You might choose to call your parents or talk to them in person.
You may take a different approach and write them a letter or send them an email. You can probably
identify your own list of pros and cons for each of these approaches. But really, what’s the difference
between writing and talking in these situations? Let’s look at four of the major differences between the
two: 1) formal versus informal, 2) synchronous versus asynchronous, 3) recorded versus unrecorded,
and 4) privacy.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/3-3-spoken-versus-written-communication-whats-the-difference/
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Case In Point: Informal versus Formal Communication

Text Version

FYI… we’re meeting on friday. wanna go to the office party after? its byob so bring w/e
you want. Last years was sooo fun. Your dancing made everyone lol! hope to see ya there �
-T

Letter Version

Ann,

For your information, we are having a meeting on Friday, November 6th. Afterward,
there will be an office party. Do you want to go? It will be a Bring Your Own Beverage
party, so feel welcome to bring whatever you like. Last years was so fun, your dancing
made everyone laugh out loud!

I hope to see you there,

Tesia
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The first  difference between spoken and written communication is  that  we generally  use  spoken
communication informally while we use written communication formally. Consider how you have been
trained to talk versus how you have been trained to write. Have you ever turned in a paper to a
professor that “sounds” like how you talk? How was that paper graded compared to one that follows the
more formal structures and rules of the English language? In western societies like the U.S., we follow
more formal standards for our written communication than our spoken communication. With a few
exceptions, we generally tolerate verbal mistakes (e.g. “should of” rather than “should have”) and
qualifiers (e.g. “uh” “um” “you know,” etc.) in our speech, but not our writing. Consider a written
statement such as, “I should of, um, gone and done somethin’ ‘bout it’ but, um, I I didn’t do nothin’.” In
most written contexts, this is considered unacceptable written verbal communication. However, most of
us would not give much thought to hearing this statement spoken aloud by someone. While we may
certainly notice mistakes in another’s speech, we are generally not inclined to correct those mistakes as
we would in written contexts. Even though most try to speak without qualifiers and verbal mistakes,
there is something to be said about those utterances in our speech while engaging in an interpersonal
conversation. According to John Du Bois (2014), the way two people use utterances and structure their
sentences during conversation creates an opportunity to find new meaning in the language and develop
“parallelism” which can lead to a natural feeling of liking or sympathy in the conversation partner. Even
though it may seem like formal language is valued over informal, this informal language that most of us
use when we speak inadvertently contributes to bringing people closer together.

While writing is generally more formal and speech more informal, there are some exceptions, especially
with the growing popularity of new technologies. For the first time in history, we are now seeing
exceptions in our uses of speech and writing. Using text messaging and email, people are engaging in
forms  of  writing  using  more  informal  rule  structures,  making  their  writing  “sound”  more  like  a
conversation.  Likewise,  this  style  of  writing often attempts to  incorporate the use of  “nonverbal”
communication (known as emoticons) to accent the writing. Consider the two examples in the box
above. One is an example of written correspondence using text while the other is a roughly equivalent
version following the more formal written guidelines of a letter.

Notice the informality in the text version. While it is readable, it reads as if Tesia was actually speaking
in a conversation rather than writing a document. Have you noticed that when you turn in written work
that has been written in email programs, the level of formality of the writing decreases? However, when
students use a word processing program like Microsoft Word, the writing tends to follow formal rules
more often.  As we continue using new technologies to  communicate,  new rule systems for  those
mediums will continue altering the rule systems in other forms of communication.

The second difference between spoken and written forms of verbal communication is that spoken
communication or speech is almost entirely synchronous while written communication is almost entirely
asynchronous. Synchronous communication is communication that takes place in real time, such as a
conversation with a  friend.  When we are in  conversation and even in public  speaking situations,
immediate feedback and response from the receiver is the rule. For instance, when you say “hello” to
someone, you expect that the person will respond immediately. You do not expect that the person will
get back to you sometime later in response to your greeting. In contrast, asynchronous communication
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is communication that is not immediate and occurs over longer periods of time, such as letters, email,
or  even text  messages at  times.  When someone writes a book,  letter,  email,  or  text,  there is  no
expectation  from the  sender  that  the  receiver  will  provide  an  immediate  response.  Instead,  the
expectation is that the receiver will receive the message, and respond to it when they have time. This is
one of the reasons people sometimes choose to send an email instead of calling another person because
it allows the receiver to respond when they have time rather than “putting them on the spot” to respond
right away.

Just as new technologies are changing the rules of formality and informality, they are also creating new
situations that break the norms of written communication as asynchronous and spoken communication
as  synchronous.  Voicemail  has  turned  the  telephone  and  our  talk  into  asynchronous  forms  of
communication. Even though we speak in these contexts, we understand that if we leave a message on
voicemail we will not get an immediate reply. Instead, we understand that the receiver will call us back
at their convenience. In this example, even though the channel of communication is speaking, there is
no expectation for immediate response to the sent message. Similarly, texting is a form of written
communication  that  follows  the  rules  of  spoken conversation  in  that  it  functions  as  synchronous
communication. When you type a text to someone you know, the expectation is that they will respond
almost immediately. The lines continue to blur when video chats were introduced as communication
technologies. These are a form of synchronous communication that mimics face-to-face interaction and
in some cases even have an option to send written messages to others. The possible back and forth
between written and spoken communication has allowed many questions to arise about rules and
meaning behind interactions. Maria Sindoni (2014) explains in her article, “Through the Looking Glass,”
that even though people are having a synchronous conversation and are sharing meaning through their
words, they are ultimately in different rooms and communicating through a machine which makes the
meaning of their exchanges more ambiguous.

The third difference between spoken and written communication is that written communication is
generally  archived and recorded for  later  retrieval,  while  spoken communication is  generally  not
recorded. When we talk with friends, we do not tend to take notes or tape record our conversations.
Instead,  conversations tend to be ongoing and cataloged into our personal  memories rather than
recorded in an easily retrievable written format. On the other hand, it is quite easy to reference written
works such as books, journals, magazines, newspapers, and electronic sources such as web pages and
emails for long periods after the sender has written them. New communication applications like Vine
add to the confusion. This app allows users to record themselves and post it to their profile. This would
be considered a form of spoken communication, yet it is archived and asynchronous so others can look
at the videos years after the original posting. To make the matter more complicated, Snapchat’s many
functions come into play.  On Snapchat you have the option of  sending videos or photos that are
traditionally not archived since the sender decides how long the receiver has to view it, then will
theoretically disappear forever. Most recently with the addition of My Story, users of the app can post a
picture  for  24  hours  and  have  their  friends  view it  multiple  times.  The  feeling  of  technological
communication not being archived can lead to a false sense of privacy, which can lead to some negative
consequences.
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As with the previous rules we’ve discussed, new technologies are changing many of the dynamics of
speech  and  writing.  For  example,  many  people  use  email  and  texting  informally  like  spoken
conversation, as an informal form of verbal communication. Because of this, they often expect that these
operate and function like a spoken conversation with the belief that it is a private conversation between
the sender and receiver. However, many people have gotten into trouble because of what they have
“spoken” to  others  through email  and text.  The corporation Epson (a  large computer  electronics
manufacturer) was at the center of one of the first lawsuits regarding the recording and archiving of
employees’ use of email correspondence. Employees at Epson assumed their email was private and
therefore used it to say negative things about their bosses. What they didn’t know was their bosses
were saving and printing these email messages, and using the content of these messages to make
personnel decisions. When employees sued Epson, the courts ruled in favor of the corporation, stating
that they had every right to retain employee email for their records.

As you can see,  there are a  number of  differences between spoken and written forms of  verbal
communication. Both forms are rule-governed as our definition points out, but the rules are often
different for the use of these two types of verbal communication. However, it’s apparent that as new
technologies provide more ways for us to communicate, many of our traditional rules for using both
speech and writing will continue to blur as we try to determine the “most appropriate” uses of these
new communication technologies. As more changes continue to occur in the ways we communicate with
one another, more avenues of study will continue to open for those interested in being part of the
development of how communication is conducted.

"3.3 Spoken versus Written Communication: What's the Difference?". Introduction to Public
Communication. Department of Communication, Indiana State University.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/3-3-spoken-versus-written-communication-whats-the-difference/
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2.3 Functions of Verbal Communication
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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Our existence is intimately tied to the communication we use, and verbal communication serves many
functions in our daily lives. We use verbal communication to define reality, organize, think, and shape
attitudes.

Verbal communication helps us define reality. We use verbal communication to define
everything from ideas, emotions, experiences, thoughts, objects, and people (Blumer, 1969).
Think about how you define yourself. You may define yourself as a student, employee,
son/daughter, parent, advocate, etc. You might also define yourself as moral, ethical, a night-
owl, or a procrastinator. Verbal communication is how we label and define what we experience
in our lives. These definitions are not only descriptive but evaluative. Imagine you are at the
beach with a few of your friends. The day starts out sunny and beautiful, but the tides quickly
turn when rain clouds appeared overhead. Because of the unexpected rain, you define the day
as disappointing and ugly. Suddenly, your friend comments, “What are you talking about, man?
Today is beautiful!” Instead of focusing on the weather, he might be referring to the fact that
he was having a good day by spending quality time with his buddies on the beach, rain or
shine. This statement reflects that we have choices for how we use verbal communication to
define our realities. We make choices about what to focus on and how to define what we
experience and its impact on how we understand and live in our world.

Verbal communication helps us organize complex ideas and experiences into
meaningful categories. Consider the number of things you experience with your five primary
senses every day. It is impossible to comprehend everything we encounter. We use verbal
communication to organize seemingly random events into understandable categories to make
sense of our experiences. For example, we all organize the people in our lives into categories.
We label these people with terms like friends, acquaintances, romantic partners, family, peers,
colleagues, and strangers. We highlight certain qualities, traits, or scripts to organize
outwardly haphazard events into meaningful categories to establish meaning for our world.

Verbal communication helps us think. Without verbal communication, we would not
function as thinking beings. The ability most often used to distinguish humans from other
animals is our ability to reason and communicate. With language, we are able to reflect on the
past, consider the present, and ponder the future. We develop our memories using language.
Try recalling your first conscious memories. Chances are, your first conscious memories

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/3-4-functions-of-verbal-communication/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

69

formed around the time you started using verbal communication. The example we used at the
beginning of the chapter highlights what the world would be like for humans without language.
In the 2011 Scientific American article, “How Language Shapes Thought“, Lera Boroditsky
claims that people “rely on language even when doing simple things like distinguishing patches
of color, counting dots on a screen or orienting in a small room: my colleagues and I have
found that limiting people’s ability to access their language faculties fluently–by giving them a
competing demanding verbal task such as repeating a news report, for instance–impairs their
ability to perform these tasks.” This may be why it is difficult for some people to multitask –
especially when one task involves speaking and the other involves thinking.

Verbal communication helps us shape our attitudes about our world. The way you use
language shapes your attitude about the world around you. Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee
Whorf (1920’s-30’s) developed the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis to explain that language determines
thought. People who speak different languages, or use language differently, think differently
(Whorf, 1956; Sapir, 1958; Maxwell, 20o4; Perlovsky, 2009; Lucy, 2010; Simpson, 2011;
Hussein, 2012). The argument suggests that if a native English speaker had the exact same
experiences in their life, but grew up speaking Chinese instead of English, their worldview
would be different because of the different symbols used to make sense of the world. When you
label, describe or evaluate events in your life, you use the symbols of the language you speak.
Your use of these symbols to represent your reality influences your perspective and attitude
about the world. So, it makes sense then that the more sophisticated your repertoire of symbols
is, the more sophisticated your world view can be for you.

"3.4 Functions of Verbal Communication". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.

https://psych.stanford.edu/~lera/papers/sci-am-2011.pdf
http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/3-4-functions-of-verbal-communication/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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2.4 Problem Language & Skills for using Words Well

While our language can help us create shared meaning (i.e., communicate) with others, there are things
that can get in the way of this process. Have you ever gotten lost because of how someone gave you
directions? Or had someone paraphrase what they heard you just say, only to think “that’s not what I
said at all!” Lets take a look at why that might have happened.

Semantic misunderstandings

Semantic misunderstandings occur when people assign different meanings to a word or utterance.
There are four common types of semantic misunderstandings: bypassing, abstraction, relative language,
and equivocatios.

Bypassing

Bypassing  occurs when individuals think that they understand each other but actually they miss each
other’s meaning. There are two types of bypassing that are the most common, the first is when two
people use different words or phrases to represent the same thing.
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 TOILET JOHN HEAD

The second is when people give different meanings to the same word or phrase (Gamble and Gamble,
2 0 1 3 ,  p g 8 5 ) .
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Bypassing can cause many miscommunication problems that at times might be completely unnecessary.
For example, when people say or use the word gay. One person might think its related to the sexuality
of someone. There are others that say “that’s gay” to them, it might mean that’s sucks, or others might
use the word gay as happy. That’s a word that can get people into problems and or arguments, there
are many words like that in the English language, gay being one of many.

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.[1] 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 I asked you to go take a picture of a book, you could do that. If I 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.”

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/dutton210/chapter/3-2/#footnote-40-1
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Figure 3.2 Ladder of Abstraction

[2]

You can see the semanticist S. I. Hayakawa’s classic example of the abstraction ladder with “Bessie the

cow” in Figure 3.2 “Ladder of Abstraction”.[3] 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 is 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

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/dutton210/chapter/3-2/#footnote-40-2
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/dutton210/chapter/3-2/#footnote-40-3


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

74

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  l ivestock ,  l ivestock  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.

Relative Language

Relative language is language that takes on meaning by comparison. Semantic misunderstandings occur
when people give meanings to words based on their personal experiences (i.e., its relative). What does it
mean to be “on time”, or what is “cheap”? For some, on time means arriving 5 minutes before the start
of an event, whereas for others on time can be arriving 30 minutes after the event begins. What “cheap”
means to someone like Bill Gates is probably different then “cheap’ to us. Our personal experiences and
environments can affect the meaning we give to words.

Equivocation

Equivocations are utterances with two or more plausible interpretations. This can be problematic when
we are trying to create shared meaning with others. Here are some funny “ripped from the headlines”
examples of equivocal statements. While we probably know what is meant, we can chuckle at the
potential other interpretation(s).

•Police Begin Campaign to Run Down Jaywalkers
•New Study of Obesity Looks for Larger Test Group
•Hospitals are Sued by 7 Foot Doctors
•Panda mating fails; Veterinarian takes over

Disruptive language

Disruptive language evokes psychological noise in the listener (think back to the transnational model of
communication), which limits their ability to stay present in the conversation and take in all of what is
said.
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Fact-Inference-Opinion

When in communication with others, it can be confusing when people report inferences as or opinions
as fact. If you’ve ever thought to yourself “Did that really happen, or is that just what the person
thinks/feels”?,  you  have  experienced  this  disruptive  language  behavior.  Factual  statements  are
utterances that can be verified as true or false. Inferences are conclusions drawn from a fact, and
opinion statements express how the speaker thinks or feels.

Fact: Sally has her hair in a ponytail

Inference: Sally was running late today, so she had to put her hair in a ponytail [in reality, we dont
know that she was running late just because her hair is in a ponytail]

Opinion:  Sally  looks good with her hair  in  a ponytail.  [our evaluation of  her appearance but  not
everyone’s]

Fact: An adult woman and child who looks like an elementary school aged kid are walking together, the
adult woman carrying a backpack

Inference: The mom is carrying the child’s backpack [we dont know the relationship between these two
individuals, and dont know that the backpack is actually the childs]

Opinion: The mom is a caring parent [our evaluation, but not everyone’s]

Emotive language

Vivid language captures people’s attention and their imagination by conveying emotions and action.
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.  Emotive  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, Twilight, and Harry Potter show the power of figurative and evocative
language to capture our attention and our imagination. Some words are so emotive, however, that
affect the other’s ability to keep listening. Read the following  and consider how your reactions may
change as the words used change:

The girl is an Executive of IBM. The woman is an Executive at IBM. The broad is an executive at IBM.

The loved one will be buried. The deceased will be buried. The corpse will be buried.
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Frank is arrogant. Frank is outspoken. Frank is confident.

Skills for Using Language Well

When people don’t use words well, there are consequences that range from mild annoyance to legal
actions. When people use words well, however, they can be inspiring and make us better people. In this
section, we will look how we mitigate the problematic language issues discussed above.  

Engaged in person-centered communication. Remember that words are symbols, there is1.
no inherent meaning in a word. Effective communicators adapt their language to the
individuals with whom they interact, recognizing that people’s past experiences, expectations,
and goals affect affect how they interpret words. If a misunderstanding occurs, it isnt one
person’s faulty…we are creating meaning with each other.
Be aware of disruptive language. When  sharing a difficult message, thoughtfully consider2.
your word choice. You want the others to stay present in the conversation, so try to limit
emotive language. If we are listening to an emotive message, we should try to “listen past” the
word choice so we hear their entire message.
Ask for clarification. If someone says “That’s an easy class”, remember the relative nature of3.
the word “easy” and ask them what “easy” is to them. If someone says “That’s annoying” we
should remember the abstract nature of that utterance and ask them which behaviors,
specifically, they find annoying. Alternatively, it is helpful to ask others to paraphrase back to
us what they “heard” us say, to see if they interpreted your words the way you meant them.

 

Media Attributions

TOILET

https://languageofmeaning.weebly.com/bypassing.html
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/dutton210/chapter/3-2/
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3.0 Introduction
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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Learning Objectives

After reading this module you should be able to:

Define nonverbal communication.
Explain the main characteristics of nonverbal communication.
Explain the differences between verbal and nonverbal communication.
Define the eight types of nonverbal communication.
Describe the functions of nonverbal communication.

 

Your brother comes home from school and walks through the door. Without saying a word, he walks to
the fridge, gets a drink, and turns to head for the couch in the family room. Once there, he plops down,
stares straight ahead, and sighs. You notice that he sits there in silence for the next few minutes. In this
time, he never speaks a word. Is he communicating? If your answer is yes, how would you interpret his
actions? How do you think he is feeling? What types of nonverbal communication was your brother
using? Like verbal communication, nonverbal communication is essential in our everyday interactions.
Remember that verbal and nonverbal communication are the two primary channels we study in the field
of Communication. While nonverbal and verbal communications have many similar functions, nonverbal
communication has its own set of functions for helping us communicate with each other. Before we get
into the types and functions of nonverbal communication, let’s define nonverbal communication to
better understand how it is used in this text.

"4.1: Introduction". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication, Indiana
State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/4-1-introduction/
http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/4-1-introduction/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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3.1 Defining Nonverbal Communication
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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Burgoon, Buller, and Woodall (1996) define nonverbal communication as nonverbal behaviors that are
“typically sent with intent, are used with regularity among members of a social community, are typically
interpreted as intentional, and have consensually recognized interpretations.” This sounds too much
like  verbal  communication,  and  might  best  be  described  as  symbolic  and  systematic  nonverbal
communication.

Mead (1934) differentiated between what he termed as “gesture” versus “significant symbol,” while
Buck and VanLear (2002) took Mead’s idea and argued that “gestures are not symbolic in that their
relationship to their referents is not arbitrary,” a fundamental distinction between verbal and nonverbal
communication. Think of all  the ways you unconsciously move your body throughout the day. For
example, you probably do not sit in your classes and think constantly about your nonverbal behaviors.
Instead, much of the way you present yourself nonverbally in your classes is done unconsciously. Even
so, others can derive meaning from your nonverbal behaviors whether they are intentional or not. For
example, professors watch their students’ nonverbal communication in class (such as slouching, leaning
back in the chair, or looking at their phone) and make assumptions about them (they are bored, tired, or
worrying about a test in another class). These assumptions are often based on acts that are typically
done unintentionally.

While we certainly use nonverbal communication consciously at times to generate and share particular
meanings, when examined closely it should be apparent that this channel of communication is not the
same as verbal communication which is a rule-governed, shared system of symbols. Rather, nonverbal
communication is most often spontaneous, unintentional, and may not follow formalized symbolic rule
systems.  Nonverbal communication will be used through the rest of this book to as reflecting a
process of generating meaning using behavior other than words

 

 

"4.2: Defining Nonverbal Communication". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/4-2-defining-nonverbal-communication/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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3.2 Types of Nonverbal Communication (i.e., Codes)
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

Page Source

Kinesics is the study of how we use body movement and facial expressions. We interpret a great deal of
meaning through body movement, facial expressions, and eye contact. Many people believe they can
easily interpret the meanings of body movements and facial expressions in others. The reality is, it is
almost impossible to determine an exact meaning for gestures, facial expressions, and eye contact. Even
so, we rely a great deal on kinesics to interpret and express meaning. We know that kinesics can
communicate  liking,  social  status,  and  even  relational  responsiveness  (Mehrabian,  1981).  Facial
expressions are a primary method of sharing emotions and feelings (Ekman & Friesen, 1967; Scherer,
Klaus, & Scherer, 2011). For example, imagine yourself at a party and you see someone across the room
you are attracted to. What sort of nonverbal behaviors do you engage in to let that person know?
Likewise, what nonverbal behaviors are you looking for from them to indicate that it’s safe to come over
and introduce yourself?  We are able to go through exchanges like this  using only our nonverbal
communication.

Haptics is the study of touch. Touch is the first type of nonverbal communication we experience as
humans and is vital to our development and health (Dolin & Booth-Butterfield; Wilson, et al., 1993).
Those who don’t have positive touch in their lives are less healthy both mentally and physically than
those who experience positive touch. We use touch to share feelings and relational meanings. Hugs,
kisses,  handshakes,  or  even  playful  roughhousing  demonstrate  relational  meanings  and  indicate
relational closeness. In western society, touch is largely reserved for family and romantic relationships.
Generally, girls and women in same-sex friendships have more liberty to express touch as part of the
relationship than men in same-sex friendships. However, despite these unfortunate social taboos, the
need for touch is so strong that men are quite sophisticated at finding ways to incorporate this into
their friendships in socially acceptable ways. One such example is wrestling among adolescent and
young-adult males. Do you ever wonder why you don’t see as many women doing this? Perhaps it’s
because wrestling is socially acceptable for men whereas women are more likely to hug, hold hands,
and sit touching one another. In contrast, an exchange student from Brazil recognized the differences in
touch between cultures when arriving in the United States. She was surprised when someone hesitated
to remove an eyelash from her face and apologized for touching her. In her country, no one would
hesitate to do this act. She realized how much more physical touch is accepted and even expected in her
culture. Cultural norms determine appropriate touch and represent gender constructs.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/4-4-types-of-nonverbal-communication/
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Tattoos, hair style, dress,
and makeup are all part of
personal appearance. Photo
 by Michael Dorausch,
CC-BY-SA 2.0

Personal Appearance, Objects, and Artifacts are types of nonverbal communication we use to adorn
our  bodies  and  surroundings  to  communicate  meaning  to  others.  Consider  your  preferences  for
hairstyle, clothing, jewelry, and automobiles, as well the way you maintain your body. Your choices
express meanings to those around you about what you value and the image you wish to put forth. As
with most communication, our choices for personal appearance, objects, and artifacts occur within
cultural contexts and are interpreted in light of these contexts. Consider the recent trendiness and
popularity of tattoos. While once associated primarily with prison and armed services, tattoos have
become mainstream and are used to articulate a variety of personal, political, and cultural messages.

Proxemics is the study of how our use of space influences the ways we relate to others. Edward Hall
(1966) developed four categories of space we use in the U.S. to form and maintain relationships.
Intimate space consists of space that ranges from touch to eighteen inches. We use intimate space with
those whom we are close (family members, close friends, and intimate partners). Intimate space is also
the context for physical fighting and violence. Personal space ranges from eighteen inches to four feet
and is reserved for most conversations with non-intimate others (friends and acquaintances). Social
space extends from four to twelve feet and is used for small group interactions such as sitting around a
dinner table with others or a group meeting. Public space extends beyond twelve feet and is most often
used in public speaking or social situations like a party or concert. A fun exercise to do is to go to a
public space and observe people. Based on their use of the above categories of space, try to determine
the type of relationship the people have: romantic, familial, or friendly.

We use space to regulate our verbal communication and communicate relational and social meanings. It
also demonstrates our relational standing with those around us (May, 2000). Proxemics can display both
power and status. You can think about how you may determine power and status in the workplace. For
example, where is the manager or CEO’s office? What is used to define space? How are these ideas
socially constructed? I’m sure that you realize the manager’s office is usually the largest and you may
picture it with a view. Power is defined through the space that is occupied, sitting behind a desk or at
the head of a conference table. Did you imagine yourself walking into their office? You may have even

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sparky_SinClaire_-_2013_AVN_Expo_Photos_Las_Vegas.jpg
http://michaeldorausch.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/deed.en
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considered that often you have to go through another person (an assistant) before you can even occupy
the space. Thinking about the social constructs, did you think about the ways we divide and assign
power using space. So as you think about the manager in their large office, consider those in a “bull
pen” or cubicles lining an office space. Go a step further and think about who occupies the basement or
ground level floors. What are their power and status? Is it relational to their social status?

Case In Point: Feng Shui

Feng Shui, which means wind and water, is the ancient Chinese art of living in harmony
with our environment. Feng Shui can be traced as far back as the Banpo dwellings in 4000
BCE. The ideas behind Feng Shui state that how we use our environment and organize our
belongings affects the energy flow (chi) of people in that space, and the person/people who
created the environment. The inclusion or exclusion, and placement, of various objects in
our environments, are used to create a positive impact on others. The theory is to use the
five elements of metal, wood, water, fire, and earth to design a space. Feng Shui is
applicable to cities, villages, homes, and public spaces. The Temple of Heaven in Bejing,
China is an example of Feng Shui architecture. To keep harmony with the natural world,
the Temple houses the Hall of Annual Prayer which is comprised of four inner, 12 middle,
and 12 outer pillars representing the four seasons, 12 months, and 12 traditional Chinese
hours.

Our environmentacts as a nonverbal through our use of perception in the surroundings or
conditions we occupy. Think of your home, room, automobile, or office space. What meanings can
others perceive about you from these spaces? What meanings are you trying to send by how you
keep them? Think about spaces you use frequently and the nonverbal meanings they have for
you. Stimuli in your environment can trigger memories and affect your mood, changing or
influencing your emotional responses and actions. The environment can produce physiological
responses also.

Color  theory  looks  at  how  colors  impact  our  mood,  physical  response,  and  represent  cultural
dichotomies.  Most educational  institutions intentionally  paint  classrooms in dull  colors.  Why? Dull
colors on walls have a calming effect, theoretically keeping students from being distracted by bright
colors and excessive stimuli. Contrast the environment of a classroom to that of a fast food restaurant.
These establishments have bright colors and hard plastic seats and tables. The bright colors generate
an upbeat environment, while the hard plastic seats are just uncomfortable enough to keep patrons
from staying too long–remember, it’s fast food (Restaurants See Color As Key Ingredient). The bright
colors have also been shown to increase appetite. People and cultures place different emphasis on the
use of space as a way to communicate nonverbally. Briggs (2016) for SmarterTravel, provides a more
detailed look at color theory in relationship to culture, read “What Colors Mean in Other Cultures”.

Sound is another environment nonverbal and has the ability to communicate emotion and change
behavior. You may immediately think about how listening to music can change your mood or remind you
of personal experiences that create emotional responses. What about studying, working out, or driving,

https://www.smartertravel.com/2016/01/22/what-colors-mean-in-other-cultures
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what kind of music do you listen to? It seems silly because we do not think about it but would you try to
work out to Mozart or study to Screamo or heavy metal? This is because you recognize that music
unconsciously can increase your energy and change your disposition as well as allow for more or less
concentration. Have you ever noticed yourself driving faster when a fast song plays in the car? These
may be more easily understood but sound also acts to change behavior. Sound has the potential to
increase cortisol (a hormone) release in the body that sends you into fight or flight. Think about the last
time you heard a fire alarm or a tornado siren, you probably didn’t think about it at the time but did
your heart jump? Most likely, your heart rate increased. There is an entire market built around sound
scapes and how brands communicate a message and get you the consumer to recognize sound and
spend more. Here is a Ted Talk by Julian Treasure, a sound consultant that further explains sound and
how it affects us cognitively, behaviorally,  physiologically, and psychologically (2009).

Olfactics or the study of smell can also send messages nonverbally (consciously and unconsciously).
Your sense of smell has similar effects to sound in being able to alter your mood and behaviors through
memory and experiences. Studies suggest that mood, sexual attraction, and even your genetic makeup
may be linked to smell (Everts, 2012). Other studies have looked at how culturally your tastes in food
may be more of a physical response to smell rather than taste (CBS NEWS, 2015). These conscious and
unconscious reactions to the environment are affecting how you express yourself and communicate.

Chronemics is the study of how people use time. Are you someone who is always early or on time? Or,
are you someone who arrives late to most events? Levine (1997) believes our use of time communicates
a variety of meanings to those around us. Think about the person you know who is most frequently late.
How do you describe that person based on their use of time? Now, think about someone else who is
always on time. How do you describe that person? Is there a difference? If so, these differences are
probably based on their use of time. In the U.S., we place

I n  t h e  U . S . ,  w e  s u b s c r i b e  t o  a

https://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_the_4_ways_sound_affects_us#t-93875
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monochronic  orientation  of  time,  placing  a  high  value  on  being  on  time,  and  responding  more
positively to people who are punctual.  However,  other cultures such as Arab and Latin American
countries  subscribe  to  a  polychronic  orientation,  viewing  time  more  loosely.  Punctuality  is  not
necessarily a goal to achieve. Some cultures are more flexible and believe that activities will commence
when everyone is p

resent  and ready;  not  according to  an arbitrary  schedule  based on a  clock or  calendar.  Neither
approach is better than the other, but the dissimilar uses of time can create misunderstandings among
those from different cultural groups. (Hall, 1959)

Vocalics (Paralanguage)  is  the  term we use  to  describe  vocal  qualities  such as  pitch,  volume,
inflection, the rate of speech, and rhythm. While the types of nonverbal communication we’ve discussed
so far are non-vocal, some nonverbal communication is actually vocal (noise is produced). How we say
words often expresses greater meaning than the actual words themselves. Sarcasm and incongruency
are two examples of this. The comedian Stephen Wright bases much of his comedy on his use of
paralanguage.  He talks in a completely  monotone voice throughout his  act  and frequently  makes
statements such as, “I’m getting really excited” while using a monotone voice, accompanied by a blank
facial  expression.  The  humor  lies  in  the  incongruency—his  paralanguage  and  facial  expression
contradict his verbal message. When you use sarcasm, your paralanguage is intended to contradict the
verbal message you say. Finally, silence serves as a type of nonverbal communication when we do not
use words or utterances to convey meanings. Have you ever experienced the “silent treatment” from
someone? What meanings did you take from that person’s silence? Silence is powerful because the
person using silence may be refusing to engage in communication with you. Likewise, we can use
silence to regulate the flow of our conversations. Silence has a variety of meanings and, as with other
types of nonverbal communication; context plays an important role in interpreting the meaning of
silence. For example, the Day of Silence protest which has taken place every year since 1996 is a day
which students use their silence as a tool to get people to stand up for LGBT rights. Here, like in the
Women in Black movement, the participants believe that silence sends a louder message than anything
they could say. Do you think they are right? What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of
using silence as a political strategy? You can learn more about this movement at their website.

Nonverbal Communication Now: Women in Black

An organization of women called Women in Black uses silence as a form of protest and
hope for peace; particularly, peace from war and the unfair treatment of women. Women in
Black began in Israel in 1988 by women protesting Israel’s Occupation of the West Bank
and Gaza. Women in Black continues to expand and now functions in the United States,
England, Italy, Spain, Azerbaijan, and Yugoslavia. Women gather in public spaces, dressed
in black, and stand in silence for one hour, once a week. Their mission states, “We are
silent because mere words cannot express the tragedy that wars and hatred bring. We
refuse to add to the cacophony of empty statements that are spoken with the best
intentions yet have failed to bring lasting change and understanding, or to the euphemistic

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eJCMjJwIGxY
http://www.dayofsilence.org/index.html
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jargon of the politicians which has perpetuated misunderstanding and fear that leads to
war….our silence is visible.”

You should now recognize the infinite combination of verbal and nonverbal messages we can share.
When you think about it, it really is astonishing that we can communicate effectively at all. We engage
in a continuous dance of communication where we try to stay in step with one another. With an
understanding of the definition of nonverbal communication and the types of nonverbal communication,
let’s  consider  the  various  functions  nonverbal  communication  serves  in  helping  us  communicate
(Ekman, 1965; Knapp, 1980; Malandro & Barker, 1983).

"4.4: Types of Nonverbal Communication". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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3.3 Differences Between Verbal and Nonverbal
Communication

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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There  are  four  fundamental  differences  between  verbal  and  nonverbal  communication.  The  first
difference between verbal and nonverbal communication is that we use a single channel (words) when
we communicate verbally versus multiple channels when we communicate nonverbally.

Types of Nonverbal Communication, by Heather Rayl. CC-BY 4.0

Try this exercise! Say your first and last name at the same time. You quickly find that this is an
impossible task. Now, pat the top of your head with your right hand, wave with your left hand, smile,

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/4-3-differences-between-verbal-and-nonverbal-communication/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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shrug your shoulders, and chew gum at the same time. While goofy and awkward, our ability to do this
demonstrates how we use multiple nonverbal channels simultaneously to communicate.

Decoding a single verbal message is difficult due to the arbitrary, abstract, and ambiguous nature of
language. However,  think how much more difficult  it  is  to decode the even more ambiguous and
multiple nonverbal signals we take in like eye contact, facial expressions, body movements, clothing,
personal artifacts, and tone of voice all at the same time. Despite this difficulty, Motley found that we
learn to decode nonverbal communication as babies. Hall (1984) found that women are much better
than men at accurately interpreting the many nonverbal cues we send and receive (Gore, 2009). How
we interpret these nonverbal signals can also be influenced by our gender as the viewer.

How do you interpret this person’s
nonverbals? Image from Wikimedia
Commons, by Spaynton. CC-BY-SA

The second difference between verbal and nonverbal communication is that verbal communication is
distinct (identifiable start-stop) while nonverbal communication is continuous (in constant motion and
relative to context). Distinct means that messages have a clear beginning and end, and are expressed in
a linear fashion. We begin and end words and sentences in a linear way to make it easier for others to
follow and understand. If you pronounce the word “cat” you begin with the letter “C” and proceed to
finish with “T.” Continuous means that messages are ongoing and work in relation to other nonverbal
and verbal cues. Think about the difference between analog and digital clocks.A digital clock functions
similarly to verbal communication. Unlike an analog clock, a digital clock is not in constant motion.
Instead, it replaces one number with another to display time (its message). A digital clock uses one
distinct channel (numbers) in a linear fashion. When we use verbal communication, we do so like the
digital clock. We say one word at a time, in a linear fashion, to express meaning.

Now contrast this to an analog clock, that represents nonverbal communication in that we generate
meaning by considering the relationship of the different arms to each another (context).  Also, the
clock’s arms are in continuous motion. We notice the speed of their movement, their position in the

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nvboy.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nvboy.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

88

circle and to each other, and their relationship with the environment (is it day or night?).

Nonverbal communication is similar in that we evaluate nonverbal cues in relation to one another and
consider the context of the situation. Suppose you see your friend in the distance. She approaches,
waves, smiles, and says “hello.” To interpret the meaning of this, you focus on the wave, smile, tone of
voice, her approaching movement, and the verbal message. You might also consider the time of day, if
there is a pressing need to get to class, etc.

How do you interpret this person’s nonverbals?  Image
from Wikimedia Commons, by Spaynton. CC-BY-SA

The third difference between verbal and nonverbal communication is that we use verbal communication
consciously  while  we  generally  use  nonverbal  communication  unconsciously.  Conscious
communication  means  that  we  think  about  our  verbal  communication  before  we  communicate.
Unconscious  communication  means  that  we  do  not  think  about  every  nonverbal  message  we
communicate. If you ever heard the statement as a child, “Think before you speak”, you were being told
a fundamental principle of verbal communication. Realistically, it’s nearly impossible not to think before
we speak. When we speak, we do so consciously and intentionally. In contrast, when something funny
happens, you probably do not think, “Okay, I’m going to smile and laugh right now”. Instead, you react
unconsciously, displaying your emotions through these nonverbal behaviors. Nonverbal communication
can occur as unconscious reactions to situations. We are not claiming that all nonverbal communication
is  unconscious.  At  times,  we  certainly  make  conscious  choices  to  use  or  withhold  nonverbal
communication  to  share  meaning.  Angry  drivers  use  many  conscious  nonverbal  expressions  to
communicate to other drivers. Also, in a job interview, you are making conscious decisions about your
wardrobe, posture, and eye contact.

Case in Point

Body language expert and author, Vanessa Van Edwards reveal some interesting facts about
body language in western culture in an interview with AM Northwest Today on September 18,
2013. She explains that men are not as good at reading body language cues as women because
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they use different areas of their brain when decoding. She states, “women might be better at
reading body language because … [they] have 14 to 16 active brain areas while evaluating
others, whereas men only have 4 to 6 active.” Edwards also explains how men and women
nonverbally lie differently because they tend to lie for different reasons; “Men lie to appear more
powerful, interesting, and successful, … [whereas] women lie … more to protect others feelings”.
To learn more about differences in female and male body language you can read the full article
and watch the video.

 

The  fourth  difference  between  verbal  and  nonverbal  communication  is  that  some  nonverbal
communication is universal (Hall, Chia, and Wang, 1996; Tracy & Robins, 2008). Verbal communication
is exclusive to the users of a particular language dialect, whereas some nonverbal communication is
recognized across cultures. Although cultures most certainly have particular meanings and use for
nonverbal communication, there are universal nonverbal behaviors that almost everyone recognizes.
For instance, people around the world recognize and use expressions such as smiles, frowns, and the
pointing of a finger at an object.  Note: Not all  nonverbal gestures are universal! If  you travel to
different regions of the world, find out what is appropriate.Let us sum up the ways in which nonverbal
communication is unique:

Nonverbal communication uses multiple channels simultaneously.
Nonverbal communication is continuous.
Nonverbal communication can be both conscious and unconscious.
Certain nonverbal communication is universally understood.

Now that you have a definition of nonverbal communication, and can identify the primary differences
between verbal and nonverbal communication, let’s examine what counts as nonverbal communication.
In this next section, we show you eight types of nonverbal communication we use regularly: kinesics,
haptics, appearance, proxemics, environment, chronemics, paralanguage, and silence.

"4.3: Differences Between Verbal & Nonverbal Communication". Introduction to Public Communication.
Department of Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0
International License.
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3.4 Functions of Nonverbal Communication
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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We use verbal communication to express ideas, emotions, experiences, thoughts, objects, and people.
But what functions does nonverbal communication serve as we communicate (Blumer, 1969)? Even
though it’s not through words, nonverbal communication serves many functions to help us communicate
meanings with one another more effectively.

We use nonverbal communication to repeat (duplicate) verbal communication. When
we use nonverbal communication to duplicate, we use nonverbal communication that is
recognizable to most people within a particular cultural group. Obvious examples include a
head-nod or a head-shake to duplicate the verbal messages of “yes” or “no.” If someone asks if
you want to go to a movie, you might verbally answer “yes” and at the same time nod your
head. This accomplishes the goal of duplicating the verbal message with a nonverbal message.
Interestingly, the head nod is considered a “nearly universal indication of accord, agreement,
and understanding” because the same muscle in the head nod is the same one a baby uses to
lower its head to accept milk from its mother’s breast (Givens, 2000). We witnessed a two-year-
old girl who was learning the duplication function of nonverbal communication and didn’t
always get it right. When asked if she wanted something, her “yes” was shaking her head side
to side as if she was communicating “no.” However, her “no” was the same head-shake but it
was accompanied with the verbal response “no.” So, when she was two, she thought that the
duplication was what made her answer “no.”

We use nonverbal communication to substitute for (replace) verbal communication. If
someone asks you a question, instead of a verbal reply “yes” and a head-nod, you may choose
to simply nod your head without the accompanying verbal message. When we replace verbal
communication with nonverbal communication, we use nonverbal behaviors that are easily
recognized by others such as a wave, head-nod, or head-shake. This is why it was so confusing
for others to understand the young girl in the example above when she simply shook her head
in response to a question. This was cleared up when someone asked her if she wanted
something to eat and she shook her head. When she didn’t get food, she began to cry. This was
the first clue that the replacing function of communication still needed to be learned. Consider
how universal shaking the head side-to-side is an indicator of disbelief, disapproval, and
negation. This nonverbal act is used by human babies to refuse food or drink; rhesus monkeys,

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/4-5-functions-of-nonverbal-communication/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

91

baboons, bonnet macaques and gorillas turn their faces sideways in aversion; and children
born deaf/blind head shake to refuse objects or disapprove of touch (Givens, 2000).

We use nonverbal cues to complement verbal communication. If a friend tells you that
she recently received a promotion and a pay raise, you can show your enthusiasm in a number
of verbal and nonverbal ways. If you exclaim, “Wow, that’s great! I’m so happy for you!” while
at the same time smiling and hugging your friend, you are using nonverbal communication to
complement what you are saying. Unlike duplicating or replacing, nonverbal communication
that complements cannot be used alone without the verbal message. If you simply smiled and
hugged your friend without saying anything, the interpretation of that nonverbal
communication would be more ambiguous than using it to complement your verbal message.

We use nonverbal communication to accent verbal communication. While nonverbal
communication complements verbal communication, we also use it to accent verbal
communication by emphasizing certain parts of the verbal message. For instance, you may be
upset with a family member and state, “I’m very angry with you.” To accent this statement
nonverbally you might say it, “I’m VERY angry with you,” placing your emphasis on the word
“very” to demonstrate the magnitude of your anger. In this example, it is your tone of voice
(paralanguage) that serves as the nonverbal communication that accents the message. Parents
might tell their children to “come here.” If they point to the spot in front of them dramatically,
they are accenting the “here” part of the verbal message.

Nonverbal Communication and You: Nonverbal Communication and Romance

If you don’t think areas that Communication scholars study (like nonverbal
communication) apply to you, think again! A quick search of nonverbal communication on
Google will yield a great many sites devoted to translating nonverbal research into
practical guides for your personal life. One example on Buzzfeed.com is the article “10
Things You Can Tell About Your Date Through Body Language” written by Reveal Calvin
Klein (2014). The article outlines 10 nonverbal cues to read to see if someone is interested
in you romantically. While we won’t vouch for the reliability of these types of pieces, they
do show the relevance of studying areas like nonverbal communication in our personal
lives.

 

We use nonverbal communication to regulate verbal communication. Generally, it is
pretty easy for us to enter, maintain, and exit our interactions with others nonverbally. Rarely,
if ever, would we approach a person and say, “I’m going to start a conversation with you now.
Okay, let’s begin.” Instead, we might make eye contact, move closer to the person, or face the
person directly, all of which are nonverbal behaviors that indicate our desire to interact.
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Likewise, we do not generally end conversations by stating, “I’m done talking to you now”
unless there is a breakdown in the communication process. We are generally proficient
enacting nonverbal communication such as looking at our watch, looking in the direction we
wish to go, or being silent to indicate an impending end in the conversation. When there is a
breakdown in the nonverbal regulation of conversation, we may say something to the effect, “I
really need to get going now.” In fact, we’ve seen one example where someone does not seem
to pick up on the nonverbal cues about ending a phone conversation. Because of this inability
to pick up on the nonverbal regulation cues, others have literally had to resort to saying,
“Okay, I’m hanging up the phone right now” followed by actually hanging up the phone. In
these instances, there was a breakdown in the use of nonverbal communication to regulate
conversation.

We use nonverbal communication to contradict verbal communication. Imagine that
you visit your boss’s office and she asks you how you’re enjoying a new work assignment. You
may feel obligated to respond positively because it is your boss asking the question, even
though you may not truly feel this way. However, your nonverbal communication may
contradict your verbal message, indicating to your boss that you really do not enjoy the new
work assignment. In this example, your nonverbal communication contradicts your verbal
message and sends a mixed message to your boss. Research suggests that when verbal and
nonverbal messages contradict one another, receivers often place greater value on the
nonverbal communication as the more accurate message (Argyle, Alkema & Gilmour, 1971).
One place this occurs frequently is in greeting sequences. You might say to your friend in
passing, “How are you?” She might say, “Fine” but have a sad tone to her voice. In this case,
her nonverbal behaviors go against her verbal response. We are more likely to interpret the
nonverbal communication in this situation than the verbal response.

We use nonverbal communication to mislead others. We can also use nonverbal
communication to deceive or focus on a person’s nonverbal communication when trying to
detect deception. Recall a time when someone asked your opinion of a new haircut. If you did
not like it, you may have stated verbally that you liked the haircut and provided nonverbal
communication to further mislead the person about how you really felt. Conversely, when we
try to determine if someone is misleading us, we generally focus on the nonverbal
communication of the other person. One study suggests that when we only use nonverbal
communication to detect deception in others, 78% of lies and truths can be detected (Vrij,
Edward, Roberts, & Bull, 2000). However, other studies indicate that we are really not very
effective at determining deceit in other people (Levine, Feeley & McCornack, 2005) and that
we are only accurate 45% to 70% of the time when trying to determine if someone is
misleading us (Kalbfleisch, 1992; Burgoon et al., 2004; Horchak, Giger, Pochwatko, 2014).
When trying to detect deception, it is more effective to examine both verbal and nonverbal
communication to see if they are consistent (Vrij, Akehurst, Soukara, & Bull, 2004). Even
further than this, communication scholars argue that people usually go beyond verbal and
nonverbal communication and consider what outsiders say physical evidence and the
relationship over a longer period of time. Read further in this article if you want to learn more
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about body language and how to detect lies.

We use nonverbal communication to indicate relational standing (Mehrabian, 1981;
Burgoon, Buller, Hale, & deTurck, 1984; Le Poire, Duggan, Shepard, & Burgoon, 2009;
Sallinen-Kuparinen, 1992; Floyd & Erbert, 2003). Take a few moments today to observe the
nonverbal communication of people you see in public areas. What can you determine about
their relational standing from their nonverbal communication? For example, romantic partners
tend to stand close to one another and touch one another frequently. On the other hand,
acquaintances generally maintain greater distances and touch less than romantic partners.
Those who hold higher social status often use more space when they interact with others. In
the United States, it is generally acceptable for women in platonic relationships to embrace
and be physically close while males are often discouraged from doing so. Contrast this to many
other nations where it is custom for males to greet each other with a kiss or a hug and hold
hands as a symbol of friendship. We make many inferences about relational standing based on
the nonverbal communication of those with whom we interact and observe. Imagine seeing a
couple talking to each other across a small table. They both have faces that looked upset, red
eyes from crying, closed body positions, are leaning into each other, and are whispering
emphatically. Upon seeing this, would you think they were having a “Breakup conversation”?

Case In Point: Eat Like a Lady

In Japan, it is considered improper for women to be shown with their mouths open in
public. Not surprisingly, this makes it difficult to eat particular foods, such as hamburgers.
So, in 2013, the Japenese Burger chain, Freshness Burger, developed a solution: the
liberation wrapper. The wrapper, or mask, hides women’s mouths as they eat thus allowing
them to maintain the expected gendered nonverbal behavior for the culture. This article
from the Daily Mail has more information.

 

We use nonverbal communication to demonstrate and maintain cultural norms. We’ve
already shown that some nonverbal communication is universal, but the majority of nonverbal
communication is culturally specific. For example, in United States culture, people typically
place a high value on their personal space. In the United States, people maintain far greater
personal space than those in many other cultures. If you go to New York City, you might
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observe that anytime someone accidentally touches you on the subway he/she might apologize
profusely for the violation of personal space. Cultural norms of anxiety and fear surrounding
issues of crime and terrorism appear to cause people to be more sensitive to others in public
spaces, highlighting the importance of culture and context.Contrast this example to norms in
many Asian cultures where frequent touch in crowded public spaces goes unnoticed because
space is not used in the same ways. For example, watch this short video of how space is used in
China’s subway system. If you go grocery shopping in China as a westerner, you might be
shocked that shoppers would ram their shopping carts into others’ carts when they wanted to
move around them in the aisle. This is not an indication of rudeness, but a cultural difference in
the negotiation of space. You would need to adapt to using this new approach to personal
space, even though it carries a much different meaning in the U.S. Nonverbal cues such as
touch, eye contact, facial expressions, and gestures are culturally specific and reflect and
maintain the values and norms of the cultures in which they are used.

Effective Nonverbal Communication

Now that we can see how important nonverbal communication is in the creation of shared meaning, lets
discuss some ways to use and interpret nonverbal communication effectively:

Consider the nonverbal behavior in context. The way we interact with our families is not1.
the way we are expected to interact with our co-workers. We might hug our families as we
greet them, but businesses will often have codes of conduct that discourage employees from
touching one another. Even within the professional context, however, different nonverbal
behavior expectations abound.  For example, if you watch a professional football game you may
see the players slapping one another on the butt after a good play. It would be unusual,
however, to see employees leave a meeting and slap one other on the hind end.
Consider past experiences. If you have a history with the other(s), you may have learned2.
what a nonverbal cue “means.” For example, you know what mom’s look means….”Stop it”! If
we dont have a history with the other person, we can consider our past experiences to help
guide our nonverbal behaviors. For example, each quarter when you start a new class you
probably enter the classroom and sit at a desk that faces toward the front of the room.
Students dont come in and arrange their books and paper on the big long desk in the front of
the classroom, because past experience has taught us that that space is where the professor
will be.
Look for clusters of nonverbal cues. Nonverbal behaviors are best interpreted by paying3.
attention to a variety of cues. Take a look at the person’s facial expression, listen to their tone
of voice, and observe their crossed arms. All these cues combined are going to give you a
better picture of the message being communicated.
Check your perceptions. It is always a good idea to ask the other person about your4.
perceptions. Even if it is someone we have a past experience with, things change, messages are
sometimes complex and multilayered, and misunderstandings can develop if we dont check in
and ask about our perception of their nonverbal cues.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nLpHvXuEE4U
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"4.5: Functions of Nonverbal Communication". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.
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4.0 The Importance of Listening
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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Learning Objectives

Understand the difference between listening and hearing.1.
Identify a variety of listening styles.2.
Explain the challenges to effective listening.3.
Define the stages of listening.4.
Identify steps to improve listening.5.

“Are you listening to me?” This question is often asked because the speaker thinks the listener is
nodding off or daydreaming. We sometimes think that listening means we only have to sit back, stay
barely awake, and let a speaker’s words wash over us. While many Americans look upon being active as
something to admire, to engage in, and to excel at, listening is often understood as a “passive” activity.
More recently, O, the Oprah Magazine (2006), featured a cover article with the title, “How to Talk So
People Really Listen: Four Ways to Make Yourself Heard.” This title leads us to expect a list of ways to
leave the listening to others and insist that they do so, but the article contains a surprise ending. The
final piece of advice is this: “You can’t go wrong by showing interest in what other people say and
making them feel important. In other words, the better you listen, the more you’ll be listened to.”

You may have heard the adage, “We have two ears but only one mouth”—an easy way to remember that
listening can be twice as important as talking.

As a student,  you most likely spend many hours in a classroom doing a large amount of focused
listening, yet sometimes it is difficult to apply those efforts to communicate in other areas of your life.
As a result, your listening skills may not be all they could be. In this chapter, we will examine listening
versus hearing, listening styles, listening difficulties or barriers, listening stages, and listening critically.

"5.1: The Importance of Listening". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.
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4.1 Listening vs. Hearing
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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Hearing is  an accidental  and automatic  brain response to  sound that  requires  no effort.  We are
surrounded by sound most of the time. For example, we are accustomed to the sounds of airplanes,
lawn mowers, furnace blowers, the rattling of pots and pans, and so on. We hear those incidental
sounds and, unless we have a reason to do otherwise, we train ourselves to ignore them. We learn to
filter out sounds that mean little to us, just as we choose to hear our ringing cell phones and other
sounds that are more important to us.

Listening, on the other hand, is purposeful and focused rather than accidental. As a result, it requires
motivation and effort. At its best, listening is active, focused, concentrated attention for the purpose of
understanding the meanings expressed by a speaker. We do not always listen at our best. Later in this
chapter, we will  examine some of the reasons why and some strategies for becoming more active
critical listeners.

BENEFITS OF LISTENING

Listening should not be taken for granted. Before the invention of writing, people conveyed virtually all
knowledge through some combination of showing and telling. Elders recited tribal histories to attentive
audiences. Listeners received religious teachings enthusiastically. Myths, legends, folktales, and stories
for entertainment survived only because audiences were eager to listen. Nowadays, however, you can
gain information and entertainment through reading and electronic recordings rather than through
real-time listening. If you become distracted and let your attention wander, you can go back and replay
a recording. Despite that fact, you can still gain at least four compelling benefits by becoming more
active and competent at real-time listening.

YOU BECOME A BETTER STUDENT

When you focus on the material presented in a classroom, you will be able to identify not only the words
used in a lecture but their emphasis and their more complex meanings. You will take better notes, and
you will more accurately remember the instructor’s claims, information, and conclusions. Many times,
instructors  give  verbal  cues  about  what  information  is  important,  specific  expectations  about
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assignments, and even what material is likely to be on an exam, so careful listening can be beneficial.

YOU BECOME A BETTER FRIEND

When you give your best attention to people expressing thoughts and experiences that are important to
them, those individuals are likely to see you as someone who cares about their well-being. This fact is
especially true when you give your attention only and refrain from interjecting opinions, judgments, and
advice.

PEOPLE WILL PERCEIVE YOU AS INTELLIGENT AND PERCEPTIVE

When you listen well to others, you reveal yourself as being curious and interested in people and events.
In  addition,  your  ability  to  understand  the  meanings  of  what  you  hear  will  make  you  a  more
knowledgeable and thoughtful person.

GOOD LISTENING CAN HELP YOUR PUBLIC SPEAKING

When you listen well to others, you start to pick up more on the stylistic components related to how
people form arguments and present information. As a result, you have the ability to analyze what you
think works and doesn’t work in others’ speeches, which can help you transform your speeches in the
process. For example, really paying attention to how others cite sources orally during their speeches
may give you ideas about how to more effectively cite sources in your presentation.

Exercises

With a partner, discuss how you find out when you haven’t been listening1.
carefully.

What are some of the consequences of poor listening?2.

"5.2: Listening vs. Hearing". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication,
Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
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4.2 Listening Styles
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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If listening were easy, and if all people went about it in the same way, communication would be much
easier. People are different, however, and part of that difference involves their listening style.  In an
article in the International Journal of Listening, Watson, Barker, and Weaver identified four listening
styles: people, action, content, and time (1995).

People

The people-oriented listener is interested in the speaker. People-oriented listeners listen to the message
in order to learn how the speaker thinks and how they feel about their message. For instance, when
people-oriented listeners listen to an interview with a famous rap artist, they are likely to be more
curious about the artist as an individual than about music, even though the people-oriented listener
might also appreciate the artist’s work. If you are a people-oriented listener, you might have certain
questions you hope will be answered, such as: Does the artist feel successful? What’s it like to be
famous? What kind of educational background does he or she have? In the same way, if we’re listening
to a doctor who responded to the earthquake crisis in Haiti, we might be more interested in the doctor
as a person than in the state of affairs for Haitians. Why did he or she go to Haiti? How did he or she
get away from his or her normal practice and patients? How many lives were saved? We might be less
interested in the equally important and urgent needs for food, shelter, and sanitation following the
earthquake.

The people-oriented listener is likely to be more attentive to the speaker than to the message. If you
tend to be such a listener, understand that the message is about what is important to the speaker.

Action

Action-oriented listeners are primarily interested in finding out what the speaker wants. Does the
speaker want votes, donations, volunteers, or something else? It’s sometimes difficult for an action-
oriented speaker to listen to the descriptions, evidence, and explanations with which a speaker builds
his or her case.

Action-oriented listening is sometimes called task-oriented listening. In it, the listener seeks a clear
message about what needs to be done and might have less patience for listening to the reasons behind
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the task. This can be especially true if  the reasons are complicated. For example, when you’re a
passenger on an airplane waiting to push back from the gate, a flight attendant delivers a brief speech
called the pre-flight safety briefing. The flight attendant does not read the findings of a safety study or
the regulations about seat belts. The flight attendant doesn’t explain that the content of his or her
speech is actually mandated by the Federal Aviation Administration. Instead, the attendant says only to
buckle up so we can leave. An action-oriented listener finds “buckling up” a more compelling message
than a message about the underlying reasons.

Content

Content-oriented listeners are interested in the message itself, whether it makes sense, what it means,
and whether it’s accurate. When you give a speech, many members of your classroom audience will be
content-oriented listeners who will be interested in learning from you. You, therefore have an obligation
to represent the truth in the fullest way you can. You can emphasize an idea, but if you exaggerate, you
could lose credibility in the minds of your content-oriented audience. You can advocate ideas that are
important to you, but if you omit important limitations, you are withholding part of the truth and could
leave your audience with an inaccurate view.

Imagine you’re delivering a speech on the plight of orphans in Africa. If you just talk about the fact that
there are  over  forty-five  million orphans in  Africa  but  don’t  explain  further,  you’ll  sound like  an
infomercial. In such an instance, your audience’s response is likely to be less enthusiastic than you
might want. Instead, content-oriented listeners want to listen to well-developed information with solid
explanations.

Time

People using a time-oriented listening style prefer a message that gets to the point quickly. Time-
oriented listeners can become impatient with slow delivery or lengthy explanations. This kind of listener
may be receptive for only a brief amount of time and may become rude or even hostile if the speaker
expects a longer focus of attention. Time-oriented listeners convey their impatience through eye rolling,
shifting about in their seats, checking their cell phones, and other inappropriate behaviors. If you’ve
been asked to speak to a group of middle-school students, you need to realize that their attention spans
are simply not as long as those of college students. This is an important reason speeches to young
audiences must be shorter or broken up by more variety than speeches to adults.

In your professional future, some of your audience members will have real time constraints, not merely
perceived ones. Imagine that you’ve been asked to deliver a speech on a new project to the board of
directors of a local corporation. Chances are the people on the board of directors are all pressed for
time. If your speech is long and filled with overly detailed information, time-oriented listeners will
simply start to tune you out as you’re speaking. Obviously, if time-oriented listeners start tuning you
out, they will not be listening to your message. This is not the same thing as being a time-oriented
listener who might be less interested in the message content than in its length.
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Identifying Your Listening Style

It is important that you realize that your listening style is relational and situational. For example, if you
are in a deeply committed relationship, you may be more people-oriented in your listening because you
are invested in the other person’s feelings and well-being more so than the person that bags your
groceries or takes your order at a restaurant. The situational context requires you to focus more on
action, content, or time. In the workplace, you will respond with an action orientation and may think of
your assignment as a to-do list. In an emergency, you are aware more of time and may not be as worried
about the emotional feelings of the person involved but their safety. And in a final review session, you
may be much more content focused while normally in class you might focus on what the professor is
wearing or what the person next to you is eating. All of these examples represent the way listening
styles can shift. You can think of your own listening style as fluid- but you probably recognize the one
you tend to be most of the time. Would it surprise you to know that your gender may also play a part in
your listening style? Males are generally action-oriented listeners, whereas women are generally more
people-oriented listeners (Barker & Watson, 2000). It is key to remember that your listening preference
does not equate to your ability and that you want to be able to adapt and apply different listening styles
at different times.

Exercises

In a small group, discuss what each person’s usual listening style is. Under1.
what circumstances might you practice a different listening style?

Make a list of benefits and drawbacks to each of the listening styles discussed2.
in this section.

"5.3: Learning Styles". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication, Indiana
State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/5-3-listening-styles/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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4.3 Why Listening Is Difficult
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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Why Listening Is Difficult

At times, everyone has difficulty staying completely focused during a lengthy presentation. We can
sometimes have difficulty listening to even relatively brief messages. Some of the factors that interfere
with good listening might exist beyond our control, but others are manageable. It’s helpful to be aware
of these factors so that they interfere as little as possible with understanding the message.

Noise

Noise is one of the biggest factors to interfere with listening; it  can be defined as anything that
interferes with your ability to attend to and understand a message. There are many kinds of noise, but
we will focus on only the four you are most likely to encounter in public speaking situations: physical
noise, psychological noise, physiological noise, and semantic noise.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/5-4-why-listening-is-difficult/
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Physical Noise

Physical noise consists of various sounds in an environment that interfere with a source’s ability to hear.
Construction noises right outside a window, planes flying directly overhead, or loud music in the next
room can make it difficult to hear the message being presented by a speaker even if a microphone is
being used. It is sometimes possible to manage the context to reduce the noise. Closing a window might
be helpful. Asking the people in the next room to turn their music down might be possible. Changing to
a new location is more difficult, as it involves finding a new location and having everyone get there.

Psychological Noise

Psychological noise consists of distractions to a speaker’s message caused by a receiver’s internal
thoughts. For example, if you are preoccupied with personal problems, it is difficult to give your full
attention to understanding the meanings of a message. The presence of another person to whom you
feel attracted, or perhaps a person you dislike intensely, can also be psycho-social noise that draws your
attention away from the message.

Physiological Noise

Physiological noise consists of distractions to a speaker’s message caused by a listener’s own body.
Maybe you’re listening to a speech in class around noon and you haven’t eaten anything. Your stomach
may be growling and your desk is starting to look tasty. Maybe the room is cold and you’re thinking
more about how to keep warm than about what the speaker is saying. In either case, your body can
distract you from attending to the information being presented.

Semantic Noise

Semantic noise occurs when a receiver experiences confusion over the meaning of a source’s word
choice. While you are attempting to understand a particular word or phrase, the speaker continues to
present the message. While you are struggling with a word interpretation, you are distracted from
listening to the rest of the message. An example of semantic noise is a euphemism. Euphemism is
diplomatic language used for delivering unpleasant information. For instance, if someone is said to be
“flexible with the truth,” it might take us a moment to understand that the speaker means this person
sometimes lies.

Many distractions are the fault of neither the listener nor the speaker. However, when you are the
speaker, being aware of these sources of noise can help you reduce some of the noise that interferes
with your audience’s ability to understand you.

"5.4: Why Listeing is Difficult". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication,
Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

106

4.4 Stages of Listening
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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As you read earlier, there are many factors that can interfere with listening, so you need to be able to
manage a number of mental tasks at the same time in order to be a successful listener. Author Joseph
DeVito  has  divided the listening process  into  five  stages:  receiving,  understanding,  remembering,
evaluating, and responding (2000).

Stage 1: Receiving

Receiving is the intentional focus on hearing a speaker’s message, which happens when we filter out
other sources so that we can isolate the message and avoid the confusing mixture of incoming stimuli.
At this stage, we are still only hearing the message. There are many reasons that we may not receive a
message.  We often refer to these as listening barriers.  If  we have barriers to our listening,  it  is
important to be able to recognize them and avoid those behaviors that contribute to poor listening.

Stage 2: Understanding

In the understanding stage, we attempt to learn the meaning of the message, which is not always easy.
For one thing, if a speaker does not enunciate clearly, it may be difficult to tell what the message
was—did your friend say, “I think she’ll be late for class,” or “my teacher delayed the class”?

Even when we have understood the words in a message, because of the differences in our backgrounds
and experience, we sometimes make the mistake of attaching our own meanings to the words of others.
For example, say you have made plans with your friends to meet at a certain movie theater, but you
arrive and nobody else shows up. Eventually, you find out that your friends are at a different theater all

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/5-5-stages-of-listening/
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the way across town where the same movie is playing. Everyone else understood that the meeting place
was the “west side” location, but you wrongly understood it as the “east side” location and therefore
missed out on part of the fun.

The consequences of ineffective listening in a classroom can be much worse. When your professor
advises students to get an “early start” on your speech, he or she probably hopes that you will begin
your research right away and move on to developing a thesis statement and outlining the speech as
soon as possible. However, students in your class might misunderstand the instructor’s meaning in
several ways. One student might interpret the advice to mean that as long as she gets started, the rest
of the assignment will have time to develop itself. Another student might instead think that to start
early is to start on the Friday before the Monday due date instead of Sunday night.

So much of the way we understand others is influenced by our own perceptions and experiences.
Therefore, at the understanding stage of listening, we should be on the lookout for places where our
perceptions might differ from those of the speaker.

Stage 3: Remembering

Remembering begins with listening; if you can’t remember something that was said, you might not have
been listening effectively. The most common reason for not remembering a message after the fact is
because it wasn’t really learned in the first place. However, even when you are listening attentively,
some messages are more difficult than others to understand and remember. Highly complex messages
that are filled with detail call for highly developed listening skills. Moreover, if something distracts your
attention even for a moment, you could miss out on information that explains other new concepts you
hear when you begin to listen fully again.

It’s  also  important  to  know that  you  can  improve  your  memory  of  a  message  by  processing  it
meaningfully—that is, by applying it in ways that are meaningful to you. Instead of simply repeating a
new acquaintance’s name over and over, for example, you might remember it by associating it with
something in your own life. “Emily,” you might say, “reminds me of the Emily I knew in middle school,”
or “Mr. Impiari’s name reminds me of the Impala my father drives.”

Finally, if understanding has been inaccurate, recollection of the message will also be inaccurate.

Stage 4: Evaluating

The fourth stage in the listening process is evaluating or judging the value of the message. We might be
thinking, “This makes sense” or, conversely, “This is very odd.” Because everyone embodies biases and
perspectives learned from widely diverse sets of life experiences, evaluations of the same message can
vary widely from one listener to another. Even the most open-minded listeners will have opinions of a
speaker, and those opinions will influence how the message is evaluated. People are more likely to
evaluate a message positively if the speaker speaks clearly, presents ideas logically, and gives reasons
to support the points made.
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Unfortunately, personal opinions sometimes result in prejudiced evaluations. Imagine you’re listening to
a speech given by someone from another country and this  person has an accent that  is  hard to
understand. You may have a hard time simply making out the speaker’s message. Some people find a
foreign accent to be interesting or even exotic, while others find it annoying or even take it as a sign of
ignorance. If a listener has a strong bias against foreign accents, the listener may not even attempt to
attend to the message. If you mistrust a speaker because of an accent, you could be rejecting important
or  personally  enriching  information.  Good  listeners  have  learned  to  refrain  from  making  these
judgments and instead to focus on the speaker’s meanings.

Stage 5: Responding

Responding—sometimes referred to as feedback—is the fifth and final stage of the listening process. It’s
the stage at which you indicate your involvement.

Almost anything you do at this stage can be interpreted as feedback. For example, you are giving
positive feedback to your instructor if at the end of the class you stay behind to finish a sentence in your
notes or approach the instructor to ask for clarification. The opposite kind of feedback is given by
students who gather their belongings and rush out the door as soon as class is over.

Formative Feedback

Not all response occurs at the end of the message. Formative feedback is a natural part of the ongoing
transaction between a speaker and a listener. As the speaker delivers the message, a listener signals his
or her involvement with focused attention, note-taking, nodding, and other behaviors that indicate
understanding or failure to understand the message. These signals are important to the speaker, who is
interested in whether the message is clear and accepted or whether the content of the message is
meeting the resistance of  preconceived ideas.  Speakers  can use this  feedback to  decide whether
additional examples, support materials, or explanation is needed.

Summative Feedback

Summative feedback is given at the end of the communication. When you attend a political rally, a
presentation given by a speaker you admire, or even a class, there are verbal and nonverbal ways of
indicating your appreciation for or your disagreement with the messages or the speakers at the end of
the message. Maybe you’ll stand up and applaud a speaker you agreed with or just sit staring in silence
after listening to a speaker you didn’t like. In other cases, a speaker may be attempting to persuade you
to donate to a charity, so if the speaker passes a bucket and you make a donation, you are providing
feedback on the speaker’s effectiveness. At the same time, we do not always listen most carefully to the
messages  of  speakers  we  admire.  Sometimes  we  simply  enjoy  being  in  their  presence,  and  our
summative feedback is not about the message but about our attitudes about the speaker.  If  your
feedback is limited to something like, “I just love your voice,” you might be indicating that you did not
listen carefully to the content of the message.



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

109

There is little doubt that by now, you are beginning to understand the complexity of listening and the
great potential for errors. By becoming aware of what is involved with active listening and where
difficulties might lie, you can prepare yourself both as a listener and as a speaker to minimize listening
errors with your own public speeches.

 

 

"5.5: Stages of Listening". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication,
Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/5-5-stages-of-listening/
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4.5 Ineffective Listening Behaviors

Ineffective Listening Behaviors

At times,  the barriers to effective listening (i.e.,  why listening is  difficult)  cause us to engage in
ineffective listening behaviors. When our goal is to create shared meaning with others, these behaviors
interrupt this process.

Pseudolistening– pretending to listen and appears attentive but is not listening to understand or
interpret the information (listeners may respond with a smile, head-nod, or even a minimal verbal
acknowledgment but are ignoring or not attending).

Selective Listening– selecting only the information that the listeners identify as relevant to their own
needs or interests (listeners may have their own agenda and disregard topics if they do not align with
their current attitudes or beliefs).

Insulated Listening– ignoring or avoiding information or certain topics of conversation (the opposite
of selective listening).

Defensive Listening– taking innocent comments as personal attacks (listeners misinterpret or project
feelings of insecurity, jealousy, and guilt, or lack of confidence in the other person).

Insensitive Listening– listening to information for its literal meaning and disregarding the other
person’s feeling and emotions (listeners rarely pick-up on hidden meanings or subtle nonverbal cues
and have difficulty expressing sympathy and empathy).

Stage Hogging– listening to express one’s own ideas or interests and be the center of attention
(listeners often plan what they are going to say or interrupt while the other person is talking).

Ambushing– careful and attentive listening to collect information that can be used against the other
person as an attack (listeners question, contradict, or oppose the other person to trap them or use their
own words against them).

Multitasking– listening without full attention while attempting to complete more than one task at a
time  (listeners are actually “switch tasking” and your brain is switching from one task to another
rapidly  and  the  information  is  lost).  Review  the  article  from the  NPR  broadcast,  “Think  You’re
Multitasking? Think Again” (Hamilton, 2008).

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=95256794
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=95256794
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4.6 Skills for Effective Listening

Your reading to this point might make you feel like it is impossible to listen effectively. The good news is
that we can develop our skills to be better listeners. One concept that is central to listening effectively
is  mindful  listening.  Mindful listening  refers to the ability  to get  focused and provide your full
attention to the speaker. Here are some skills for being a mindful listener:

Stop: Stop what you are thinking about, and perhaps what you are doing. At a minimum you1.
want to clear your mind of other thoughts (e.g., Did I  turn off the coffee pot? When am I going
to find time to study for my exam?) and give full attention to the speaker. There are times when
you should stop doing stuff too. For example, if your best friend wants to talk with you about an
incident that happened last week, it is probably best if you stop washing dishes and sit down to
listen.
Look: Next you want to look at the other person while they are speaking. Remember that2.
communication involves both language and nonverbal behaviors, so looking at the other will
provide you the greatest amount of information as you work to create shared meaning with the
other. Additionally, in the United States looking at the other person is often a marker of
listening (even though we know it’s not always the case!)
Listen: Consider why you are listening to the other person, and what they might be hoping to3.
receive when its your turn to speak. Are you listening to understand the other person (e.g.,
follow directions), to analyze or evaluate what they just said (e.g., give advice), or to
sympathize (e.g., demonstrate care)? The reason you are listening will affect how your respond,
so it is important to know why it is you’re doing it.
Respond: Based on the reason you’ve been listening, you will provide a variety of different4.
types of listening responses. For example, if you’ve been listening to sympathize with a friend,
you might use prompting (e.g., “Uh huh”) or supportive (e.g., “I would be upset about that
too.”) responses. If you’ve been listening to understand, you might use questioning (e.g., “How
far past the yellow how before I turn left?”), or paraphrasing (e.g. “So once I get to the yellow
house, I need to continue on another 1/2 mile and then I will turn left”). And finally, if you’ve
been listening to analyze/evaluate, you might use advising (e.g., “What I think you should do
is..”) or judging (e.g., “That is exactly the wrong thing to do.”). It may become apparent in the
responding phase, that you and your conversational partner had different expectations for why
you were listening. If so, you may need to readjust why you are listening and the response you
provide.
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5.1 Foundations of Culture & Identity
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER
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Learning Objectives

Define culture.1.
Define personal, social, and cultural identities.2.
Summarize nondominant and dominant identity development.3.
Explain why difference matters in the study of culture and identity.4.

Culture is a complicated word to define, as there are at least six common ways that culture is used in
the  United  States.  For  the  purposes  of  exploring  the  communicative  aspects  of  culture,  we  will
define culture as  the ongoing negotiation of  learned and patterned beliefs,  attitudes,  values,  and
behaviors. Unpacking the definition, we can see that culture shouldn’t be conceptualized as stable and
unchanging. Culture is “negotiated,” and as we will learn later in this chapter, culture is dynamic, and
cultural changes can be traced and analyzed to better understand why our society is the way it is. The
definition also points out that culture is learned, which accounts for the importance of socializing
institutions like family, school, peers, and the media. Culture is patterned in that there are recognizable
widespread  similarities  among  people  within  a  cultural  group.  There  is  also  deviation  from and
resistance to those patterns by individuals and subgroups within a culture,  which is why cultural
patterns change over time. Last, the definition acknowledges that culture influences our beliefs about
what is true and false, our attitudes including our likes and dislikes, our values regarding what is right
and wrong, and our behaviors. It is from these cultural influences that our identities are formed.

Personal, Social, and Cultural Identities

Ask yourself the question “Who am I?” Recall from our earlier discussion of self-concept that we develop
a sense of who we are based on what is reflected back on us from other people. Our parents, friends,
teachers, and the media help shape our identities.  While this happens from birth, most people in
Western societies reach a stage in adolescence where maturing cognitive abilities and increased social
awareness lead them to begin to reflect on who they are. This begins a lifelong process of thinking

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-1-foundations-of-culture-and-identity/
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about who we are now, who we were before, and who we will become (Tatum, B. D., 2000). Our
identities make up an important part of our self-concept and can be broken down into three main
categories:  personal,  social,  and cultural  identities  (see  Table  8.1  “Personal,  Social,  and Cultural
Identities”).

We must avoid the temptation to think of our identities as constant. Instead, our identities are formed
through processes that started before we were born and will continue after we are gone; therefore our
identities  aren’t  something  we achieve  or  complete.  Two related  but  distinct  components  of  our
identities  are  our  personal  and  social  identities  (Spreckels,  J.  &  Kotthoff,  H.,  2009).  Personal
identities include the components of self that are primarily intrapersonal and connected to our life
experiences. For example, I consider myself a puzzle lover, and you may identify as a fan of hip-hop
music. Our social identities are the components of self that are derived from involvement in social
groups with which we are interpersonally committed.

Pledging a fraternity or sorority is an example of a social identity. Adaenn – CC
BY-NC 2.0..

For example, we may derive aspects of our social identity from our family or from a community of fans
for a sports team. Social identities differ from personal identities because they are externally organized
through membership. Our membership may be voluntary (Greek organization on campus) or involuntary
(family) and explicit (we pay dues to our labor union) or implicit (we purchase and listen to hip-hop
music). There are innumerous options for personal and social identities. While our personal identity
choices express who we are, our social identities align us with particular groups. Through our social
identities, we make statements about who we are and who we are not.

Table: Personal, Social, and Cultural Identities

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/8.1.1N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/adaenn/5103713104/
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Personal Social Cultural

Antique Collector Member of Historical Society Irish American

Dog Lover Member of Humane Society Male/Female

Cyclist Fraternity/Sorority Member Greek American

Singer High School Music Teacher Multiracial

Shy Book Club Member Heterosexual

Athletic Gay/Lesbian

Personal identities may change often as people have new experiences and develop new interests and
hobbies. A current interest in online video games may give way to an interest in graphic design. Social
identities  do not  change as  often because they take more time to  develop,  as  you must  become
interpersonally invested. For example, if an interest in online video games leads someone to become a
member of a MMORPG, or a massively multiplayer online role-playing game community, that personal
identity  has  led  to  a  social  identity  that  is  now  interpersonal  and  more  entrenched.  Cultural
identities  are based on socially  constructed categories  that  teach us a  way of  being and include
expectations for social behavior or ways of acting (Yep, G. A., 2002). Since we are often a part of them
since birth, cultural identities are the least changeable of the three. The ways of being and the social
expectations for behavior within cultural identities do change over time, but what separates them from
most social identities is their historical roots (Collier, M. J., 1996). For example, think of how ways of
being and acting have changed for African Americans since the civil rights movement. Additionally,
common  ways  of  being  and  acting  within  a  cultural  identity  group  are  expressed  through
communication.  In  order  to  be  accepted  as  a  member  of  a  cultural  group,  members  must  be
acculturated, essentially learning and using a code that other group members will be able to recognize.
We are acculturated into our various cultural identities in obvious and less obvious ways. We may
literally  have  a  parent  or  friend tell  us  what  it  means  to  be  a  man or  a  woman.  We may also
unconsciously consume messages from popular culture that offer representations of gender.

Any of these identity types can be ascribed or avowed. Ascribed identities are personal, social, or
cultural identities that are placed on us by others, while avowed identities are those that we claim for
ourselves (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Sometimes people ascribe an identity to someone else based on
stereotypes. You may see a person who likes to read science-fiction books, watches documentaries, has
glasses, and collects Star Trek memorabilia and label him or her a nerd. If the person doesn’t avow that
identity, it can create friction, and that label may even hurt the other person’s feelings. But ascribed
and avowed identities can match up. To extend the previous example, there has been a movement in
recent years to reclaim the label nerd and turn it into a positive, and a nerd subculture has been
growing in popularity. For example, MC Frontalot, a leader in the nerdcore hip-hop movement, says
that being branded a nerd in school was terrible, but now he raps about “nerdy” things like blogs to
sold-out crowds (Shipman, 2007). We can see from this example that our ascribed and avowed identities
change over the course of our lives, and sometimes they match up and sometimes not.
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Although some identities are essentially permanent, the degree to which we are aware of them, also
known as salience, changes. The intensity with which we avow an identity also changes based on
context. For example, an African American may not have difficulty deciding which box to check on the
demographic section of a survey. But if an African American becomes president of her college’s Black
Student Union, she may more intensely avow her African American identity, which has now become
more salient.  If  she studies abroad in Africa her junior year,  she may be ascribed an identity of
American by her new African friends rather than African American. For the Africans, their visitor’s
identity as American is likely more salient than her identity as someone of African descent. If someone
is biracial or multiracial, they may change their racial identification as they engage in an identity
search. One intercultural communication scholar writes of his experiences as an “Asianlatinoamerican”
(Yep, 2002). He notes repressing his Chinese identity as an adolescent living in Peru and then later
embracing his Chinese identity and learning about his family history while in college in the United
States. This example shows how even national identity fluctuates. Obviously one can change nationality
by becoming a citizen of another country, although most people do not. My identity as a US American
became very salient for me for the first time in my life when I studied abroad in Sweden.

Throughout modern history, cultural and social influences have established dominant and nondominant
groups (Allen,  2011).  Dominant identities  historically  had and currently  have more resources and
influence,  while  nondominant  identities  historically  had  and  currently  have  less  resources  and
influence. It’s important to remember that these distinctions are being made at the societal level, not
the individual level. There are obviously exceptions, with people in groups considered nondominant
obtaining more resources and power than a person in a dominant group. However, the overall trend is
that difference based on cultural groups has been institutionalized, and exceptions do not change this
fact. Because of this uneven distribution of resources and power, members of dominant groups are
granted privileges while nondominant groups are at a disadvantage. The main nondominant groups
must face various forms of institutionalized discrimination, including racism, sexism, heterosexism, and
ableism. As we will discuss later, privilege and disadvantage, like similarity and difference, are not “all
or  nothing.”  No two people are completely  different  or  completely  similar,  and no one person is
completely privileged or completely disadvantaged.

Identity Development

There are multiple models for examining identity development. Given our focus on how difference
matters, we will examine similarities and differences in nondominant and dominant identity formation.
While the stages in this model help us understand how many people experience their identities, identity
development is  complex,  and there may be variations.  We must  also remember that  people have
multiple identities that intersect with each other. So, as you read, think about how circumstances may
be different for an individual with multiple nondominant and/or dominant identities.
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Nondominant Identity Development

Many hearing-impaired people in the United
States use American Sign Language (ASL), which
is recognized as an official language. Quinn
Dombrowski – ASL interpreter – CC BY-SA 2.0

There are four stages of nondominant identity development (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). The first stage
is unexamined identity, which is characterized by a lack of awareness of or lack of interest in one’s
identity. For example, a young woman who will later identify as a lesbian may not yet realize that a
nondominant  sexual  orientation is  part  of  her  identity.  Also,  a  young African American man may
question his teachers or parents about the value of what he’s learning during Black History Month.
When a person’s lack of interest in their own identity is replaced by an investment in a dominant
group’s identity, they may move to the next stage, which is conformity.

In the conformity stage, an individual internalizes or adopts the values and norms of the dominant
group, often in an effort not to be perceived as different. Individuals may attempt to assimilate into the
dominant culture by changing their appearance, their mannerisms, the way they talk, or even their
name. Moises, a Chicano man interviewed in a research project about identities, narrated how he
changed his “Mexican sounding” name to Moses, which was easier for his middle-school classmates and
teachers to say (Jones Jr., 2009). He also identified as white instead of Mexican American or Chicano
because he saw how his teachers treated the other kids with “brown skin.” Additionally, some gay or
lesbian people in this stage of identity development may try to “act straight.” In either case, some
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people move to the next stage, resistance and separation, when they realize that despite their efforts
they are still perceived as different by and not included in the dominant group.

In the resistance and separation stage, an individual with a nondominant identity may shift away from
the conformity of the previous stage to engage in actions that challenge the dominant identity group.
Individuals  in  this  stage  may  also  actively  try  to  separate  themselves  from the  dominant  group,
interacting only with those who share their nondominant identity. For example, there has been a Deaf
culture movement in the United States for decades. This movement includes people who are hearing
impaired and believe that their use of a specific language, American Sign Language (ASL), and other
cultural  practices  constitutes  a  unique  culture,  which  they  symbolize  by  capitalizing
the  D  in  Deaf  (Allen,  2011).

While this is not a separatist movement, a person who is hearing impaired may find refuge in such a
group after experiencing discrimination from hearing people. Staying in this stage may indicate a lack
of critical thinking if a person endorses the values of the nondominant group without question.

The integration stage marks a period where individuals with a nondominant identity have achieved a
balance  between  embracing  their  own  identities  and  valuing  other  dominant  and  nondominant
identities. Although there may still be residual anger from the discrimination and prejudice they have
faced, they may direct this energy into positive outlets such as working to end discrimination for their
own or other groups. Moises, the Chicano man I mentioned earlier, now works to support the Chicano
community in his city and also has actively supported gay rights and women’s rights.

Dominant Identity Development
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Heterosexual people with gay family members or friends may join the group
PFLAG (Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) as a part of the
redefinition and/or integration stage of their dominant identity development.
Jason Riedy –  Atlanta Pride Festival parade – CC BY 2.0.

Dominant identity development consists of five stages (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). The unexamined
stage of dominant identity formation is similar to nondominant in that individuals in this stage do not
think  about  their  or  others’  identities.  Although they  may  be  aware  of  differences—for  example,
between races and genders—they either don’t realize there is a hierarchy that treats some people
differently than others or they don’t think the hierarchy applies to them. For example, a white person
may take notice that a person of color was elected to a prominent office. However, he or she may not
see the underlying reason that it is noticeable—namely, that the overwhelming majority of our country’s
leaders are white. Unlike people with a nondominant identity who usually have to acknowledge the
positioning of their identity due to discrimination and prejudice they encounter, people with dominant
identities may stay in the unexamined stage for a long time.

In the acceptance stage, a person with a dominant identity passively or actively accepts that some
people are treated differently than others but doesn’t do anything internally or externally to address it.
In the passive acceptance stage, we must be cautious not to blame individuals with dominant identities
for internalizing racist, sexist, or heterosexist “norms.” The socializing institutions we discussed earlier
(family, peers, media, religion, and education) often make oppression seem normal and natural. For
example, I have had students who struggle to see that they are in this stage say things like “I know that
racism exists, but my parents taught me to be a good person and see everyone as equal.” While this is
admirable, seeing everyone as equal doesn’t make it so. And people who insist that we are all equal may
claim that minorities are exaggerating their circumstances or “whining” and just need to “work harder”
or “get over it.” The person making these statements acknowledges difference but doesn’t see their
privilege or the institutional perpetuation of various “-isms.” Although I’ve encountered many more
people in the passive state of acceptance than the active state, some may progress to an active state
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where they acknowledge inequality and are proud to be in the “superior” group. In either case, many
people never progress from this stage. If they do, it’s usually because of repeated encounters with
individuals or situations that challenge their acceptance of the status quo, such as befriending someone
from a nondominant group or taking a course related to culture.

The resistance stage of dominant identity formation is a major change from the previous in that an
individual acknowledges the unearned advantages they are given and feels guilt or shame about it.
Having taught about various types of privilege for years, I’ve encountered many students who want to
return their privilege or disown it. These individuals may begin to disassociate with their own dominant
group because they feel like a curtain has been opened and their awareness of the inequality makes it
difficult for them to interact with others in their dominant group. But it’s important to acknowledge that
becoming aware of your white privilege, for instance, doesn’t mean that every person of color is going
to want to accept you as an ally, so retreating to them may not be the most productive move. While
moving to this step is a marked improvement in regards to becoming a more aware and socially just
person, getting stuck in the resistance stage isn’t productive, because people are often retreating rather
than trying to address injustice. For some, deciding to share what they’ve learned with others who
share their dominant identity moves them to the next stage.

People in the redefinition stage revise negative views of their identity held in the previous stage and
begin to acknowledge their privilege and try to use the power they are granted to work for social
justice. They realize that they can claim their dominant identity as heterosexual, able-bodied, male,
white, and so on, and perform their identity in ways that counter norms. A male participant in a
research project on identity said the following about redefining his male identity:

I don’t want to assert my maleness the same way that maleness is asserted all around us all the time. I don’t want
to contribute to sexism. So I have to be conscious of that. There’s that guilt. But then, I try to utilize my maleness in
positive ways, like when I’m talking to other men about male privilege (Jones, Jr., 2009).

The final stage of dominant identity formation is integration. This stage is reached when redefinition is
complete  and  people  can  integrate  their  dominant  identity  into  all  aspects  of  their  life,  finding
opportunities  to  educate  others  about  privilege  while  also  being  a  responsive  ally  to  people  in
nondominant identities.  As an example, some heterosexual people who find out a friend or family
member is gay or lesbian may have to confront their dominant heterosexual identity for the first time,
which  may lead them through these  various  stages.  As  a  sign  of  integration,  some may join  an
organization like PFLAG (Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays), where they can be
around others who share their dominant identity as heterosexuals but also empathize with their loved
ones.

Knowing more about various types of identities and some common experiences of how dominant and
nondominant identities are formed prepares us to delve into more specifics about why difference
matters.
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Difference Matters

Whenever we encounter someone, we notice similarities and differences. While both are important, it is
often the differences that are highlighted and that contribute to communication troubles. We don’t only
see similarities and differences on an individual level. In fact, we also place people into in-groups and
out-groups based on the similarities and differences we perceive. This is important because we then
tend to react to someone we perceive as a member of an out-group based on the characteristics we
attach to the group rather than the individual (Allen, 2011). In these situations, it is more likely that
stereotypes and prejudice will  influence our communication. Learning about difference and why it
matters will help us be more competent communicators. The flip side of emphasizing difference is to
claim that no differences exist and that you see everyone as a human being. Rather than trying to
ignore difference and see each person as a unique individual, we should know the history of how
differences came to be so socially and culturally significant and how they continue to affect us today.

Culture and identity are complex. You may be wondering how some groups came to be dominant and
others nondominant. These differences are not natural, which can be seen as we unpack how various
identities have changed over time in the next section. There is, however, an ideology of domination that
makes it seem natural and normal to many that some people or groups will always have power over
others (Allen, 2011). In fact, hierarchy and domination, although prevalent throughout modern human
history, were likely not the norm among early humans. So one of the first reasons difference matters is
that people and groups are treated unequally, and better understanding how those differences came to
be can help us create a more just society. Difference also matters because demographics and patterns
of interaction are changing.

In the United States, the population of people of color is increasing and diversifying, and visibility for
people who are gay or lesbian and people with disabilities has also increased. The 2010 Census shows
that the Hispanic and Latino/a populations in the United States are now the second largest group in the
country, having grown 43 percent since the last census in 2000 (Saenz, 2011). By 2030, racial and
ethnic minorities will account for one-third of the population (Allen, 2011). Additionally, legal and social
changes have created a more open environment for sexual minorities and people with disabilities. These
changes directly affect our interpersonal relationships. The workplace is one context where changing
demographics has become increasingly important.  Many organizations are striving to comply with
changing  laws  by  implementing  policies  aimed  at  creating  equal  access  and  opportunity.  Some
organizations are going further than legal compliance to try to create inclusive climates where diversity
is valued because of the interpersonal and economic benefits it has the potential to produce.

“Getting Real”

Diversity Training

Businesses in the United States spend $200 to $300 million a year on diversity training, but is it
effective? (Vedantam, 2008) If diversity training is conducted to advance a company’s business
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goals and out of an understanding of the advantages that a diversity of background and thought
offer a company, then the training is more likely to be successful. Many companies conduct
mandatory diversity training based on a belief that they will be in a better position in court if a
lawsuit is brought against them. However, research shows that training that is mandatory and
undertaken only to educate people about the legal implications of diversity is ineffective and may
even hurt diversity efforts. A commitment to a diverse and inclusive workplace environment must
include a multipronged approach. Experts recommend that a company put a staff person in charge
of diversity efforts, and some businesses have gone as far as appointing a “chief diversity officer”
(Cullen, 2007). The US Office of Personnel Management offers many good guidelines for
conducting diversity training: create learning objectives related to the mission of the organization,
use tested and appropriate training methods and materials, provide information about course
content and expectations to employees ahead of training, provide the training in a supportive and
noncoercive environment, use only experienced and qualified instructors, and monitor/evaluate
training and revise as needed (US Office of Personnel Management, 2011). With these suggestions
in mind, the increasingly common “real-world” event of diversity training is more likely to succeed.

Have you ever participated in any diversity training? If so, what did you learn or take1.
away from the training? Which of the guidelines listed did your training do well or poorly
on?

Do you think diversity training should be mandatory or voluntary? Why?2.
From what you’ve learned so far in this book, what communication skills are important3.

for a diversity trainer to have?

We can now see that difference matters due to the inequalities that exist among cultural groups and
due to changing demographics that affect our personal and social relationships. Unfortunately, there
are many obstacles that may impede our valuing of difference (Allen, 2011). Individuals with dominant
identities  may not  validate the experiences of  those in  nondominant  groups because they do not
experience the oppression directed at those with nondominant identities. Further, they may find it
difficult to acknowledge that not being aware of this oppression is due to privilege associated with their
dominant identities. Because of this lack of recognition of oppression, members of dominant groups may
minimize, dismiss, or question the experiences of nondominant groups and view them as “complainers”
or  “whiners.”  Recall  from our  earlier  discussion  of  identity  formation  that  people  with  dominant
identities may stay in the unexamined or acceptance stages for a long time. Being stuck in these stages
makes it much more difficult to value difference.

Members of nondominant groups may have difficulty valuing difference due to negative experiences
with  the  dominant  group,  such  as  not  having  their  experiences  validated.  Both  groups  may  be
restrained from communicating about difference due to norms of political correctness, which may make
people feel afraid to speak up because they may be perceived as insensitive or racist. All these obstacles
are  common  and  they  are  valid.  However,  as  we  will  learn  later,  developing  intercultural
communication  competence  can  help  us  gain  new  perspectives,  become  more  mindful  of  our
communication, and intervene in some of these negative cycles.
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Key Takeaways

Culture is an ongoing negotiation of learned patterns of beliefs, attitudes, values, and
behaviors.

Each of us has personal, social, and cultural identities.
Personal identities are components of self that are primarily intrapersonal

and connect to our individual interests and life experiences.
Social identities are components of self that are derived from our

involvement in social groups to which we are interpersonally invested.
Cultural identities are components of self based on socially constructed

categories that teach us a way of being and include expectations for our
thoughts and behaviors.

Nondominant identity formation may include a person moving from unawareness of
the importance of their identities, to adopting the values of dominant society, to
separating from dominant society, to integrating components of identities.

Dominant identity formation may include a person moving from unawareness of their
identities, to accepting the identity hierarchy, to separation from and guilt regarding the
dominant group, to redefining and integrating components of identities.

Difference matters because people are treated differently based on their identities and
demographics and patterns of interaction are changing. Knowing why and how this came
to be and how to navigate our increasingly diverse society can make us more competent
communicators.

Exercises

List some of your personal, social, and cultural identities. Are there any that1.
relate? If so, how? For your cultural identities, which ones are dominant and which
ones are nondominant? What would a person who looked at this list be able to tell
about you?

Describe a situation in which someone ascribed an identity to you that didn’t2.
match with your avowed identities. Why do you think the person ascribed the
identity to you? Were there any stereotypes involved?

Getting integrated: Review the section that explains why difference matters.3.
Discuss the ways in which difference may influence how you communicate in each
of the following contexts: academic, professional, and personal.

 

"8.1: Foundations of Culture & Identity". Communication in the Real World. University of Minnesota
Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in 2013 by a
publisher who has requested that it not receive attribution. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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5.2 Exploring Specific Cultural Identities
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Page Source

Learning Objectives

Define the social constructionist view of culture and identity.1.
Trace the historical development and construction of the four cultural identities2.

discussed.
Discuss how each of the four cultural identities discussed affects and/or relates to3.

communication.

We can get a better understanding of current cultural identities by unpacking how they came to be. By
looking at history, we can see how cultural identities that seem to have existed forever actually came to
be  constructed  for  various  political  and  social  reasons  and  how  they  have  changed  over  time.
Communication plays a central role in this construction. As we have already discussed, our identities
are relational and communicative; they are also constructed. Social constructionism is a view that
argues the self is formed through our interactions with others and in relationship to social, cultural, and
political contexts (Allen, 2011). In this section, we’ll explore how the cultural identities of race, gender,
sexual orientation, and ability have been constructed in the United States and how communication
relates to those identities. There are other important identities that could be discussed, like religion,
age, nationality, and class. Although they are not given their own section, consider how those identities
may intersect with the identities discussed next.

Race

Would it surprise you to know that human beings, regardless of how they are racially classified, share
99.9 percent of their DNA? This finding by the Human Genome Project asserts that race is a social
construct, not a biological one. The American Anthropological Association agrees, stating that race is
the product of “historical and contemporary social, economic, educational, and political circumstances”
(Allen, 2011). Therefore, we’ll define race as a socially constructed category based on differences in
appearance that has been used to create hierarchies that privilege some and disadvantage others.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-2-exploring-specific-cultural-identities/
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There is actually no biological basis for racial classification among humans, as we
share 99.9 percent of our DNA. Evelyn –  friends – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Race didn’t become a socially and culturally recognized marker until European colonial expansion in the
1500s.  As  Western  Europeans  traveled  to  parts  of  the  world  previously  unknown  to  them  and
encountered people who were different from them, a hierarchy of races began to develop that placed
lighter skinned Europeans above darker skinned people. At the time, newly developing fields in natural
and biological sciences took interest in examining the new locales, including the plant and animal life,
natural resources, and native populations. Over the next three hundred years, science that we would
now undoubtedly recognize as flawed, biased, and racist legitimated notions that native populations
were less evolved than white Europeans, often calling them savages. In fact, there were scientific
debates as to whether some of the native populations should be considered human or animal. Racial
distinctions have been based largely on phenotypes, or physiological features such as skin color, hair
texture, and body/facial features. Western “scientists” used these differences as “proof” that native
populations  were  less  evolved  than  the  Europeans,  which  helped  justify  colonial  expansion,
enslavement,  genocide,  and exploitation  on massive  scales  (Allen,  2011).  Even though there  is  a
consensus among experts that race is social rather than biological, we can’t deny that race still has
meaning in our society and affects people as if it were “real.”

Given that race is one of the first things we notice about someone, it’s important to know how race and
communication relate (Allen, 2011). Discussing race in the United States is difficult for many reasons.
One is due to uncertainty about language use. People may be frustrated by their perception that labels
change too often or be afraid of using an “improper” term and being viewed as racially insensitive. It is
important, however, that we not let political correctness get in the way of meaningful dialogues and
learning opportunities related to difference. Learning some of the communicative history of race can

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/8.2.1N.jpg
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make us more competent communicators and open us up to more learning experiences.

Racial classifications used by the government and our regular communication about race in the United
States have changed frequently, which further points to the social construction of race. Currently, the
primary racial groups in the United States are African American, Asian American, European American,
Latino/a, and Native American, but a brief look at changes in how the US Census Bureau has defined
race clearly shows that this hasn’t always been the case (see Table 8.2 “Racial Classifications in the US
Census”). In the 1900s alone, there were twenty-six different ways that race was categorized on census
forms (Allen, 2011). The way we communicate about race in our regular interactions has also changed,
and many people are still hesitant to discuss race for fear of using “the wrong” vocabulary.

Table 8.2 Racial Classifications in the US Census

Year(s) Development

1790 No category for race

1800s Race was defined by the percentage of African “blood.” Mulatto was one black and one white
parent, quadroon was one-quarter African blood, and octoroon was one-eighth.

1830–1940 The term color was used instead of race.

1900
Racial categories included white, black, Chinese, Japanese, and Indian. Census takers were required
to check one of these boxes based on visual cues. Individuals did not get to select a racial
classification on their own until 1970.

1950 The term color was dropped and replaced by race.

1960, 1970 Both race and color were used on census forms.

1980–2010 Race again became the only term.

2000 Individuals were allowed to choose more than one racial category for the first time in census history.

2010 The census included fifteen racial categories and an option to write in races not listed on the form.

Source: Adapted from Brenda J. Allen, Difference Matters: Communicating Social Identity (Long Grove,
IL: Waveland Press, 2011), 71–72.

The five primary racial groups noted previously can still be broken down further to specify a particular
region, country, or nation. For example, Asian Americans are diverse in terms of country and language
of origin and cultural practices. While the category of Asian Americans can be useful when discussing
broad trends, it can also generalize among groups, which can lead to stereotypes. You may find that
someone identifies as Chinese American or Korean American instead of Asian American. In this case,
the label further highlights a person’s cultural lineage. We should not assume, however, that someone
identifies with his or her cultural lineage, as many people have more in common with their US American
peers than a culture that may be one or more generations removed.

History  and  personal  preference  also  influence  how  we  communicate  about  race.  Culture  and
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communication scholar Brenda Allen notes that when she was born in 1950,  her birth certificate
included an N for Negro. Later she referred to herself as colored because that’s what people in her
community  referred to  themselves  as.  During and before  this  time,  the  term black  had negative
connotations and would likely have offended someone. There was a movement in the 1960s to reclaim
the word black, and the slogan “black is beautiful” was commonly used. Brenda Allen acknowledges the
newer label of African American but notes that she still prefers black. The terms colored and Negro are
no longer considered appropriate because they were commonly used during a time when black people
were blatantly discriminated against. Even though that history may seem far removed to some, it is not
to  others.  Currently,  the  terms  African  American  and  black  are  frequently  used,  and  both  are
considered acceptable. The phrase people of color is acceptable for most and is used to be inclusive of
other racial minorities. If you are unsure what to use, you could always observe how a person refers to
himself or herself, or you could ask for his or her preference. In any case, a competent communicator
defers to and respects the preference of the individual.

The label Latin American generally refers to people who live in Central American countries. Although
Spain colonized much of what is now South and Central America and parts of the Caribbean, the
inhabitants of these areas are now much more diverse. Depending on the region or country, some
people  primarily  trace  their  lineage  to  the  indigenous  people  who  lived  in  these  areas  before
colonization,  or  to  a  Spanish  and indigenous  lineage,  or  to  other  combinations  that  may include
European,  African,  and/or  indigenous  heritage.  Latina  and  Latino  are  labels  that  are  preferable
to Hispanic for many who live in the United States and trace their lineage to South and/or Central
America  and/or  parts  of  the  Caribbean.  Scholars  who  study  Latina/o  identity  often  use  the
label Latina/o in their writing to acknowledge women who avow that identity label (Calafell, 2007). In
verbal communication you might say “Latina” when referring to a particular female or “Latino” when
referring to a particular male of Latin American heritage. When referring to the group as a whole, you
could say “Latinas and Latinos” instead of just “Latinos,” which would be more gender inclusive.
While Hispanic is used by the US Census, it refers primarily to people of Spanish origin, which doesn’t
account for the diversity of background of many Latinos/as. The term Hispanic  also highlights the
colonizer’s influence over the indigenous, which erases a history that is important to many. Additionally,
there are people who claim Spanish origins and identify culturally as Hispanic but racially as white.
Labels such as Puerto Rican or Mexican American, which further specify region or country of origin,
may also be used. Just as with other cultural groups, if you are unsure of how to refer to someone, you
can always ask for and honor someone’s preference.

The history of immigration in the United States also ties to the way that race has been constructed. The
metaphor of the melting pot has been used to describe the immigration history of the United States but
doesn’t capture the experiences of many immigrant groups (Allen, 2011). Generally, immigrant groups
who were white, or light skinned, and spoke English were better able to assimilate, or melt into the
melting pot. But immigrant groups that we might think of as white today were not always considered so.
Irish immigrants were discriminated against and even portrayed as black in cartoons that appeared in
newspapers. In some Southern states, Italian immigrants were forced to go to black schools, and it
wasn’t until 1952 that Asian immigrants were allowed to become citizens of the United States. All this
history is important, because it continues to influence communication among races today.
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Interracial Communication

Race and communication are related in various ways. Racism influences our communication about race
and is not an easy topic for most people to discuss. Today, people tend to view racism as overt acts such
as  calling  someone  a  derogatory  name  or  discriminating  against  someone  in  thought  or  action.
However,  there  is  a  difference  between  racist  acts,  which  we  can  attach  to  an  individual,  and
institutional racism, which is not as easily identifiable. It is much easier for people to recognize and
decry  racist  actions  than  it  is  to  realize  that  racist  patterns  and  practices  go  through  societal
institutions, which means that racism exists and doesn’t have to be committed by any one person. As
competent communicators and critical thinkers, we must challenge ourselves to be aware of how racism
influences our communication at individual and societal levels.

The “English only” movement of recent years is largely a backlash targeted at
immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries. Wikimedia Commons – public domain.
Courtesy of www.CGPGrey.com.

We tend to make assumptions about people’s race based on how they talk, and often these assumptions
are based on stereotypes. Dominant groups tend to define what is correct or incorrect usage of a
language, and since language is so closely tied to identity, labeling a group’s use of a language as
incorrect or deviant challenges or negates part of their identity (Yancy, 2011). We know there isn’t only
one way to speak English,  but  there have been movements to identify  a standard.  This  becomes
problematic when we realize that “standard English” refers to a way of speaking English that is based
on white, middle-class ideals that do not match up with the experiences of many. When we create a
standard for English, we can label anything that deviates from that “nonstandard English.” Differences
between standard English and what has been called “Black English” have gotten national attention
through debates about whether or not instruction in classrooms should accommodate students who do

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/8.2.2N.jpg
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not speak standard English. Education plays an important role in language acquisition, and class relates
to access to education. In general, whether someone speaks standard English themselves or not, they
tend to negatively judge people whose speech deviates from the standard.

Another national controversy has revolved around the inclusion of Spanish in common language use,
such as Spanish as an option at ATMs, or other automated services, and Spanish language instruction in
school for students who don’t speak or are learning to speak English. As was noted earlier, the Latino/a
population in the United States is growing fast, which has necessitated inclusion of Spanish in many
areas of public life. This has also created a backlash, which some scholars argue is tied more to the race
of the immigrants than the language they speak and a fear that white America could be engulfed by
other languages and cultures (Speicher, 2002). This backlash has led to a revived movement to make
English the official language of the United States.

The US Constitution does not stipulate a national language, and Congress has not designated one
either. While nearly thirty states have passed English-language legislation, it has mostly been symbolic,
and court rulings have limited any enforceability (Zuckerman, 2010). The Linguistic Society of America
points out that immigrants are very aware of the social and economic advantages of learning English
and do not need to be forced. They also point out that the United States has always had many languages
represented, that national unity hasn’t rested on a single language, and that there are actually benefits
to  having  a  population  that  is  multilingual  (Linguistic  Society  of  America,  2011).  Interracial
communication presents some additional verbal challenges.

Code-switching involves changing from one way of speaking to another between or within interactions.
Some  people  of  color  may  engage  in  code-switching  when  communicating  with  dominant  group
members because they fear they will be negatively judged. Adopting the language practices of the
dominant group may minimize perceived differences.  This code-switching creates a linguistic dual
consciousness in which people are able to maintain their linguistic identities with their in-group peers
but can still acquire tools and gain access needed to function in dominant society (Yancy, 2011). White
people may also feel anxious about communicating with people of color out of fear of being perceived as
racist. In other situations, people in dominant groups may spotlight nondominant members by asking
them to comment on or educate others about their race (Allen, 2011). For example, I once taught at a
private university that was predominantly white. Students of color talked to me about being asked by
professors to weigh in on an issue when discussions of race came up in the classroom. While a professor
may have been well-intentioned,  spotlighting can make a  student  feel  conspicuous,  frustrated,  or
defensive. Additionally, I bet the professors wouldn’t think about asking a white, male, or heterosexual
student to give the perspective of their whole group.

Gender

When we first meet a newborn baby, we ask whether it’s a boy or a girl. This question illustrates the
importance of gender in organizing our social lives and our interpersonal relationships. A Canadian
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family became aware of the deep emotions people feel about gender and the great discomfort people
feel when they can’t determine gender when they announced to the world that they were not going to
tell anyone the gender of their baby, aside from the baby’s siblings. Their desire for their child, named
Storm, to be able to experience early life without the boundaries and categories of gender brought
criticism from many (Davis & James, 2011). Conversely, many parents consciously or unconsciously
“code” their newborns in gendered ways based on our society’s associations of pink clothing and
accessories with girls and blue with boys. While it’s obvious to most people that colors aren’t gendered,
they take on new meaning when we assign gendered characteristics of masculinity and femininity to
them. Just like race, gender is a socially constructed category. While it is true that there are biological
differences between who we label male and female, the meaning our society places on those differences
is  what  actually  matters  in  our  day-to-day  lives.  And  the  biological  differences  are  interpreted
differently around the world, which further shows that although we think gender is a natural, normal,
stable way of classifying things, it is actually not. There is a long history of appreciation for people who
cross gender lines in Native American and South Central Asian cultures, to name just two.

You may have noticed I use the word gender instead of sex. That’s because gender is an identity based
on  internalized  cultural  notions  of  masculinity  and  femininity  that  is  constructed  through
communication and interaction. There are two important parts of this definition to unpack. First, we
internalize notions of gender based on socializing institutions, which helps us form our gender identity.
Then we attempt to construct that gendered identity through our interactions with others, which is our
gender expression. Sex is based on biological characteristics, including external genitalia, internal sex
organs, chromosomes, and hormones (Wood, 2005). While the biological characteristics between men
and women are obviously different, it’s the meaning that we create and attach to those characteristics
that makes them significant. The cultural differences in how that significance is ascribed are proof that
“our way of doing things” is arbitrary. For example, cross-cultural research has found that boys and
girls in most cultures show both aggressive and nurturing tendencies, but cultures vary in terms of how
they encourage these characteristics between genders. In a group in Africa, young boys are responsible
for taking care of babies and are encouraged to be nurturing (Wood, 2005).

Gender has been constructed over the past few centuries in political and deliberate ways that have
tended to favor men in terms of power. And various academic fields joined in the quest to “prove” there
are “natural” differences between men and women. While the “proof” they presented was credible to
many at the time, it seems blatantly sexist and inaccurate today. In the late 1800s and early 1900s,
scientists who measure skulls, also known as craniometrists, claimed that men were more intelligent
than women because they had larger  brains.  Leaders  in  the  fast-growing fields  of  sociology and
psychology argued that women were less evolved than men and had more in common with “children
and savages”  than an  adult  (white)  males  (Allen,  2011).  Doctors  and other  decision  makers  like
politicians also used women’s menstrual cycles as evidence that they were irrational, or hysterical, and
therefore couldn’t be trusted to vote, pursue higher education, or be in a leadership position. These are
just a few of the many instances of how knowledge was created by seemingly legitimate scientific
disciplines that we can now clearly see served to empower men and disempower women. This system is
based on the ideology of patriarchy, which is a system of social structures and practices that maintains
the values, priorities, and interests of men as a group (Wood, 2005). One of the ways patriarchy is
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maintained is by its relative invisibility. While women have been the focus of much research on gender
differences, males have been largely unexamined. Men have been treated as the “generic” human being
to which others are compared. But that ignores that fact that men have a gender, too. Masculinities
studies have challenged that notion by examining how masculinities are performed.

There have been challenges to the construction of gender in recent decades. Since the 1960s, scholars
and activists have challenged established notions of what it means to be a man or a woman. The
women’s rights movement in the United States dates back to the 1800s, when the first women’s rights
convention was held in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848 (Wood, 2005). Although most women’s rights
movements have been led by white, middle-class women, there was overlap between those involved in
the abolitionist movement to end slavery and the beginnings of the women’s rights movement. Although
some of the leaders of the early women’s rights movement had class and education privilege, they were
still taking a risk by organizing and protesting. Black women were even more at risk, and Sojourner
Truth, an emancipated slave, faced those risks often and gave a much noted extemporaneous speech at
a women’s rights gathering in Akron, Ohio, in 1851, which came to be called “Ain’t I a Woman?” (Wood,
2005) Her speech highlighted the multiple layers of oppression faced by black women. You can watch
actress Alfre Woodard deliver an interpretation of the speech in the following video clip.

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it online
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here: http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/duttoncmst101/?p=95

 

Feminism  as  an  intellectual  and  social  movement  advanced  women’s  rights  and  our  overall
understanding of gender. Feminism has gotten a bad reputation based on how it has been portrayed in
the media and by some politicians. When I teach courses about gender, I often ask my students to raise
their hand if they consider themselves feminists. I usually only have a few, if any, who do. I’ve found
that  students I  teach are hesitant  to  identify  as  a  feminist  because of  connotations of  the word.
However, when I ask students to raise their hand if they believe women have been treated unfairly and
that there should be more equity, most students raise their hand. Gender and communication scholar
Julia Wood has found the same trend and explains that a desire to make a more equitable society for
everyone is at the root of feminism. She shares comments from a student that capture this disconnect:
(Wood, 2005)

I would never call myself a feminist, because that word has so many negative connotations. I don’t hate men or
anything, and I’m not interested in protesting. I don’t want to go around with hacked-off hair and no makeup
and sit around bashing men. I do think women should have the same kinds of rights, including equal pay for
equal work. But I wouldn’t call myself a feminist.

It’s important to remember that there are many ways to be a feminist and to realize that some of the
stereotypes about feminism are rooted in sexism and homophobia, in that feminists are reduced to “men
haters” and often presumed to be lesbians. The feminist movement also gave some momentum to the
transgender rights movement.  Transgender is  an umbrella term for people whose gender identity
and/or expression do not match the gender they were assigned by birth. Transgender people may or
may not seek medical intervention like surgery or hormone treatments to help match their physiology
wi th  the i r  gender  ident i ty .  The  term  t ransgender  inc ludes  o ther  labe ls  such
as  transsexual ,  transvestite ,  cross-dresser ,  and  intersex ,  among  others.  Terms
like hermaphrodite and she-male are not considered appropriate. As with other groups, it is best to
allow someone to self-identify first and then honor their preferred label. If you are unsure of which
pronouns to use when addressing someone, you can use gender-neutral language or you can use the
pronoun that matches with how they are presenting. If someone has long hair, make-up, and a dress on,
but you think their biological sex is male due to other cues, it would be polite to address them with
female pronouns, since that is the gender identity they are expressing.

Gender as a cultural  identity  has implications for many aspects of  our lives,  including real-world
contexts like education and work. Schools are primary grounds for socialization, and the educational
experience for males and females is different in many ways from preschool through college. Although
not always intentional, schools tend to recreate the hierarchies and inequalities that exist in society.
Given that we live in a patriarchal society, there are communicative elements present in school that
support this (Allen, 2011). For example, teachers are more likely to call on and pay attention to boys in

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/duttoncmst101/?p=95#pb-interactive-content
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a classroom, giving them more feedback in the form of criticism, praise, and help. This sends an implicit
message that boys are more worthy of attention and valuable than girls. Teachers are also more likely
to lead girls to focus on feelings and appearance and boys to focus on competition and achievement.
The focus on appearance for girls can lead to anxieties about body image. Gender inequalities are also
evident in the administrative structure of schools, which puts males in positions of authority more than
females.  While  females  make  up  75  percent  of  the  educational  workforce,  only  22  percent  of
superintendents and 8 percent of high school principals are women. Similar trends exist in colleges and
universities, with women only accounting for 26 percent of full professors. These inequalities in schools
correspond to  larger  inequalities  in  the  general  workforce.  While  there  are  more  women in  the
workforce now than ever before, they still face a glass ceiling, which is a barrier for promotion to upper
management. Many of my students have been surprised at the continuing pay gap that exists between
men and women. In 2010, women earned about seventy-seven cents to every dollar earned by men
(National Committee on Pay Equity, 2011). To put this into perspective, the National Committee on Pay
Equity started an event called Equal Pay Day. In 2011, Equal Pay Day was on April 11. This signifies
that for a woman to earn the same amount of money a man earned in a year, she would have to work
more than three months extra, until April 11, to make up for the difference (National Committee on Pay
Equity, 2011).

Sexuality

While race and gender are two of the first things we notice about others, sexuality is often something
we view as personal and private. Although many people hold a view that a person’s sexuality should be
kept private, this isn’t a reality for our society. One only needs to observe popular culture and media for
a short time to see that sexuality permeates much of our public discourse.

Sexuality relates to culture and identity in important ways that extend beyond sexual orientation, just as
race is more than the color of one’s skin and gender is more than one’s biological and physiological
manifestations  of  masculinity  and  femininity.  Sexuality  isn’t  just  physical;  it  is  social  in  that  we
communicate with others about sexuality (Allen, 2011). Sexuality is also biological in that it connects to
physiological functions that carry significant social and political meaning like puberty, menstruation,
and pregnancy. Sexuality connects to public health issues like sexually transmitted infections (STIs),
sexual assault, sexual abuse, sexual harassment, and teen pregnancy. Sexuality is at the center of
political issues like abortion, sex education, and gay and lesbian rights. While all these contribute to
sexuality as a cultural identity, the focus in this section is on sexual orientation.

The  most  obvious  way  sexuality  relates  to  identity  is  through  sexual  orientation.  Sexual
orientation refers to a person’s primary physical and emotional sexual attraction and activity. The terms
we most often use to categorize sexual orientation are heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and bisexual. Gays,
lesbians,  and  bisexuals  are  sometimes  referred  to  as  sexual  minorities.  While  the  term  sexual
preference has been used previously, sexual orientation is more appropriate, since preference implies a
simple  choice.  Although  someone’s  preference  for  a  restaurant  or  actor  may  change  frequently,
sexuality is not as simple. The term homosexual can be appropriate in some instances, but it carries
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with it  a  clinical  and medicalized tone.  As you will  see in  the timeline that  follows,  the medical
community has a recent history of  “treating homosexuality” with means that most would view as
inhumane today. So many people prefer a term like gay,  which was chosen and embraced by gay
people, rather than homosexual, which was imposed by a then discriminatory medical system.

The gay and lesbian rights movement became widely recognizable in the United States in the 1950s and
continues on today, as evidenced by prominent issues regarding sexual orientation in national news and
politics. National and international groups like the Human Rights Campaign advocate for rights for gay,
lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer (GLBTQ) communities. While these communities are often
grouped together within one acronym (GLBTQ), they are different. Gays and lesbians constitute the
most visible of the groups and receive the most attention and funding. Bisexuals are rarely visible or
included in popular cultural discourses or in social and political movements. Transgender issues have
received much more attention in recent years, but transgender identity connects to gender more than it
does to sexuality. Last, queer is a term used to describe a group that is diverse in terms of identities but
usually  takes  a  more  activist  and  at  times  radical  stance  that  critiques  sexual  categories.
While queer was long considered a derogatory label, and still is by some, the queer activist movement
that emerged in the 1980s and early 1990s reclaimed the word and embraced it as a positive. As you
can see, there is a diversity of identities among sexual minorities, just as there is variation within races
and genders.

As with other cultural identities, notions of sexuality have been socially constructed in different ways
throughout human history. Sexual orientation didn’t come into being as an identity category until the
late 1800s. Before that, sexuality was viewed in more physical or spiritual senses that were largely
separate  from  a  person’s  identity.  Table  8.3  “Developments  Related  to  Sexuality,  Identity,  and
Communication” traces some of the developments relevant to sexuality, identity, and communication
that show how this cultural identity has been constructed over the past 3,000 years.

Table 8.3 Developments Related to Sexuality, Identity, and Communication
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Year(s) Development

1400
BCE–565
BCE

During the Greek and Roman era, there was no conception of sexual orientation as an identity.
However, sexual relationships between men were accepted for some members of society. Also at
this time, Greek poet Sappho wrote about love between women.

533 Byzantine Emperor Justinian makes adultery and same-sex sexual acts punishable by death.

1533 Civil law in England indicates the death penalty can be given for same-sex sexual acts between
men.

1810 Napoleonic Code in France removes all penalties for any sexual activity between consenting
adults.

1861 England removes death penalty for same-sex sexual acts.

1892 The term heterosexuality is coined to refer a form of “sexual perversion” in which people engage
in sexual acts for reasons other than reproduction.

1897 Dr. Magnus Hirschfield founds the Scientific Humanitarian Committee in Berlin. It is the first gay
rights organization.

1900–1930 Doctors “treat” homosexuality with castration, electro-shock therapy, and incarceration in mental
hospitals.

1924 The first gay rights organization in the United States, the Chicago Society for Human Rights, is
founded.

1933–44
Tens of thousands of gay men are sent to concentration camps under Nazi rule. The prisoners are
forced to wear pink triangles on their uniforms. The pink triangle was later reclaimed as a symbol
of gay rights.

1934 The terms heterosexuality and homosexuality appear in Webster’s dictionary with generally the
same meaning the terms hold today.

1948 American sexologist Alfred Kinsey’s research reveals that more people than thought have
engaged in same-sex sexual activity. His research highlights the existence of bisexuality.

1969
On June 27, patrons at the Stonewall Inn in New York City fight back as police raid the bar (a
common practice used by police at the time to harass gay people). “The Stonewall Riot,” as it
came to be called, was led by gay, lesbian, and transgender patrons of the bar, many of whom
were working class and/or people of color.

1974 The American Psychiatric Association removes its reference to homosexuality as a mental illness.

1999 The Vermont Supreme Court rules that the state must provide legal rights to same-sex couples. In
2000, Vermont becomes the first state to offer same-sex couples civil unions.

2003 The US Supreme Court rules that Texas’s sodomy law is unconstitutional, which effectively
decriminalizes consensual same-sex relations.

2011 The US military policy “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” is repealed, allowing gays and lesbians to serve
openly.

Source: Adapted from Brenda J. Allen, Difference Matters: Communicating Social Identity (Long Grove,
IL: Waveland Press, 2011), 117–25; and University of Denver Queer and Ally Commission, “Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, and Queer History,” Queer Ally Training Manual, 2008.
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Ability

As recently disabled veterans integrate back into civilian life, they will be offered
assistance and accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act.
Wounded Warrior Regiment – CC BY-NC 2.0.

There is resistance to classifying ability as a cultural identity, because we follow a medical model of
disability that places disability as an individual and medical rather than social and cultural issue. While
much of what distinguishes able-bodied and cognitively able from disabled is rooted in science, biology,
and physiology,  there are important sociocultural  dimensions.  The Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA) defines an individual with a disability as “a person who has a physical or mental impairment that
substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has a history or record of such an
impairment, or a person who is perceived by others as having such an impairment” (Allen, 2011). An
impairment is defined as “any temporary or permanent loss or abnormality of a body structure or
function, whether physiological or psychological” (Allen, 2011). This definition is important because it
notes the social aspect of disability in that people’s life activities are limited and the relational aspect of
disability in that the perception of a disability by others can lead someone to be classified as such.
Ascribing an identity of disabled to a person can be problematic. If  there is a mental or physical
impairment, it should be diagnosed by a credentialed expert. If there isn’t an impairment, then the label
of disabled can have negative impacts, as this label carries social and cultural significance. People are
tracked into various educational programs based on their physical and cognitive abilities, and there are
many cases of people being mistakenly labeled disabled who were treated differently despite their
protest of the ascribed label. Students who did not speak English as a first language, for example,
were—and perhaps still are—sometimes put into special education classes.

Ability, just as the other cultural identities discussed, has institutionalized privileges and disadvantages
associated with it. Ableism is the system of beliefs and practices that produces a physical and mental
standard that is projected as normal for a human being and labels deviations from it abnormal, resulting
in unequal treatment and access to resources. Ability privilege refers to the unearned advantages that
are provided for people who fit the cognitive and physical norms (Allen, 2011). I once attended a
workshop about ability privilege led by a man who was visually impaired. He talked about how, unlike
other cultural identities that are typically stable over a lifetime, ability fluctuates for most people. We
have all experienced times when we are more or less able.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/8.2.3N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usmcwwr/5736130082/
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Perhaps you broke your leg and had to use crutches or a wheelchair for a while. Getting sick for a
prolonged period of time also lessens our abilities, but we may fully recover from any of these examples
and regain our ability privilege. Whether you’ve experienced a short-term disability or not, the majority
of us will become less physically and cognitively able as we get older.

Statistically, people with disabilities make up the largest minority group in the United States, with an
estimated 20 percent of people five years or older living with some form of disability (Allen, 2011).
Medical advances have allowed some people with disabilities to live longer and more active lives than
before, which has led to an increase in the number of people with disabilities. This number could
continue to increase, as we have thousands of veterans returning from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
with physical disabilities or psychological impairments such as posttraumatic stress disorder.

As disability has been constructed in US history, it has intersected with other cultural identities. For
example, people opposed to “political and social equality for women cited their supposed physical,
intellectual, and psychological flaws, deficits, and deviations from the male norm.” They framed women
as emotional, irrational, and unstable, which was used to put them into the “scientific” category of
“feeblemindedness,”  which led them to be institutionalized (Carlson,  2001).  Arguments supporting
racial inequality and tighter immigration restrictions also drew on notions of disability, framing certain
racial groups as prone to mental retardation, mental illness, or uncontrollable emotions and actions.
See  Table  8.4  “Developments  Related  to  Ability,  Identity,  and  Communication”  for  a  timeline  of
developments related to ability, identity, and communication. These thoughts led to a dark time in US
history, as the eugenics movement sought to limit reproduction of people deemed as deficient.

Table 8.4 Developments Related to Ability, Identity, and Communication

Year(s) Development

400 BCE
The Greeks make connections between biology, physiology, and actions. For example, they make a
connection between epilepsy and a disorder of the mind but still consider the source to be
supernatural or divine.

30–480 People with disabilities are viewed with pity by early Christians and thought to be so conditioned
because of an impurity that could possibly be addressed through prayer.

500–1500 As beliefs in the supernatural increase during the Middle Ages, people with disabilities are seen as
manifestations of evil and are ridiculed and persecuted.

1650–1789 During the Enlightenment, the first large-scale movements toward the medical model are made, as
science and medicine advance and society turns to a view of human rationality.

1900s
The eugenics movement in the United States begins. Laws are passed to sterilize the “socially
inadequate,” and during this time, more than sixty thousand people were forcibly sterilized in
thirty-three states.

1930s People with disabilities become the first targets of experimentation and mass execution by the Nazis.

1970s The independent living movement becomes a prominent part of the disability rights movement.

1990 The Americans with Disabilities Act is passed through Congress and signed into law.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-2-exploring-specific-cultural-identities/#jones_1.0-ch08_s02_s04_t01
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Source: Maggie Shreve, “The Movement for Independent Living: A Brief History,” Independent Living
Research Utilization, accessed October 14, 2011.

During the early part of the 1900s, the eugenics movement was the epitome of the move to rehabilitate
or  reject  people  with  disabilities  (Allen,  2005).  This  was  a  brand of  social  engineering that  was
indicative of a strong public support in the rationality of science to cure society’s problems (Allen,
2011).  A  sterilization  law  written  in  1914  “proposed  to  authorize  sterilization  of  the  socially
inadequate,” which included the “feebleminded, insane, criminalistic,  epileptic,  inebriate,  diseased,
blind, deaf, deformed, and dependent” (Lombardo, 2011). During the eugenics movement in the United
States, more than sixty thousand people in thirty-three states were involuntarily sterilized (Allen, 2011).
Although the eugenics movement as it was envisioned and enacted then is unthinkable today, some who
have studied the eugenics movement of the early 1900s have issued warnings that a newly packaged
version of eugenics could be upon us. As human genome mapping and DNA manipulation become more
accessible, advanced genetic testing could enable parents to eliminate undesirable aspects or enhance
desirable characteristics of their children before they are born, creating “designer children” (Spice,
2005).

Much has  changed  for  people  with  disabilities  in  the  United  States  in  the  past  fifty  years.  The
independent living movement (ILM) was a part of the disability rights movement that took shape along
with other social movements of the 1960s and 1970s. The ILM calls for more individual and collective
action toward social change by people with disabilities. Some of the goals of the ILM include reframing
disability as a social and political rather than just a medical issue, a shift toward changing society
rather than just rehabilitating people with disabilities, a view of accommodations as civil rights rather
than charity, and more involvement by people with disabilities in the formulation and execution of
policies relating to them (Longmore, 2003). As society better adapts to people with disabilities, there
will be more instances of interability communication taking place.

Interability communication is communication between people with differing ability levels; for example, a
hearing person communicating with someone who is hearing impaired or a person who doesn’t use a
wheelchair communicating with someone who uses a wheelchair. Since many people are unsure of how
to communicate with a person with disabilities, following are the “Ten Commandments of Etiquette for
Communicating  with  People  with  Disabilities”  to  help  you  in  communicating  with  persons  with
disabilities:

When talking with a person with a disability, speak directly to that person rather than through1.
a companion or sign-language interpreter.
When introduced to a person with a disability, it is appropriate to offer to shake hands. People2.
with limited hand use or an artificial limb can usually shake hands. (Shaking hands with the left
hand is an acceptable greeting.)
When meeting a person who is visually impaired, always identify yourself and others who may3.
be with you. When conversing in a group, remember to identify the person to whom you are
speaking.

http://ilru.org/html/publications/infopaks/IL_paradigm.doc
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If you offer assistance, wait until the offer is accepted. Then listen to or ask for instructions.4.
Treat adults as adults. Address people who have disabilities by their first names only when5.
extending the same familiarity to all others. (Never patronize people who use wheelchairs by
patting them on the head or shoulder.)
Leaning on or hanging on to a person’s wheelchair is similar to leaning or hanging on to a6.
person and is generally considered annoying. The chair is part of the personal body space of
the person who uses it.
Listen attentively when you’re talking with a person who has difficulty speaking. Be patient and7.
wait for the person to finish, rather than correcting or speaking for the person. If necessary,
ask short questions that require short answers, a nod, or a shake of the head. Never pretend to
understand if you are having difficulty doing so. Instead, repeat what you have understood and
allow the person to respond. The response will clue you in and guide your understanding.
When speaking with a person who uses a wheelchair or a person who uses crutches, place8.
yourself at eye level in front of the person to facilitate the conversation.
To get the attention of a person who is deaf, tap the person on the shoulder or wave your hand.9.
Look directly at the person and speak clearly, slowly, and expressively to determine if the
person can read your lips. Not all people who are deaf can read lips. For those who do lip read,
be sensitive to their needs by placing yourself so that you face the light source and keep hands,
cigarettes, and food away from your mouth when speaking.
Relax. Don’t be embarrassed if you happen to use accepted, common expressions such as “See10.
you later” or “Did you hear about that?” that seem to relate to a person’s disability. Don’t be
afraid to ask questions when you’re unsure of what to do.

Intercultural Communication and Relationships

Intercultural relationships are formed between people with different cultural identities and
include  friends,  romantic  partners,  family,  and  coworkers.  Thus,  intercultural
communication occurs when people with differing cultures and cultural identities interact.
Intercultural  relationships  have  benefits  and  drawbacks.  Some  of  the  benefits  include
increasing cultural knowledge, challenging previously held stereotypes, and learning new skills
(Martin  &  Nakayama,  2010).  For  example,  I  learned  about  the  Vietnamese  New  Year
celebration Tet from a friend I made in graduate school. This same friend also taught me how
to make some delicious Vietnamese foods that I continue to cook today. I likely would not have
gained this cultural knowledge or skill  without the benefits of my intercultural friendship.
Intercultural relationships also present challenges, however.

While differences between people’s cultural identities may be obvious, it takes some effort to
uncover commonalities that can form the basis of  a relationship.  Perceived differences in
general also create anxiety and uncertainty that is not as present in intracultural relationships.
Negative stereotypes may also hinder progress toward relational development, especially if the
individuals are not open to adjusting their preexisting beliefs. Intercultural relationships may
also take more work to nurture and maintain. The benefit of increased cultural awareness is
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often achieved, because the relational partners explain their cultures to each other. This type
of explaining requires time, effort, and patience and may be an extra burden that some are not
willing to carry. Last, engaging in intercultural relationships can lead to questioning or even
backlash from one’s own group. I experienced this type of backlash from my white classmates
in middle school who teased me for hanging out with the African American kids on my bus.
While these challenges range from mild inconveniences to more serious repercussions, they
are important to be aware of. As noted earlier, intercultural relationships can take many forms.
The focus of this section is on friendships and romantic relationships, but much of the following
discussion can be extended to other relationship types.

Intercultural Friendships

Even within the United States, views of friendship vary based on cultural identities. Research
on friendship has shown that Latinos/as value relational support and positive feedback, Asian
Americans emphasize exchanges of ideas like offering feedback or asking for guidance, African
Americans value respect and mutual acceptance, and European Americans value recognition of
each other as individuals (Coller, 1996). Despite the differences in emphasis, research also
shows that the overall definition of a close friend is similar across cultures. A close friend is
thought of as someone who is helpful and nonjudgmental, who you enjoy spending time with
but can also be independent, and who shares similar interests and personality traits (Lee,
2006).

Intercultural friendship formation may face challenges that other friendships do not. Prior
intercultural  experience  and  overcoming  language  barriers  increase  the  likelihood  of
intercultural friendship formation (Sias et al.,  2008). In some cases, previous intercultural
experience, like studying abroad in college or living in a diverse place, may motivate someone
to pursue intercultural friendships once they are no longer in that context. When friendships
cross nationality, it may be necessary to invest more time in common understanding, due to
language barriers. With sufficient motivation and language skills, communication exchanges
through  self-disclosure  can  then  further  relational  formation.  Research  has  shown  that
individuals from different countries in intercultural friendships differ in terms of the topics and
depth of self-disclosure,  but that as the friendship progresses,  self-disclosure increases in
depth and breadth (Chen & Nakazawa, 2009). Further, as people overcome initial challenges to
initiating an intercultural friendship and move toward mutual self-disclosure, the relationship
becomes more intimate, which helps friends work through and move beyond their cultural
differences to focus on maintaining their relationship. In this sense, intercultural friendships
can be just as strong and enduring as other friendships (Lee, 2006).

The potential for broadening one’s perspective and learning more about cultural identities is
not always balanced, however. In some instances, members of a dominant culture may be more
interested in sharing their culture with their intercultural friend than they are in learning
about their friend’s culture, which illustrates how context and power influence friendships
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(Lee,  2006).  A research study found a similar power dynamic,  as European Americans in
intercultural  friendships  stated  they  were  open  to  exploring  everyone’s  culture  but  also
communicated that culture wasn’t a big part of their intercultural friendships, as they just saw
their friends as people. As the researcher states, “These types of responses may demonstrate
that it is easiest for the group with the most socioeconomic and socio-cultural power to ignore
the rules, assume they have the power as individuals to change the rules, or assume that no
rules exist, since others are adapting to them rather than vice versa” (Collier, 1996). Again,
intercultural friendships illustrate the complexity of culture and the importance of remaining
mindful of your communication and the contexts in which it occurs.

Culture and Romantic Relationships

Romantic relationships are influenced by society and culture, and still today some people face
discrimination based on who they love. Specifically, sexual orientation and race affect societal
views of romantic relationships. Although the United States, as a whole, is becoming more
accepting  of  gay  and  lesbian  relationships,  there  is  still  a  climate  of  prejudice  and
discrimination that individuals in same-gender romantic relationships must face. Despite some
physical  and virtual  meeting places  for  gay and lesbian people,  there are  challenges for
meeting and starting romantic relationships that are not experienced for most heterosexual
people (Peplau & Spalding, 2000).

As we’ve already discussed, romantic relationships are likely to begin due to merely being
exposed to another person at work, through a friend, and so on. But some gay and lesbian
people may feel pressured into or just feel more comfortable not disclosing or displaying their
sexual  orientation at  work or  perhaps even to  some family  and friends,  which closes off
important social networks through which most romantic relationships begin. This pressure to
refrain  from  disclosing  one’s  gay  or  lesbian  sexual  orientation  in  the  workplace  is  not
unfounded, as it is still legal in twenty-nine states (as of November 2012) to fire someone for
being gay or lesbian (Human Rights Campaign, 2012). There are also some challenges faced by
gay and lesbian partners regarding relationship termination. Gay and lesbian couples do not
have the same legal and societal  resources to manage their relationships as heterosexual
couples; for example, gay and lesbian relationships are not legally recognized in most states, it
is more difficult for a gay or lesbian couple to jointly own property or share custody of children
than heterosexual couples, and there is little public funding for relationship counseling or
couples therapy for gay and lesbian couples.

While this lack of barriers may make it easier for gay and lesbian partners to break out of an
unhappy or unhealthy relationship, it could also lead couples to termination who may have
been helped by the sociolegal support systems available to heterosexuals (Peplau & Spalding,
2000).

Despite these challenges, relationships between gay and lesbian people are similar in other
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ways to  those between heterosexuals.  Gay,  lesbian,  and heterosexual  people  seek similar
qualities  in  a  potential  mate,  and  once  relationships  are  established,  all  these  groups
experience similar degrees of relational satisfaction (Peplau & Spalding, 2000). Despite the
myth that one person plays the man and one plays the woman in a relationship, gay and lesbian
partners do not have set preferences in terms of gender role. In fact, research shows that while
women in heterosexual  relationships tend to do more of  the housework,  gay and lesbian
couples  were  more  likely  to  divide  tasks  so  that  each  person  has  an  equal  share  of
responsibility (Peplau & Spalding, 2000). A gay or lesbian couple doesn’t necessarily constitute
an intercultural relationship, but as we have already discussed, sexuality is an important part
of an individual’s identity and connects to larger social and cultural systems. Keeping in mind
that identity and culture are complex, we can see that gay and lesbian relationships can also be
intercultural if the partners are of different racial or ethnic backgrounds.

The Supreme Court ruled in the 1967 Loving v. Virginia
case that states could not enforce laws banning interracial
marriages. Bahai.us – CC BY-NC 2.0.

While  interracial  relationships  have  occurred  throughout  history,  there  have  been  more
historical taboos in the United States regarding relationships between African Americans and
white people than other racial groups. Antimiscegenation laws were common in states and
made it illegal for people of different racial/ethnic groups to marry. It wasn’t until 1967 that
the Supreme Court ruled in the case of Loving versus Virginia, declaring these laws to be
unconstitutional (Pratt, 1995). It wasn’t until 1998 and 2000, however, that South Carolina and
Alabama removed such language from their state constitutions (Lovingday.org, 2011). The
organization and website lovingday.org commemorates the landmark case and works to end
racial prejudice through education.

Even after these changes, there were more Asian-white and Latino/a-white relationships than
there were African American–white relationships (Gaines Jr. & Brennan, 2011). Having already
discussed the  importance of  similarity  in  attraction to  mates,  it’s  important  to  note  that
partners in an interracial  relationship,  although culturally  different,  tend to be similar  in
occupation and income.  This  can likely  be explained by the situational  influences on our

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/8.3.2N.jpg
https://render.bitstrips.com/v2/cpanel/10212032-174614684_1-s4-v1.png?transparent=1
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relationship formation we discussed earlier—namely, that work tends to be a starting ground
for many of our relationships, and we usually work with people who have similar backgrounds
to us.

There has been much research on interracial couples that counters the popular notion that
partners  may  be  less  satisfied  in  their  relationships  due  to  cultural  differences.  In  fact,
relational  satisfaction  isn’t  significantly  different  for  interracial  partners,  although  the
challenges they may face in finding acceptance from other people could lead to stressors that
are not as strong for intracultural partners (Gaines Jr. & Brennan, 2011). Although partners in
interracial  relationships  certainly  face challenges,  there are  positives.  For  example,  some
mention that they’ve experienced personal growth by learning about their partner’s cultural
background,  which helps them gain alternative perspectives.  Specifically,  white  people in
interracial relationships have cited an awareness of and empathy for racism that still exists,
which they may not have been aware of before (Gaines Jr. & Liu, 2000).

Key Takeaways

The social constructionist view of culture and identity states that the self is formed
through our interactions with others and in relation to social, cultural, and political
contexts.

Race, gender, sexuality, and ability are socially constructed cultural identities that
developed over time in relation to historical, social, and political contexts.

Race, gender, sexuality, and ability are cultural identities that affect our
communication and our relationships.

Exercises

Do you ever have difficulty discussing different cultural identities due to terminology?1.
If so, what are your uncertainties? What did you learn in this chapter that can help you
overcome them?

What comes to mind when you hear the word feminist? How did you come to have the2.
ideas you have about feminism?

How do you see sexuality connect to identity in the media? Why do you think the media3.
portrays sexuality and identity the way it does?

Think of an instance in which you had an interaction with someone with a disability.4.
Would knowing the “Ten Commandments for Communicating with People with
Disabilities” have influenced how you communicated in this instance? Why or why not?

"8.2: Exploring Specific Cultural Identities". Communication in the Real World. University of Minnesota
Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in 2013 by a
publisher who has requested that it not receive attribution. Creative Commons Attribution-

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

144

NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License
“Effective Interaction: Communication with and about People with Disabilities in the Workplace,” Office
of Disability Employment Policy. U.S. Department of Labor. Accessed November 5, 2012.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://www.dol.gov/odep/pubs/fact/effectiveinteraction.htm#.UJgp8RjqJJ8
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5.3 Intercultural Communication Dialectics
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Page Source

Learning Objectives

List and summarize the six dialectics of intercultural communication.1.

It is through intercultural communication that we come to create, understand, and transform culture
and identity.  Intercultural  communication is communication between people with differing cultural
identities. One reason we should study intercultural communication is to foster greater self-awareness
(Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Our thought process regarding culture is often “other focused,” meaning
that the culture of the other person or group is what stands out in our perception. However, the old
adage  “know  thyself”  is  appropriate,  as  we  become  more  aware  of  our  own  culture  by  better
understanding  other  cultures  and perspectives.  Intercultural  communication  can  allow us  to  step
outside of our comfortable, usual frame of reference and see our culture through a different lens.
Additionally, as we become more self-aware, we may also become more ethical communicators as we
challenge our ethnocentrism, or our tendency to view our own culture as superior to other cultures.

As was noted earlier, difference matters, and studying intercultural communication can help us better
negotiate  our  changing  world.  Changing  economies  and  technologies  intersect  with  culture  in
meaningful ways (Martin & Nakayama). As was noted earlier, technology has created for some a global
village where vast  distances are now much shorter  due to new technology that  make travel  and
communication more accessible and convenient (McLuhan, 1967). However, as the following “Getting
Plugged  In”  box  indicates,  there  is  also  a  digital  divide,  which  refers  to  the  unequal  access  to
technology and related skills that exists in much of the world. People in most fields will  be more
successful if they are prepared to work in a globalized world. Obviously, the global market sets up the
need to have intercultural competence for employees who travel between locations of a multinational
corporation. Perhaps less obvious may be the need for teachers to work with students who do not speak
English as their first language and for police officers, lawyers, managers, and medical personnel to be
able to work with people who have various cultural identities.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-3-intercultural-communication/
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“Getting Plugged In”

The Digital Divide

Many people who are now college age struggle to imagine a time without cell phones and the
Internet. As “digital natives” it is probably also surprising to realize the number of people who do
not have access to certain technologies. The digital divide was a term that initially referred to gaps
in access to computers. The term expanded to include access to the Internet since it exploded onto
the technology scene and is now connected to virtually all computing (van Deursen & van Dijk,
2010). Approximately two billion people around the world now access the Internet regularly, and
those who don’t face several disadvantages (Smith, 2011). Discussions of the digital divide are now
turning more specifically to high-speed Internet access, and the discussion is moving beyond the
physical access divide to include the skills divide, the economic opportunity divide, and the
democratic divide. This divide doesn’t just exist in developing countries; it has become an
increasing concern in the United States. This is relevant to cultural identities because there are
already inequalities in terms of access to technology based on age, race, and class (Sylvester &
McGlynn, 2010). Scholars argue that these continued gaps will only serve to exacerbate existing
cultural and social inequalities. From an international perspective, the United States is falling
behind other countries in terms of access to high-speed Internet. South Korea, Japan, Sweden, and
Germany now all have faster average connection speeds than the United States (Smith, 2011). And
Finland in 2010 became the first country in the world to declare that all its citizens have a legal
right to broadband Internet access (ben-Aaron, 2010). People in rural areas in the United States
are especially disconnected from broadband service, with about 11 million rural Americans unable
to get the service at home. As so much of our daily lives go online, it puts those who aren’t
connected at a disadvantage. From paying bills online, to interacting with government services, to
applying for jobs, to taking online college classes, to researching and participating in political and
social causes, the Internet connects to education, money, and politics.

What do you think of Finland’s inclusion of broadband access as a legal right? Is this1.
something that should be done in other countries? Why or why not?

How does the digital divide affect the notion of the global village?2.
How might limited access to technology negatively affect various nondominant groups?3.

Intercultural Communication: A Dialectical Approach

Intercultural communication is complicated, messy, and at times contradictory. Therefore it  is  not
always easy to conceptualize or study. Taking a dialectical approach allows us to capture the dynamism
of  intercultural  communication.  A  dialectic  is  a  relationship  between two opposing concepts  that
constantly push and pull one another (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). To put it another way, thinking
dialectically helps us realize that our experiences often occur in between two different phenomena. This
perspective is especially useful for interpersonal and intercultural communication, because when we
think dialectically, we think relationally. This means we look at the relationship between aspects of
intercultural communication rather than viewing them in isolation. Intercultural communication occurs
as a dynamic in-betweenness that, while connected to the individuals in an encounter, goes beyond the
individuals, creating something unique. Holding a dialectical perspective may be challenging for some
Westerners, as it asks us to hold two contradictory ideas simultaneously, which goes against much of
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what we are taught in our formal education. Thinking dialectically helps us see the complexity in
culture and identity because it doesn’t allow for dichotomies. Dichotomies are dualistic ways of thinking
that  highlight  opposites,  reducing  the  ability  to  see  gradations  that  exist  in  between  concepts.
Dichotomies  such  as  good/evil,  wrong/right,  objective/subjective,  male/female,  in-group/out-group,
black/white,  and  so  on  form the  basis  of  much  of  our  thoughts  on  ethics,  culture,  and  general
philosophy, but this isn’t the only way of thinking (Marin & Nakayama, 1999). Many Eastern cultures
acknowledge that the world isn’t dualistic. Rather, they accept as part of their reality that things that
seem opposite are actually  interdependent and complement each other.  I  argue that a dialectical
approach is useful in studying intercultural communication because it gets us out of our comfortable
and familiar ways of thinking. Since so much of understanding culture and identity is understanding
ourselves, having an unfamiliar lens through which to view culture can offer us insights that our
familiar  lenses  will  not.  Specifically,  we  can  better  understand  intercultural  communication  by
examining  six  dialectics  (see  Figure  8.1  “Dialectics  of  Intercultural  Communication”)  (Martin  &
Nakayama, 1999).

Figure 8.1 Dialectics of Intercultural Communication
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Source: Adapted from Judith N. Martin and Thomas K. Nakayama, “Thinking
Dialectically about Culture and Communication,” Communication Theory 9, no. 1
(1999): 1–25.

The cultural-individual dialectic captures the interplay between patterned behaviors learned from a
cultural group and individual behaviors that may be variations on or counter to those of the larger
culture.  This dialectic is  useful  because it  helps us account for exceptions to cultural  norms. For
example, earlier we learned that the United States is said to be a low-context culture, which means that
we value verbal communication as our primary, meaning-rich form of communication. Conversely, Japan
is said to be a high-context culture, which means they often look for nonverbal clues like tone, silence,
or what is not said for meaning. However, you can find people in the United States who intentionally put
much meaning into how they say things, perhaps because they are not as comfortable speaking directly
what’s on their mind. We often do this in situations where we may hurt someone’s feelings or damage a
relationship. Does that mean we come from a high-context culture? Does the Japanese man who speaks
more than is socially acceptable come from a low-context culture? The answer to both questions is no.
Neither the behaviors of a small percentage of individuals nor occasional situational choices constitute

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/28264ef0c4d83cb28ca47caed7234458.jpg
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a cultural pattern.

The personal-contextual dialectic highlights the connection between our personal patterns of and
preferences for communicating and how various contexts influence the personal. In some cases, our
communication patterns and preferences will stay the same across many contexts. In other cases, a
context  shift  may  lead  us  to  alter  our  communication  and  adapt.  For  example,  an  American
businesswoman may prefer to communicate with her employees in an informal and laid-back manner.
When she is promoted to manage a department in her company’s office in Malaysia, she may again
prefer to communicate with her new Malaysian employees the same way she did with those in the
United States. In the United States, we know that there are some accepted norms that communication
in work contexts is more formal than in personal contexts. However, we also know that individual
managers often adapt these expectations to suit their own personal tastes. This type of managerial
discretion would likely not go over as well in Malaysia where there is a greater emphasis put on power
distance (Hofstede, 1991). So while the American manager may not know to adapt to the new context
unless she has a high degree of intercultural communication competence, Malaysian managers would
realize that this is an instance where the context likely influences communication more than personal
preferences.

The differences-similarities dialectic allows us to examine how we are simultaneously similar to and
different from others. As was noted earlier, it’s easy to fall into a view of intercultural communication as
“other oriented” and set up dichotomies between “us” and “them.” When we overfocus on differences,
we  can  end  up  polarizing  groups  that  actually  have  things  in  common.  When  we  overfocus  on
similarities, we essentialize, or reduce/overlook important variations within a group. This tendency is
evident  in  most  of  the  popular,  and  some  of  the  academic,  conversations  regarding  “gender
differences.” The book Men Are from Mars and Women Are from Venus makes it seem like men and
women aren’t even species that hail from the same planet. The media is quick to include a blurb from a
research study indicating again how men and women are “wired” to communicate differently. However,
the overwhelming majority of current research on gender and communication finds that while there are
differences between how men and women communicate, there are far more similarities (Allen, 2011).
Even the language we use to describe the genders sets up dichotomies. That’s why I suggest that my
students use the term other gender instead of the commonly used opposite sex. I have a mom, a sister,
and plenty of female friends, and I don’t feel like any of them are the opposite of me. Perhaps a better
title for a book would be Women and Men Are Both from Earth.

The static-dynamic dialectic suggests that culture and communication change over time yet often
appear to be and are experienced as stable. Although it is true that our cultural beliefs and practices
are rooted in the past, we have already discussed how cultural categories that most of us assume to be
stable, like race and gender, have changed dramatically in just the past fifty years. Some cultural values
remain relatively consistent over time, which allows us to make some generalizations about a culture.
For example, cultures have different orientations to time. The Chinese have a longer-term orientation to
time than do Europeans (Lustig & Koester, 2006). This is evidenced in something that dates back as far
as astrology. The Chinese zodiac is done annually (The Year of the Monkey, etc.), while European



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

150

astrology was organized by month (Taurus, etc.). While this cultural orientation to time has been around
for generations, as China becomes more Westernized in terms of technology, business, and commerce,
it could also adopt some views on time that are more short term.

The  history/past-present/future dialectic  reminds  us  to  understand  that  while  current  cultural
conditions are important and that our actions now will inevitably affect our future, those conditions are
not without a history. We always view history through the lens of the present. Perhaps no example is
more entrenched in our past and avoided in our present as the history of slavery in the United States.
Where I grew up in the Southern United States, race was something that came up frequently. The high
school I  attended was 30 percent minorities (mostly African American) and also had a noticeable
number of white teens (mostly male) who proudly displayed Confederate flags on their clothing or
vehicles.

I  remember an instance in  a  history  class  where we were discussing slavery and the subject  of
repatriation, or compensation for descendants of slaves, came up. A white male student in the class
proclaimed, “I’ve never owned slaves. Why should I have to care about this now?” While his statement
about not owning slaves is valid, it doesn’t acknowledge that effects of slavery still linger today and that
the repercussions of such a long and unjust period of our history don’t disappear over the course of a
few generations.

The privileges-disadvantages dialectic captures the complex interrelation of unearned, systemic
advantages and disadvantages that operate among our various identities. As was discussed earlier, our
society  consists  of  dominant  and  nondominant  groups.  Our  cultures  and  identities  have  certain
privileges  and/or  disadvantages.  To  understand  this  dialectic,  we  must  view culture  and  identity
through a lens of intersectionality, which asks us to acknowledge that we each have multiple cultures
and identities that intersect with each other. Because our identities are complex, no one is completely
privileged and no one is  completely disadvantaged. For example,  while we may think of  a white,
heterosexual male as being very privileged, he may also have a disability that leaves him without the
able-bodied privilege that a Latina woman has. This is often a difficult dialectic for my students to
understand, because they are quick to point out exceptions that they think challenge this notion. For
example, many people like to point out Oprah Winfrey as a powerful African American woman. While
she is definitely now quite privileged despite her disadvantaged identities, her trajectory isn’t the norm.
When we view privilege and disadvantage at the cultural level, we cannot let individual exceptions
distract  from  the  systemic  and  institutionalized  ways  in  which  some  people  in  our  society  are
disadvantaged while others are privileged.

As these dialectics reiterate, culture and communication are complex systems that intersect with and
diverge from many contexts. A better understanding of all these dialectics helps us be more critical
thinkers and competent communicators in a changing world.
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“Getting Critical”

Immigration, Laws, and Religion

France, like the United States, has a constitutional separation between church and state. As
many countries in Europe, including France, Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden,
have experienced influxes of immigrants, many of them Muslim, there have been growing tensions
among immigration, laws, and religion. In 2011, France passed a law banning the wearing of
a niqab (pronounced knee-cobb), which is an Islamic facial covering worn by some women that only
exposes the eyes. This law was aimed at “assimilating its Muslim population” of more than five
million people and “defending French values and women’s rights” (De La Baume & Goodman,
2011). Women found wearing the veil can now be cited and fined $150 euros. Although the law
went into effect in April of 2011, the first fines were issued in late September of 2011. Hind Ahmas,
a woman who was fined, says she welcomes the punishment because she wants to challenge the
law in the European Court of Human Rights. She also stated that she respects French laws but
cannot abide by this one. Her choice to wear the veil has been met with more than a fine. She
recounts how she has been denied access to banks and other public buildings and was verbally
harassed by a woman on the street and then punched in the face by the woman’s husband. Another
Muslim woman named Kenza Drider, who can be seen in Video Clip 8.2, announced that she will
run for the presidency of France in order to challenge the law. The bill that contained the law was
broadly supported by politicians and the public in France, and similar laws are already in place in
Belgium and are being proposed in Italy, Austria, the Netherlands, and Switzerland (Fraser, 2011).

Some people who support the law argue that part of integrating into Western society is1.
showing your face. Do you agree or disagree? Why?

Part of the argument for the law is to aid in the assimilation of Muslim immigrants into2.
French society. What are some positives and negatives of this type of assimilation?

Identify which of the previously discussed dialectics can be seen in this case. How do3.
these dialectics capture the tensions involved?
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it online
here: http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/duttoncmst101/?p=99

Key Takeaways

Studying intercultural communication, communication between people with differing
cultural identities, can help us gain more self-awareness and be better able to
communicate in a world with changing demographics and technologies.

A dialectical approach to studying intercultural communication is useful because it
allows us to think about culture and identity in complex ways, avoiding dichotomies and
acknowledging the tensions that must be negotiated.

Intercultural relationships face some challenges in negotiating the dialectic between
similarities and differences but can also produce rewards in terms of fostering self- and
other awareness.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/duttoncmst101/?p=99#pb-interactive-content
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Exercises

Why is the phrase “Know thyself” relevant to the study of intercultural1.
communication?

Apply at least one of the six dialectics to a recent intercultural interaction that you2.
had. How does this dialectic help you understand or analyze the situation?

Do some research on your state’s laws by answering the following questions: Did your3.
state have antimiscegenation laws? If so, when were they repealed? Does your state
legally recognize gay and lesbian relationships? If so, how?

"8.3: Intercultural Communication". Communication in the Real World. University of Minnesota
Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in 2013 by a
publisher who has requested that it not receive attribution. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-3-intercultural-communication/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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5.4 Intercultural Communication Competency
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Page Source

 

Learning Objectives

Define intercultural communication competence.1.
Explain how motivation, self- and other-knowledge, and tolerance for uncertainty2.

relate to intercultural communication competence.
Summarize the three ways to cultivate intercultural communication competence that3.

are discussed.
Apply the concept of “thinking under the influence” as a reflective skill for building4.

intercultural communication competence.

Throughout this book we have been putting various tools in our communication toolbox to improve our
communication competence. Many of these tools can be translated into intercultural contexts. While
building any form of competence requires effort,  building intercultural communication competence
often requires us to take more risks. Some of these risks require us to leave our comfort zones and
adapt to new and uncertain situations. In this section, we will learn some of the skills needed to be an
interculturally competent communicator.

Components of Intercultural Communication Competence

Intercultural  communication  competence  (ICC)  is  the  ability  to  communicate  effectively  and
appropriately  in  various  cultural  contexts.  There  are  numerous  components  of  ICC.  Some  key
components include motivation, self- and other knowledge, and tolerance for uncertainty.

Initially,  a  person’s  motivation  for  communicating  with  people  from  other  cultures  must  be
considered. Motivation refers to the root of a person’s desire to foster intercultural relationships and
can be intrinsic or extrinsic (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Put simply, if a person isn’t motivated to
communicate with people from different cultures, then the components of ICC discussed next don’t
really matter. If a person has a healthy curiosity that drives him or her toward intercultural encounters
in order to learn more about self and others, then there is a foundation from which to build additional

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-4-intercultural-communication-competence/
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competence-relevant attitudes and skills. This intrinsic motivation makes intercultural communication a
voluntary, rewarding, and lifelong learning process. Motivation can also be extrinsic, meaning that the
desire  for  intercultural  communication  is  driven  by  an  outside  reward  like  money,  power,  or
recognition. While both types of motivation can contribute to ICC, context may further enhance or
impede a person’s motivation to communicate across cultures.

Members  of  dominant  groups  are  often  less  motivated,  intrinsically  and  extrinsically,  toward
intercultural  communication  than  members  of  nondominant  groups,  because  they  don’t  see  the
incentives for doing so. Having more power in communication encounters can create an unbalanced
situation where the individual from the nondominant group is expected to exhibit competence, or the
ability to adapt to the communication behaviors and attitudes of the other. Even in situations where
extrinsic rewards like securing an overseas business investment are at stake, it is likely that the foreign
investor is much more accustomed to adapting to United States business customs and communication
than vice versa. This expectation that others will adapt to our communication can be unconscious, but
later ICC skills we will learn will help bring it to awareness.

The unbalanced situation I just described is a daily reality for many individuals with nondominant
identities. Their motivation toward intercultural communication may be driven by survival in terms of
functioning  effectively  in  dominant  contexts.  Recall  the  phenomenon  known  as  code-switching
discussed earlier, in which individuals from nondominant groups adapt their communication to fit in
with the dominant group. In such instances, African Americans may “talk white” by conforming to what
is called “standard English,” women in corporate environments may adapt masculine communication
patterns,  people  who are  gay or  lesbian may self-censor  and avoid  discussing their  same-gender
partners with coworkers, and people with nonvisible disabilities may not disclose them in order to avoid
judgment.

While intrinsic motivation captures an idealistic view of intercultural communication as rewarding in its
own right, many contexts create extrinsic motivation. In either case, there is a risk that an individual’s
motivation can still lead to incompetent communication. For example, it would be exploitative for an
extrinsically motivated person to pursue intercultural communication solely for an external reward and
then abandon the intercultural relationship once the reward is attained. These situations highlight the
relational aspect of ICC, meaning that the motivation of all parties should be considered. Motivation
alone cannot create ICC.

Knowledge supplements motivation and is an important part of building ICC. Knowledge includes self-
and other-awareness, mindfulness, and cognitive flexibility. Building knowledge of our own cultures,
identities, and communication patterns takes more than passive experience (Martin & Nakayama). As
you’ll recall from Chapter 2 “Communication and Perception”, on perception, we learn who we are
through our interactions with others. Developing cultural self-awareness often requires us to get out of
our comfort zones. Listening to people who are different from us is a key component of developing self-
knowledge. This may be uncomfortable, because we may realize that people think of our identities
differently than we thought.  For example,  when I  lived in Sweden,  my Swedish roommates often
discussed how they were wary of befriending students from the United States. They perceived US
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Americans to be shallow because they were friendly and exciting while they were in Sweden but didn’t
remain friends once they left. Although I was initially upset by their assessment, I came to see the truth
in it. Swedes are generally more reserved than US Americans and take longer to form close friendships.
The comparatively extroverted nature of the Americans led some of the Swedes to overestimate the
depth of their relationship, which ultimately hurt them when the Americans didn’t stay in touch. This
made me more aware of how my communication was perceived, enhancing my self-knowledge. I also
learned more about communication behaviors of the Swedes, which contributed to my other-knowledge.

The most effective way to develop other-knowledge is by direct and thoughtful encounters with other
cultures. However, people may not readily have these opportunities for a variety of reasons. Despite the
overall diversity in the United States, many people still only interact with people who are similar to
them. Even in a racially diverse educational setting, for example, people often group off with people of
their own race. While a heterosexual person may have a gay or lesbian friend or relative, they likely
spend most of their time with other heterosexuals. Unless you interact with people with disabilities as
part of your job or have a person with a disability in your friend or family group, you likely spend most
of your time interacting with able-bodied people. Living in a rural area may limit your ability to interact
with a range of cultures, and most people do not travel internationally regularly. Because of this, we
may have to make a determined effort to interact with other cultures or rely on educational sources like
college classes, books, or documentaries. Learning another language is also a good way to learn about a
culture, because you can then read the news or watch movies in the native language, which can offer
insights that are lost in translation. It is important to note though that we must evaluate the credibility
of the source of our knowledge, whether it is a book, person, or other source. Also, knowledge of
another language does not automatically equate to ICC.

Developing self- and other-knowledge is an ongoing process that will continue to adapt and grow as we
encounter new experiences. Mindfulness and cognitive complexity will help as we continue to build our
ICC (Pusch, 2009). Mindfulness is a state of self- and other-monitoring that informs later reflection on
communication interactions. As mindful communicators we should ask questions that focus on the
interactive process like “How is our communication going? What are my reactions? What are their
reactions?” Being able to adapt our communication in the moment based on our answers to these
questions is a skill that comes with a high level of ICC. Reflecting on the communication encounter later
to see what can be learned is also a way to build ICC. We should then be able to incorporate what we
learned  into  our  communication  frameworks,  which  requires  cognitive  flexibility.  Cognitive
flexibility refers to the ability to continually supplement and revise existing knowledge to create new
categories rather than forcing new knowledge into old categories. Cognitive flexibility helps prevent our
knowledge from becoming stale and also prevents the formation of stereotypes and can help us avoid
prejudging  an  encounter  or  jumping  to  conclusions.  In  summary,  to  be  better  intercultural
communicators, we should know much about others and ourselves and be able to reflect on and adapt
our knowledge as we gain new experiences.

Motivation and knowledge can inform us as we gain new experiences, but how we feel in the moment of
intercultural encounters is also important. Tolerance for uncertainty refers to an individual’s attitude
about and level of comfort in uncertain situations (Martin & Nakayama, 2010). Some people perform
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better in uncertain situations than others, and intercultural encounters often bring up uncertainty.
Whether  communicating  with  someone  of  a  different  gender,  race,  or  nationality,  we  are  often
wondering what we should or shouldn’t do or say. Situations of uncertainty most often become clearer
as they progress, but the anxiety that an individual with a low tolerance for uncertainty feels may lead
them to leave the situation or otherwise communicate in a less competent manner. Individuals with a
high tolerance for uncertainty may exhibit  more patience,  waiting on new information to become
available or seeking out information, which may then increase the understanding of the situation and
lead to a more successful outcome (Pusch, 2009). Individuals who are intrinsically motivated toward
intercultural communication may have a higher tolerance for uncertainty, in that their curiosity leads
them to engage with others who are different because they find the self- and other-knowledge gained
rewarding.

Cultivating Intercultural Communication Competence

How can ICC be built and achieved? This is a key question we will address in this section. Two main
ways to build ICC are through experiential learning and reflective practices (Bednarz, 2010). We must
first realize that competence isn’t any one thing. Part of being competent means that you can assess
new situations and adapt your existing knowledge to the new contexts. What it means to be competent
will vary depending on your physical location, your role (personal, professional, etc.), and your life
stage, among other things. Sometimes we will know or be able to figure out what is expected of us in a
given situation, but sometimes we may need to act in unexpected ways to meet the needs of a situation.
Competence enables us to better cope with the unexpected, adapt to the nonroutine, and connect to
uncommon frameworks. I have always told my students that ICC is less about a list of rules and more
about a box of tools.

Three ways to cultivate ICC are to foster attitudes that motivate us, discover knowledge that informs us,
and develop skills that enable us (Bennett, 2009). To foster attitudes that motivate us, we must develop
a sense of wonder about culture. This sense of wonder can lead to feeling overwhelmed, humbled, or
awed (Opdal, 2001). This sense of wonder may correlate to a high tolerance for uncertainty, which can
help us turn potentially frustrating experiences we have into teachable moments. I’ve had many such
moments in my intercultural encounters at home and abroad. One such moment came the first time I
tried to cook a frozen pizza in the oven in the shared kitchen of  my apartment in Sweden.  The
information on the packaging was written in Swedish, but like many college students, I had a wealth of
experience cooking frozen pizzas to draw from. As I went to set the oven dial to preheat, I noticed it was
strange that the oven didn’t go up to my usual 425–450 degrees. Not to be deterred, I cranked the dial
up as far as it would go, waited a few minutes, put my pizza in, and walked down the hall to my room to
wait for about fifteen minutes until the pizza was done. The smell of smoke drew me from my room
before the fifteen minutes was up, and I walked into a corridor filled with smoke and the smell of burnt
pizza. I pulled the pizza out and was puzzled for a few minutes while I tried to figure out why the pizza
burned so quickly, when one of my corridor-mates gently pointed out that the oven temperatures in
Sweden are listed in Celsius, not Fahrenheit! Despite almost burning the kitchen down, I learned a
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valuable lesson about assuming my map for temperatures and frozen pizzas was the same as everyone
else’s.

Discovering knowledge that informs us is another step that can build on our motivation. One tool
involves learning more about our cognitive style, or how we learn. Our cognitive style consists of our
preferred patterns for  “gathering information,  constructing meaning,  and organizing and applying
knowledge” (Bennett, 2009). As we explore cognitive styles, we discover that there are differences in
how people attend to and perceive the world, explain events, organize the world, and use rules of logic
(Nisbett, 2003). Some cultures have a cognitive style that focuses more on tasks, analytic and objective
thinking, details and precision, inner direction, and independence, while others focus on relationships
and people over tasks and things, concrete and metaphorical thinking, and a group consciousness and
harmony.

Developing ICC is a complex learning process. At the basic level of learning, we accumulate knowledge
and assimilate it into our existing frameworks. But accumulated knowledge doesn’t necessarily help us
in situations where we have to apply that knowledge. Transformative learning takes place at the highest
levels and occurs when we encounter situations that challenge our accumulated knowledge and our
ability to accommodate that knowledge to manage a real-world situation. The cognitive dissonance that
results  in  these situations is  often uncomfortable and can lead to a  hesitance to repeat  such an
engagement. One tip for cultivating ICC that can help manage these challenges is to find a community
of like-minded people who are also motivated to develop ICC. In my graduate program, I lived in the
international dormitory in order to experience the cultural diversity that I had enjoyed so much studying
abroad a few years earlier. I was surrounded by international students and US American students who
were  more  or  less  interested  in  cultural  diversity.  This  ended  up  being  a  tremendous  learning
experience, and I worked on research about identity and communication between international and
American students.

Developing skills that enable us is another part of ICC. Some of the skills important to ICC are the
ability  to  empathize,  accumulate cultural  information,  listen,  resolve conflict,  and manage anxiety
(Bennett, 2009). Again, you are already developing a foundation for these skills by reading this book,
but you can expand those skills to intercultural settings with the motivation and knowledge already
described. Contact alone does not increase intercultural skills; there must be more deliberate measures
taken to fully capitalize on those encounters. While research now shows that intercultural contact does
decrease prejudices, this is not enough to become interculturally competent. The ability to empathize
and manage anxiety enhances prejudice reduction, and these two skills have been shown to enhance the
overall  impact  of  intercultural  contact  even  more  than  acquiring  cultural  knowledge.  There  is
intercultural training available for people who are interested. If you can’t access training, you may
choose to research intercultural training on your own, as there are many books, articles, and manuals
written on the subject.

Reflective  practices  can  also  help  us  process  through  rewards  and  challenges  associated  with
developing ICC. As we open ourselves to new experiences, we are likely to have both positive and
negative reactions. It can be very useful to take note of negative or defensive reactions you have. This
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can help you identify certain triggers that may create barriers to effective intercultural interaction.
Noting positive experiences can also help you identify triggers for learning that you could seek out or
recreate  to  enhance  the  positive  (Bednarz,  2010).  A  more  complex  method  of  reflection  is
called  intersectional  reflexivity.  Intersectional  reflexivity  is  a  reflective  practice  by  which  we
acknowledge intersecting identities,  both privileged and disadvantaged, and implicate ourselves in
social hierarchies and inequalities (Jones Jr., 2010). This method brings in the concepts of dominant and
nondominant groups and the privileges/disadvantages dialectic we discussed earlier.

While formal intercultural experiences like studying abroad or volunteering for the Special Olympics or
a shelter for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer (GLBTQ) youth can result in learning,
informal experiences are also important. We may be less likely to include informal experiences in our
reflection if we don’t see them as legitimate. Reflection should also include “critical incidents” or what I
call “a-ha! moments.” Think of reflection as a tool for metacompetence that can be useful in bringing
the formal and informal together (Bednarz, 2010).

“Getting Competent”

Thinking under the Influence

Communication and culture scholar Brenda Allen coined the phrase “thinking under the
influence” (TUI) to highlight a reflective process that can help us hone our intercultural
communication competence (Allen, 2011). As we discussed earlier, being mindful is an important
part of building competence. Once we can become aware of our thought processes and behaviors,
we can more effectively monitor and intervene in them. She asks us to monitor our thoughts and
feelings about other people, both similar to and different from us. As we monitor, we should try to
identify instances when we are guilty of TUI, such as uncritically accepting the dominant belief
systems, relying on stereotypes, or prejudging someone based on their identities. She recounts
seeing a picture on the front of the newspaper with three men who appeared Latino. She found
herself wondering what they had done, and then found out from the caption that they were the
relatives of people who died in a car crash. She identified that as a TUI moment and asked herself
if she would have had the same thought if they had been black, white, Asian, or female. When we
feel “surprised” by someone different, this often points to a preexisting negative assumption that
we can unpack and learn from. Allen also found herself surprised when a panelist at a conference
who used a wheelchair and was hearing impaired made witty comments. Upon reflection, she
realized that she had an assumption that people with disabilities would have a gloomy outlook on
life. While these examples focus on out-groups, she also notes that it’s important for people,
especially in nondominant groups, to monitor their thoughts about their own group, as they may
have internalized negative attitudes about their group from the dominant culture. As a black
woman, she notes that she has been critical of black people who “do not speak mainstream
English” based on stereotypes she internalized about race, language, and intelligence. It is not
automatically a bad thing to TUI. Even Brenda Allen, an accomplished and admirable scholar of
culture and communication, catches herself doing it. When we notice that we TUI, it’s important to
reflect on that moment and try to adjust our thinking processes. This is an ongoing process, but it
is an easy-to-remember way to cultivate your ICC. Keep a record of instances where you catch
yourself “thinking under the influence” and answer the following questions:

What triggers you to TUI?1.
Where did these influences on your thought come from?2.
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What concepts from this chapter can you apply to change your thought processes?3.

Key Takeaways

Getting integrated: Intercultural communication competence (ICC) is the ability to
communicate effectively and appropriately in various cultural contexts. ICC also has the
potential to benefit you in academic, professional, personal, and civic contexts.

A person with appropriate intrinsic or extrinsic motivation to engage in intercultural
communication can develop self- and other-knowledge that will contribute to their ability
to be mindful of their own communication and tolerate uncertain situations.

We can cultivate ICC by fostering attitudes that motivate us, discovering knowledge
that informs us, and developing skills that enable us.

Exercises

Identify an intercultural encounter in which you did not communicate as competently1.
as you would have liked. What concept(s) from the chapter would have helped you in this
situation and how?

Which of the following components of ICC—motivation, mindfulness, cognitive2.
flexibility, and tolerance for uncertainty—do you think you are most competent at, and
which one needs the most work? Identify how you became so competent at the first one
and some ways that you can improve the second one.

Choose one of the three ways discussed to cultivate ICC and make a list of five steps3.
you can take to enhance this part of your competence.

"8.4: Intercultural Communication Competency" Communication in the Real World. University of
Minnesota Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in
2013 by a publisher who has requested that it not receive attribution. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/8-4-intercultural-communication-competence/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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6.0 Introduction
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

Page Source

 

Learning Objectives

After reading this chapter you should be able to:

Define interpersonal communication.
Explain self-disclosure.
Understand the role of communication climate on interpersonal communication.
Be aware of the role of dialectical tensions in interpersonal communication.
Understand the unique dynamics of different types of relationships.

Think about your relationships in the last few years. You may have just transitioned from high school to
Indiana State University. Perhaps you and your friends from high school went to different colleges and
are now living far apart from each other. If you have recently been separated by a distance from friends
or family, you have noticed that it is more difficult to stay connected and share all of the little things
that go on in your day. As you continue to grow and change in college, it is likely that you will create
relationships along the way. Being away from your family, you will probably notice changes to your
relationships with them. All of these dynamics fall under the scope of interpersonal communication.

Before going any further, let us define interpersonal communication. “Inter” means between, among,
mutually,  or  together.  The second part  of  the  word,  “personal”  refers  to  a  specific  individual  or
particular role that an individual may occupy. We often engage in interpersonal communication in
a dyad, which means between two people. It may also occur in small groups such as you and your
housemates trying to figure out a system for household chores.

Important to know is that the definition of interpersonal communication is not simply a quantitative one.
What this means is that you cannot define it by merely counting the number of people involved. Instead,
Communication scholars view interpersonal communication qualitatively; meaning that it occurs when
people communicate with each other as unique individuals. Thus, interpersonal communication is a
process of exchange where there are desire and motivation on the part of those involved to get to know

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-1-introduction/
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each other as individuals. We will use this definition of interpersonal communication to explore the
three primary types of relationships in our lives—friendships, romantic, and family. But before we go
into  detail  about  specific  interpersonal  relationships,  let’s  examine  two  important  aspects  of
interpersonal communication: self-disclosure and climate.

"6.1: Introduction". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication, Indiana
State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-1-introduction/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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6.1 Self-Disclosure & Communication Climate
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

Page Source

 

Self Disclosure

Interpersonal Communication Now:
Melanie Booth and Self-disclosure in the Classroom

One emerging area of interest is the area of interpersonal communication is self-
disclosure in a classroom setting and the challenges that teachers face dealing with
personal boundaries. Melanie Booth (2012) wrote an article discussing this issue,
incorporating her personal experiences. Even though self-disclosure challenges boundaries
between teacher-student or student-student, she states that it can offer “transformative”
learning opportunities that allow students to apply what they have learned to their life in a
deeper more meaningful way. She concludes that the “potential boundary challenges
associated with student self-disclosure can be proactively managed and retroactively
addressed with careful thought and action and with empathy, respect, and ethical
responses toward our students.”

 

Because interpersonal communication is the primary means by which we get to know others as unique
individuals, it is important to understand the role of self-disclosure. Self-disclosure is the process of
revealing information about yourself to others that are not readily known by them—you have to disclose
it. In face-to-face interactions, telling someone information that can be easily perceived by you from
your appearance is not considered self-disclosing. However, revealing, “I am an avid surfer” or “My
favorite kind of music is ‘electronic trance’” would be examples of self-disclosure because these are
pieces of personal information others do not know unless you tell them. Given that our definition of
interpersonal communication requires people to “build knowledge of one another” to get to know them
as unique individuals, the necessity for self-disclosure should be obvious.

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-2-self-disclosure-climate/
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Social Penetration Theory

According to the social-penetration theory, there are degrees of self-disclosure in breadth and depth,
ranging from relatively safe (revealing your hobbies or musical preferences), to more personal topics
(illuminating fears, dreams fo

r the future, or fantasies). Altman and Taylor (1973) first described the process of self-disclosure as
peeling back the layers of an onion. Typically, as relationships deepen and trust is established, self-
disclosure increases in both breadth and depth. We tend to disclose facts about ourselves first (I am a
Biology m

ajor), then move towards opinions (I feel the war is wrong), and finally disclose feelings (I’m sad that
you said that). An important aspect of self-disclosure is the rule of reciprocity. This rule states that self-
disclosure  between two  people  works  best  in  a  back  and  forth  fashion.  When you  tell  someone
something personal, you probably expect them to do the same. When one person reveals more than
another, there can be an imbalance in the relationship because the one who self-discloses more may
feel vulnerable as a result of sharing more personal information.
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Johari Window

One way to visualize self-disclosure is the Johari Window which comes from combining the first names
of the window’s creators, Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham (1955). The Johari Window is a model to
illustrate self-awareness by better understanding the relationship between yourself and others. The
window is divided into four quadrants: the arena, the blind spot, the facade, and the unknown.

Johari square

The arena area contains information that is known to us and to others, such as our height, hair color,
occupation, or major. In general, we are comfortable discussing or revealing these topics with most
people. Information in the blind spot includes those things that may be apparent to others, yet we are
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unaware of it in ourselves. The habit of playing with your hair when nervous may be a habit that others
have observed but you have not. The third area, the façade, contains information that is hidden from
others but is known to you. Previous mistakes or failures, embarrassing moments, or family history are
topics we typically hold close and reveal only in the context of safe, long-term relationships. Finally, the
unknown area contains information that neither others nor we, know about. We cannot know how we
will react when a parent dies or just what we will do after graduation until the experience occurs.
Knowing about ourselves, especially our blind and unknown areas enables us to have a healthy, well-
rounded self-concept. As we make choices to self-disclose to others, we are engaging in negotiating
relational dialectics.

Relational Dialectics

One way we can better  understand our  personal  relationships  is  by  understanding the notion of
relational dialectics, or the contradictions in relationships that cause tension. Baxter (1988) describes
three relational dialectics that are constantly at play in interpersonal relationships. Essentially, they are
a continuum of needs for each participant in a relationship that must be negotiated by those involved.
Let’s take a closer look at the three primary relational dialectics that are at work in all interpersonal
relationships.
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Autonomy-Connection refers to our need to have a close connection with others as well as
our need to have our own space and identity. We may miss our romantic partner when they are
away but simultaneously enjoy and cherish that alone time. When you first enter a romantic
relationship, you probably want to be around the other person as much as possible. As the
relationship grows, you likely begin to desire fulfilling your need for autonomy, or alone time.
In every relationship, each person must balance how much time to spend with the other, versus
how much time to spend alone.

Novelty-Predictability is the idea that we desire predictability as well as spontaneity in our
relationships. In every relationship, we take comfort in a certain level of routine as a way of
knowing what we can count on the other person in the relationship. Such predictability
provides a sense of comfort and security. However, it requires balance with novelty to avoid
boredom. An example of balance might be friends who get together every Saturday for brunch
but make a commitment to always try new restaurants each week.

Openness-Closedness refers to the desire to be open and honest with others while at the
same time not wanting to reveal every thing about yourself to someone else. One’s desire for
privacy does not mean they are shutting out others. It is a normal human need. We tend to
disclose the most personal information to those with whom we have the closest relationships.
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However, even these people do not know everything about us.

How We Handle Relational Dialectics

Understanding that these three dialectical tensions are at play in all relationships is a first step in
understanding how our relationships work. However, awareness alone is not enough. Couples, friends,
or family members have strategies for managing these tensions in an attempt to meet the needs of each
person. Baxter identifies four ways we can handle dialectical tensions.
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The first option is to neutralize the extremes of the dialectical tensions. Here, individuals compromise,
creating a solution where neither person’s need (such as novelty or predictability) is fully satisfied.
Individual needs may be different, and never fully realized. For example, if one person seeks a great
deal  of  autonomy,  and  the  other  person  in  the  relationship  seeks  a  great  deal  of  connection,
neutralization would not make it possible for either person to have their desires met. Instead, each
person might feel like they are not getting quite enough of their particular need met.

The second option is separation. This is when someone favors one end of the dialectical continuum and
ignores the other, or alternates between the extremes. For example, a couple in a relationship in which
each person commutes to work in a different city may decide to live apart during the week (autonomy)
and be together on the weekends (connection). In this sense, they are alternating between the extremes
by being completely alone during the week, yet completely together on the weekends.

When people decide to divide their lives into spheres they are practicing segmentation. For example,
your extended family may be very close and choose to spend religious holidays together. However,
members of your extended family might reserve other special days such as birthdays for celebrating
with friends. This approach divides needs according to the different segments of your life.

The final option for dealing with these tensions is reframing. This strategy requires creativity not only
in managing the tensions but understanding how they work in the relationship. For example, the two
ends of the dialectic are not viewed as opposing or contradictory at all. Instead, they are understood as
supporting the other need, as well as the relationship itself. A couple who does not live together, for
example, may agree to spend two nights of the week alone or with friends as a sign of their autonomy.
The time spent alone or with others gives each person the opportunity to develop themselves and their
own interests so that they are better able to share themselves with their partner and enhance their
connection.

In general,  there is  no one right  way to understand and manage dialectical  tensions since every
relationship is unique. However, to always satisfy one need and ignore the other may be a sign of
trouble in the relationship (Baxter, 1988). It is important to remember that relational dialectics are a
natural part of our relationships and that we have a lot of choice, freedom, and creativity in how we
work them out with our relational partners. It is also important to remember that dialectical tensions
are  negotiated  differently  in  each relationship.  The  ways  we self-disclose  and manage dialectical
tensions contributes greatly to what we call the communication climate in relationships.

Communication Climate

Do you feel organized or confined in a clean work-space? Are you more productive when the sun is
shining than when it’s gray and cloudy outside? Just as factors like weather and physical space impact
us, communication climate influences our interpersonal interactions. Communication climate is the
“overall feeling or emotional mood between people” (Wood, 1999). If you dread going to visit your
family during the holidays because of tension between you and your sister, or you look forward to
dinner with a  particular  set  of  friends because they make you laugh,  you are responding to  the
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communication climate—the overall mood that is created because of the people involved and the type of
communication  they  bring  to  the  interaction.  Let’s  look  at  two different  types  of  communication
climates: Confirming and Disconfirming climates.

Interpersonal Communication Now:
“Sticks and Stones Can Break my Bones But Words Can Hurt Me Too”

In a study published in the journal Science, researchers reported that the sickening
feeling we get when we are socially rejected (being ignored at a party or passed over when
picking teams) is real. When researchers measured brain responses to social stress they
found a pattern similar to what occurs in the brain when our body experiences physical
pain. Specifically, “the area affected is the anterior cingulate cortex, a part of the brain
known to be involved in the emotional response to pain” (Fox). The doctor who conducted
the study, Matt Lieberman, a social psychologist at the University of California, Los
Angeles, said, “It makes sense for humans to be programmed this way. .Social interaction
is important to survival.” (Nishina, Juvonen, & Witkow, 2005)

 

Confirming and Disconfirming Climates

Positive and negative climates can be understood by looking at confirming and disconfirming messages.
We experience positive climates when we receive messages that demonstrate our value and worth
from those with whom we have a relationship. Conversely, we experience negative climates when we
receive messages that suggest we are devalued and unimportant. Obviously, most of us like to be in
positive  climates  because they foster  emotional  safety  as  well  as  personal  and relational  growth.
However, it is likely that your relationships fall somewhere between the two extremes. Let’s start by
looking at three types of confirming messages that create positive climates.

Recognition Messages: Recognition messages either confirm or deny another person’s
existence. For example, if a friend enters your home and you smile, hug him, and say, “I’m so
glad to see you” you are confirming his existence. If you say “good morning” to a colleague and
she ignores you by walking out of the room without saying anything, she is creating a
disconfirming climate by not recognizing you as a unique individual.

Acknowledgment Messages: Acknowledgement messages go beyond recognizing another’s
existence by confirming what they say or how they feel. Nodding our head while listening, or
laughing appropriately at a funny story, are nonverbal acknowledgment messages. When a
friend tells you she had a really bad day at work and you respond with, “Yeah, that does sound
hard, do you want to go somewhere quiet and talk?”, you are acknowledging and responding to



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

172

her feelings. In contrast, if you were to respond to your friend’s frustrations with a comment
like, “That’s nothing. Listen to what happened to me today,” you would be ignoring her
experience and presenting yours as more important.

Endorsement Messages: Endorsement messages go one step further by recognizing a
person’s feelings as valid. Suppose a friend comes to you upset after a fight with his girlfriend.
If you respond with, “Yeah, I can see why you would be upset” you are endorsing his right to
feel upset. However, if you said, “Get over it. At least you have a girlfriend” you would be
sending messages that deny his right to feel frustrated in that moment. While it is difficult to
see people we care about in emotional pain, people are responsible for their own emotions.
When we let people own their emotions and do not tell them how to feel, we are creating
supportive climates that provide a safe environment for them to work through their problems.

Unfortunately, sometimes when we are interacting with others, disconfirming messages are used. These
messages  imply,  “You  don’t  exist.  You  are  not  valued.”  There  are  seven  types  of  disconfirming
messages.

Impervious response fails to acknowledge another person’s communication attempt through
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either verbal or nonverbal channels. Failure to return phone calls, emails, and letters are
examples.
In an interrupting response, one person starts to speak before the other person is finished.
Irrelevant responses are comments completely unrelated to what the other person was just
talking about. They indicate that the listener wasn’t really listening at all, and therefore doesn’t
value with the speaker had to say. In each of these three types of responses, the speaker is not
acknowledged.
In a tangential response, the speaker is acknowledged, but with a comment that is used to
steer the conversation in a different direction.
In an impersonal response, the speaker offers a monologue of impersonal, intellectualized,
and generalized statements that trivializes the other’s comments (e.g., what doesn’t kill you
makes you stronger).
Ambiguous responses are messages with multiple meanings, and these meanings are highly
abstract, or are a private joke to the speaker alone.
Incongruous responses communicate two messages that seem to conflict along the verbal
and nonverbal channels. The verbal channel demonstrates support, while the nonverbal
channel is disconfirming. An example might be complimenting someone’s cooking, while
nonverbally indicating you are choking.

 

Now that you understand that we must self-disclose to form interpersonal relationships, and that self-
disclosure takes place in communication climates, we want to spend the rest of the chapter briefly
highlighting some of the characteristics of the three primary interpersonal relationship in which we
engage: Friendships, Romantic Relationships, and Family Relationships.

"6.2: Self Disclosure & Climage". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of Communication,
Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
indicating you are choking. Sources
https://www.universalclass.com/articles/business/communication-studies/understanding-the-communica
tion-climate.htm
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/introductiontocommunication/chapter/communication-climate/

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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6.2 Developing & Maintaining Friendships
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY
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A common need we have as people is the need to feel connected with others. We experience great joy,
adventure, and learning through our connection and interactions with others. The feeling of wanting to
be part of a group and liked by others is natural. One way we meet our need for connection is through
our friendships. Friendship has a different meaning to different people depending on age, gender, and
cultural background. Common among all friendships is the fact that they are interpersonal relationships
of choice.  Throughout your life,  you will  engage in an ongoing process of developing friendships.
Rawlins (1981) suggests that we develop our friendships through a series of six steps. While we may not
follow these six steps in the exact order in all of our relationships, these steps help us understand how
we develop friendships.

Rawlins’ Stages of Friendship

The first  step in building friendships occurs through Role-Limited Interaction.  In  this  step,  we
interact with others based on our social roles. For example, when you meet a new person in your class,
the interaction centers around your role as “student”. The communication is characterized by a focus on
superficial, rather than personal topics. In this step, we engage in limited self-disclosure and rely on
scripts and stereotypes. When two first-time freshmen meet in an introductory course, they start up a
conversation and interact according to the roles they play in the context of their initial communication.
They begin a conversation because they sit near each other in class and discuss how much they like or
dislike aspects of the course.

The second step in developing friendships is called Friendly Relations. This stage is characterized by
communication that moves beyond initial roles as the participants begin to interact with one another to
see if there are common interests, as well as an interest to continue getting to know one another. As the

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-4-developing-and-maintaining-friendships/
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students spend more time together and have casual conversations, they may realize a wealth of shared
interests. They realize that both were traveling from far distances to go to school and understood each
other’s  struggle  with  missing their  families.  Each of  them also  loves  athletics,  especially  playing
basketball. The development of this friendship occurred as they identified with each other as more than
classmates.  They saw each other  as  women of  the  same age,  with  similar  goals,  ambitions,  and
interests. Moreover, as one of them studied Communication and the other Psychology, they appreciated
the differences as well as similarities in their collegiate pursuits.

The  third  step  in  developing  friendships  is  called  Moving  Toward  Friendship.  In  this  stage,
participants make moves to foster a more personalized friendship. They may begin meeting outside of
the setting in which the relationship started, and begin increasing the levels of self-disclosure. Self-
disclosure enables the new friends to form bonds of trust. When the students enter this stage, it is right
before one joins the basketball club on their college campus. As she starts practices and meetings, she
realizes this would be something fun for her and her classmate to do together so she invites her
classmate along.

The fourth step in developing friendships is called Nascent Friendship.  In this stage, individuals
commit to spending more time together. They also may start using the term “friend” to refer to each
other as opposed to “a person in my history class” or “this guy I work with”. The interactions extend
beyond the initial roles as participants work out their own private communication rules and norms. For
example, they may start calling or texting on a regular basis or reserving certain times and activities for
each other such as going on evening runs together. As time goes on, the students start texting each
other more frequently just to tell each other a funny story that happened during the day, to make plans
for going out to eat, or to plan for meeting at the gym to work out.

The fifth step in developing friendships is Stabilized Friendship. In this stage, friends take each other
for granted as friends, but not in a negative way. Because the friendship is solid, they assume each
other will be in their lives. There is an assumption of continuity. The communication in this stage is also
characterized by a sense of trust as levels of self-disclosure increase and each person feels more
comfortable  revealing  parts  of  him  or  herself  to  the  other.  This  stage  can  continue  indefinitely
throughout a lifetime. The friends met when they were freshmen in college. After finishing school some
years later, they move to separate regions for graduate school. While they are sad to move away from
one another, they know the friendship will continue. They continue to be best friends.

The final step in friendship development is Waning Friendship.  As you know, friendships do not
always have a happy ending. Many friendships come to an end. Friendships may not simply come to an
abrupt end. Many times there are stages that show a decline of a friendship, but in Rawlin’s model, the
ending of a friendship is summed up by this step. Perhaps the relationship is too difficult to sustain over
large geographic distances. Or, sometimes people change and grow in different directions and have
little in common with old friends. Sometimes friendship rules are violated to a degree beyond repair. We
spoke earlier of trust as a component of friendships. One common rule of trust is that if we tell friends a
secret, they are expected to keep it a secret. If that rule is broken, and a friend continually breaks your
trust by telling your secrets to others, you are likely to stop thinking of them as your friend.



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

176

Challenges for Friendships

While the above steps are a general pathway toward friendship, they are not always smooth. As with
any relationship, challenges exist in friendships that can strain their development. Three of the more
common challenges to friendships are gender, cultural diversity, and sexual attraction. Important to
remember is that each of these constructs comes with its own conflicts of power and privilege because
of  the cultural  norms and the values  we give to  certain  characteristics.  These are challenges to
relationships since studies show that people tend to associate with others that are similar to themselves
(Echols & Graham, 2013). Take a look at the pair below. They identify as different genders, ethnicities,
cultures, and are even attracted to different sexes. Their friendship not only offers an opportunity to
learn about differences through each other but also offers challenges because of these differences.
Factors such as our gender identities and cultural backgrounds always play a role in our interactions
with others.

Gender: Research suggests that both women and men value trust and intimacy in their
friendships and value their time spent with friends (Mathews, Derlega & Morrow, 2006; Bell &
Coleman, 1999; Monsour & Rawlins, 2014). However, there are some differences in the
interactions that take place within women’s and men’s friendships (Burleson, Jones &
Holmstrom, 2005; Coates, 1986; Harriman, 1985). Quite common among female friends, is to
get together simply to talk and catch up with one another. When calling her close friend,
Antoinette might say, “Why don’t you come over to my place so we can talk?” The need to
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connect through verbal communication is explicitly stated and forms the basis for the
relationship. In contrast, among male friends, a more common approach to interaction is an
invitation to engage in an activity as a means of facilitating conversation. For example, John
might say to his friend, “Hey, Mike, let’s go out surfing this weekend.” The explicit request is to
engage in an activity (surfing), but John and Mike understand that as they engage in the
activity, they will talk, joke around, and reinforce their friendship ties. While we have often
looked at gender as male and female, culture is changing in which gender is viewed as a
spectrum rather than the male/female binary. Monsour & Rawlins (2014) explain the new
waves of research into different types of gender communities. More recent research is more
inclusive to gender definitions that extend beyond the male/female binary. This research may
be cutting edge in its field, but as society becomes more accepting of difference, new ideas of
relationship rules will emerge.

Friendships Now

Take a moment to reflect on how many friends you have in your everyday life. Is that
number equivalent or more than the number you have on social media accounts like
Facebook? Chances are, those numbers are very different. To those of us who have access
to social media, it is changing the ways we develop and maintain friendships. When you
make a friend in physical life, the other person has to be in close enough proximity to
communicate with on a regular basis to have a face-to-face interaction. That concept is
almost nonexistent in the world of social media. Rawlin’s first step in developing
friendships, Role-Limited Interaction, can be bypassed and moved right into Friendly
Relations with the click of a button.

 

Culture: Cultural values shape how we understand our friendships. In most Western societies
that emphasize individualism (as opposed to collectivism), friendships are seen as voluntary in
that we get to choose who we want in our friendship circle. If we do not like someone, we do
not have to be friends with him/her. Contrast this to the workplace, or school, where we may
be forced to get along with colleagues or classmates even though we may not like them. In
many collectivist cultures, such as Japan and China, friendships carry certain obligations that
are understood by all parties (Carrier, 1999; Kim & Markman, 2013). These may include gift
giving, employment, and economic opportunities, and cutting through so-called ‘bureaucratic
red tape’. Although these sorts of connections, particularly in business and politics, may be
frowned upon in the United States because they contradict our valuing of individualism. They
are a natural, normal, and logical result of friendships in collectivist cultures.

Sexual Attraction: The classic film, When Harry Met Sally, highlights how sexual attraction
can complicate friendships. In the movie, Harry quotes the line, “Men and women can’t be
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friends because the sex always gets in the way.”(Reiner, 1889). Levels of sexual attraction or
sexual tension may challenge friendships between heterosexual men and women, gay men, and
lesbian women. This may arise from an internal desire of one of the friends to explore a sexual
relationship, or if someone in the relationship indicates that s/he wants to be “more than
friends.” These situations might place a strain on the friendship and require the individuals to
address the situation if they want the friendship to continue. One approach has been the recent
definition of friendships called, “Friends with Benefits”. This term implies an understanding
that two people will identify their relationship as a friendship, but will be open to engaging in
sexual activity without committing to the other characteristics common in romantic
relationships.

While friendships are created and may be easily recognized as they form, the challenges of culture,
gender, and sexual attraction are always present. We can now think about when a friendship becomes
romantic  or  how romantic  relationships  are  characterized  and  formed differently  with  their  own
challenges.

"6.3: Developing & Maintaining Friendships" Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-4-developing-and-maintaining-friendships/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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6.3 Developing and Maintaining Romantic
Relationships
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Page Source

 

Like other relationships in our lives, romantic relationships play an important role in fulfilling our needs
for intimacy, social connection, and sexual relations. Like friendships, romantic relationships also follow
general stages of creation and deterioration. Before we explore these stages, let’s look at our definition
of romantic relationships.

In many Western cultures, romantic relationships are voluntary. We are free to decide whom to date
and form life-long romantic relationships. In some Eastern cultures, these decisions may be made by
parents, or elders in the community, based on what is good for the family or social group. Even in
Western societies, not everyone holds the same amount of freedom and power to determine their
relational partners. Parents or society may discourage interracial, interfaith, or inter-class relationships.
While it is now legal for same-sex couples to marry, many same-sex couples still suffer political and
social restrictions when making choices about marrying and having children. Much of the research on
how romantic relationships develop is based on relationships in the West. In this context, romantic
relationships can be viewed as voluntary relationships between individuals who have intentions that
each person will be a significant part of their ongoing lives.

Think about your own romantic relationships for a moment. To whom are you attracted? Chances are
they are people with whom you share common interests and encounter in your everyday routines such
as going to school, work, or participation in hobbies or sports. In other words, self-identity, similarity,
and proximity are three powerful influences when it comes to whom we select as romantic partners.
We often select others that we deem appropriate for us as they fit our self-identity; heterosexuals pair
up with other heterosexuals, lesbian women with other lesbian women, and so forth. Social class,
religious preference, and ethnic or racial identity are also great influences as people are more likely to
pair up with others of similar backgrounds. Logically speaking, it is difficult (although not impossible
with the prevalence of social media and online dating services) to meet people outside of our immediate
geographic area. In other words, if we do not have the opportunity to meet and interact with someone
at least a little, how do we know if they are a person with whom we would like to explore a relationship?
We cannot meet or maintain a long-term relationship without sharing some sense of proximity. We are
certainly not suggesting that we only have romantic relationships with carbon copies of ourselves. It is

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-5-developing-and-maintaining-romantic-relationships/
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more and more common to see a wide variety of people that make up married couples.

There are ten established stages of interaction that can help us understand how relationships come
together and come apart (Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009). We will discuss each stage in more detail. We
should keep the following things in mind about this model of relationship development: relational
partners do not always go through the stages sequentially, some relationships do not experience all the
stages, we do not always consciously move between stages, and coming together and coming apart are
not inherently good or bad. Relationships are always changing—they are dynamic. Although this model
has been applied most often to romantic relationships, most relationships follow a similar pattern that
may be adapted to a particular context.

Knapp’s Stages of Relationship Development

Coming Together Phase

Stage 1: Initiating

In the initiating stage, we are attracted to someone, we may signal or invite them to interact with us.
For example, you can do this by asking them to dinner, to dance at a club, or even, “I really liked that
movie. What did you think?” The significance here is in the relational level (how the people feel about
each other) rather than the content level (the topic) of the message. As the poet,  Maya Angelou,
explains, “Words mean more than what is set down on paper. It takes the human voice to infuse them
with shades of deeper meaning.” The ‘shades of deeper meaning’ are the relational level messages that
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invite others to continue exploring a possible romantic relationship. Quite often, we strategize how we
might go about inviting people into communication with us so we can explore potential  romantic
development.

Initiating is influenced by several factors:

If you encounter a stranger, you may say, “Hi, my name’s Rich.”
If you encounter a person you already know, you’ve already gone through this before, so you
may just say, “What’s up?”
Time constraints also affect initiation. A quick passing calls for a quick hello, while a scheduled
meeting may entail a more formal start.
If you already know the person, the length of time that’s passed since your last encounter will
affect your initiation. For example, if you see a friend from high school while home for winter
break, you may set aside a long block of time to catch up; however, if you see someone at work
that you just spoke to ten minutes earlier, you may skip initiating communication.
The setting also affects how we initiate conversations, as we communicate differently at a
crowded bar than we do on an airplane.
Culture can also impact the interaction. Some cultures have different expectations for
interactions between people of different ages, sexes, or other situations while some cultures do
not have as many expectations.

Even with all this variation, people typically follow their culture’s social scripts or interaction at this
stage.

Stage 2: Experimenting

In the experimenting stage, we are getting to know the other person to identify compatibility beyond
physical attraction. We share information about ourselves while looking for mutual interests, shared
political or religious views, and similarities in family background. Common dating activities in this stage
include going to parties or other publicly structured events, such as movies or a concert, that foster
interaction and small talk. Small talk, a hallmark of the experimenting stage, is common among young
adults just beginning to explore a new relationship by staying on polite, uncontroversial topics. Small
talk can be annoying sometimes, especially if you feel like you have to do it out of politeness but it
serves important functions, such as creating a communicative entry point that can lead people to
uncover topics of conversation that go beyond the surface level, helping us audition someone to see if
we’d like to talk to them further, and generally creating a sense of ease and community with others. If
your attempts at information exchange with another person during the experimenting stage are met
with silence or hesitation, you may interpret their lack of communication as a sign that you shouldn’t
pursue future interaction. Even though small talk isn’t viewed as very substantive, the authors of this
model of relationships point out that most of our relationships do not progress far beyond this point
(Knapp & Vangelisti, 2009).
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Stage 3: Intensifying

In the intensifying stage, we continue to be attracted (mentally, emotionally, and physically) to one
another, we begin engaging in intensifying communication. This is the happy stage (the “relationship
high”) where we cannot bear to be away from the other person. It is here that you might plan all of your
free time together, and begin to create a private relational culture. Going out to parties and socializing
with friends takes a back seat to more private activities such as cooking dinner together at home or
taking long walks on the beach. Self-disclosure continues to increase as each person has a strong desire
to know and understand the other. In this stage, we tend to idealize one another in that we downplay
faults (or don’t see them at all), seeing only the positive qualities of the other person.

Other signs of the intensifying stage can include:

creation of nicknames or inside jokes
increased use of we and our
increased sharing emotionally (e.g., saying “I love you”.)
increased physical intimacy
increased communication about each other’s identities
increased sharing of possessions and personal space (e.g., you have a key to your partner’s
apartment)

How do you say I love you?

Putting Love to the Test

In his book The Five Love Languages: How to Express Heartfelt Commitment to Your Mate,
Gary Chapman states that there are five ways people express and experience love: gift giving,
quality time, words of affirmation, acts of service (devotion), and physical touch. He argues that
although people can experience and appreciate each of the five styles, each person has a primary
and a secondary love language.

Chapman has a quiz on his website that you can use to “discover your love language.”
http://www.5lovelanguages.com/ In a column on WebMD, Stephanie Watson and her husband
took the test and tried out each of Chapman’s languages
http://www.webmd.com/sex-relationships/features/the-five-love-languages-tested#1

What were your initial thoughts to how scholarly or helpful the love languages1.
seemed?
2. Did you find this couple to be indicative of a real couple?
3. Why do you think Web MD would publish an article on the idea of love languages?
4. If you feel comfortable identify your love language and provide some examples of
what you really need to fill your love tank.

http://www.5lovelanguages.com
http://www.webmd.com/sex-relationships/features/the-five-love-languages-tested#1
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Stage 4: Integrating

In the integrating  stage, identities and personalities are merged, and a sense of interdependence
(dependence on each other) develops. Verbal and nonverbal signals of the integrating stage are when
the social networks of two people merge; those outside the relationship begin to refer to or treat the
relationship partners as if they were one person (e.g., always referring to them together—“Let’s invite
Olaf and Bettina”); or the relational partners present themselves as one unit (e.g., both signing and
sending one holiday card or opening a joint bank account). Even as two people integrate, they likely
maintain some sense of self by spending time with friends and family separately, which helps balance
their needs for independence and connection. They are looking to measure how well their new partner
fits into their lives and how other significant relationships (friends and family members) rate or respond
to their new love interests.

When the “relational high” begins to wear off, couples begin to have a more realistic perspective of one
another and the relationship as a whole. Here, people may recognize the faults of the other person that
they so idealized in the previous stage. Also, couples must again make decisions about where to go with
the relationship—do they stay together and work toward long-term goals, or define it as a short-term
relationship? A couple may be deeply in love and also make the decision to break off the relationship for
a multitude of reasons. Perhaps one person wants to join the Peace Corps after graduation and plans to
travel the world, while the other wants to settle down in their hometown. Their individual needs and
goals may not be compatible to sustain a long-term commitment.

Stage 5: Bonding

In the Bonding stage, a couple makes the decision to make the relationship a permanent part of their
lives. In this stage, the participants assume they will be in each other’s lives forever and make joint
decisions about the future. While marriage is an obvious sign of commitment it is not the only signifier
of  this  stage.  Some may mark their  intention of  staying together in a commitment ceremony,  by
registering as domestic partners, or by becoming Facebook official. Likewise, not all couples planning a
future together legally marry. Some may lose economic benefits if they marry, such as the loss of Social
Security for seniors or others may oppose the institution (and its inequality) of marriage.

Case In Point: Legal Marriage for Same-Sex Couples

The Netherlands became the first country (4/1/01), and Belgium the second (1/30/03), to offer
legal marriage to same sex couples. Since then Canada (6/28/05) and Spain (6/29/05) have also
removed their country’s ban on same-sex marriage. The state of Massachusetts (5/17/04) was the
first U.S. state to do so and since then, many more states have followed. As of 2015, the U.S.
Supreme Court granted the right marriage for both heterosexual and gay couples.

Domestic Partnerships

The status of domestic partner along with benefits for same-sex couples is recognized in
Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greenland, Iceland, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden,
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and in the United States.

The Partners Task Force for Gay and Lesbian Couples has compiled a summary of marriage
customs throughout history, as well as a list of governments that support same-sex marriage.

Not only do romantic couples progress through a series of stages of growth, they also experience stages
of deterioration. Deterioration does not necessarily mean that a couple’s relationship will end. Instead,
couples may move back and forth from deterioration stages to growth stages throughout the course of
their relationship.

Coming Apart Phase

Stage 6: Differentiating

Individual differences can present a challenge at any given stage in the relational interaction model;
however, in the differentiating stage, each partner in the relationship is reasserting their sense of self
and trying to discover who they are as part of a couple. Communicating differences becomes a primary
focus. Differentiating is the reverse of integrating, as we and our reverts back to I and my. People may
try to re-establish some of their life prior to the integrating of the current relationship, including other
relationships, hobbies, and interests, or possessions. For example, Carrie may reclaim friends who
became “shared” as she got closer to her partner and their social networks merged by saying, “I’m
having my friends over to the apartment and would like to have privacy for the evening.” Or, she may
have liked playing golf on Sundays and abandoned it for Sunday dinners with her new partner and her
new family. Now, she will want to return to what makes her happy. Individuals in the couple will want
to have a sense of self that is independent and not necessarily tied to their partner.

Stage 7: Circumscribing

In  the  circumscribing  stage,  communication  decreases  and  certain  areas  or  subjects  become
restricted as individuals verbally close themselves off from each other. Circumscribe means to draw a
line around something or put a boundary around it (Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2011). They may
say things like “I don’t want to talk about that anymore” or “You mind your business and I’ll mind
mine.” If one person was more interested in differentiating in the previous stage, or the desire to end
the relationship is one-sided, verbal expressions of commitment may go unechoed—for example, when
one person’s statement, “I know we’ve had some problems lately, but I still like being with you,” is met
with silence. Passive-aggressive behavior and the demand-withdrawal conflict pattern may occur more
frequently at this stage. Couples often engage in more outward conflict.

Stage 8: Stagnating

During the stagnating stage, romantic partners begin to neglect the small details that have always
bound them together and their relationship becomes routine. For example, they may stop cuddling on
the couch when they rent a movie and instead sit in opposite chairs. Taken in isolation this example

http://www.buddybuddy.com/mar-trad.html
http://www.buddybuddy.com/mar-trad.html
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does not mean a relationship is in trouble. However, when intimacy continues to decrease, and the
partners feel dissatisfied, this dissatisfaction can lead to worrying about the relationship. The partners
may worry that they do not connect with one another in ways they used to, or that they no longer do fun
things together.  When this happens they may begin to imagine their life without the relationship.
Rather than seeing the relationship as a given, the couple may begin to wonder what life would be like
not being in the partnership.

They  begin  to  assume  that  they  know  their  partner  and  are  dissatisfied  with  them.  Instead  of
communicating, a person may think, “There’s no need to bring this up again because I know exactly
how he’ll react!” Because of this kind of thinking, communication comes to a standstill.

This stage can be prolonged in some relationships. Parents and children who are estranged, couples
who are separated and awaiting a divorce, or friends who want to end a relationship but don’t know
how to do it may have extended periods of stagnation. Although most people don’t like to linger in this
unpleasant stage, some try to avoid potential pain from termination, some hope to rekindle the spark
that started the relationship, or even some enjoy leading their relational partner on.

Stage 9: Avoiding

The terminating stage of a relationship is when the relationship is ended. Termination can occur at
any point in the relational development model or follow through the phases of coming together and
coming apart. Termination can result from outside circumstances such as geographic separation or
internal factors such as changing values or personalities that lead to a weakening of the bond. When
terminating  a  relationship,  people  will  often  follow  a  pattern  that  is  typical  of  their  culture.  In
mainstream American culture, for example, it is typical for someone to start the formal termination of a
relationship with a summary message that  recaps the relationship and provides a reason for  the
termination (e.g., “We’ve had some ups and downs over our three years together, but I’m getting ready
to go to college, and I either want to be with someone who is willing to support me, or I want to be free
to explore who I am.”). The summary message may be followed by a distance message that further
communicates the relational drift that has occurred (e.g., “We’ve really grown apart over the past
year”),  which may be followed by a  disassociation message that  prepares  people  to  be apart  by
projecting what happens after the relationship ends (e.g., “I know you’ll do fine without me. You can use
this time to explore your options and figure out if you want to go to college too, or not.”). Finally, there
is often a message regarding the possibility for future communication in the relationship (e.g., “I think it
would be best if we don’t see each other for the first few months, but text me if you want to.”). (Knapp
& Vangelisti, 2009)

Interpersonal Communication and You: Ending Romance

Often relationships end and do so for a variety of reasons. People may call it quits for serious
issues such as unfaithfulness or long distance struggles. While sometimes people slowly grow
apart and mutually decide to move on without each other. There are a plethora of reasons why
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people end their relationships. Sometimes it is not a pleasant experience: the initial realization
that the relationship is going to cease to exist, the process of breaking up, and then the aftermath
of the situation can be difficult to navigate. In an attempt to save you some potential heartache
and arm you with advice/knowledge to pass along, here are some videos that propose some
insight on dealing with such issues.

How To Get Over a Crush
How To Have a Long Distance Relationship

Moving Through the Steps of Relationships

You can probably recognize many of Knapp’s stages from your own relationships or from relationships
you’ve observed. According to Knapp & Vangelisti (2009), movement through the steps of relationships
is not linear or fixed. Although this is the sequence many people go through, each relationship is
different and relationships may move forward or backward through the steps and may even skip steps.
Some relationships move through the steps quickly while others move through them slowly. Some steps
can be quicker than others. Some relationships will never progress beyond the initial steps and others
will go a lifetime without terminating. A couple, for example, may enter counseling during the dyadic
phase, work out their problems, and enter the second term of intensifying communication, revising, and
so forth.It may also be noted that if we were to apply Knapp’s model to a different culture, we may see
that they can also navigate through the stages of development. For example, in a collectivist culture in
which they practice arranged marriages, the couple may enter at bonding but can begin at initiating
after the ceremony to strengthen and maintain their relationship.

Obviously, simply committing is not enough to maintain a relationship through tough times that occur
as couples grow and change. Like a ship set on a destination, a couple must learn to steer through
rough waves as well as calm waters. A couple can accomplish this by learning to communicate through
the  good  and  the  bad.  Stabilization  is  maintaining  a  relationship  by  continuing  to  revise  their
communication and ways of interacting to reflect the changing needs of each person. Done well, life’s
changes are more easily enjoyed when viewed as a natural part of the life cycle. The original patterns
for managing dialectical tensions when a couple began dating, may not work when they are managing
two careers, children, and a mortgage payment. Outside pressures such as children, professional duties,
and financial responsibilities put added pressure on relationships that require attention and negotiation.
If a couple neglects to practice effective communication with one another, coping with change becomes
increasingly stressful and puts the relationship in jeopardy.

As the relationship is deteriorating, the couple can engage in relationship maintenance, a variety of
behaviors  used  by  partners  in  an  effort  to  stay  together.  If  the  couple  is  differentiating  or
circumscribing,  they  may  need  to  stabilize  the  relationship  by  talking  about  their  problems  and
increasing intimacy behaviors. If they are in the stagnating or avoiding stages, they may need social
support. As family members listen to problems or friends offer invitations to go out and keep busy, they
provide  social  support.  The  couple  needs  social  support  from outside  individuals  in  saving  their
relationships or going through the process of letting go and coming to terms with termination.In the

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Isw4qF_xU8s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oBYs_taeiyM


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

187

deterioration stages, couples will maintain the relationship by communicating. They will discuss how to
resolve problematic issues and may seek outside help such as a therapist to help them work through the
reasons they are growing apart. This could also be the stage where couples begin initial discussions
about how to divide up shared resources such as property, money, and responsibilities if they are
leading to termination.

We often consider termination or “breaking up” as a negative or undesired effect of a poor relationship,
but it can be a valuable experience that provides growth and may sometimes be a positive outcome.
Imagine  those  that  are  able  to  leave  a  hostile  or  abusive  relationship  and  return  to  healthy
communication. Good or bad, people need to take the time to process the end of a relationship in order
to fully understand the meaning of the relationship, why it ended, and what they can learn from the
experience.  Going  through  this  is  a  healthy  way  to  learn  to  navigate  future  relationships  more
successfully.

Understanding how relationships develop,  coming together and apart,  is  valuable because we are
provided with a way to recognize general communicative patterns and maintenance behaviors we have
at each stage of our relationships. Knowing what our choices are, and their potential consequences give
us greater tools to build the kind of relationships we desire in our personal lives.

Case In Point: Stressful Relationships Can Hurt You

Many things can cause us physical and mental harm. But, did you know that unhealthy
relationships can too? Your life may be shortened by participating in a stressful
relationship. According to researchers, stressful relationships can lead to premature death!
As compared to relationships with infrequent worries or conflicts, stressful relationships
can increase the chance of premature death by 50%! However, healthy, close bonds
contribute to longevity. If you think you have a partner that drives you nuts, they may
actually be killing you. This 2014 article in the New York Daily News describes a study that
examined this phenomenon.

"6.4: Developing & Maintaining Romantic Relationships". Introduction to Public Communication.
Department of Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0
International License.

http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/health/stressful-relationships-lead-earlier-death-article-1.1806075
http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/health/stressful-relationships-lead-earlier-death-article-1.1806075
http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/health/stressful-relationships-lead-earlier-death-article-1.1806075
http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/health/stressful-relationships-lead-earlier-death-article-1.1806075
http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-5-developing-and-maintaining-romantic-relationships/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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6.4 Family Relationships
DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

page source

There is no doubt that the definition and makeup of families are changing in the United States.
New data from research organizations and the 2010 US Census show the following: people who
choose to marry are waiting longer, more couples are cohabitating (living together) before
marriage or instead of marrying, households with more than two generations are increasing, and
the average household size is decreasing (Pew Research Center, 2010). Just as the makeup of
families changes, so do the definitions.

Defining Family

Who do you consider part of your family? Many people would initially name people who they are related
to by blood. You may also name a person with whom you are in a committed relationship—a partner or
spouse. But some people have a person not related by blood that they might refer to as aunt or uncle or
even as a brother or sister. We can see from these examples that it’s not simple to define a family.

The definitions people ascribe to families usually fall into at least one of the following categories:
structural  definitions,  task-orientation  definitions,  and  transactional  definitions  (Segrin  &
Flora, 2005). Structural definitions of family focus on form, criteria for membership, and often hierarchy
of family members. One example of a structural definition of family is two or more people who live
together and are related by birth, marriage, or adoption. From this definition, a father and son, two
cousins, or a brother and sister could be considered a family if they live together. However, a single
person living alone or with nonrelated friends, or a couple who chooses not to or are not legally able to
marry would not be considered a family. These definitions rely on external, “objective” criteria for
determining who is in a family and who is not, which makes the definitions useful for groups like the US
Census Bureau,  lawmakers,  and other researchers who need to define family for large-scale data
collection. The simplicity and time-saving positives of these definitions are countered by the fact that
many family types are left  out in general  structural  definitions;  however,  more specific structural
definitions have emerged in recent years that include more family forms.

Family of origin refers to relatives connected by blood or other traditional legal bonds such as marriage
or adoption and includes parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, nieces, and nephews. Family of
orientation refers to people who share the same household and are connected by blood, legal bond, or

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/wp-admin/post.php?post=202&action=edit
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who act/live as if they are connected by either (Segrin & Flora, 2005). Unlike family of origin, this
definition is limited to people who share the same household and represents the family makeup we
choose. For example, most young people don’t get to choose who they live with, but as we get older, we
choose our spouse or partner or may choose to have or adopt children.

There are several subdefinitions of families of orientation (Segrin & Flora, 2005). A nuclear family
includes two heterosexual married parents and one or more children. While this type of family has
received a lot of political and social attention, some scholars argue that it was only dominant as a family
form for a brief part of human history (Peterson & Steinmetz, 1999). A binuclear family is a nuclear
family that was split by divorce into two separate households, one headed by the mother and one by the
father, with the original children from the family residing in each home for periods of time. A single-
parent family includes a mother or father who may or may not have been previously married with one or
more children. A stepfamily includes a heterosexual couple that lives together with children from a
previous relationship. A cohabitating family includes a heterosexual couple who lives together in a
committed relationship but does not have a legal bond such as marriage. Similarly, a gay or lesbian
family includes a couple of the same gender who live together in a committed relationship and may or
may not have a legal bond such as marriage, a civil union, or a domestic partnership. Cohabitating
families and gay or lesbian families may or may not have children.

Is it more important that the structure of a family matches a definition, or should we define family
based on the behavior of people or the quality of their interpersonal interactions? Unlike structural
definitions of family, functional definitions focus on tasks or interaction within the family unit. Task-
orientation definitions of family recognize that behaviors like emotional and financial support are more
important interpersonal indicators of a family-like connection than biology. In short, anyone who fulfills
the typical tasks present in families is considered family.  For example, in some cases,  custody of
children has been awarded to a person not biologically related to a child over a living blood relative
because that person acted more like a family member to the child. The most common family tasks
include nurturing and socializing other family members. Nurturing family members entails providing
basic care and support, both emotional and financial. Socializing family members refers to teaching
young children how to speak, read, and practice social skills.

Transactional definitions of family focus on communication and subjective feelings of connection. While
task-orientation  definitions  convey  the  importance  of  providing  for  family  members,  transactional
definitions  are  concerned  with  the  quality  of  interaction  among  family  members.  Specifically,
transactional definitions stress that the creation of a sense of home, group identity, loyalty, and a
shared past and future makes up a family. Isn’t it true that someone could provide food, shelter, and
transportation to school for a child but not create a sense of home? Even though there is no one, all-
encompassing definition of family, perhaps this is for the best. Given that family is a combination of
structural, functional, and communicative elements, it warrants multiple definitions to capture that
complexity.
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Family Communication Processes

Think about how much time we spend communicating with family members over the course of our lives.
As children, most of us spend much of our time talking to parents, grandparents, and siblings. As we
become  adolescents,  our  peer  groups  become  more  central,  and  we  may  even  begin  to  resist
communicating with our family during the rebellious teenage years. However, as we begin to choose
and form our  own families,  we once again  spend much time engaging in  family  communication.
Additionally,  family  communication  is  our  primary  source  of  intergenerational  communication,  or
communication between people of different age groups.

Family Interaction Rituals

You may have heard or used the term family time in your own families. What does family time mean? As
was discussed earlier, relational cultures are built on interaction routines and rituals. Families also
have interaction norms that create, maintain, and change communication climates. The notion of family
time hasn’t been around for too long but was widely communicated and represented in the popular
culture of the 1950s (Daly, 2001). When we think of family time, or quality time as it’s sometimes called,
we usually think of a romanticized ideal of family time spent together.
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The nuclear family was the subject of many television shows in the 1950s that popularized the idea of family time.

Wikimedia Commons – CC BY 2.0.

 

While family rituals and routines can definitely be fun and entertaining bonding experiences, they can
also bring about interpersonal conflict and strife. Just think about Clark W. Griswold’s string of well-
intentioned but misguided attempts to manufacture family fun in the National Lampoon’s Vacation

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/7.3.0N.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:W.H._Shumard_family,_circa_1955.jpg
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series.

Families  engage in  a  variety  of  rituals  that  demonstrate symbolic  importance and shared beliefs,
attitudes, and values. Three main types of relationship rituals are patterned family interactions, family
traditions, and family celebrations (Wolin & Bennett, 1984). Patterned family interactions are the most
frequent  rituals  and do not  have the  degree of  formality  of  traditions  or  celebrations.  Patterned
interactions  may  include  mealtime,  bedtime,  receiving  guests  at  the  house,  or  leisure  activities.
Mealtime rituals may include a rotation of who cooks and who cleans, and many families have set
seating arrangements at their dinner table. My family has recently adopted a new leisure ritual for
family gatherings by playing corn hole (also known as bags). While this family activity is not formal, it’s
become something expected that we look forward to.

Family traditions are more formal, occur less frequently than patterned interactions, vary widely from
family to family, and include birthdays, family reunions, and family vacations. Birthday traditions may
involve a trip to a favorite restaurant, baking a cake, or hanging streamers. Family reunions may
involve making t-shirts for the group or counting up the collective age of everyone present. Family road
trips may involve predictable conflict between siblings or playing car games like “I spy” or trying to find
the most number of license plates from different states.

Last, family celebrations are also formal, have more standardization between families, may be culturally
specific, help transmit values and memories through generations, and include rites of passage and
religious and secular  holiday celebrations.  Thanksgiving,  for  example,  is  formalized by a  national
holiday and is celebrated in similar ways by many families in the United States. Rites of passage mark
life-cycle transitions such as graduations, weddings, quinceañeras, or bar mitzvahs. While graduations
are secular and may vary in terms of how they are celebrated, quinceañeras have cultural roots in Latin
America, and bar mitzvahs are a long-established religious rite of passage in the Jewish faith.

Conversation and Conformity Orientations

The amount, breadth, and depth of conversation between family members varies from family to family.
Additionally, some families encourage self-exploration and freedom, while others expect family unity
and control. This variation can be better understood by examining two key factors that influence family
communication: conversation orientation and conformity orientation (Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 2002). A
given family can be higher or lower on either dimension, and how a family rates on each of these
dimensions can be used to determine a family type.

To determine conversation orientation, we determine to what degree a family encourages members to
interact  and communicate  (converse)  about  various  topics.  Members  within  a  family  with  a  high
conversation orientation communicate with each other freely and frequently about activities, thoughts,
and  feelings.  This  unrestricted  communication  style  leads  to  all  members,  including  children,
participating  in  family  decisions.  Parents  in  high-conversation-orientation  families  believe  that
communicating with their children openly and frequently leads to a more rewarding family life and
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helps to educate and socialize children, preparing them for interactions outside the family. Members of
a family with a low conversation orientation do not interact with each other as often, and topics of
conversation are more restricted, as some thoughts are considered private. For example, not everyone’s
input  may  be  sought  for  decisions  that  affect  everyone  in  the  family,  and  open  and  frequent
communication is not deemed important for family functioning or for a child’s socialization.

Conformity  orientation  is  determined  by  the  degree  to  which  a  family  communication  climate
encourages conformity and agreement regarding beliefs, attitudes, values, and behaviors (Koerner &
Fitzpatrick, 2002). A family with a high conformity orientation fosters a climate of uniformity, and
parents decide guidelines for what to conform to. Children are expected to be obedient, and conflict is
often avoided to protect family harmony. This more traditional family model stresses interdependence
among family members, which means space, money, and time are shared among immediate family, and
family relationships take precedent over those outside the family.  A family with a low conformity
orientation  encourages  diversity  of  beliefs,  attitudes,  values,  and  behaviors  and  assertion  of
individuality. Relationships outside the family are seen as important parts of growth and socialization,
as they teach lessons about and build confidence for independence. Members of these families also
value personal time and space.

“Getting Real”

Family Therapists

Family therapists provide counseling to parents, children, romantic partners, and other members
of family units (Career Cruising, 2011). People may seek out a family therapist to deal with difficult
past experiences or current problems such as family conflict, emotional processing related to grief
or trauma, marriage/relationship stresses, children’s behavioral concerns, and so on. Family
therapists are trained to assess the systems of interaction within a family through counseling
sessions that may be one-on-one or with other family members present. The therapist then
evaluates how a family’s patterns are affecting the individuals within the family. Whether through
social services or private practice, family therapy is usually short term. Once the assessment and
evaluation is complete, goals are established and sessions are scheduled to track the progress
toward completion. The demand for family therapists remains strong, as people’s lives grow more
complex, careers take people away from support networks such as family and friends, and
economic hardships affect interpersonal relationships. Family therapists usually have bachelor’s
and master’s degrees and must obtain a license to practice in their state. More information about
family and marriage therapists can be found through their professional organization, the American
Association for Marriage and Family Therapy, at http://www.aamft.org.

List some issues within a family that you think should be addressed through formal1.
therapy. List some issues within a family that you think should be addressed directly
with/by family members. What is the line that distinguishes between these two levels?

Based on what you’ve read in this book so far, what communication skills do you think2.
would be most beneficial for a family therapist to possess and why?

Determining where your family falls on the conversation and conformity dimensions is more instructive

http://www.aamft.org


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

194

when you know the family types that result, which are consensual, pluralistic, protective, and laissez-
faire  (see Figure 7.2  “Family  Types  Based on Conflict  and Conformity  Orientations”)  (Koerner  &
Fitzpatrick, 2002). A consensual family is high in both conversation and conformity orientations, and
they encourage open communication but also want to maintain the hierarchy within the family that puts
parents above children. This creates some tension between a desire for both openness and control.
Parents may reconcile this tension by hearing their children’s opinions, making the ultimate decision
themselves, and then explaining why they made the decision they did. A pluralistic family is high in
conversation orientation and low in conformity. Open discussion is encouraged for all family members,
and parents do not strive to control their children’s or each other’s behaviors or decisions. Instead, they
value the life lessons that a family member can learn by spending time with non–family members or
engaging  in  self-exploration.  A  protective  family  is  low  in  conversation  orientation  and  high  in
conformity,  expects  children to  be obedient  to  parents,  and does not  value open communication.
Parents make the ultimate decisions and may or may not feel the need to share their reasoning with
their children. If a child questions a decision, a parent may simply respond with “Because I said so.” A
laissez-faire family is low in conversation and conformity orientations, has infrequent and/or short
interactions,  and doesn’t  discuss many topics.  Remember that pluralistic  families also have a low
conformity orientation, which means they encourage children to make their own decisions in order to
promote personal exploration and growth. Laissez-faire families are different in that parents don’t have
an investment in their children’s decision making, and in general, members in this type of family are
“emotionally divorced” from each other (Koerner & Fitzpatrick, 2002).

 

Figure 7.2 Family Types Based on Conflict and Conformity Orientations

#jones_1.0-ch07_s03_s02_s02_f01
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Key Takeaways

There are many ways to define a family.
Structural definitions focus on form of families and have narrow criteria for

membership.
Task-orientation definitions focus on behaviors like financial and emotional

support.
Transactional definitions focus on the creation of subjective feelings of

home, group identity, and a shared history and future.
Family rituals include patterned interactions like a nightly dinner or bedtime ritual,

family traditions like birthdays and vacations, and family celebrations like holidays and
weddings.

Conversation and conformity orientations play a role in the creation of family climates.
Conversation orientation refers to the degree to which family members

interact and communicate about various topics.
Conformity orientation refers to the degree to which a family expects

uniformity of beliefs, attitudes, values, and behaviors.
Conversation and conformity orientations intersect to create the following

family climates: consensual, pluralistic, protective, and laissez-faire.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/40a129a26dfeeda9445264f53b04724e.jpg
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Exercises

Of the three types of definitions for families (structural, task-orientation, or1.
transactional), which is most important to you and why?

Identify and describe a ritual you have experienced for each of the following: patterned2.
family interaction, family tradition, and family celebration. How did each of those come
to be a ritual in your family?

Think of your own family and identify where you would fall on the conversation and3.
conformity orientations. Provide at least one piece of evidence to support your decision.
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Summary & Discussion
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As you can see,  Interpersonal  Communication impacts every aspect  of  our life.  If  you are taking
Communication 101 at Indiana State University, then by now you have experienced both the benefits
and the challenges to negotiating a relationship. This chapter has introduced you to a wide range of
theories that help explain interpersonal communication as well as skills for improving our relationships.
Additionally, it is important to realize that our relationships are not static or fixed in any singular way
because we are always changing as individuals. We must communicate effectively to others during
these changes, especially when conflicts arise. Our chapter on Conflict Management offers more insight
into  managing relationships  effectively  by understanding the nature of  conflict  and strategies  for
success in conflict situations.

Exercises

Discussion Questions

Select an important person in your life and pay attention to your1.
communication climate. How do you and this other person demonstrate
recognition, acknowledgment, and endorsement?

Reflect on one of your important friendships and trace its development2.
through Rawlins’ six stages. How was it affected by important transitions in
your life, sexual attraction, and diversity?

Reflect on a current or past romantic relationship. How did you3.
communicate attraction or needs for connection and separateness?

Does Pearson’s definition of family fit your own? Why? Why not?4.
Interview one or both of your parents about how their communication5.

has changed as they have moved along the family life cycle. How did their
relational culture change? How did they manage relational dialectics?

How was conflict managed in your family while growing up? Was it6.
viewed as positive or negative? How did those early messages and lessons

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/6-7-summary-discussion-references/
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about conflict shape your current attitudes?

 

Key Terms

acknowledgement messages
autonomy-connection
avoiding
bonding
circumscribing
communication climate
confirming climate
developing a family
differentiating
disconfirming climate
dyad
encouraging independence
endorsement messages
enlarging a family
establishing a family
experimenting
family
friendly relations
initiating
integrating
intensifying
interpersonal communication
Johari Window
Knapp’s Model
launching children
moving toward friendship
nascent friendship
neutralize
novelty-predictability
openness-closedness
post-launching of children
recognition messages
reframing
relational dialectics
relationship maintenance
retirement
role-limited interaction
segmentation
separation
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self-disclosure
Social Penetration Theory
stabilization
stabilized friendship
stagnating
terminating
waning friendship

"6.6: Summary, Discussion, References". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.
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7.0 Understanding Small Groups

UNDERSTANDING SMALL GROUPS

 Source

Learning Objectives

Define small group communication.1.
Discuss the characteristics of small groups.2.
Explain the functions of small groups.3.
Compare and contrast different types of small groups.4.
Discuss advantages and disadvantages of small groups.5.

Most of the communication skills discussed in this book are directed toward dyadic communication,
meaning that they are applied in two-person interactions. While many of these skills can be transferred
to and used in small group contexts, the more complex nature of group interaction necessitates some
adaptation and some additional skills. Small group communication refers to interactions among three or
more people who are connected through a common purpose, mutual influence, and a shared identity. In
this section, we will learn about the characteristics, functions, and types of small groups.

CHARACTERISTICS OF SMALL GROUPS

Different groups have different characteristics,  serve different purposes,  and can lead to positive,
neutral, or negative experiences. While our interpersonal relationships primarily focus on relationship
building, small groups usually focus on some sort of task completion or goal accomplishment. A college
learning community focused on math and science, a campaign team for a state senator, and a group of
local organic farmers are examples of small groups that would all have a different size, structure,
identity, and interaction pattern.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/13-1-understanding-small-groups/
http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/cmst101/chapter/13-1-understanding-small-groups/
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SIZE OF SMALL GROUPS

There is no set number of members for the ideal small group. A small group requires a minimum of
three people (because two people would be a pair or dyad), but the upper range of group size is
contingent on the purpose of the group. When groups grow beyond fifteen to twenty members, it
becomes difficult to consider them a small group based on the previous definition. An analysis of the
number of unique connections between members of small  groups shows that they are deceptively
complex.  For  example,  within  a  six-person  group,  there  are  fifteen  separate  potential  dyadic
connections, and a twelve-person group would have sixty-six potential  dyadic connections (Hargie,
2011). As you can see, when we double the number of group members, we more than double the
number of connections, which shows that network connection points in small groups grow exponentially
as membership increases. So, while there is no set upper limit on the number of group members, it
makes sense that the number of group members should be limited to those necessary to accomplish the
goal or serve the purpose of the group. Small groups that add too many members increase the potential
for group members to feel overwhelmed or disconnected.

STRUCTURE OF SMALL GROUPS

Internal and external influences affect a group’s structure. In terms of internal influences, member
characteristics play a role in initial group formation. For instance, a person who is well informed about
the group’s task and/or highly motivated as a group member may emerge as a leader and set into
motion internal decision-making processes, such as recruiting new members or assigning group roles,
that affect the structure of a group (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). Different members will also gravitate toward
different roles within the group and will advocate for certain procedures and courses of action over
others. External factors such as group size, task, and resources also affect group structure. Some
groups will have more control over these external factors through decision making than others. For
example, a commission that is put together by a legislative body to look into ethical violations in athletic
organizations will likely have less control over its external factors than a self-created weekly book club.
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A self-formed study group likely has a more flexible structure than a city council committee.

William Rotza – Group – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Group structure is also formed through formal and informal network connections. In terms of formal
networks, groups may have clearly defined roles and responsibilities or a hierarchy that shows how
members are connected.  The group itself  may also be a part  of  an organizational  hierarchy that
networks the group into a larger organizational structure. This type of formal network is especially
important in groups that have to report to external stakeholders. These external stakeholders may
influence  the  group’s  formal  network,  leaving  the  group  little  or  no  control  over  its  structure.
Conversely, groups have more control over their informal networks, which are connections among
individuals within the group and among group members and people outside of the group that aren’t
official. For example, a group member’s friend or relative may be able to secure a space to hold a
fundraiser at a discounted rate, which helps the group achieve its task. Both types of networks are
important because they may help facilitate information exchange within a group and extend a group’s
reach in order to access other resources.

Size and structure also affect communication within a group (Ellis & Fisher, 1994). In terms of size, the
more  people  in  a  group,  the  more  issues  with  scheduling  and  coordination  of  communication.
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Remember that time is an important resource in most group interactions and a resource that is usually
strained. Structure can increase or decrease the flow of communication. Reachability refers to the way
in which one member is or isn’t connected to other group members. For example, the “Circle” group
structure in Figure 13.1 “Small Group Structures” shows that each group member is connected to two
other members. This can make coordination easy when only one or two people need to be brought in for
a decision. In this case, Erik and Callie are very reachable by Winston, who could easily coordinate with
them. However, if Winston needed to coordinate with Bill or Stephanie, he would have to wait on Erik or
Callie to reach that person, which could create delays. The circle can be a good structure for groups
who are passing along a task and in which each member is expected to progressively build on the
others’ work. A group of scholars coauthoring a research paper may work in such a manner, with each
person adding to the paper and then passing it on to the next person in the circle. In this case, they can
ask the previous person questions and write with the next person’s area of expertise in mind. The
“Wheel” group structure in Figure 13.1 “Small Group Structures” shows an alternative organization
pattern. In this structure, Tara is very reachable by all members of the group. This can be a useful
structure when Tara is the person with the most expertise in the task or the leader who needs to review
and approve work at each step before it is passed along to other group members. But Phillip and
Shadow, for example, wouldn’t likely work together without Tara being involved.

Figure 13.1 Small Group Structures

Looking at the group structures, we can make some assumptions about the communication that takes
place in them. The wheel is an example of a centralized structure, while the circle is decentralized.
Research has shown that centralized groups are better than decentralized groups in terms of speed and
efficiency (Ellis  & Fisher,  1994).  But  decentralized groups are  more effective  at  solving complex
problems. In centralized groups like the wheel, the person with the most connections, person C, is also
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more likely to be the leader of the group or at least have more status among group members, largely
because that person has a broad perspective of what’s going on in the group. The most central person
can also act as a gatekeeper. Since this person has access to the most information, which is usually a
sign of leadership or status, he or she could consciously decide to limit the flow of information. But in
complex tasks,  that  person could become overwhelmed by the burden of  processing and sharing
information with all the other group members. The circle structure is more likely to emerge in groups
where collaboration is the goal and a specific task and course of action isn’t required under time
constraints. While the person who initiated the group or has the most expertise in regards to the task
may emerge as a leader in a decentralized group, the equal access to information lessens the hierarchy
and potential for gatekeeping that is present in the more centralized groups.

INTERDEPENDENCE

Small groups exhibit interdependence, meaning they share a common purpose and a common fate. If
the actions of one or two group members lead to a group deviating from or not achieving their purpose,
then all members of the group are affected. Conversely, if the actions of only a few of the group
members lead to success, then all members of the group benefit. This is a major contributor to many
college students’ dislike of group assignments, because they feel a loss of control and independence
that they have when they complete an assignment alone. This concern is valid in that their grades might
suffer because of the negative actions of someone else or their hard work may go to benefit the group
member who just skated by. Group meeting attendance is a clear example of the interdependent nature
of group interaction. Many of us have arrived at a group meeting only to find half of the members
present. In some cases, the group members who show up have to leave and reschedule because they
can’t accomplish their task without the other members present. Group members who attend meetings
but withdraw or don’t participate can also derail group progress. Although it can be frustrating to have
your job, grade, or reputation partially dependent on the actions of others, the interdependent nature of
groups can also lead to higher-quality performance and output, especially when group members are
accountable for their actions.

SHARED IDENTITY

The shared identity of a group manifests in several ways. Groups may have official charters or mission
and vision statements that lay out the identity of a group. For example, the Girl Scout mission states
that “Girl Scouting builds girls of courage, confidence, and character, who make the world a better
place” (Girl  Scouts,  2012).  The mission for this large organization influences the identities of  the
thousands of small groups called troops. Group identity is often formed around a shared goal and/or
previous accomplishments, which adds dynamism to the group as it looks toward the future and back on
the past to inform its present. Shared identity can also be exhibited through group names, slogans,
songs, handshakes, clothing, or other symbols. At a family reunion, for example, matching t-shirts
specially made for the occasion, dishes made from recipes passed down from generation to generation,
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and shared stories of family members that have passed away help establish a shared identity and social
reality.

A key element of the formation of a shared identity within a group is the establishment of the in-group
as opposed to the out-group. The degree to which members share in the in-group identity varies from
person to person and group to group. Even within a family, some members may not attend a reunion or
get as excited about the matching t-shirts as others. Shared identity also emerges as groups become
cohesive, meaning they identify with and like the group’s task and other group members. The presence
of cohesion and a shared identity leads to a building of trust,  which can also positively influence
productivity and members’ satisfaction.

FUNCTIONS OF SMALL GROUPS

Why do we join groups? Even with the challenges of group membership that we have all faced, we still
seek out and desire to be a part of numerous groups. In some cases, we join a group because we need a
service or access to information. We may also be drawn to a group because we admire the group or its
members. Whether we are conscious of it or not, our identities and self-concepts are built on the groups
with which we identify. So, to answer the earlier question, we join groups because they function to help
us meet instrumental, interpersonal, and identity needs.

GROUPS MEET INSTRUMENTAL NEEDS

Groups have long served the instrumental needs of humans, helping with the most basic elements of
survival since ancient humans first evolved. Groups helped humans survive by providing security and
protection through increased numbers and access to resources. Today, groups are rarely such a matter
of life and death, but they still serve important instrumental functions. Labor unions, for example, pool
efforts and resources to attain material security in the form of pay increases and health benefits for
their members, which protects them by providing a stable and dependable livelihood. Individual group
members  must  also  work  to  secure  the  instrumental  needs  of  the  group,  creating  a  reciprocal
relationship. Members of labor unions pay dues that help support the group’s efforts. Some groups also
meet our informational needs. Although they may not provide material  resources, they enrich our
knowledge or provide information that we can use to then meet our own instrumental needs. Many
groups provide referrals to resources or offer advice. For example, several consumer protection and
advocacy groups have been formed to offer referrals for people who have been the victim of fraudulent
business practices. Whether a group forms to provide services to members that they couldn’t get
otherwise, advocate for changes that will affect members’ lives, or provide information, many groups
meet some type of instrumental need.
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GROUPS MEET INTERPERSONAL NEEDS

Group membership meets interpersonal needs by giving us access to inclusion, control, and support. In
terms of inclusion, people have a fundamental drive to be a part of a group and to create and maintain
social bonds. As we’ve learned, humans have always lived and worked in small groups. Family and
friendship groups, shared-interest groups, and activity groups all provide us with a sense of belonging
and being included in an in-group. People also join groups because they want to have some control over
a decision-making process or to influence the outcome of a group. Being a part of a group allows people
to share opinions and influence others. Conversely, some people join a group to be controlled, because
they don’t want to be the sole decision maker or leader and instead want to be given a role to follow.

Just as we enter into interpersonal relationships because we like someone, we are drawn toward a
group when we are attracted to it and/or its members. Groups also provide support for others in ways
that supplement the support that we get from significant others in interpersonal relationships. Some
groups, like therapy groups for survivors of sexual assault or support groups for people with cancer,
exist primarily to provide emotional support. While these groups may also meet instrumental needs
through connections and referrals to resources, they fulfill the interpersonal need for belonging that is
a central human need.

GROUPS MEET IDENTITY NEEDS

Our affiliations are building blocks for our identities, because group membership allows us to use
reference groups for social comparison—in short, identifying us with some groups and characteristics
and separating us from others. Some people join groups to be affiliated with people who share similar
or desirable characteristics in terms of beliefs, attitudes, values, or cultural identities. For example,
people may join the National Organization for Women because they want to affiliate with others who
support women’s rights or a local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) because they want to affiliate with African Americans, people concerned with civil
rights, or a combination of the two. Group memberships vary in terms of how much they affect our
identity, as some are more prominent than others at various times in our lives. While religious groups as
a whole are too large to be considered small groups, the work that people do as a part of a religious
community—as a lay leader, deacon, member of a prayer group, or committee—may have deep ties to a
person’s identity.
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Group membership helps meet our interpersonal needs by providing an opportunity for affection and
inclusion.

Lostintheredwoods – Spiral of Hands – CC BY-ND 2.0.

The prestige of a group can initially attract us because we want that group’s identity to “rub off” on our
own identity. Likewise, the achievements we make as a group member can enhance our self-esteem,
add to our reputation, and allow us to create or project certain identity characteristics to engage in
impression management. For example, a person may take numerous tests to become a part of Mensa,
which is an organization for people with high IQs, for no material gain but for the recognition or sense
of achievement that the affiliation may bring. Likewise, people may join sports teams, professional
organizations, and honor societies for the sense of achievement and affiliation. Such groups allow us
opportunities  to  better  ourselves by encouraging further development of  skills  or  knowledge.  For
example, a person who used to play the oboe in high school may join the community band to continue to
improve on his or her ability.
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TYPES OF SMALL GROUPS

There are many types of small groups, but the most common distinction made between types of small
groups is that of task-oriented and relational-oriented groups (Hargie, 2011). Task-oriented groups are
formed to solve a problem, promote a cause,  or  generate ideas or information (McKay,  Davis,  &
Fanning,  1995).  In  such groups,  like  a  committee or  study group,  interactions and decisions are
primarily evaluated based on the quality of the final product or output. The three main types of tasks
are  production,  discussion,  and  problem-solving  tasks  (Ellis  &  Fisher,  1994).  Groups  faced  with
production tasks are asked to produce something tangible from their group interactions such as a
report, design for a playground, musical performance, or fundraiser event. Groups faced with discussion
tasks are asked to talk through something without trying to come up with a right or wrong answer.
Examples of this type of group include a support group for people with HIV/AIDS, a book club, or a
group for new fathers. Groups faced with problem-solving tasks have to devise a course of action to
meet a specific need. These groups also usually include a production and discussion component, but the
end goal isn’t necessarily a tangible product or a shared social reality through discussion. Instead, the
end goal  is  a  well-thought-out  idea.  Task-oriented groups require  honed problem-solving skills  to
accomplish goals,  and the structure of  these groups is more rigid than that of  relational-oriented
groups.

Relational-oriented groups are formed to promote interpersonal connections and are more focused on
quality interactions that contribute to the well-being of group members. Decision making is directed at
strengthening or repairing relationships rather than completing discrete tasks or debating specific
ideas or courses of action. All groups include task and relational elements, so it’s best to think of these
orientations as two ends of a continuum rather than as mutually exclusive. For example, although a
family unit works together daily to accomplish tasks like getting the kids ready for school and friendship
groups  may  plan  a  surprise  party  for  one  of  the  members,  their  primary  and  most  meaningful
interactions are still relational. Since other chapters in this book focus specifically on interpersonal
relationships, this chapter focuses more on task-oriented groups and the dynamics that operate within
these groups.

To more specifically look at the types of small groups that exist, we can examine why groups form.
Some  groups  are  formed  based  on  interpersonal  relationships.  Our  family  and  friends  are
considered primary groups, or long-lasting groups that are formed based on relationships and include
significant others. These are the small groups in which we interact most frequently. They form the basis
of our society and our individual social realities. Kinship networks provide important support early in
life and meet physiological and safety needs, which are essential for survival. They also meet higher-
order needs such as social and self-esteem needs. When people do not interact with their biological
family,  whether voluntarily or involuntarily,  they can establish fictive kinship networks,  which are
composed of people who are not biologically related but fulfill family roles and help provide the same
support.

We also interact in many secondary groups, which are characterized by less frequent face-to-face
interactions, less emotional and relational communication, and more task-related communication than
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primary groups (Barker, 1991). While we are more likely to participate in secondary groups based on
self-interest, our primary-group interactions are often more reciprocal or other oriented. For example,
we may join groups because of a shared interest or need.

Groups formed based on shared interest include social groups and leisure groups such as a group of
independent film buffs, science fiction fans, or bird watchers. Some groups form to meet the needs of
individuals or of a particular group of people. Examples of groups that meet the needs of individuals
include study groups or support groups like a weight loss group. These groups are focused on individual
needs, even though they meet as a group, and they are also often discussion oriented. Service groups,
on the other hand, work to meet the needs of individuals but are task oriented. Service groups include
Habitat for Humanity and Rotary Club chapters, among others. Still other groups form around a shared
need, and their primary task is advocacy. For example, the Gay Men’s Health Crisis is a group that was
formed by a small group of eight people in the early 1980s to advocate for resources and support for the
still relatively unknown disease that would later be known as AIDS. Similar groups form to advocate for
everything from a stop sign at a neighborhood intersection to the end of human trafficking.

As we already learned, other groups are formed primarily to accomplish a task. Teams are task-oriented
groups in which members are especially loyal and dedicated to the task and other group members
(Larson & LaFasto, 1989). In professional and civic contexts, the word team has become popularized as
a means of drawing on the positive connotations of the term—connotations such as “high-spirited,”
“cooperative,” and “hardworking.” Scholars who have spent years studying highly effective teams have
identified several common factors related to their success. Successful teams have (Adler & Elmhorst,
2005)

clear and inspiring shared goals,
a results-driven structure,
competent team members,
a collaborative climate,
high standards for performance,
external support and recognition, and
ethical and accountable leadership.

Increasingly, small groups and teams are engaging in more virtual interaction. Virtual groups take
advantage of new technologies and meet exclusively or primarily online to achieve their purpose or
goal. Some virtual groups may complete their task without ever being physically face-to-face. Virtual
groups bring with them distinct advantages and disadvantages that you can read more about in the
“Getting Plugged In” feature next.

“Getting Plugged In”

Virtual Groups

Virtual groups are now common in academic, professional, and personal contexts, as classes
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meet entirely online, work teams interface using webinar or video-conferencing programs, and
people connect around shared interests in a variety of online settings. Virtual groups are popular in
professional contexts because they can bring together people who are geographically dispersed
(Ahuja & Galvin, 2003). Virtual groups also increase the possibility for the inclusion of diverse
members. The ability to transcend distance means that people with diverse backgrounds and
diverse perspectives are more easily accessed than in many offline groups.

One disadvantage of virtual groups stems from the difficulties that technological mediation
presents for the relational and social dimensions of group interactions (Walther & Bunz, 2005). As
we will learn later in this chapter, an important part of coming together as a group is the
socialization of group members into the desired norms of the group. Since norms are implicit, much
of this information is learned through observation or conveyed informally from one group member
to another. In fact, in traditional groups, group members passively acquire 50 percent or more of
their knowledge about group norms and procedures, meaning they observe rather than directly ask
(Comer, 1991). Virtual groups experience more difficulty with this part of socialization than
copresent traditional groups do, since any form of electronic mediation takes away some of the
richness present in face-to-face interaction.

To help overcome these challenges, members of virtual groups should be prepared to put more
time and effort into building the relational dimensions of their group. Members of virtual groups
need to make the social cues that guide new members’ socialization more explicit than they would
in an offline group (Ahuja & Galvin, 2003). Group members should also contribute often, even if
just supporting someone else’s contribution, because increased participation has been shown to
increase liking among members of virtual groups (Walther & Bunz, 2005). Virtual group members
should also make an effort to put relational content that might otherwise be conveyed through
nonverbal or contextual means into the verbal part of a message, as members who include little
social content in their messages or only communicate about the group’s task are more negatively
evaluated. Virtual groups who do not overcome these challenges will likely struggle to meet
deadlines, interact less frequently, and experience more absenteeism. What follows are some
guidelines to help optimize virtual groups (Walter & Bunz, 2005):

Get started interacting as a group as early as possible, since it takes longer to build
social cohesion.

Interact frequently to stay on task and avoid having work build up.
Start working toward completing the task while initial communication about setup,

organization, and procedures are taking place.
Respond overtly to other people’s messages and contributions.
Be explicit about your reactions and thoughts since typical nonverbal expressions may

not be received as easily in virtual groups as they would be in colocated groups.
Set deadlines and stick to them.

Make a list of some virtual groups to which you currently belong or have belonged to1.
in the past. What are some differences between your experiences in virtual groups
versus traditional colocated groups?

What are some group tasks or purposes that you think lend themselves to being2.
accomplished in a virtual setting? What are some group tasks or purposes that you think
would be best handled in a traditional colocated setting? Explain your answers for each.
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ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF SMALL GROUPS

As with anything, small groups have their advantages and disadvantages. Advantages of small groups
include shared decision making, shared resources, synergy, and exposure to diversity. It is within small
groups that most of the decisions that guide our country, introduce local laws, and influence our family
interactions are made.  In  a  democratic  society,  participation in  decision making is  a  key part  of
citizenship. Groups also help in making decisions involving judgment calls that have ethical implications
or the potential to negatively affect people. Individuals making such high-stakes decisions in a vacuum
could have negative consequences given the lack of feedback, input, questioning, and proposals for
alternatives that would come from group interaction. Group members also help expand our social
networks, which provide access to more resources. A local community-theater group may be able to put
on a production with a limited budget by drawing on these connections to get set-building supplies,
props, costumes, actors, and publicity in ways that an individual could not. The increased knowledge,
diverse perspectives, and access to resources that groups possess relates to another advantage of small
groups—synergy.

Synergy refers to the potential for gains in performance or heightened quality of interactions when
complementary members or member characteristics are added to existing ones (Larson Jr.,  2010).
Because of synergy, the final group product can be better than what any individual could have produced
alone.  When  I  worked  in  housing  and  residence  life,  I  helped  coordinate  a  “World  Cup  Soccer
Tournament” for the international students that lived in my residence hall. As a group, we created
teams representing different countries around the world, made brackets for people to track progress
and predict winners, got sponsors, gathered prizes, and ended up with a very successful event that
would not have been possible without the synergy created by our collective group membership. The
members of this group were also exposed to international diversity that enriched our experiences,
which is also an advantage of group communication.

Participating in groups can also increase our exposure to diversity and broaden our perspectives.
Although groups vary in the diversity of their members, we can strategically choose groups that expand
our diversity, or we can unintentionally end up in a diverse group. When we participate in small groups,
we expand our social networks, which increase the possibility to interact with people who have different
cultural identities than ourselves. Since group members work together toward a common goal, shared
identification with the task or group can give people with diverse backgrounds a sense of commonality
that they might not have otherwise. Even when group members share cultural identities, the diversity of
experience and opinion within a group can lead to broadened perspectives as alternative ideas are
presented and opinions are challenged and defended. One of my favorite parts of facilitating class
discussion is when students with different identities and/or perspectives teach one another things in
ways that I could not on my own. This example brings together the potential of synergy and diversity.
People  who  are  more  introverted  or  just  avoid  group  communication  and  voluntarily  distance
themselves from groups—or are rejected from groups—risk losing opportunities to learn more about
others and themselves.
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A social loafer is a dreaded group member who doesn’t do his or her share of the work, expecting that
others on the group won’t notice or will pick up the slack.

Henry Burrows – Sleeping On The Job – CC BY-SA 2.0.

There are also disadvantages to small group interaction. In some cases, one person can be just as or
more effective than a group of people. Think about a situation in which a highly specialized skill or
knowledge is  needed to get  something done.  In this  situation,  one very knowledgeable person is
probably a better fit for the task than a group of less knowledgeable people. Group interaction also has
a tendency to slow down the decision-making process. Individuals connected through a hierarchy or
chain  of  command  often  work  better  in  situations  where  decisions  must  be  made  under  time
constraints. When group interaction does occur under time constraints, having one “point person” or
leader who coordinates action and gives final approval or disapproval on ideas or suggestions for
actions is best.

Group communication also presents interpersonal challenges. A common problem is coordinating and
planning group meetings due to busy and conflicting schedules. Some people also have difficulty with
the other-centeredness and self-sacrifice that some groups require.  The interdependence of  group
members that we discussed earlier can also create some disadvantages. Group members may take
advantage of the anonymity of a group and engage in social loafing, meaning they contribute less to the
group than other members or than they would if working alone (Karau & Williams, 1993). Social loafers
expect that no one will notice their behaviors or that others will pick up their slack. It is this potential
for social loafing that makes many students and professionals dread group work, especially those who
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have a tendency to cover for other group members to prevent the social loafer from diminishing the
group’s productivity or output.

“Getting Competent”

Improving Your Group Experiences

Like many of you, I also had some negative group experiences in college that made me think
similarly to a student who posted the following on a teaching blog: “Group work is code for ‘work
as a group for a grade less than what you can get if you work alone’” (Weimer, 2008). But then I
took a course called “Small Group and Team Communication” with an amazing teacher who later
became one of my most influential mentors. She emphasized the fact that we all needed to increase
our knowledge about group communication and group dynamics in order to better our group
communication experiences—and she was right. So the first piece of advice to help you start
improving your group experiences is to closely study the group communication chapters in this
textbook and to apply what you learn to your group interactions. Neither students nor faculty are
born knowing how to function as a group, yet students and faculty often think we’re supposed to
learn as we go, which increases the likelihood of a negative experience.

A second piece of advice is to meet often with your group (Myers & Goodboy, 2005). Of course,
to do this you have to overcome some scheduling and coordination difficulties, but putting other
things aside to work as a group helps set up a norm that group work is important and worthwhile.
Regular meetings also allow members to interact with each other, which can increase social bonds,
build a sense of interdependence that can help diminish social loafing, and establish other
important rules and norms that will guide future group interaction. Instead of committing to
frequent meetings, many student groups use their first meeting to equally divide up the group’s
tasks so they can then go off and work alone (not as a group). While some group work can
definitely be done independently, dividing up the work and assigning someone to put it all together
doesn’t allow group members to take advantage of one of the most powerful advantages of group
work—synergy.

Last, establish group expectations and follow through with them. I recommend that my students
come up with a group name and create a contract of group guidelines during their first meeting
(both of which I learned from my group communication teacher whom I referenced earlier). The
group name helps begin to establish a shared identity, which then contributes to interdependence
and improves performance. The contract of group guidelines helps make explicit the group norms
that might have otherwise been left implicit. Each group member contributes to the contract and
then they all sign it. Groups often make guidelines about how meetings will be run, what to do
about lateness and attendance, the type of climate they’d like for discussion, and other relevant
expectations. If group members end up falling short of these expectations, the other group
members can remind the straying member of the contact and the fact that he or she signed it. If the
group encounters further issues, they can use the contract as a basis for evaluating the other group
member or for communicating with the instructor.

Do you agree with the student’s quote about group work that was included at the1.
beginning? Why or why not?

The second recommendation is to meet more with your group. Acknowledging that2.
schedules are difficult to coordinate and that that is not really going to change, what are
some strategies that you could use to overcome that challenge in order to get time
together as a group?
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What are some guidelines that you think you’d like to include in your contract with a3.
future group?

Key Takeaways

Getting integrated: Small group communication refers to interactions among three or
more people who are connected through a common purpose, mutual influence, and a
shared identity. Small groups are important communication units in academic,
professional, civic, and personal contexts.

Several characteristics influence small groups, including size, structure,
interdependence, and shared identity.

In terms of size, small groups must consist of at least three people, but there
is no set upper limit on the number of group members. The ideal number of
group members is the smallest number needed to competently complete the
group’s task or achieve the group’s purpose.

Internal influences such as member characteristics and external factors
such as the group’s size, task, and access to resources affect a group’s
structure. A group’s structure also affects how group members communicate,
as some structures are more centralized and hierarchical and other structures
are more decentralized and equal.

Groups are interdependent in that they have a shared purpose and a shared
fate, meaning that each group member’s actions affect every other group
member.

Groups develop a shared identity based on their task or purpose, previous
accomplishments, future goals, and an identity that sets their members apart
from other groups.

Small groups serve several functions as they meet instrumental, interpersonal, and
identity needs.

Groups meet instrumental needs, as they allow us to pool resources and
provide access to information to better help us survive and succeed.

Groups meet interpersonal needs, as they provide a sense of belonging
(inclusion), an opportunity to participate in decision making and influence
others (control), and emotional support.

Groups meet identity needs, as they offer us a chance to affiliate ourselves
with others whom we perceive to be like us or whom we admire and would like
to be associated with.

There are various types of groups, including task-oriented, relational-oriented,
primary, and secondary groups, as well as teams.

Task-oriented groups are formed to solve a problem, promote a cause, or
generate ideas or information, while relational-oriented groups are formed to
promote interpersonal connections. While there are elements of both in every
group, the overall purpose of a group can usually be categorized as primarily
task or relational oriented.

Primary groups are long-lasting groups that are formed based on
interpersonal relationships and include family and friendship groups, and
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secondary groups are characterized by less frequent interaction and less
emotional and relational communication than in primary groups. Our
communication in primary groups is more frequently other oriented than our
communication in secondary groups, which is often self-oriented.

Teams are similar to task-oriented groups, but they are characterized by a
high degree of loyalty and dedication to the group’s task and to other group
members.

Advantages of group communication include shared decision making, shared
resources, synergy, and exposure to diversity. Disadvantages of group communication
include unnecessary group formation (when the task would be better performed by one
person), difficulty coordinating schedules, and difficulty with accountability and social
loafing.

Exercises

Getting integrated: For each of the follow examples of a small group context, indicate1.
what you think would be the ideal size of the group and why. Also indicate who the ideal
group members would be (in terms of their occupation/major, role, level of expertise, or
other characteristics) and what structure would work best.

A study group for this class
A committee to decide on library renovation plans
An upper-level college class in your major
A group to advocate for more awareness of and support for abandoned

animals

List some groups to which you have belonged that focused primarily on tasks and then2.
list some that focused primarily on relationships. Compare and contrast your experiences
in these groups.

Synergy is one of the main advantages of small group communication. Explain a time3.
when a group you were in benefited from or failed to achieve synergy. What contributed
to your success/failure?
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7.1 Group Formation
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Page Source

Learning Objectives

Explain the process of group development.1.
Discuss the characteristics of each stage of group development.2.

Small groups have to start somewhere. Even established groups go through changes as members come
and go, as tasks are started and completed, and as relationships change. In this section, we will learn
about  the  stages  of  group  development,  which  are  forming,  storming,  norming,  performing,  and
adjourning . As with most models of communication phenomena, although we order the stages and
discuss them separately, they are not always experienced in a linear fashion. Additionally, some groups
don’t experience all five stages, may experience stages multiple times, or may experience more than
one stage at a time.

Forming

During  the  forming  stage,  group  members  begin  to  reduce  uncertainty  associated  with  new
relationships and/or new tasks through initial  interactions that  lay the foundation for  later  group
dynamics. Groups return to the forming stage as group members come and go over the life span of a
group. Although there may not be as much uncertainty when one or two new people join a group as
there is when a group first forms, groups spend some time in the forming stage every time group
membership changes.

Given that interpersonal bonds are likely not yet formed and people are unfamiliar with the purpose of
the group or task at hand, there are high levels of uncertainty. Early stages of role negotiation begin
and members begin to determine goals for the group and establish rules and norms. Group cohesion
also begins to form during this stage. Group cohesion refers to the commitment of members to the
purpose of the group and the degree of attraction among individuals within the group. The cohesion

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/13-2-small-group-development/
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that begins in this stage sets the group on a trajectory influenced by group members’ feelings about one
another and their  purpose or task.  Groups with voluntary membership may exhibit  high levels of
optimism about what the group can accomplish. Although the optimism can be motivating, unrealistic
expectations can lead to disappointment, making it important for group members to balance optimism
with realism. Groups with assigned or mandatory membership may include members that carry some
degree of resentment toward the group itself or the goals of the group. These members can start the
group off on a negative trajectory that will lessen or make difficult group cohesiveness. Groups can still
be successful if these members are balanced out by others who are more committed to and positive in
regards to the purpose of the group.

Many factors influence how the forming stage of group development plays out. The personalities of the
individuals in the group, the skills that members bring, the resources available to the group, the group’s
size, and the group’s charge all contribute to the creation of the early tone of and climate within a
group . For example, more dominant personalities may take early leadership roles in the group that can
affect  subsequent  decisions.  Group members’  diverse  skill  sets  and access  to  resources  can also
influence the early stages of role differentiation. In terms of size, the bonding that begins in the forming
stage becomes difficult when the number of people within the group prevents every person from having
a one-on-one connection with every other member of the group. Also, in larger groups, more dominant
members tend to assert themselves as leaders and build smaller coalitions within the group, which can
start the group on a trajectory toward more conflict during the upcoming storming stage

When a group receives an external charge, meaning that the goal or purpose of the group is decided by
people outside the group, there may be less uncertainty related to the task dimensions of the group.
Additionally, decisions about what roles people will play including group leaders and other decisions
about the workings of the group may come from the outside, which reduces some of the uncertainty
inherent in the forming stage. Relational uncertainty can also be diminished when group members have
preexisting relationships or familiarity with each other. Although the decreased uncertainty may be
beneficial at this stage, too much imposed structure from the outside can create resentment or a feeling
of powerlessness among group members. So a manageable amount of uncertainty is actually a good
thing for group cohesion and productivity.

Storming

During the storming stage of group development, conflict emerges as people begin to perform their
various roles,  have their  ideas heard,  and negotiate where they fit  in  the group’s  structure.  The
uncertainty present in the forming stage begins to give way as people begin to occupy specific roles and
the purpose, rules, and norms of a group become clearer. Conflict develops when some group members
aren’t satisfied with the role that they or others are playing or the decisions regarding the purpose or
procedures of the group. For example, if a leader begins to emerge or is assigned during the forming
stage, some members may feel that the leader is imposing his or her will on other members of the
group. As we will learn in our section on group leadership, leaders should expect some degree of
resentment from others who wanted to be the leader, have interpersonal conflicts with the leader, or
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just have general issues with being led.

Benjamen Benson – Lightning Storm – CC BY 2.0.

Although the word storming and the concept of conflict have negative connotations, conflict can be
positive and productive. Just like storms can replenish water supplies and make crops grow, storming
can lead to group growth. While conflict is inevitable and should be experienced by every group, a
group that gets stuck at the storming stage will likely not have much success in completing its task or
achieving its purpose. Influences from outside the group can also affect the conflict in the storming
stage. Interpersonal conflicts that predate the formation of the group may distract the group from the
more productive idea- or task-oriented conflict that can be healthy for the group and increase the
quality of ideas, decision making, and output.

Although we often have negative connotations of storming and conflict, the group conflict that happens
in this stage is necessary and productive.

Norming

During the norming stage of group development, the practices and expectations of the group are
solidified, which leads to more stability, productivity, and cohesion within the group. Group norms are
behaviors that become routine but are not explicitly taught or stated. In short, group norms help set the
tone for what group members ought to do and how they ought to behave . Many implicit norms are
derived from social norms that people follow in their everyday life. Norms within the group about
politeness,  lateness,  and communication  patterns  are  typically  similar  to  those  in  other  contexts.
Sometimes a norm needs to be challenged because it is not working for the group, which could lead a
group back to the storming stage. Other times, group members challenge norms for no good reason,
which can lead to punishment for the group member or create conflict within the group.

At this stage, there is a growing consensus among group members as to the roles that each person will
play, the way group interactions will typically play out, and the direction of the group. Leaders that
began to emerge have typically gained the support of other group members, and group identity begins
to solidify. The group may now be recognizable by those on the outside, as slogans, branding, or

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/13.2.0N.jpg
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patterns of interaction become associated with the group. This stage of group development is key for
the smooth operation of the group. Norms bring a sense of predictability and stability that can allow a
group to move on to the performing stage of group development. Norms can also bring with them
conformity pressures that can be positive or negative. In general, people go along with a certain amount
of pressure to conform out of a drive to avoid being abnormal that is a natural part of our social
interaction . Too much pressure, however, can lead people to feel isolated and can create a negative
group climate. We will learn more about pressure as a group dynamic later in this chapter.

Explicit rules may also guide group interaction. Rules are explicitly stated guidelines for members and
may refer to things like expected performance levels or output, attitudes, or dress codes. Rules may be
communicated through verbal instructions,  employee handbooks,  membership policies,  or codes of
conduct.  Groups  can  even  use  procedures  like  Robert’s  Rules  of  Order  to  manage  the  flow  of
conversations and decision-making procedures. Group members can contest or subvert group rules just
as they can norms. Violations of group rules, however, typically result in more explicit punishments than
do violations of norms.

Performing

During the performing stage of group development, group members work relatively smoothly toward
the completion of a task or achievement of a purpose. Although interactions in the performing stage are
task focused, the relational aspects of group interaction provide an underlying support for the group
members. Socialization outside of official group time can serve as a needed relief from the group’s task.
During task-related interactions, group members ideally begin to develop a synergy that results from
the pooling of skills, ideas, experiences, and resources. Synergy is positive in that it can lead group
members to exceed their expectations and perform better than they could individually. Glitches in the
group’s performance can lead the group back to previous stages of group development. Changes in
membership, member roles, or norms can necessitate a revisiting of aspects of the forming, storming,
or norming stages. One way to continue to build group cohesion during the performing stage is to set
short-term attainable group goals. Accomplishing something, even if it’s small, can boost group morale,
which in turn boosts cohesion and productivity.

Adjourning

The adjourning stage of group development occurs when a group dissolves because it has completed its
purpose or goal, membership is declining and support for the group no longer exists, or it is dissolved
because of  some other internal  or  external  cause.  Some groups may live  on indefinitely  and not
experience the adjourning stage. Other groups may experience so much conflict in the storming stage
that they skip norming and performing and dissolve before they can complete their task. For groups
with high social cohesion, adjourning may be a difficult emotional experience. However, group members
may continue interpersonal relationships that formed even after the group dissolves. In reality, many
bonds, even those that were very close, end up fading after the group disbands. This doesn’t mean the
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relationship wasn’t genuine; interpersonal relationships often form because of proximity and shared
task interaction. Once that force is gone, it becomes difficult to maintain friendships, and many fade
away. For groups that had negative experiences, the adjourning stage may be welcomed.

To make the most out of the adjourning stage, it is important that there be some guided and purposeful
reflection. Many groups celebrate their accomplishments with a party or ceremony. Even groups that
had negative experiences or failed to achieve their purpose can still learn something through reflection
in the adjourning stage that may be beneficial for future group interactions. Often, group members
leave a group experience with new or more developed skills that can be usefully applied in future group
or individual contexts. Even groups that are relational rather than task focused can increase members’
interpersonal,  listening,  or  empathetic  skills  or  increase  cultural  knowledge  and  introduce  new
perspectives.

Key Takeaways

Small groups have to start somewhere, but their course of development varies after
forming based on many factors. Some groups go through each stage of development in a
progressive and linear fashion, while other groups may get stuck in a stage, skip a stage,
or experience a stage multiple times.

The five stages of group development include forming, storming, norming, performing,
and adjourning.

During the forming stage, group members engage in socially polite1.
exchanges to help reduce uncertainty and gain familiarity with new members.
Even though their early interactions may seem unproductive, they lay the
groundwork for cohesion and other group dynamics that will play out more
prominently in later stages.

During the storming stage, conflict emerges as group members begin to2.
perform their various roles, have their ideas heard, and negotiate where they
fit in the group’s structure. Conflict is inevitable and important as a part of
group development and can be productive if it is managed properly.

During the norming stage, the practices and expectations (norms and rules)3.
of the group are solidified, which leads to more stability, productivity, and
cohesion within the group.

During the performing stage, group members work relatively smoothly4.
toward the completion of a task or the achievement of their purpose, ideally
capitalizing on the synergy that comes from the diverse experiences group
members bring to the decision-making process.

During the adjourning stage, a group dissolves because its purpose has been5.
met, because membership has declined or the group has lost support, or due
to some other internal or external cause. It is important that groups reflect on
the life of the group to learn any relevant lessons and celebrate
accomplishments.
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Exercises

Recall a previous or current small group to which you belonged/belong. Trace the1.
group’s development using the five stages discussed in this section. Did you experience
all the stages? In what order? Did you stay in some stages more than others?

During the norming stage of group development, interaction patterns and group2.
expectations solidify. Recall a current or former group. What were some of the norms for
the group? What were some rules? How did you become aware of each?

Many people don’t think about the importance of the adjourning stage. What do you3.
think is the best way to complete the adjourning stage for a group that was successful
and cohesive? What about for a group that was unsuccessful and not cohesive.

“13.2 Small Group Development”. Communication in the Real World. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
Tuckman, B. W., and Mary Ann C. Jensen, “Stages of Small-Group Development Revisited,” Group and
Organizational Studies 2, no. 4 (1977): 419–27.
Hargie, O., Skilled Interpersonal Interaction: Research, Theory, and Practice, 5th ed. (London:
Routledge, 2011), 445.
Ellis & Fisher, 1994
Ellis, D. G., and B. Aubrey Fisher, Small Group Decision Making: Communication and the Group
Process, 4th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994), 14.
Ellis & Fisher, 1994
Ellis & Fisher, 1994
Hargie, 2011
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7.2 Group Norms
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Group Norms

Section Source

Learning Objectives

Define group norms.1.
Discuss the role and function of group norms.2.
Discuss the effect of group norms on a group’s development.3.

A new vice president came into an organization. At the end of her first weekly meeting with her staff
members, she tossed a nerf ball to one of them and asked the person to say how she was feeling. When
that person finished, the vice president asked her to toss the ball to someone else, and so on, until
everyone had expressed himself or herself. This process soon became a regular feature of the group’s
meetings.

In our earlier section on group life cycles, you learned about Bruce Tuckman’s model of forming,
storming, norming, and performing. Along with roles, status, and trust, which we’ll encounter in the
next chapter,  norms are usually generated and adopted after a group’s “forming” and “storming”
stages.

As a group moves from “forming” toward “performing,” then, norms help guide its members along the
way. Whether we see them or not, norms are powerful predictors of a group’s behavior.

What Norms Are

Group norms are rules or guidelines that reflect expectations of how group members should act and
interact. They define what behaviors are acceptable or not; good or not; right or not; or appropriate or
not (O’Hair & Wieman, p. 19).

Norms may relate to how people look, behave, or communicate with each other. Tossing a nerf ball
around a circle of workers is perhaps a peculiar way to start a meeting, and it  probably doesn’t
contribute directly to achieving substantive goals, but it did represent a norm in the vice president’s

https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/an-introduction-to-group-communication/s05-05-group-norms.html
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group we described—which, by the way, was a real group and not a product of imagination!

Some norms relate to how a group as a whole will act—e.g., when and how often it will meet, for
instance. Others have to do with the behavior of individual group members and the roles those members
play within the group.

By defining what social behavior lies within acceptable boundaries, norms can help a group function
smoothly and face conflict without falling apart (Hayes, p. 31).. Thus, they can constitute a potent force
to promote positive interaction among group members.

Origin of Norms

In a new group, norms may arise organically as members settle into their relationships and start to
function together. Decisions need to be made and time needs to be taken for diverse activities such as
identifying goals, determining tasks, and allocating human and tangible resources. Who will take the
lead on these areas of the group’s behavior has to be determined.

Further questions need to be answered as the group gets off the ground. Here are some examples:

What topics are and are not appropriate for the group to discuss?
How and to what degree will members respect and attend to each other’s statements and
viewpoints?
How and when, if ever, will the group behave casually?
What mechanisms will the group use to solve problems?

Any group eventually needs to deal with these questions, and the answers it reaches will  become
embodied as norms.

Implicit Norms

Whether a group is new or not, its norms aren’t always expressed or discussed. People may simply
assume that certain norms exist and accept them “by unspoken consent” (Galanes & Adams, p. 162),. in
which case they are implicit norms.

Consider “same seat syndrome,” for example. How often have you found that people in a college
classroom seem to gravitate every day to exactly the same chairs they’ve always sat in? Nobody says,
“Hey, I’ve decided that this will be my chair forever” or “I see that that’s your territory, so I’ll never sit
there,” do they?

Often norms are difficult for group members to express in words. What topics are okay or not okay to
talk about during informal “chit-chat” may be a matter of unstated intuition rather than something that
people can readily describe. Nevertheless, implicit norms may be extremely powerful, and even large
groups are apt to have at least some implicit norms.
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The cultural background each member brings to a group may lie beneath conscious awareness, yet it
may exert a powerful influence on both that person’s and the group’s behavior and expectations. Just as
a fish is unaware that it lives in water, a person may easily go through life and participate in group
interactions without perceiving that he or she is the product of a culture.

Explicit Norms

Sometimes group norms are stated outright, either orally or in writing; then they are explicit norms.
Such explicit rules may be imposed by an authority figure such as an executive or designated team
leader.  They may be part  of  formal  policies  or  regulations.  Wearing a  uniform or  answering the
telephone in a certain way, for instance, may be written requirements in a workplace group.

Manuals, and even books, have been composed to provide members of groups with norms of how to
behave. A manager in one organization we know wrote a policy in response to almost every problem or
difficulty his division experienced. Because the manager served for more than 15 years in his position,
the collection of these incident-based policies eventually filled a large tabbed binder. The bigger the
group, the more likely it is that its norms will be rigid and explicit like these (Lamberton, L., & Minor-
Evans, L., 2002).

Table 3.3 Implicit, Explicit, Individual, and Whole-Group Norms.

Individual Whole-Group

Explicit Each new member receives a copy of the group’s
bylaws The group keeps minutes of all its meetings

Implicit A person should raise his/her hand to signal a
desire to speak

Someone brings doughnuts or other treats every
time the group meets

Interaction, Procedure, Status, and Achievement Norms

Norms may relate to four aspects of a group’s identity: interaction, procedure, status, and achievement
(Engleberg & Wynn, p. 37) Let’s look at each of these kinds of norms.

Interaction norms specify how people communicate in the group. Is it expected that everyone in the
group should have an opportunity to speak about any topic that the group deals with? How long is it
okay for one person to speak?

Procedure-oriented norms identify how the group functions. Does it hold meetings according to an
established schedule? Who speaks first when the group gets together? Does someone distribute a
written record of what happened after every time the group gets together?

Status norms indicate the degree of influence that members possess and how that influence is obtained
and expressed. Who decides when a group discussion has concluded? When and how are officers for the
group elected?
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Achievement norms relate to standards the group sets for the nature and amount of its work. Must
members cite readings or the comments of authorities when they make presentations to the group?
What happens to a group member who completes tasks late or fails to complete them at all?

As we’ll discover in the next chapter, enforcing and changing the norms of a group throughout its life
cycle may present substantial challenges. Those challenges can best be overcome if members share a
common understanding of their group’s norms.

Key Takeaway

Group norms, whether explicit or implicit, underlie and affect almost all aspects of a group’s
activities.

Exercises

Think of an unusual norm you’ve encountered in a group you were part of. Do you know how1.
and from whom it originated? If not, what is your speculation about its origin?
Identify an implicit norm in a group you were part of. Would it have been a good idea to make2.
the norm explicit instead? Why or why not?
Describe a group norm you’ve experienced that dealt with either interaction, procedure, status,3.
or achievement.

 

Norms among Group Members

Section Source

Learning Objectives

Identify positive sentiments, as well as challenges, associated with group norms.1.
Discuss ways in which group norms may be enforced.2.
Identify processes for challenging and changing group norms.3.

Knotty Norms

Before we had our daughter, my husband and I used to just take a couple moments before dinner and
hold hands, just to bring us to a still quiet place, before beginning the evening meal. So, when he had
our little girl, really from the time she could sit in the high chair, we held hands together, just for a few
moments of silence, and then we squeezed hands and released.

https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/an-introduction-to-group-communication/s06-02-norms-among-group-members.html
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Well, we did this day in, day out, year in, year out, and then when she was old enough to count–I don’t
know how old she was–but one evening we squeezed hands and she looked up and smiled and said, “I
got to 35.”

And her dad and I both looked at her and said, “What?”

And she said, “I got to 35.” She said, “Usually I only get to 20 or 25.”

And simultaneously, my husband and I said, “You count?”

And she looked at us and said, “Well, what do you do?”

And here all these years, where we thought this was just this little almost a spiritual moment, we never
explained to her what that was about or what we were doing, and she thought we were all counting.

A New Yorker  cartoon shows a couple that’s  apparently just  left  a large room filled with people
partying. The woman is reaching to press the button of an elevator, while the man holds a tripod, a long
pointer, and several large charts and graphs under his arm. The woman says, “Frankly, Benjamin,
you’re beginning to bore everyone with your statistics.”

It’s important to identify a group’s norms if we’re to have a good shot at predicting what it will do under
different circumstances. In the comments above, the mother whose daughter used quiet time before
dinner to count in her head thought her family’s mealtime norms were clear to all its members, but she
was mistaken.

Do members of a group understand its norms, then? And if they understand them, do they accept and
follow them? When and how do they change them? The answers to these questions play a large role in
determining the effectiveness of the members and of the group as a whole.

Responding to Norms

What does it mean to you if you say something is “normal”? Probably it means that you feel it’s usual
and right—correct? Part of your reaction to something you consider “normal,” therefore, is likely to be a
sense of comfort and assurance. Furthermore, you wouldn’t want to intentionally engage in or be
around someone who engages in behavior which you don’t consider to be normal. The term for such
behavior is, after all, “abnormal.”

Shortly we’ll examine how groups enforce their norms, what happens when people violate them, and
how we can best to try to change them. Let’s recognize first, however, that considering something
“normal” or “the norm” in the first place can lead to challenges. As we’ll be reminded later when we
discuss  conflict  in  groups,  one such challenge arises  from the fact  that  people’s  opinions—about
everything—differ.

In a large organization where one of the authors worked, a male colleague told a joke while he and
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some other employees waited for a staff meeting to start. In the joke, a man who thought he had
cleverly avoided being executed found that he had been outsmarted and was going to be raped instead.
The  people  who  heard  the  joke  laughed,  work-related  topics  came  up,  and  the  staff  meeting
commenced.

Sometimes differences of opinion in groups deal with inconsequential topics or norms and therefore
cause no difficulty for anyone. Who cares, for instance, whether people bring coffee with them to
morning meetings or not, or whether they wear bright-colored articles of clothing?

Up to a certain point, furthermore, we all tend to accommodate differences between ourselves and
others on a daily basis without giving it  a second thought.  We may even pride ourselves on our
tolerance when we accept those differences.

On the other hand, we know that things which are customary aren’t always right. Slavery was once
considered normal throughout the world, for instance, and so was child labor. Obviously, we may find it
challenging to confront norms that differ significantly from our personal beliefs and values.

Enforcing Norms

Whether a group enforces a norm, and if so in what way, depends on several factors. These factors may
include the level of formality of the group, the importance the group attaches to a particular norm, and
the degree and frequency with which the norm is violated.

If a norm is of minor importance, and especially if it’s implicit, violating it may not provoke much of a
response.  Perhaps someone will  just  frown,  shake a finger at  the “violator,”  or  otherwise convey
displeasure without using words. (Think about a time when someone’s cell phone went off in a large
crowd at a speech or professional conference, for example).

On the other hand, explicit norms are often accompanied by explicit efforts to enforce them. A group
may make it clear, either orally or in writing, what will happen if someone violates such a norm. The
syllabus produced by one university professor we know, for instance, stipulated that anyone whose cell
phone rings during a lesson must either write a 500-word essay or bring donuts to everyone else in
class the next time they met.

Policy  manuals  and rule  books  comprise  formal,  clear  expressions  of  norms both  in  and outside
academe. So do city ordinances, state and Federal laws, and IRS regulations. These manifestations of
norms include statements of what consequences will be associated with violating them.

On the level of a small group, a team of college students preparing for a class presentation might decide
to have its members sign an agreement indicating their willingness to meet at certain predetermined
times or to contact each other regularly by phone or text messages. The agreement might also indicate
that the group will report a teammate to their instructor if that person fails to observe its terms.
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The example we’ve just considered involves a form of punishment, which can be one consequence of
violating a norm. What else can happen if you violate a group norm? Galanes & Adams (p. 163) identify
these consequences:

loss of influence
ostracism
exclusion

Particularly within large organizations, groups can benefit from contemplating early in their “life cycle”
just how they would expect to respond to various kinds of behavior that violate their norms. They may
decide that punishment will be part of the picture for serious violations. If so, they should probably
reflect on how members might rejoin the group or regain their stature within it after a punishment has
been administered and an offense has been corrected.

Challenging and Changing Group Norms

Think back to the story about our colleague at the staff meeting. Evidently, he thought that the norms of
the organization permitted him to tell his joke. When his fellow employees laughed, he probably also
assumed that they found the joke to be amusing.

After the meeting, however, as four or five people lingered in the room, one of the female staffers
spoke. “It’s really hard for me to say this,” she said, “but I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell jokes
about rape.”

The woman who expressed herself to the group made clear that she felt its norms needed to be changed
if jokes about rape were considered acceptable. The woman was right in two respects. First, rape is no
laughing matter, and a group norm which condones jokes about it ought to be rejected. Second, when
she told her colleagues “It’s really hard for me to say this,” she illustrated that it’s difficult to confront
other people to propose that they change the norms they operate under.

In this case, one group member submitted a polite request to her fellow group members. As it turned
out, those members accepted her request. The man who told the joke apologized, and to our knowledge
no more jokes about rape were told in the group.

Things aren’t always this straightforward, though. Therefore, adopting a systematic approach may
prepare you for the wide-ranging situations in which you or your fellow group members want to change
your norms.  What  principles  and behaviors,  then,  should you follow if  you feel  a  group norm is
ineffective, inappropriate, or wrong?

Lamberton and Minor-Evans (pp. 226–227) recommend that you follow these steps:

Confirm whether everyone in the group agrees on the purpose of the group. Different norms1.
will arise from different assumptions about the group’s purpose and will fit the different
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assumptions on which they are based. Misunderstandings or disagreements about the purpose
of the group need to be identified and worked through.

See if other people’s understanding of the group’s current norms is the same as yours. Again,2.
it’s important to know whether other members of the group agree on what norms the group
actually has.

Remember the examples at the beginning of this section, in which a small daughter thought
that holding hands before dinner was a time for silent counting and a man thought it was okay
to bring charts and graphs to a social occasion? They illustrate that it’s possible to completely
misconstrue a group norm even in close, ongoing relationships and at any age.

Explain to the group why you feel a particular norm ought to be changed.3.
Offer a plan for changing the norm, including a replacement for it which you feel will be better,4.
drawing upon the full potential of each member.
If necessary, change the composition and role assignments of the group.5.

Key Takeaway

Once they have been established, group norms are generally enforced in some way but can also
be challenged and modified.

Exercises

Identify two norms, one explicit and one implicit, that you’ve encountered in a group setting.1.
Did you observe the norms being enforced in some way? If so, what kind of enforcement was
employed, and by whom?
Describe a time when you were part of a group and believed that one of its norms needed to be2.
changed. What made you feel that way? Was your view shared by anyone else in the group?
What steps have you taken to challenge a group norm? How did the other members of the3.
group respond to your challenge? If you had a chance to go back and relive the situation, what
if anything would you change about your actions? (If you don’t recall ever having challenged a
group norm, describe a situation in which someone else did so).
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7.3 Leadership
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Page Source

Learning Objectives

Discuss the various perspectives on how and why people become leaders.1.
Compare and contrast various leadership styles.2.
Discuss the types of power that a leader may tap into.3.

Leadership  is  one  of  the  most  studied  aspects  of  group  communication.  Scholars  in  business,
communication,  psychology,  and many other fields have written extensively about the qualities of
leaders, theories of leadership, and how to build leadership skills. It’s important to point out that
although a group may have only one official leader, other group members play important leadership
roles. Making this distinction also helps us differentiate between leaders and leadership (Hargie, 2011).
The leader is  a group role that is  associated with a high-status position and may be formally or
informally recognized by group members. Leadership is a complex of beliefs, communication patterns,
and behaviors that influence the functioning of a group and move a group toward the completion of its
task. A person in the role of leader may provide no or poor leadership. Likewise, a person who is not
recognized as a “leader” in title can provide excellent leadership. In the remainder of this section, we
will discuss some approaches to the study of leadership, leadership styles, and leadership and group
dynamics.

Why and How People Become Leaders

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/14-1-leadership-and-small-group-communication/
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A group leader may be formally designated by someone inside or outside the group
or may emerge naturally during early group meetings. New City Church – CC
BY-NC 2.0.

Throughout human history, some people have grown into, taken, or been given positions as leaders.
Many early leaders were believed to be divine in some way. In some indigenous cultures, shamans are
considered leaders because they are believed to be bridges that can connect the spiritual and physical
realms. Many early kings, queens, and military leaders were said to be approved by a god to lead the
people. Today, many leaders are elected or appointed to positions of power, but most of them have
already accumulated much experience in leadership roles. Some leaders are well respected, some are
feared, some are hated, and many elicit some combination of these reactions. This brief overview
illustrates the centrality of leadership throughout human history, but it wasn’t until the last hundred
years that leadership became an object of systematic study.

Before we move onto specific approaches to studying leadership, let’s distinguish between designated
and emergent leaders. In general, some people gravitate more toward leadership roles than others, and
some leaders are designated while other are emergent (Hargie, 2011). Designated leaders are officially
recognized in their leadership role and may be appointed or elected by people inside or outside the
group. Designated leaders can be especially successful when they are sought out by others to fulfill and
are then accepted in leadership roles. On the other hand, some people seek out leadership positions not
because they possess leadership skills and have been successful leaders in the past but because they
have a drive to hold and wield power. Many groups are initially leaderless and must either designate a
leader or  wait  for  one to  emerge organically.  Emergent  leaders  gain status  and respect  through
engagement with the group and its task and are turned to by others as a resource when leadership is
needed. Emergent leaders may play an important role when a designated leader unexpectedly leaves.
We will now turn our attention to three common perspectives on why some people are more likely to be
designated leaders than others and how leaders emerge in the absence of or in addition to a designated
leader.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/14.1.0N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gfcc/6780161417/
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Leaders Emerge Because of Their Traits

The trait  approach to studying leadership distinguishes leaders from followers based on traits,  or
personal  characteristics  (Pavitt,  1999).  Some traits  that  leaders,  in  general,  share  are  related to
physical appearance, communication ability, intelligence, and personality (Cragan & Wright, 1991). In
terms of physical appearance, designated leaders tend to be taller and more attractive than other group
members. This could be because we consciously and/or subconsciously associate a larger size (in terms
of height and build, but not body fat) with strength and strength with good leadership. As far as
communication abilities, leaders speak more fluently, have a more confident tone, and communicate
more often than other group members. Leaders are also moderately more intelligent than other group
members, which is attractive because leaders need good problem-solving skills. Interestingly, group
members are not as likely to designate or recognize an emergent leader that they perceive to be
exceedingly more intelligent than them. Last,  leaders are usually more extroverted, assertive, and
persistent than other group members. These personality traits help get these group members noticed by
others, and expressivity is often seen as attractive and as a sign of communication competence.

The trait approach to studying leaders has provided some useful information regarding how people view
ideal  leaders,  but  it  has not  provided much insight  into why some people become and are more
successful leaders than others. The list of ideal traits is not final, because excellent leaders can have
few, if any, of these traits and poor leaders can possess many. Additionally, these traits are difficult to
change or control without much time and effort. Because these traits are enduring, there isn’t much
room for people to learn and develop leadership skills, which makes this approach less desirable for
communication scholars who view leadership as a communication competence. Rather than viewing
these traits as a guide for what to look for when choosing your next leader, view them as traits that are
made meaningful through context and communication behaviors.

Leaders Emerge Because of the Situation

The emergent approach to studying leadership considers how leaders emerge in groups that are initially
leaderless and how situational contexts affect this process (Pavitt, 1999). The situational context that
surrounds a group influences what type of leader is best. Situations may be highly structured, highly
unstructured, or anywhere in between (Cragan & Wright, 1991). Research has found that leaders with a
high task orientation are likely to emerge in both highly structured contexts like a group that works to
maintain a completely automated factory unit and highly unstructured contexts like a group that is
responding to a crisis. Relational-oriented leaders are more likely to emerge in semistructured contexts
that are less formal and in groups composed of people who have specific knowledge and are therefore
be trusted to do much of their work independently (Fiedler, 1967). For example, a group of local
business owners who form a group for professional networking would likely prefer a leader with a
relational-oriented style, since these group members are likely already leaders in their own right and
therefore might resent a person who takes a rigid task-oriented style over a more collegial style.

Leaders emerge differently in different groups, but there are two stages common to each scenario
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(Bormann & Bormann, 1988). The first stage only covers a brief period, perhaps no longer than a
portion of one meeting. During this first stage, about half of the group’s members are eliminated from
the possibility of being the group’s leader. Remember that this is an informal and implicit process—not
like people being picked for a kickball team or intentionally vetted. But there are some communicative
behaviors that influence who makes the cut to the next stage of informal leader consideration. People
will  likely  be  eliminated  as  leader  candidates  if  they  do  not  actively  contribute  to  initial  group
interactions, if  they contribute but communicate poorly, if  they contribute but appear too rigid or
inflexible in their beliefs, or if they seem uninformed about the task of the group.

The second stage of leader emergence is where a more or less pronounced struggle for leadership
begins. In one scenario, a leader candidate picks up an ally in the group who acts as a supporter or
lieutenant,  reinforcing the ideas and contributions of  the candidate.  If  there are no other  leader
candidates or the others fail to pick up a supporter, the candidate with the supporter will likely become
the leader. In a second scenario, there are two leader candidates who both pick up supporters and who
are both qualified leaders. This leads to a more intense and potentially prolonged struggle that can
actually be uncomfortable for other group members. Although the two leader candidates don’t overtly
fight with each other or say, “I should be leader, not you!” they both take strong stances in regards to
the group’s purpose and try to influence the structure, procedures, and trajectory for the group. Group
members not involved in this struggle may not know who to listen to, which can lead to low task and
social cohesion and may cause a group to fail. In some cases, one candidate-supporter team will retreat,
leaving a clear leader to step up. But the candidate who retreated will still enjoy a relatively high status
in the group and be respected for vying for leadership. The second-place candidate may become a
nuisance for the new emergent leader, questioning his or her decisions. Rather than excluding or
punishing the second-place candidate, the new leader should give him or her responsibilities within the
group to make use of the group member’s respected status.

Leaders Emerge Based on Communication Skill and Competence

This final approach to the study of leadership is considered a functional approach, because it focuses on
how particular communication behaviors function to create the conditions of leadership.
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A group leader with high communication
competence can facilitate brainstorming and group
discussion to enhance the creativity and quality of
group members’ ideas. Luca Mascaro
–Brainstorming – CC BY-SA 2.0..

This last approach is the most useful for communication scholars and for people who want to improve
their leadership skills, because leadership behaviors (which are learnable and adaptable) rather than
traits or situations (which are often beyond our control) are the primary focus of study. As we’ve
already learned, any group member can exhibit leadership behaviors, not just a designated or emergent
leader. Therefore leadership behaviors are important for all  of  us to understand even if  we don’t
anticipate serving in leadership positions (Cragan & Wright, 1991).

The communication behaviors that facilitate effective leadership encompass three main areas of group
communication including task, procedural, and relational functions. Although any group member can
perform leadership behaviors, groups usually have patterns of and expectations for behaviors once they
get to the norming and performing stages of group development. Many groups only meet one or two
times, and in these cases it is likely that a designated leader will perform many of the functions to get
the group started and then step in to facilitate as needed.

Leadership behaviors that contribute to a group’s task-related functions include providing, seeking, and
evaluating information. Leaders may want to be cautious about contributing ideas before soliciting
ideas from group members, since the leader’s contribution may sway or influence others in the group,
therefore diminishing the importance of varying perspectives. Likewise a leader may want to solicit
evaluation of ideas from members before providing his or her own judgment. In group situations where
creativity is needed to generate ideas or solutions to a problem, the task leader may be wise to facilitate
brainstorming and discussion.

This can allow the leader to keep his or her eye on the “big picture” and challenge group members to
make their ideas more concrete or discuss their implications beyond the group without adding his or
her own opinion. To review, some of the key leadership behaviors that contribute to the task-related
functions of a group include the following (Cragan & Wright, 1991):

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/14.1.1N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/lucamascaro/4585858717/
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Contributing ideas
Seeking ideas
Evaluating ideas
Seeking idea evaluation
Visualizing abstract ideas
Generalizing from specific ideas

Leadership behaviors that contribute to a group’s procedural-related functions help guide the group as
it  proceeds  from idea  generation  to  implementation.  Some leaders  are  better  at  facilitating  and
managing ideas than they are at managing the administrative functions of a group. So while a group
leader may help establish the goals of the group and set the agenda, another group member with more
experience  in  group  operations  may  step  in  to  periodically  revisit  and  assess  progress  toward
completion of goals and compare the group’s performance against its agenda. It’s also important to
check in between idea-generating sessions to clarify, summarize, and gauge the agreement level of
group members. A very skilled and experienced leader may take primary responsibility for all these
behaviors, but it’s often beneficial to share them with group members to avoid becoming overburdened.
To review, some of the key leadership behaviors that contribute to the procedural functions of a group
include the following (Cragan & Wright, 1991):

Goal setting
Agenda making
Clarifying
Summarizing
Verbalizing consensus
Generalizing from specific ideas

Leadership behaviors that contribute to a group’s relational functions include creating a participative
and inclusive climate, establishing norms of reflection and self-analysis, and managing conflict.  By
encouraging participation among group members, a leader can help quell people who try to monopolize
discussion and create an overall climate of openness and equality. Leaders want to make sure that
people don’t feel personally judged for their ideas and that criticism remains idea centered, not person
centered. A safe and positive climate typically leads to higher-quality idea generation and decision
making.  Leaders  also  encourage  group members  to  metacommunicate,  or  talk  about  the  group’s
communication.  This  can  help  the  group  identify  and  begin  to  address  any  interpersonal  or
communication issues before they escalate and divert the group away from accomplishing its goal. A
group with a well-established participative and inclusive climate will be better prepared to handle
conflict  when it  emerges.  Remember  that  conflict  when handled competently  can enhance group
performance. Leaders may even instigate productive conflict by playing devil’s advocate or facilitating
civil debate of ideas. To review, some of the key leadership behaviors that contribute to the relational
functions of a group include the following (Cragan & Wright, 1991):

Regulating participation
Climate making
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Instigating group self-analysis
Resolving conflict
Instigating productive conflict

Leadership Styles

Given the large amount of research done on leadership, it is not surprising that there are several
different ways to define or categorize leadership styles. In general, effective leaders do not fit solely
into one style in any of the following classifications. Instead, they are able to adapt their leadership
style to fit the relational and situational context (Wood, 1977). One common way to study leadership
style is to make a distinction among autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire leaders (Lewin, Lippitt, &
White, 1939). These leadership styles can be described as follows:

Autocratic leaders set policies and make decisions primarily on their own, taking advantage of
the power present in their title or status to set the agenda for the group.
Democratic leaders facilitate group discussion and like to take input from all members before
making a decision.
Laissez-faire leaders take a “hands-off” approach, preferring to give group members freedom
to reach and implement their own decisions.

While this is a frequently cited model of leadership styles, we will focus in more detail on a model that
was developed a few years after this one. I choose to focus on this later model because it offers some
more specifics in terms of the communicative elements of each leadership style. The four leadership
styles used in this model are directive, participative, supportive, and achievement oriented (House &
Mitchell, 1974).

Directive Leaders

Directive leaders provide structure and
clear expectations for their group. To be
effective they must be skilled motivators.
The Open University –  Speaker – CC
BY-NC-ND 2.0.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/14.1.2N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/the-open-university/17165699741/
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Directive  leaders  help  provide  psychological  structure  for  their  group  members  by  clearly
communicating expectations, keeping a schedule and agenda, providing specific guidance as group
members work toward the completion of their task, and taking the lead on setting and communicating
group rules and procedures. Although this is most similar to the autocratic leadership style mentioned
before, it is more nuanced and flexible. The originators of this model note that a leader can be directive
without  being  seen  as  authoritarian.  To  do  this,  directive  leaders  must  be  good  motivators  who
encourage productivity through positive reinforcement or reward rather than through the threat of
punishment.

A directive leadership style is effective in groups that do not have a history and may require direction to
get started on their task. It can also be the most appropriate method during crisis situations in which
decisions must be made under time constraints or other extraordinary pressures. When groups have an
established history and are composed of people with unique skills and expertise, a directive approach
may be seen as “micromanaging.” In these groups, a more participative style may be the best option.

Participative Leaders

Participative leaders work to include group members in the decision-making process by soliciting and
considering their opinions and suggestions. When group members feel included, their personal goals
are more likely to align with the group and organization’s goals, which can help productivity. This style
of leadership can also aid in group member socialization, as the members feel like they get to help
establish group norms and rules, which affects cohesion and climate. When group members participate
more, they buy into the group’s norms and goals more, which can increase conformity pressures for
incoming group members. As we learned earlier, this is good to a point, but it can become negative
when the pressures lead to unethical group member behavior. In addition to consulting group members
for help with decision making, participative leaders also grant group members more freedom to work
independently. This can lead group members to feel trusted and respected for their skills, which can
increase their effort and output.

The participative method of leadership is similar to the democratic style discussed earlier, and it is a
style  of  leadership practiced in  many organizations that  have established work groups that  meet
consistently over long periods of time. US companies began to adopt a more participative and less
directive style of management in the 1980s after organizational scholars researched teamwork and
efficiency in Japanese corporations. Japanese managers included employees in decision making, which
blurred the line between the leader and other group members and enhanced productivity. These small
groups were called quality circles, because they focused on group interaction intended to improve
quality and productivity (Cragan & Wright, 1991).
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Supportive Leaders

Supportive leaders show concern for their followers’ needs and emotions. They want to support group
members’ welfare through a positive and friendly group climate. These leaders are good at reducing the
stress and frustration of the group, which helps create a positive climate and can help increase group
members’ positive feelings about the task and other group members. As we will learn later, some group
roles function to maintain the relational climate of the group, and several group members often perform
these role behaviors. With a supportive leader as a model, such behaviors would likely be performed as
part of established group norms, which can do much to enhance social cohesion. Supportive leaders do
not provide unconditionally positive praise. They also competently provide constructive criticism in
order to challenge and enhance group members’ contributions.

A supportive leadership style is more likely in groups that are primarily relational rather than task
focused. For example, support groups and therapy groups benefit from a supportive leader. While
maintaining positive relationships is an important part of any group’s functioning, most task-oriented
groups need to spend more time on task than social functions in order to efficiently work toward the
completion of their task. Skilled directive or participative leaders of task-oriented groups would be wise
to employ supportive leadership behaviors when group members experience emotional stress to prevent
relational stress from negatively impacting the group’s climate and cohesion.

Achievement-Oriented Leaders

Achievement-oriented  leaders  strive  for  excellence  and  set  challenging  goals,  constantly  seeking
improvement and exhibiting confidence that group members can meet their high expectations. These
leaders often engage in systematic social comparison, keeping tabs on other similar high-performing
groups to assess their expectations and the group’s progress. This type of leadership is similar to what
other scholars call transformational or visionary leadership and is often associated with leaders like
former Apple CEO Steve Jobs, talk show host and television network CEO Oprah Winfrey, former
president  Bill  Clinton,  and  business  magnate  turned  philanthropist  Warren  Buffett.  Achievement-
oriented leaders are likely less common than the other styles, as this style requires a high level of skill
and commitment on the part of the leader and the group. Although rare, these leaders can be found at
all levels of groups ranging from local school boards to Fortune 500 companies. Certain group dynamics
must be in place in order to accommodate this leadership style. Groups for which an achievement-
oriented leadership style would be effective are typically intentionally created and are made up of
members who are skilled and competent in regards to the group’s task. In many cases, the leader is
specifically chosen because of his or her reputation and expertise, and even though the group members
may not have a history of working with the leader, the members and leader must have a high degree of
mutual respect.
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“Getting Plugged In”

Steve Jobs as an Achievement-Oriented Leader

“Where can you find a leader with Jobs’ willingness to fail, his sheer tenacity, persistence, and
resiliency, his grandiose ego, his overwhelming belief in himself?” (Deutschman, 2012) This closing
line of an article following the death of Steve Jobs clearly illustrates the larger-than-life personality
and extraordinary drive of achievement-oriented leaders. Jobs, who founded Apple Computers, was
widely recognized as a visionary with a brilliant mind during his early years at the helm of Apple
(from 1976 to 1985), but he hadn’t yet gained respect as a business leader. Jobs left the company
and later returned in 1997. After his return, Apple reached its height under his leadership, which
was now enhanced by business knowledge and skills he gained during his time away from the
company. The fact that Jobs was able to largely teach himself the ins and outs of business practices
is a quality of achievement-oriented leaders, who are constantly self-reflective and evaluate their
skills and performance, making adaptations as necessary.

Achievement-oriented leaders also often possess good instincts, allowing them to make decisions
quickly while acknowledging the potential for failure but also showing a resiliency that allows them
to bounce back from mistakes and come back stronger. Rather than bringing in panels of experts,
presenting ideas to focus groups for feedback, or putting a new product through market research
and testing, Jobs relied on his instincts, which led to some embarrassing failures and some
remarkable successes that overshadowed the failures. Although Jobs made unilateral decisions, he
relied heavily on the creative and technical expertise of others who worked for him and were able
to make his creative, innovative, and some say genius ideas reality. As do other achievement-
oriented leaders, Jobs held his group members to exceptionally high standards and fostered a
culture that mirrored his own perfectionism. Constant comparisons to other technological
innovators like Bill Gates, CEO of Microsoft, pushed Jobs and those who worked for him to work
tirelessly to produce the “next big thing.” Achievement-oriented leaders like Jobs have been
described as maniacal, intense, workaholics, perfectionists, risk takers, narcissists, innovative, and
visionary. These descriptors carry positive and negative connotations but often yield amazing
results when possessed by a leader, the likes of which only seldom come around.

Do you think Jobs could have been as successful had he employed one of the other1.
leadership styles? Why or why not? How might the achievement-oriented leadership style
be well suited for a technology company like Apple or the technology field in general?

In what circumstances would you like to work for an achievement-oriented leader, and2.
why? In what circumstances would you prefer not to work with an achievement-oriented
leader, and why?

Do some research on another achievement-oriented leader. Discuss how that leader’s3.
traits are similar to and/or different from those of Steve Jobs.

Leadership and Power

Leaders help move group members toward the completion of their goal using various motivational
strategies. The types of power leaders draw on to motivate have long been a topic of small group study.
A leader may possess or draw on any of the following five types of power to varying degrees: legitimate,
expert, referent, information, and reward/coercive (French Jr. & Raven, 1959). Effective leaders do not
need to possess all five types of power. Instead, competent leaders know how to draw on other group
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members who may be better able to exercise a type of power in a given situation.

Legitimate Power

The very title of leader brings with it legitimate power, which is power that flows from the officially
recognized position, status, or title of a group member. For example, the leader of the “Social Media
Relations Department” of a retail chain receives legitimate power through the title “director of social
media relations.” It is important to note though that being designated as someone with status or a
position of power doesn’t mean that the group members respect or recognize that power. Even with a
title, leaders must still earn the ability to provide leadership. Of the five types of power, however, the
leader alone is most likely to possess legitimate power.

Expert Power

A group member with expertise in an area relevant to
the group’s task may draw on expert power to lead the
group. For example, a transplant surgeon may lead a
team of other doctors and nurses during the surgery
while a critical care nurse may take the lead during
postsurgery recovery. UCD School of Medicine
– Surgery Image 2 – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Expert power comes from knowledge, skill, or expertise that a group member possesses and other
group members do not.  For example,  even though all  the workers in the Social  Media Relations
Department have experience with computers, the information technology (IT) officer has expert power
when it comes to computer networking and programming. Because of this, even though the director
may have a higher status, she or he must defer to the IT officer when the office network crashes. A
leader who has legitimate and expert power may be able to take a central role in setting the group’s
direction, contributing to problem solving, and helping the group achieve its goal. In groups with a
designated leader who relies primarily on legitimate power, a member with a significant amount of
expert power may emerge as an unofficial secondary leader.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/14.1.3N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/76652722@N04/6878044409/
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Referent Power

Referent power comes from the attractiveness, likeability, and charisma of the group member. As we
learned earlier,  more physically  attractive  people  and more outgoing people  are  often chosen as
leaders.  This  could be due to  their  referent  power.  Referent  power also derives from a person’s
reputation. A group member may have referent power if he or she is well respected outside of the group
for previous accomplishments or even because he or she is known as a dependable and capable group
member. Like legitimate power, the fact that a person possesses referent power doesn’t mean he or she
has the talent, skill, or other characteristic needed to actually lead the group. A person could just be
likable but have no relevant knowledge about the group’s task or leadership experience. Some groups
actually desire this type of leader, especially if the person is meant to attract external attention and
serve as more of a “figurehead” than a regularly functioning group member. For example, a group
formed to raise funds for a science and nature museum may choose a former mayor, local celebrity, or
NASA astronaut as their leader because of his or her referent power. In this situation it would probably
be best for the group to have a secondary leader who attends to task and problem-solving functions
within the group.

Information Power

Information power comes from a person’s ability to access information that comes through informal
channels  and  well-established  social  and  professional  networks.  We  have  already  learned  that
information networks are an important part of a group’s structure and can affect a group’s access to
various resources. When a group member is said to have “know how,” they possess information power.
The knowledge may not always be official, but it helps the group solve problems and get things done.
Individuals develop information power through years of interacting with others, making connections,
and building and maintaining interpersonal and instrumental relationships. For example, the group
formed to raise funds for the science and nature museum may need to draw on informal information
networks to get leads on potential donors, to get information about what local science teachers would
recommend for exhibits, or to book a band willing to perform for free at a fundraising concert.

Reward and Coercive Power

The final two types of power, reward and coercive, are related. Reward power comes from the ability of
a  group  member  to  provide  a  positive  incentive  as  a  compliance-gaining  strategy,  and  coercive
power comes from the ability of a group member to provide a negative incentive. These two types of
power can be difficult for leaders and other group members to manage, because their use can lead to
interpersonal conflict. Reward power can be used by nearly any group member if he or she gives
another group member positive feedback on an idea, an appreciation card for hard work, or a pat on the
back. Because of limited resources, many leaders are frustrated by their inability to give worthwhile
tangible rewards to group members such as prizes, bonuses, or raises. Additionally, the use of reward
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power may seem corny or paternalistic to some or may arouse accusations of favoritism or jealousy
among group members who don’t receive the award.

Coercive power, since it entails punishment or negative incentive, can lead to interpersonal conflict and
a negative group climate if it is overused or used improperly. While any leader or group member could
make threats to others, leaders with legitimate power are typically in the best position to use coercive
power. In such cases, coercive power may manifest in loss of pay and/or privileges, being excluded from
the group, or being fired (if the group work is job related). In many volunteer groups or groups that lack
formal rules and procedures, leaders have a more difficult time using coercive power, since they can’t
issue  official  punishments.  Instead,  coercive  power  will  likely  take  the  form  of  interpersonal
punishments such as ignoring group members or excluding them from group activities.

“Getting Real”

Leadership as the Foundation of a Career

As we’ve already learned, leaders share traits, some more innate and naturally tapped into than
others. Successful leaders also develop and refine leadership skills and behaviors that they are not
“born with.” Since much of leadership is skill and behavior based, it is never too early to start
developing yourself as a leader. Whether you are planning to start your first career path fresh out
of college, you’ve returned to college in order to switch career paths, or you’re in college to help
you advance more quickly in your current career path, you should have already been working on
your leadership skills for years; it’s not something you want to start your first day on the new job.
Since leaders must be able to draw from a wealth of personal experience in order to solve
problems, relate to others, and motivate others to achieve a task, you should start to seek out
leadership positions in school and/or community groups. Since you may not yet be sure of your
exact career path, try to get a variety of positions over a few years that are generally transferrable
to professional contexts. In these roles, work on building a reputation as an ethical leader and as a
leader who takes responsibility rather than playing the “blame game.” Leaders still have to be good
team players and often have to take on roles and responsibilities that other group members do not
want. Instead of complaining or expecting recognition for your “extra work,” accept these
responsibilities enthusiastically and be prepared for your hard work to go unnoticed. Much of what
a good leader does occurs in the background and isn’t publicly praised or acknowledged. Even
when the group succeeds because of your hard work as the leader, you still have to be willing to
share that praise with others who helped, because even though you may have worked the hardest,
you didn’t do it alone.

As you build up your experience and reputation as a leader, be prepared for your workload to
grow and your interpersonal communication competence to become more important. Once you’re
in your career path, you can draw on this previous leadership experience and volunteer or step up
when the need arises, which can help you get noticed. Of course, you have to be able to follow
through on your commitment, which takes discipline and dedication. While you may be excited to
prove your leadership chops in your new career path, I caution you about taking on too much too
fast. It’s easy for a young and/or new member of a work team to become overcommitted, as more
experienced group members are excited to have a person to share some of their work
responsibilities with. Hopefully, your previous leadership experience will give you confidence that
your group members will notice. People are attracted to confidence and want to follow people who
exhibit it. Aside from confidence, good leaders also develop dynamism, which is a set of
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communication behaviors that conveys enthusiasm and creates an energetic and positive climate.
Once confidence and dynamism have attracted a good team of people, good leaders facilitate
quality interaction among group members, build cohesion, and capitalize on the synergy of group
communication in order to come up with forward-thinking solutions to problems. Good leaders also
continue to build skills in order to become better leaders. Leaders are excellent observers of
human behavior and are able to assess situations using contextual clues and nonverbal
communication. They can then use this knowledge to adapt their communication to the situation.
Leaders also have a high degree of emotional intelligence, which allows them to better sense,
understand, and respond to others’ emotions and to have more control over their own displays of
emotions. Last, good leaders further their careers by being reflexive and regularly evaluating their
strengths and weaknesses as a leader. Since our perceptions are often skewed, it’s also good to
have colleagues and mentors/supervisors give you formal evaluations of your job performance,
making explicit comments about leadership behaviors. As you can see, the work of a leader only
grows more complex as one moves further along a career path. But with the skills gained through
many years of increasingly challenging leadership roles, a leader can adapt to and manage this
increasing complexity.

What leadership positions have you had so far? In what ways might they prepare you1.
for more complex and career-specific leadership positions you may have later?

What communication competencies do you think are most important for a leader to2.
have and why? How do you rate in terms of the competencies you ranked as most
important?

Who do you know who would be able to give you constructive feedback on your3.
leadership skills? What do you think this person would say? (You may want to consider
actually asking the person for feedback).

Key Takeaways

Leaders fulfill a group role that is associated with status and power within the group
that may be formally or informally recognized by people inside and/or outside of the
group. While there are usually only one or two official leaders within a group, all group
members can perform leadership functions, which are a complex of beliefs,
communication patterns, and behaviors that influence the functioning of a group and
move a group toward the completion of its tasks.

There are many perspectives on how and why people become leaders:
Designated leaders are officially recognized in their leadership role and may

be appointed or elected.
Emergent leaders gain status and respect through engagement with the

group and its task and are turned to by others as a resource when leadership
is needed.

The trait approach to studying leadership distinguishes leaders from
followers based on traits or personal characteristics, such as physical
appearance, communication ability, intelligence, and personality. While this
approach is useful for understanding how people conceptualize ideal leaders,
it doesn’t offer communication scholars much insight into how leadership can
be studied and developed as a skill.

Situational context also affects how leaders emerge. Different leadership
styles and skills are needed based on the level of structure surrounding a
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group and on how group interactions play out in initial meetings and whether
or not a leadership struggle occurs.

Leaders also emerge based on communication skill and competence, as
certain communication behaviors function to create the conditions of
leadership. This approach is most useful to communication scholars, because
in it leadership is seen as a set of communication behaviors that are learnable
and adaptable rather than traits or situational factors, which are often beyond
our control.

Leaders can adopt a directive, participative, supportive, or achievement-oriented style.
Directive leaders help provide psychological structure for their group

members by clearly communicating expectations, keeping a schedule and
agenda, providing specific guidance as group members work toward the
completion of their task, and taking the lead on setting and communicating
group rules and procedures.

Participative leaders work to include group members in the decision-making
process by soliciting and considering their opinions and suggestions.

Supportive leaders show concern for their followers’ needs and emotions.
Achievement-oriented leaders strive for excellence and set challenging

goals, constantly seeking improvement and exhibiting confidence that group
members can meet their high expectations.

Leaders and other group members move their groups toward success and/or the
completion of their task by tapping into various types of power.

Legitimate power flows from the officially recognized power, status, or title
of a group member.

Expert power comes from knowledge, skill, or expertise that a group
member possesses and other group members do not.

Referent power comes from the attractiveness, likeability, and charisma of
the group member.

Information power comes from a person’s ability to access information that
comes through informal channels and well-established social and professional
networks.

Reward power comes from the ability of a group member to provide a
positive incentive as a compliance-gaining strategy, and coercive power comes
from the ability of a group member to provide a negative incentive
(punishment).

Exercises

In what situations would a designated leader be better than an emergent leader, and1.
vice versa? Why?

Think of a leader that you currently work with or have worked with who made a strong2.
(positive or negative) impression on you. Which leadership style did he or she use most
frequently? Cite specific communication behaviors to back up your analysis.

Getting integrated: Teachers are often viewed as leaders in academic contexts along3.
with bosses/managers in professional, politicians/elected officials in civic, and parents in
personal contexts. For each of these leaders and contexts, identify some important
leadership qualities that each should possess, and discuss some of the influences in each
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context that may affect the leader and his or her leadership style.

"14.1 Leadership and Small Groups". Communication in the Real World. University of Minnesota
Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in 2013 by a
publisher who has requested that it not receive attribution. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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8.1 Understanding Organizational Cultures
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Page Source

 

Just as water is invisible to the fish swimming in it, yet affects their actions, culture consists of unseen
elements such as assumptions and values that affect organizational life.

Learning Objectives

Define organizational culture.1.
Explain why organizational culture is important.2.
Explain the different types of organizational cultures.3.
Identify indicators of organizational cultures4.

 

What Is Organizational Culture?

Organizational culture refers to a system of shared assumptions, values, and beliefs that show people
what is appropriate and inappropriate behavior. These values have a strong influence on employee
behavior as well as organizational performance. In fact, the term organizational culture was made
popular in the 1980s when Peters and Waterman’s best-selling book “In Search of Excellence” made the
argument that company success could be attributed to an organizational culture that was decisive,
customer-oriented, empowering, and people-oriented. Since then, organizational culture has become
the subject of numerous research studies, books, and articles. Organizational culture is still a relatively
new concept. In contrast to a topic such as leadership, which has a history spanning several centuries,
organizational culture is a young but fast-growing area within management.

Culture is largely invisible to individuals just as the sea is invisible to the fish swimming in it. Even
though it affects all employee behaviors, thinking, and behavioral patterns, individuals tend to become
more aware of their organization’s culture when they have the opportunity to compare it to other

https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/s12-organizational-culture.html


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

250

organizations. It is related to the second of the three facets that compose the planning, organizing,
leading and controlling (P-O-L-C) function of organizing. The organizing function involves creating and
implementing organizational  design decisions.  The culture of  the organization is  closely  linked to
organizational design. For instance, a culture that empowers employees to make decisions could prove
extremely resistant to a centralized organizational design, hampering the manager’s ability to enact
such a design. However, a culture that supports the organizational structure (and vice versa) can be
very powerful.

Why Does Organizational Culture Matter?

An organization’s culture may be one of its strongest assets or its biggest liability. In fact, it has been
argued that organizations that have a rare and hard-to-imitate culture enjoy a competitive advantage. In
a survey conducted by the management consulting firm Bain & Company in 2007, worldwide business
leaders identified corporate culture to be as important as corporate strategy for business success. This
comes as no surprise to leaders of successful businesses, who are quick to attribute their company’s
success to their organization’s culture.

©1994 Mick Stevens. The New Yorker Collection. All Rights
Reserved.

Culture,  or  shared  values  within  the  organization,  may  be  related  to  increased  performance.
Researchers found a relationship between organizational  cultures and company performance,  with
respect to success indicators such as revenues, sales volume, market share, and stock prices. At the
same time, it is important to have a culture that fits with the demands of the company’s environment.
To the extent that shared values are proper for the company in question, company performance may
benefit from culture. For example, if a company is in the high-tech industry, having a culture that
encourages innovativeness and adaptability will support its performance. However, if a company in the
same industry has a culture characterized by stability,  a  high respect for tradition,  and a strong
preference for upholding rules and procedures, the company may suffer because of its culture. In other
words, just as having the “right” culture may be a competitive advantage for an organization, having the
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“wrong” culture may lead to performance difficulties, may be responsible for organizational failure, and
may act as a barrier preventing the company from changing and taking risks.

In addition to having implications for organizational performance, organizational culture is an effective
control mechanism dictating employee behavior. Culture is a more powerful way of controlling and
managing employee behaviors than organizational rules and regulations. For example, when a company
is trying to improve the quality of its customer service, rules may not be helpful, particularly when the
problems customers present are unique. Instead, creating a culture of customer service may achieve
better results by encouraging employees to think like customers, knowing that the company priorities in
this case are clear: Keeping the customer happy is preferable to other concerns, such as saving the cost
of a refund. Therefore, the ability to understand and influence organizational culture is an important
item for managers to have in their tool kit when they are carrying out their controlling P-O-L-C function
as well as their organizing function.

Organization Culture Typologies

“Organizational Culture Typologies (OCT)”. Source: Adapted from information in
O’Reilly, C. A., III, Chatman, J. A., & Caldwell, D. F. (1991). People and
Organizational Culture: A Profile Comparison Approach to Assessing
Person-Organization Fit. Academy of Management Journal, 34, 487–516.

https://mywcc.whatcom.edu/OnlineResources/LibraryDatabases.aspx?DirectURL=http%3a%2f%2fsearch.ebscohost.com%2flogin.aspx%3fdirect%3dtrue%26db%3dbuh%26AN%3d4403465%26site%3dehost-live%26scope%3dsite
https://mywcc.whatcom.edu/OnlineResources/LibraryDatabases.aspx?DirectURL=http%3a%2f%2fsearch.ebscohost.com%2flogin.aspx%3fdirect%3dtrue%26db%3dbuh%26AN%3d4403465%26site%3dehost-live%26scope%3dsite
https://mywcc.whatcom.edu/OnlineResources/LibraryDatabases.aspx?DirectURL=http%3a%2f%2fsearch.ebscohost.com%2flogin.aspx%3fdirect%3dtrue%26db%3dbuh%26AN%3d4403465%26site%3dehost-live%26scope%3dsite
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Which values characterize an organization’s culture? Even though culture may not be immediately
observable, identifying a set of values that might be used to describe an organization’s culture helps us
identify, measure, and manage culture more effectively. For this purpose, several researchers have
proposed various culture typologies. One typology that has received a lot of research attention is the
Organizational Culture Typologies (OCT) where culture is represented by seven distinct values.

Innovative Cultures

According to the OCT framework, companies that have innovative cultures are flexible, adaptable, and
experiment with new ideas. These companies are characterized by a flat hierarchy and titles and other
status distinctions tend to be downplayed. For example, W. L. Gore & Associates is a company with
innovative products such as GORE-TEX® (the breathable fabric that is windproof and waterproof),
Glade dental floss, and Elixir guitar strings, earning the company the distinction as the most innovative
company in the United States by Fast Company magazine in 2004. W. L. Gore consistently manages to
innovate and capture the majority of market share in a wide variety of industries, in large part because
of its unique culture. In this company, employees do not have bosses in the traditional sense, and risk
taking is encouraged by celebrating failures as well as successes. Companies such as W. L. Gore,
Genentech, and Google also encourage their employees to take risks by allowing engineers to devote
20% of their time to projects of their own choosing.

Aggressive Cultures

Microsoft, the
company that Bill
Gates co-founded,
has been described
as having an
aggressive culture.

Companies  with  aggressive  cultures  value  competitiveness  and  outperforming  competitors;  by
emphasizing this, they often fall short in corporate social responsibility. For example, Microsoft is often
identified as a company with an aggressive culture. The company has faced a number of antitrust
lawsuits  and disputes with competitors  over  the years.  In  aggressive companies,  people may use
language such as “we will kill our competition.” In the past, Microsoft executives made statements such
as “we are going to cut off Netscape’s air supply…Everything they are selling, we are going to give
away,” and its aggressive culture is cited as a reason for getting into new legal troubles before old ones
are resolved
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Outcome-Oriented Cultures

The OCT framework describes outcome-oriented cultures as those that emphasize achievement, results,
and action as important values. A good example of an outcome-oriented culture may be the electronics
retailer Best Buy. Having a culture emphasizing sales performance, Best Buy tallies revenues and other
relevant figures daily by department. Employees are trained and mentored to sell company products
effectively, and they learn how much money their department made every day. In 2005, the company
implemented a Results Oriented Work Environment (ROWE) program that allows employees to work
anywhere  and  anytime;  they  are  evaluated  based  on  results  and  fulfillment  of  clearly  outlined
objectives. Outcome-oriented cultures hold employees as well as managers accountable for success and
use systems that reward employee and group output. In these companies, it is more common to see
rewards tied to performance indicators as opposed to seniority or loyalty.  Research indicates that
organizations that have a performance-oriented culture tend to outperform companies that are lacking
such a culture. At the same time, when performance pressures lead to a culture where unethical
behaviors become the norm, individuals see their peers as rivals, and short-term results are rewarded,
the resulting unhealthy work environment serves as a liability.

Stable Cultures

Stable cultures are predictable, rule-oriented, and bureaucratic. When the environment is stable and
certain, these cultures may help the organization to be effective by providing stable and constant levels
of output. These cultures prevent quick action and, as a result, may be a misfit to a changing and
dynamic environment. Public sector institutions may be viewed as stable cultures. In the private sector,
Kraft Foods is an example of a company with centralized decision making and rule orientation that
suffered as a result of the culture-environment mismatch. Its bureaucratic culture is blamed for killing
good ideas in early stages and preventing the company from innovating. When the company started a
change program to increase the agility of its culture, one of its first actions was to fight bureaucracy
with more bureaucracy: The new position of vice president of “business process simplification” was
created but was later eliminated.

People-Oriented Cultures

People-oriented  cultures  value  fairness,  supportiveness,  and  respecting  individual  rights.  In  these
organizations, there is a greater emphasis on and expectation of treating people with respect and
dignity. One study of new employees in accounting companies found that employees, on average, stayed
14 months longer in companies with people-oriented cultures. Starbucks is an example of a people-
oriented culture. The company pays employees above minimum wage, offers health care and tuition
reimbursement benefits to its part-time as well as full-time employees, and has creative perks such as
weekly free coffee for all associates. As a result of these policies, the company benefits from a turnover
rate lower than the industry average.
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Team-Oriented Cultures

Companies  with  a  team-oriented  culture  are  collaborative  and  emphasize  cooperation  among
employees. For example, Southwest Airlines facilitates a team-oriented culture by cross-training its
employees so that they are capable of helping one another when needed. The company also emphasizes
training intact work teams. In Southwest’s selection process, applicants who are not viewed as team
players  are  not  hired as  employees.  In  team-oriented organizations,  members  tend to  have more
positive relationships with their coworkers and particularly with their managers.

image source

The growth in the number of passengers flying with Southwest Airlines from 1973 until 2007 when
Southwest surpassed American Airlines as the most flown U.S. airline. While price has played a role in
this, their emphasis on service has been a key piece of their culture and competitive advantage.

Detail-Oriented Cultures

Organizations with a detail-oriented culture are characterized in the OCT framework as emphasizing
precision and paying attention to details. Such a culture gives a competitive advantage to companies in
the hospitality  industry  by  helping them differentiate  themselves  from others.  For  example,  Four
Seasons and Ritz Carlton are among hotels who keep records of all customer requests such as which
newspaper the guest prefers or what type of pillow the customer uses. This information is put into a
computer  system and  used  to  provide  better  service  to  returning  customers.  Any  requests  hotel
employees receive, as well as overhear, might be entered into the database to serve customers better.

Strength of Culture

A strong culture is one that is shared by organizational members—that is, a culture in which most
employees in the organization show consensus regarding the values of the company. The stronger a
company’s culture, the more likely it is to affect the way employees think and behave. For example,
cultural values emphasizing customer service will lead to higher-quality customer service if there is
widespread agreement among employees on the importance of customer-service-related values.

It is important to realize that a strong culture may act as an asset or a liability for the organization,

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/69/Southwest-airlines-passengers.jpg
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depending on the types of values that are shared. For example, imagine a company with a culture that is
strongly outcome-oriented. If this value system matches the organizational environment, the company
may perform well and outperform its competitors. This is an asset as long as members are behaving
ethically.  However,  a  strong  outcome-oriented  culture  coupled  with  unethical  behaviors  and  an
obsession  with  quantitative  performance  indicators  may  be  detrimental  to  an  organization’s
effectiveness.  Enron  is  an  extreme  example  of  this  dysfunctional  type  of  strong  culture.

One limitation of a strong culture is the difficulty of changing it. In an organization where certain values
are widely shared, if the organization decides to adopt a different set of values, unlearning the old
values and learning the new ones will be a challenge because employees will need to adopt new ways of
thinking, behaving, and responding to critical events. For example, Home Depot had a decentralized,
autonomous culture where many business decisions were made using “gut feeling” while ignoring the
available data. When Robert Nardelli became CEO of the company in 2000, he decided to change its
culture starting with centralizing many of the decisions that were previously left to individual stores.
This initiative met with substantial resistance, and many high-level employees left during Nardelli’s first
year. Despite getting financial results such as doubling the sales of the company, many of the changes
he made were criticized. He left the company in January 2007.

Walt Disney created a strong
culture at his company that has
evolved since its founding in
1923. Source.

A strong culture may also be a liability during a merger. During mergers and acquisitions, companies
inevitably experience a clash of cultures, as well as a clash of structures and operating systems. Culture
clash becomes more problematic if both parties have unique and strong cultures. For example, during
the merger of Daimler-Benz with Chrysler to create DaimlerChrysler, the differing strong cultures of
each company acted as a barrier to effective integration. Daimler had a strong engineering culture that
was more hierarchical and emphasized routinely working long hours. Daimler employees were used to
being part of an elite organization, evidenced by flying first class on all  business trips.  However,
Chrysler had a sales culture where employees and managers were used to autonomy, working shorter
hours, and adhering to budget limits that meant only the elite flew first class. The different ways of
thinking and behaving in these two companies introduced a number of unanticipated problems during
the integration process.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Walt_disney_portrait.jpg
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Do Organizations Have a Single Culture?

So  far,  we  have  assumed  that  a  company  has  a  single  culture  that  is  shared  throughout  the
organization. In reality there might be multiple cultures within the organization. For example, people
working on the sales floor may experience a different culture from that experienced by people working
in the warehouse. Cultures that emerge within different departments, branches, or geographic locations
are called subcultures.  Subcultures may arise from the personal  characteristics of  employees and
managers,  as  well  as  the  different  conditions  under  which  work  is  performed.  In  addition  to
understanding the broader organization’s values, managers will need to make an effort to understand
subculture values to see their effect on workforce behavior and managers can wield when undertaking
the controlling function.

Signs of Organizational Culture

How do you find out about a company’s culture? We emphasized earlier that culture influences the way
members of the organization think, behave, and interact with one another. Thus, one way of finding out
about a company’s culture is by observing employees or interviewing them. At the same time, culture
manifests itself in some visible aspects of the organization’s environment. In this section, we discuss
five ways in which culture shows itself to observers and employees.

Visual Elements of Culture

Mission Statement

A mission statement is a statement of purpose, describing who the company is and what it does. It
serves an important function for organizations as part of the first facet of the planning P-O-L-C function.
But, while many companies have mission statements, they do not always reflect the company’s values
and its purpose. An effective mission statement is well  known by employees, is transmitted to all
employees starting from their first day at work, and influences employee behavior.

Some mission statements reflect who the company wants to be as opposed to who they actually are. If
the mission statement does not affect employee behavior on a day-to-day basis, it has little usefulness as
a tool for understanding the company’s culture. Enron provided an often-cited example of a disconnect
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between a company’s mission statement and how the company actually operated. Their missions and
values statement started with “As a partner in the communities in which we operate, Enron believes it
has a responsibility to conduct itself according to certain basic principles.” Their values statement
included  such  ironic  declarations  as  “We  do  not  tolerate  abusive  or  disrespectful  treatment.
Ruthlessness, callousness and arrogance don’t belong here.” A mission statement that is taken seriously
and widely communicated may provide insights into the corporate culture. For example, the Mayo
Clinic’s mission statement is “The needs of the patient come first.” This mission statement evolved from
the founders who are quoted as saying, “The best interest of the patient is the only interest to be
considered.” Mayo Clinics have a corporate culture that puts patients first. For example, no incentives
are given to physicians based on the number of patients they see. Because doctors are salaried, they
have no interest in retaining a patient for themselves, and they refer the patient to other doctors when
needed. Wal-Mart may be another example of a company that lives its mission statement and therefore
its mission statement may give hints about its culture: “Saving people money so they can live better.”

Rituals

Tradition is important at Mary Kay
Cosmetics. Pink Cadillacs are given to top
performers at large annual events. Source.

Rituals refer to repetitive activities within an organization that have symbolic meaning. Usually rituals
have their  roots  in  the  history  of  a  company’s  culture.  They create  camaraderie  and a  sense of
belonging  among  employees.  They  also  serve  to  teach  employees  corporate  values  and  create
identification with the organization. For example, at the cosmetics firm Mary Kay Inc.,  employees
attend ceremonies recognizing their top salespeople with an award of a new car—traditionally a pink
Cadillac.  These ceremonies are conducted in large auditoriums where participants wear elaborate
evening gowns and sing company songs that create emotional excitement. During this ritual, employees
feel a connection to the company culture and its values such as self-determination, willpower, and
enthusiasm. Another example of rituals is the Saturday morning meetings of Wal-Mart. This ritual was
first created by the company founder Sam Walton, who used these meetings to discuss which products
and practices were doing well and which required adjustment. He was able to use this information to
make changes  in  Wal-Mart’s  stores  before  the  start  of  the  week,  which  gave  him a  competitive
advantage over rival stores who would make their adjustments based on weekly sales figures during the
middle of the following week. Today, hundreds of Wal-Mart associates attend the Saturday morning

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mary_Kay_Cadillacs_50th_anniversary_2013_rear.jpg
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meetings in the Bentonville, Arkansas, headquarters. The meetings, which run from 7:00 a.m. to 9:30
a.m., start and end with the Wal-Mart cheer; the agenda includes a discussion of weekly sales figures
and merchandising tactics. As a ritual, the meetings help maintain a small-company atmosphere, ensure
employee involvement and accountability, communicate a performance orientation, and demonstrate
taking quick action.

Rules and Policies

Another way in which an observer may find out about a company’s culture is to examine its rules and
policies. Companies create rules to determine acceptable and unacceptable behavior and, thus, the
rules that exist in a company will signal the type of values it has. Policies about issues such as decision
making, human resources, and employee privacy reveal what the company values and emphasizes. For
example, a company that has a policy such as “all pricing decisions of merchandise will be made at
corporate headquarters” is  likely to have a centralized culture that is  hierarchical,  as opposed to
decentralized and empowering. The presence or absence of policies on sensitive issues such as English-
only rules, bullying and unfair treatment of others, workplace surveillance, open-door policies, sexual
harassment, workplace romances, and corporate social responsibility all provide pieces of the puzzle
that  make up a  company’s  culture.  This  highlights  how interrelated the P-O-L-C functions are in
practice. Through rules and policies, the controlling function affects the organization’s culture, a facet
of organizing.

Physical Layout

A company’s  building,  layout  of  employee  offices,  and  other  workspaces  communicate  important
messages about a company’s culture. For example, visitors walking into the Nike campus in Beaverton,
Oregon, can witness firsthand some of the distinguishing characteristics of the company’s culture. The
campus is set on 74 acres and boasts an artificial lake, walking trails, soccer fields, and cutting-edge
fitness centers. The campus functions as a symbol of Nike’s values such as energy, physical fitness, an
emphasis  on  quality,  and  a  competitive  orientation.  In  addition,  at  fitness  centers  on  the  Nike
headquarters, only those using Nike shoes and apparel are allowed in. This sends a strong signal that
loyalty is expected. The company’s devotion to athletes and their winning spirit are manifested in
campus buildings named after famous athletes, photos of athletes hanging on the walls, and their
statues dotting the campus.

The layout of the office space also is a strong indicator of a company’s culture. A company that has an
open layout where high-level managers interact with employees may have a culture of team orientation
and egalitarianism, whereas a company where most high-level managers have their own floor may
indicate a higher level of hierarchy. Microsoft employees tend to have offices with walls and a door
because the culture emphasizes solitude, concentration, and privacy. In contrast, Intel is famous for its
standard cubicles, which reflect its egalitarian culture. The same value can also be observed in its
avoidance of private and reserved parking spots. The degree to which playfulness, humor, and fun are
part of a company’s culture may be indicated in the office environment. For example, Jive Software
boasts a colorful, modern, and comfortable office design. Their break room is equipped with a keg of
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beer,  free snacks and sodas,  an Xbox 360, and Nintendo Wii.  A casual observation of their work
environment sends the message that employees who work there see their work as fun.

Stories and Language

Perhaps the most colorful and effective way in which organizations communicate their culture to new
employees and organizational members is through the skillful use of stories. A story can highlight a
critical event an organization faced and the organization’s response to it, or a heroic effort of a single
employee  illustrating  the  company’s  values.  The  stories  usually  engage  employee  emotions  and
generate employee identification with the company or the heroes of the tale. A compelling story may be
a key mechanism through which managers motivate employees by giving their behavior direction and
by energizing them toward a certain goal. Moreover, stories shared with new employees communicate
the company’s history, its values and priorities, and create a bond between the new employee and the
organization. For example, you may already be familiar with the story of how a scientist at 3M invented
Post-it notes. Arthur Fry, a 3M scientist, was using slips of paper to mark the pages of hymns in his
church choir, but they kept falling off. He remembered a superweak adhesive that had been invented in
3M’s labs, and he coated the markers with this adhesive. Thus, the Post-it notes were born. However,
marketing surveys for the interest in such a product were weak and the distributors were not convinced
that it had a market. Instead of giving up, Fry distributed samples of the small yellow sticky notes to
secretaries throughout his company. Once they tried them, people loved them and asked for more.
Word spread and this led to the ultimate success of the product. As you can see, this story does a great
job of describing the core values of a 3M employee: Being innovative by finding unexpected uses for
objects, persevering, and being proactive in the face of negative feedback.

Language  is  another  way  to  identify  an  organization’s  culture.  Companies  often  have  their  own
acronyms and buzzwords  that  are  clear  to  them and help  set  apart  organizational  insiders  from
outsiders. In business, this code is known as jargon. Jargon is the language of specialized terms used by
a group or profession. Every profession, trade, and organization has its own specialized terms.

Summary

Organizational culture is a system of shared assumptions, values, and beliefs that helps individuals
understand which behaviors are and are not appropriate within an organization. Cultures can be a
source of competitive advantage for organizations. Strong organizational cultures can be an organizing
as well as a controlling mechanism for organizations.   These cultures are created by a variety of
factors, including founders’ values and preferences, industry demands, and early values, goals, and
assumptions. An organization’s culture is maintained through communication interactions within the
organization, and is can be identified through  a company’s culture include the organization’s mission
statement, stories, physical layout, rules and policies, and rituals.

"Chapter 8: Organizational Culture". Management Principles (v. 1.1).

https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/s12-organizational-culture.html
https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/s12-organizational-culture.html
https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/index.html
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8.2 Channels & Networks
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

Organizational  communication  is  held  to  a  higher  standard  than  everyday  communication.  The
consequences of misunderstandings are usually higher and the chances to recognize and correct a
mistake are lower. Barriers to communication and skills for improving communication are the same
regardless of where the conversation takes place or with whom. As Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, author of
best-selling books such as Flow, has noted, “In large organizations the dilution of information as it
passes up and down the hierarchy, and horizontally across departments, can undermine the effort to
focus on common goals.” Organizations and individuals within organizations need to keep this in mind
when going about their job related duties.

Communication Networks

Communication networks refer to the directionality of the communication flow. Communication can flow
in a variety of directions within the organization (internal communication) and can flow between the
organization and it’s constituents (external communication).

I. Internal Communication Networks

Communication flows in many different directions
within an organization.

Internal information can flow in four directions in an organization: downward, upward, horizontally, and
diagonally. The size, nature, and structure of the organization dictate which direction most of the
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information flows. In more established and traditional organizations, much of the communication flows
in a vertical—downward and upward—direction. In informal firms, such as tech start-ups, information
tends to flow horizontally and diagonally. This, of course, is a function of the almost flat organizational
hierarchy and the need for collaboration.  Unofficial  communications,  such as those carried in the
company grapevine, appear in both types of organizations.

Downward Communication  

Downward communication is when company leaders and managers share information with lower-level
employees. Unless requested as part of the message, the senders don’t usually expect (or particularly
want) to get a response. An example may be an announcement of a new CEO or notice of a merger with
a former competitor. Other forms of high-level downward communications include speeches, blogs,
podcasts, and videos. The most common types of downward communication are everyday directives of
department managers or line managers to employees. These can even be in the form of instruction
manuals or company handbooks.

Downward  communication  delivers  information  that  helps  to  update  the  workforce  about  key
organizational changes, new goals, or strategies; provide performance feedback at the organizational
level; coordinate initiatives; present an official policy (public relations); or improve worker morale or
consumer relations.

Upward Communication  

Information moving from lower-level employees to high-level employees is upward communication (also
sometimes called vertical communication). For example, upward communication occurs when workers
report  to  a  supervisor  or  when  team  leaders  report  to  a  department  manager.  Items  typically
communicated upward include progress reports, proposals for projects, budget estimates, grievances
and  complaints,  suggestions  for  improvements,  and  schedule  concerns.  Sometimes  a  downward
communication prompts an upward response, such as when a manager asks for a recommendation for a
replacement part or an estimate of when a project will be completed.

An  important  goal  of  many  managers  today  is  to  encourage  spontaneous  or  voluntary  upward
communication from employees without the need to ask first. Some companies go so far as to organize
contests and provide prizes for the most innovative and creative solutions and suggestions. Before
employees  feel  comfortable  making  these  kinds  of  suggestions,  however,  they  must  trust  that
management  will  recognize  their  contributions  and not  unintentionally  undermine or  ignore  their
efforts. Some organizations have even installed “whistleblower” hotlines that will let employees report
dangerous, unethical, or illegal activities anonymously to avoid possible retaliation by higher-ups in the
company.

Horizontal and Diagonal Communication Networks

Horizontal communication involves the exchange of information across departments at the same level in
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an organization (i.e., peer-to-peer communication). The purpose of most horizontal communication is to
request support or coordinate activities. People at the same level in the organization can work together
to work on problems or issues in an informal and as-needed basis. The manager of the production
department can work with the purchasing manager to accelerate or delay the shipment of materials.
The finance manager and inventory managers can be looped in so that the organization can achieve the
maximum benefit from the coordination. Communications between two employees who report to the
same  manager  is  also  an  example  of  horizontal  communication.  Some  problems  with  horizontal
communication can arise if one manager is unwilling or unmotivated to share information, or sees
efforts to work communally as threatening his position (territorial behavior). In a case like that, the
manager at the next level up will need to communicate downward to reinforce the company’s values of
cooperation.

Diagonal communication is cross-functional communication between employees at different levels of the
organization.  For example,  if  the vice president of  sales sends an e-mail  to the vice president of
manufacturing asking when a product will be available for shipping, this is an example of horizontal
communication. But if a sales representative e-mails the vice president of marketing, then diagonal
communication  has  occurred.  Whenever  communication  goes  from  one  department  to  another
department, the sender’s manager should be made part of the loop. A manager may be put in an
embarrassing  position  and  appear  incompetent  if  he  isn’t  aware  of  everything  happening  in  his
department. Trust may be lost and careers damaged by not paying attention to key communication
protocols. Diagonal communication is becoming more common in organizations with a flattened, matrix,
or product-based structure. Advantages include:

Building relationships between senior and lower-level employees from different parts of the
organization.
Encouraging an informal flow of information in the organization.
Reducing the chance of a message being distorted by going through additional filters.
Reducing the workloads of senior-level managers.

II. External Communication Networks
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Examples of channels that carry external
communication include press briefings, fact
sheets, press kits, newsletters, magazines,
brochures, news releases, annual reports, invoices
and purchase orders.

Communication does not start and stop within the organization. External communication focuses on
audiences outside of the organization.  Examples of external communication include press releases
about the organization, public relations information, advertisements about the organization’s product.
Senior management—with the help of specialized departments such as public relations or legal—almost
always controls communications that relate to the public image or may affect its financial situation.
First-level and middle-level management generally handle operational business communications such as
purchasing, hiring, and marketing. When communicating outside the organization (regardless of the
level), it is important for employees to behave professionally and not to make commitments outside of
their scope of authority. External communication also includes interactions between employees of the
organization and it’s customers.

Communication Channels

There’s a well-known expression that goes “It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it.” It’s really both. A
communication channel  is  the medium, mean,  or method through which a message is  sent to its
intended receiver. Basic channels include written (hard copy print or digital formats), oral or spoken,
and electronic/multimedia. These types of channels have varying channel “richness”.

Channel richness refers to the amount of nonverbal communication provided and the immediacy of
feedback.  Face-to-face communication is very high in richness because it includes nonverbal behaviors
and has immediate feedback. A tweet is lower in richness because it allows only 140 characters to be
transmitted (lack of nonverbal communication) with less immediate feedback.
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Source: Adapted from information in Daft, R. L., & Lenge, R. H. (1984). Information richness: A new approach to
managerial behavior and organizational design. In B. Staw & L. Cummings (Eds.), Research in organizational behavior
(Vol. 6, pp. 191–233). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press; and Lengel, R. H., & Daft, D. L. (1988). The selection of
communication media as an executive skill. Academy of Management Executive, 11, 225–232.

I. Oral Channels

Oral channels depend on the spoken word. They are the richest mediums and include face-to-face, in-
person  presentations,  mobile  phone  conferences,  group  presentations,  telephone,  video  meetings,
conferences, speeches, and lectures. These channels have lower message-distortion because nonverbal
behaviors (including voice intonation) are included that provide meaning for the receiver. They also
allow for immediate feedback of the communication to the sender. Oral channels are generally used in
organizations  when  there  is  a  high  likelihood  of  the  message  creating  anxiety,  confusion,  or  an
emotional response in the audience. For instance, a senior manager should address rumors about
layoffs  or  downsizing  in  face-to-face  meetings  with  management  staff.  This  allows  the  receiver
(audience) to get immediate clarification and explanations, even if the explanation is a simple but
direct: “At this time, I just don’t know.”

Oral communications are also useful when the organization wants to introduce a key official or change a
long-established policy, followed up with a written detailed explanation. Senior managers with high
credibility usually deliver complex or disturbing messages. For example, a senior manager will usually
announce plans to downsize in person so that everyone gets the same message at the same time. This

https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/section_16/dfb8731732eb887410657e87fa32c606.jpg
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will often include a schedule so people know when to expect more details.

II. Written Channels

Written  communications  include  e-mails,  texts,  memos,  letters,  documents,  reports,  newsletters,
spreadsheets, etc. (Even though e-mails are electronic, they are basically digital versions of written
memos.) They are among the leaner business communications because the writer must provide enough
context that the words are interpreted accurately. The receiver should be alert for ambiguity and ask
for clarification if needed.

Written messages are effective in transmitting detailed messages. Humans are limited in the amount of
data they can absorb at one time. Written information can be read over time. Reports can include
supporting data and detailed explanations when it is important to persuade the receiver about a course
of action. Written communications can be carefully crafted to say exactly what the sender means.
Formal  business  communications,  such as  job offer  letters,  contracts  and budgets,  proposals  and
quotes, should always be written.

Because email is such a pervasive channel of communication, further discussion about this channel is
warranted.

Use of E-Mail

The growth of e-mail has been spectacular, but it has also created challenges in managing information
and an ever-increasing speed of doing business. Over 100 million adults in the United States use e-mail
regularly (at least once a day).  Internet users around the world send an estimated 60 billion e-mails
every day, and many of those are spam or scam attempts. A 2005 study estimated that less than 1% of
all written human communications even reached paper—and we can imagine that this percentage has
gone down even further since then. To combat the overuse of e-mail, companies such as Intel have even
instituted “no e-mail Fridays” where all communication is done via other communication channels.
Learning to be more effective in your e-mail communications is an important skill.

An important, although often ignored, rule when communicating emotional information is that e-mail’s
lack of richness can be your loss. E-mail is a medium-rich channel. It can convey facts quickly, but when
it comes to emotion, e-mail’s flaws make it far less desirable a choice than oral communication—the
55% of nonverbal cues that make a conversation comprehensible to a listener are missing. E-mail
readers don’t pick up on sarcasm and other tonal aspects of writing as much as the writer believes they
will, researchers note in a recent study.   The sender may believe she has included these emotional
signifiers in her message. But, with words alone, those signifiers are not there. This gap between the
form and content of e-mail inspired the rise of emoticons—symbols that offer clues to the emotional side
of the words in each message. Generally speaking, however, emoticons are not considered professional
in business communication.

You might feel uncomfortable conveying an emotionally laden message verbally, especially when the
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message contains unwanted news. Sending an e-mail to your staff that there will be no bonuses this
year may seem easier than breaking the bad news face-to-face, but that doesn’t mean that e-mail is an
effective or appropriate way to deliver this kind of news. When the message is emotional, the sender
should use verbal communication. Indeed, a good rule of thumb is that the more emotionally laden
messages require more thought in the choice of channel and how they are communicated.

Basic E-Mail Do’s and Don’ts

DO DON’T

…..use a subject line that summarizes your
message & adjust it as the message changes
…..make your request in the first line of your e-
mail.
…..end your e-mail with your name and contact
information.
…..think of a work e-mail as a binding
communication
…..let others know if you’ve received an e-mail in
error.

…..put anything in an e-mail that you don’t want the world
to see.
…..send or forward chain e-mails.
…..write a Message in capital letters—this is the equivalent
of SHOUTING.
…..hit Send until you spell-check your e-mail.
…..routinely “cc” everyone all the time. Reducing inbox
clutter is a great way to increase communication.

III. Electronic (Multimedia) Communications

Television broadcasts, web-based communications such as social media, interactive blogs, public and
intranet company web pages, Facebook, and Twitter belong in this growing category of communication
channels. Electronic communications allow messages to be sent instantaneously and globally. People
can talk face-to-face across enormous distances. Marketing and advertising can be targeted to many
different types of customers, and business units can easily communicate in real time. This is especially
important when customers must be advised of product recalls or security issues.

Although extremely effective in sharing information with a large audience, the widespread utilization of
electronic  communications  for  business  purposes  can  also  be  risky.  In  recent  years,  the  private
communications and customer files of many large corporations have been hacked and their data stolen.
In 2016, New Jersey Horizon Blue Cross Blue Shield was fined $1.1 million for failing to safeguard the
personal information of medical patients. The company stored unencrypted sensitive data including
birth dates and Social Security numbers on laptops that were stolen out of their main offices. Read the
following blog on the use of social media in organizations: “The 5 Types of Social Media and Pros &
Cons of Each.” by Pamela Bump. The Hubspot Marketing Blog. 

Which Channel Is Best?

Quite simply,  the best channel is  the one that most effectively delivers the message so that it  is
understood as the sender intended. Nuanced or emotionally charged messages require a rich medium;
simple, routine messages don’t need the personal touch. If you want to advise your department that at 2
p.m.  you  want  to  have  a  five-minute  stand-up  meeting  in  the  hallway  outside  of  your  office  to
congratulate them on meeting a goal, then send a quick e-mail. You really don’t want people to reply

https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/which-social-networks-should-you-focus-on
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/which-social-networks-should-you-focus-on
https://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/which-social-networks-should-you-focus-on
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with questions. E-mail is a lean medium but works very well when the content of the message is neither
complex nor emotionally charged. On the other hand, a telephone call is a more appropriate channel to
apologize for having to cancel a lunch date. The speaker can hear the sincerity in your voice and can
express their disappointment or offer to reschedule.  A good rule of thumb is the more emotional the
context of the message, the richer the medium should be to deliver the message. But remember—even
face-to-face business meetings can be followed up with a written note to ensure that both parties are
truly on the same page.

Handheld devices, blogs, and written letters and memos offer medium-rich channels because they
convey  words  and  pictures/photos.  Formal  written  documents,  such  as  legal  documents,  and
spreadsheets, such as the division’s budget, convey the least richness because the format is often rigid
and standardized.  As a  result,  nuance is  lost.  Below are some considerations when selecting the
appropriate channel.

 

TYPE OF
CHANNEL ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

Oral
communications

Conveys emotions/feelings which can build
relationships and trust
Immediate feedback.
Depending on the content of the message, can
be good that there is not a permanent record
(i.e., gossip, informal discipline)

Spontaneous nature may lead to unwise
statements
People are unable to refer to the
communication once it is said unless a
record is made.

Written
communications

Message can be revised for exactness.
Permanent record that can be archived for
reference; can be studied.
Appropriate for legal and formal business
functions.

Message is static; sender does not receive
immediate feedback.
Hard for the sender to gauge if the receiver
has understood.
Not good for time urgent matters.

Multimedia
Instant, global, and adaptable to multiple
targets.
Can include text, videos, images.

Technical difficulties and hack attacks
threaten the security of organizations and
their customers/clients.
Must be kept current or it becomes
ineffective.

Bottom line:  There is not one best channel of communication to use in all situations. The key to
effective communication is to match the communication channel with the goal of the communication.

 

OERs adapted for this reading include:

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-principlesofmanagement/chapter/channels-of-business-c
ommunication/

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-principlesofmanagement/chapter/channels-of-business-communication/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-principlesofmanagement/chapter/channels-of-business-communication/
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https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/s16-05-communication-ch
annels.html

https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/s16-05-communication-channels.html
https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/management-principles-v1.1/s16-05-communication-channels.html
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9.1 The Art of Public Speaking

Section Source

Ancient Greek educators and philosophers wrote the first public speaking texts about 2,400 years ago.
Aristotle’s On Rhetoric covers many of the same topics addressed in this unit of the book, including
speech organization, audience analysis, and persuasive appeals. Even though these principles have
been around for thousands of years and have been taught to millions of students, it’s still a challenge to
get students to see the value of public speaking. Some students think they already know everything they
need to know about speaking in public. In response I remind them that even the best speakers still don’t
know everything there is to know about public speaking. Other students don’t think they’ll engage in
public speaking very often, if at all. To them, I mention that oral communication and presentation skills
are integral to professional and personal success. Last, some students are anxious or even scared by the
thought of speaking in front of an audience. To them, I explain that speaking anxiety is common and can
be addressed. Learning about and practicing public speaking fosters transferable skills that will help
you organize your thoughts, outline information, do research, adapt to various audiences, and utilize
and understand persuasive techniques. These skills will be useful in other college classes, your career,
your personal relationships, and your civic life.

 

 

"Chapter 9: Preparing a Speech". Communication in the Real World. University of Minnesota
Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. This edition adapted from a work originally produced in 2013 by a
publisher who has requested that it not receive attribution. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/part/chapter-9-preparing-a-speech/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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9.2 Types of Speeches

Source

In today’s world, we are constantly bombarded with messages both good and bad. No matter where you
live, where you work or go to school, or what kinds of media you use, you are probably exposed to
hundreds.  if  not  thousands,  of  advertising  messages  every  day.  Researcher  Norman  W.  Edmund
estimates that by 2020 the amount of knowledge in the world will double every seventy-three days
(Edmund, 2005).

Christian Pierret – Leader – CC BY 2.0.

Because we live in a world where we are overwhelmed with content, communicating information in a
way that is accessible to others is more important today than ever before. To help us further understand
why public speaking is important, we will first examine public speaking in everyday life. We will then
discuss how public speaking can benefit you personally.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/1-1-why-is-public-speaking-important/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/christianpierret/5260925990/
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Everyday Public Speaking

Every single day people across the United States and around the world stand up in front of some kind of
audience and speak.  In fact,  there’s even a monthly publication that reproduces some of  the top
speeches from around the United States called Vital  Speeches of  the Day  (http://www.vsotd.com).
Although public speeches are of various types, they can generally be grouped into three categories
based on their intended purpose: informative, persuasive, and entertaining.

Informative Speaking

One of the most common types of public speaking is informative speaking. The primary purpose of
informative presentations is to share one’s knowledge of a subject with an audience. Reasons for
making an informative speech vary widely. For example, you might be asked to instruct a group of
coworkers on how to use new computer software or to report to a group of managers how your latest
project is coming along. A local community group might wish to hear about your volunteer activities in
New Orleans  during spring break,  or  your  classmates  may want  you to  share  your  expertise  on
Mediterranean cooking. What all these examples have in common is the goal of imparting information
to an audience.

Informative speaking is integrated into many different occupations. Physicians often lecture about their
areas  of  expertise  to  medical  students,  other  physicians,  and  patients.  Teachers  find  themselves
presenting to parents as well  as to their students.  Firefighters give demonstrations about how to
effectively control a fire in the house. Informative speaking is a common part of numerous jobs and
other everyday activities. As a result, learning how to speak effectively has become an essential skill in
today’s world.

Persuasive Speaking

A second common reason for speaking to an audience is to persuade others. In our everyday lives, we
are often called on to convince, motivate, or otherwise persuade others to change their beliefs, take an
action, or reconsider a decision. Advocating for music education in your local school district, convincing
clients to purchase your company’s products, or inspiring high school students to attend college all
involve influencing other people through public speaking.

For some people, such as elected officials, giving persuasive speeches is a crucial part of attaining and
continuing career success. Other people make careers out of speaking to groups of people who pay to
listen to them. Motivational authors and speakers, such as Les Brown (http://www.lesbrown.com), make
millions of dollars each year from people who want to be motivated to do better in their lives. Brian
Tracy, another professional speaker and author, specializes in helping business leaders become more
productive and effective in the workplace (http://www.briantracy.com).

Whether public speaking is something you do every day or just a few times a year, persuading others is

http://www.vsotd.com/
http://www.lesbrown.com/
http://www.briantracy.com/
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a  challenging  task.  If  you  develop  the  skill  to  persuade  effectively,  it  can  be  personally  and
professionally rewarding.

Entertaining Speaking

Entertaining speaking involves an array of speaking occasions ranging from introductions to wedding
toasts, to presenting and accepting awards, to delivering eulogies at funerals and memorial services in
addition to after-dinner speeches and motivational speeches. Entertaining speaking has been important
since the time of  the ancient Greeks,  when Aristotle identified epideictic speaking (speaking in a
ceremonial context) as an important type of address. As with persuasive and informative speaking,
there are professionals, from religious leaders to comedians, who make a living simply from delivering
entertaining speeches. As anyone who has watched an awards show on television or has seen an
incoherent best man deliver a wedding toast can attest, speaking to entertain is a task that requires
preparation and practice to be effective.

Personal Benefits of Public Speaking

Oral communication skills were the number one skill that college graduates found useful in the business
world, according to a study by sociologist Andrew Zekeri (Zekeri, 2004). That fact alone makes learning
about public speaking worthwhile. However, there are many other benefits of communicating effectively
for the hundreds of thousands of college students every year who take public speaking courses. Let’s
take a look at some of the personal benefits you’ll get both from a course in public speaking and from
giving public speeches.

Benefits of Public Speaking Courses

In addition to learning the process of creating and delivering an effective speech, students of public
speaking leave the class with a number of other benefits as well. Some of these benefits include

developing critical thinking skills,
fine-tuning verbal and nonverbal skills,
overcoming fear of public speaking.

Developing Critical Thinking Skills

One of the very first benefits you will gain from your public speaking course is an increased ability to
think critically. Problem solving is one of many critical thinking skills you will engage in during this
course. For example, when preparing a persuasive speech, you’ll have to think through real problems
affecting your campus, community, or the world and provide possible solutions to those problems. You’ll
also  have  to  think  about  the  positive  and  negative  consequences  of  your  solutions  and  then
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communicate your ideas to others. At first, it may seem easy to come up with solutions for a campus
problem such  as  a  shortage  of  parking  spaces:  just  build  more  spaces.  But  after  thinking  and
researching further you may find out that building costs, environmental impact from loss of green
space, maintenance needs, or limited locations for additional spaces make this solution impractical.
Being able to think through problems and analyze the potential costs and benefits of solutions is an
essential part of critical thinking and of public speaking aimed at persuading others. These skills will
help you not only in public speaking contexts but throughout your life as well. As we stated earlier,
college graduates in Zekeri’s study rated oral communication skills as the most useful for success in the
business world. The second most valuable skill they reported was problem-solving ability, so your public
speaking course is doubly valuable!

Another benefit to public speaking is that it will enhance your ability to conduct and analyze research.
Public speakers must provide credible evidence within their speeches if they are going to persuade
various audiences. So your public speaking course will further refine your ability to find and utilize a
range of sources.

Fine-Tuning Verbal and Nonverbal Skills

A second benefit of taking a public speaking course is that it will help you fine-tune your verbal and
nonverbal communication skills. Whether you competed in public speaking in high school or this is your
first time speaking in front of an audience, having the opportunity to actively practice communication
skills and receive professional feedback will help you become a better overall communicator. Often,
people don’t even realize that they twirl their hair or repeatedly mispronounce words while speaking in
public settings until they receive feedback from a teacher during a public speaking course. People
around the United States will often pay speech coaches over one hundred dollars per hour to help them
enhance their speaking skills. You have a built-in speech coach right in your classroom, so it is to your
advantage to use the opportunity to improve your verbal and nonverbal communication skills.

Overcoming Fear of Public Speaking

An additional benefit of taking a public speaking class is that it will help reduce your fear of public
speaking. Whether they’ve spoken in public a lot or are just getting started, most people experience
some anxiety when engaging in public speaking. Heidi Rose and Andrew Rancer evaluated students’
levels of public speaking anxiety during both the first and last weeks of their public speaking class and
found that  those  levels  decreased over  the  course  of  the  semester  (Rose  & Rancer,  1993).  One
explanation is that people often have little exposure to public speaking. By taking a course in public
speaking, students become better acquainted with the public speaking process, making them more
confident and less apprehensive. In addition, you will  learn specific strategies for overcoming the
challenges of speech anxiety.
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9.3 Audience Analysis & Topic Selection

source

What Is Audience Analysis?

Kim Davies – US Constitution – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

One of the consequences of the First Amendment to the Constitution, which protects our right to speak

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/6-2-selecting-a-topic/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/06/5.0.0.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kjd/2502535352/
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freely, is that we focus so much on what we want to say that we often overlook the question of who our
audience is. Does your audience care what you as a speaker think? Can they see how your speech
applies  to  their  lives  and interests?  The act  of  public  speaking is  a  shared activity  that  involves
interaction between speaker and audience. In order for your speech to get a fair hearing, you need to
create a relationship with your listeners. Scholars Sprague, Stuart, and Bodary explain, “Speakers do
not give speeches to audiences; they jointly create meaning with audiences” (Sprague, et al., 2010). The
success of your speech rests in large part on how your audience receives and understands it.

Think of a time when you heard a speech that sounded “canned” or that fell flat because the audience
didn’t “get it.” Chances are that this happened because the speaker neglected to consider that public
speaking is an audience-centered activity. Worse, lack of consideration for one’s audience can result in
the embarrassment of alienating listeners by telling a joke they don’t appreciate, or using language they
find offensive. The best way to reduce the risk of such situations is to conduct an audience analysis as
you prepare your speech.

Audience analysis is the process of gathering information about the people in your audience so that you
can understand their needs, expectations, beliefs, values, attitudes, and likely opinions. In this chapter,
we will  examine some reasons  why audience analysis  is  important  and how you should  use  this
information when selecting a speech topic.

Acknowledge the Audience

Picture yourself in front of the audience, about to deliver your speech. This is the moment when your
relationship with your audience begins, and the quality of this relationship will influence how receptive
they will be to your ideas, or at least how willing they’ll be to listen to what you have to say. One of the
best ways to initiate this relationship is by finding a way to acknowledge your audience. This can be as
simple as establishing eye contact and thanking them for coming to hear your presentation. If they’ve
braved bad weather, are missing a world-class sports event, or are putting up with an inconvenience
such as a stuffy conference room, tell them how much you appreciate their presence in spite of the
circumstances. This can go a long way toward getting them “on board” with your message.

For a political candidate who is traveling from town to town giving what may be perceived as the same
campaign speech time and time again, a statement like “It’s great to be here in Springfield, and I want
to thank the West Valley League of Women Voters and our hosts, the Downtown Senior Center, for the
opportunity to be with you today” lets the audience know that the candidate has at least taken the
trouble to tailor the speech to the present audience. Stephanie Coopman and James Lull tell us that
Microsoft chairman Bill Gates often adapts to his audiences by thanking them for their participation in
the computer industry or for their preparation to participate in an electronic world. The authors say,
“Even those brief acknowledgments let audience members know that Gates had prepared his speech
with  them  in  mind”  (Coopman  &  Lull,  2009).  We  will  cover  audience  acknowledgment  further
in Chapter 10 “Creating the Body of a Speech”.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/part/chapter-10-creating-the-body-of-a-speech/#wrench_1.0-ch10
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Choose a Worthwhile Topic

Your selection of a topic should reflect your regard for the audience. There is no universal list of good
or bad topics, but you have an ethical responsibility to select a topic that will be worth listening to. As a
student, you are probably sensitive to how unpleasant it would be to listen to a speech on a highly
complex or technical topic that you found impossible to understand. However, have you considered that
audiences do not want to waste their time or attention listening to a speech that is too simple? Many
students find themselves tempted to choose an easy topic, or a topic they already know a great deal
about. This is an understandable temptation; if you are like most students, you have many commitments
and the demands on your time are considerable.  Many experts encourage students to begin with
something they already know. However, our experience tells us that students often do this simply to
reduce their workload. For example, if the purpose of your speech is to inform or persuade students in
your public speaking class, a topic such as fitness, drunk driving, the Greek system (campus fraternities
and sororities), or credit card responsibility may be easy for you to address, but it is unlikely to go very
far toward informing your audience, and in all likelihood, it will not be persuading them either. Instead,
your audience members and your professor will quickly recognize that you were thinking of your own
needs rather than those of your audience.

To avoid this trap, it behooves you to seek a topic that will be novel and interesting both for you and for
your audience. It will also be important to do some credible research in order to ensure that even the
most informed audience members will learn something from you. There are many topics that could
provide a refreshing departure from your usual academic studies. Topics such as the Bermuda Triangle,
biopiracy, the environmental niche of sharks, the green lifestyle, and the historic Oneida Community all
provide interesting views of human and natural phenomena not usually provided in public education.
Such topics might be more likely to hold the interest of your classroom audience than topics they’ve
heard about time and time again.

You should be aware that your audience will not have the same set of knowledge that you do. For
instance, if you are speaking about biopiracy, you should probably define it and give a clear example. If
your speech is on the green lifestyle, it would be important to frame it as a realistic choice, not a goal so
remote as to be hopeless. In each case, you should use audience analysis to consider how your audience
will respond to you, your topic, and your message.

Clarity

Nothing is more lamentable than a rhetorical actor who endeavors to make grandiose the impressions
of others through the utilization of an elephantine albeit nonsensical argot—or nothing is worse than a
speaker who tries to impress the audience with a giant vocabulary that no one understands. In the first
portion  of  the  preceding  sentence,  we  pulled  out  as  many  polysyllabic  words  as  we  could  find.
Unfortunately, most people will just find the sentence wordy and the meaning will pass right over their
heads. As such, we as public speakers must ensure that we are clear in what we say.
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Make  sure  that  you  state  your  topic  clearly  at  the  outset,  using  words  that  your  audience  will
understand. Letting them know what to expect from your speech shows consideration for them as
listeners and lets them know that you value their time and attention.

Throughout  your speech,  define your terms clearly  and carefully  in  order to  avoid misleading or
alarming people by mistake.  Be careful  not to use jargon or “insider” language that will  exclude
listeners who aren’t “in the know.” If you approach audience analysis in haste, you might find yourself
presenting a speech with no clear message. You might avoid making any statements outright from fear
of offending. It is much better to know to whom you’re speaking and to present a clear, decisive
message that lets listeners know what you think.

Controversial Topics Are Important and Risky

Some of the most interesting topics are controversial. They are controversial topics because people
have deeply felt values and beliefs on different sides of those topics. For instance, before you choose
nuclear energy as your topic, investigate the many voices speaking out both in favor and against
increasing its use. Many people perceive nuclear energy as a clean, reliable, and much-needed source
of energy. Others say that even the mining of uranium is harmful to the environment, that we lack
satisfactory solutions for storing nuclear waste, and that nuclear power plants are vulnerable to errors
and attacks. Another group might view the issue economically, believing that industry needs nuclear
energy. Engineers might believe that if the national grid could be modernized, we would have enough
energy, and that we should strive to use and waste less energy until modernization is feasible. Some
might feel deep concern about our reliance on foreign oil. Others might view nuclear energy as more
tried-and-true than other alternatives. The topic is extremely controversial, and yet it is interesting and
very important.

You shouldn’t avoid controversy altogether, but you should choose your topic carefully. Moreover, how
you treat your audience is just as important as how you treat your topic. If your audience has widely
diverse views, take the time to acknowledge the concerns they have. Treat them as intelligent people,
even if you don’t trust the completeness or the accuracy of their beliefs about your topic.

Adapt Your Speech to Audience Needs

When preparing a speech for a classroom audience consisting of other students and your professor, you
may feel that you know their interests and expectations fairly well. However, we learn public speaking
in order to be able to address other audiences where we can do some good. In some cases, your
audience might consist of young children who are not ready to accept the fact that a whale is not a fish
or that the moon is always round even though it sometimes appears to be a crescent or a half circle. In
other cases, your audience might include retirees living on fixed incomes and who therefore might not
agree that raising local taxes is a vital “investment in the future.”
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Even in an audience that appears to be homogeneous—composed of people who are very similar to one
another—different listeners will understand the same ideas in different ways. Every member of every
audience has his or her own frame of reference—the unique set of perspectives, experience, knowledge,
and values belonging to every individual. An audience member who has been in a car accident caused
by a drunk driver might not appreciate a lighthearted joke about barhopping. Similarly, stressing the
importance of graduate school might be discouraging to audience members who don’t know whether
they can even afford to stay in college to complete an undergraduate degree.

These examples illustrate why audience analysis—the process of learning all you reasonably can about
your audience—is so centrally important.  Audience analysis includes consideration of demographic
information, such as the gender, age range, marital status, race, and ethnicity of the people in your
audience. Another, perhaps less obvious, demographic factor is socioeconomic status, which refers to a
combination of characteristics including income, wealth, level of education, and occupational prestige.
Each of these dimensions gives you some information about which kinds of topics, and which aspects of
various topics, will be well received.

Suppose you are preparing to give an informative speech about early childhood health care. If your
audience is a group of couples who have each recently had a new baby and who live in an affluent
suburb, you can expect that they will be young adults with high socioeconomic status; they will likely be
eager to know about the very best available health care for their children, whether they are healthy or
have various medical problems. In contrast, if your audience is a group of nurses, they may differ in
age, but will be similar in education and occupational prestige. They will already know quite a lot about
the topic, so you will want to find an aspect that may be new for them, such as community health care
resources for families with limited financial resources or for referring children with special needs. As
another example, if you are addressing a city council committee that is considering whether to fund a
children’s health care initiative, your audience is likely to have very mixed demographics.

Audience analysis also takes into account what market researchers call psychographic information,
which is more personal and more difficult to predict than demographics. Psychographic information
involves the beliefs,  attitudes,  and values that  your audience members embrace.  Respecting your
audience means that you avoid offending, excluding, or trivializing the beliefs and values they hold.
Returning to the topic of early childhood health care, you can expect new parents to be passionate
about wanting the best for their child. The psychographics of a group of nurses would revolve around
their professional competence and the need to provide “standard of care” for their patients. In a city
council committee meeting, the topic of early childhood health care may be a highly personal and
emotional issue for some of your listeners, while for others it may be strictly a matter of dollars and
cents.

Consider Audience Diversity

Diversity is a key dimension of audience membership and, therefore, of audience analysis. While the
term “diversity” is often used to refer to racial and ethnic minorities, it is important to realize that
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audiences can be diverse in many other ways as well. Being mindful of diversity means being respectful
of  all  people  and  striving  to  avoid  racism,  ethnocentrism,  sexism,  ageism,  elitism,  and  other
assumptions. An interesting “ism” that is not often mentioned is chronocentrism, or the assumption that
people today are superior to people who lived in earlier eras (Russell, 1991).

Sociologists John R. Logan and Wenquan Zhang analyzed racial and ethnic diversity in US cities and
observed a pattern that rewrites the traditional “rules” of neighborhood change (Logan & Zhang, 2010).
Whereas in our grandparents’ day a racially mixed neighborhood was one with African American and
white residents, in recent decades, many more people from a variety of Asian and Latin American
countries have immigrated to the United States. As a result, many cities have neighborhoods that are
richly diverse with Asian, Hispanic, and African American cultural influences as well as those of white
European Americans. Each cultural group consists of people from many communities and occupations.
Each  cultural  group  came  to  the  United  States  for  different  reasons  and  came  from  different
communities and occupations within their original cultures. Even though it can be easy to assume that
people from a culture are exactly like each other, we undermine our credibility when we create our
message as though members of these cultures are carbon copies of each other.

One of the author’s classes included two students from China. During a discussion of cultural similarity
and difference, one remarked, “I thought we would have the same tastes in food because we are both
from China, but she likes different spices and cooking techniques than I do.”

While race, ethnicity, and culture may be relatively visible aspects of diversity, there are many other
aspects that are less obvious, so your audience is often more diverse than you might initially think.
Suppose  you  are  going  to  give  a  talk  on  pool  safety  to  residents  of  a  very  affluent  suburban
community—will  all  your  audience  members  be  wealthy?  No.  There  might  be  some  who  are
unemployed, some who are behind on their mortgage payments, some who live in rented rooms, not to
mention some who work as babysitters or housekeepers. Furthermore, if your listeners have some
characteristic in common, it doesn’t mean that they all think alike. For instance, if  your audience
consists of people who are members of military families, don’t assume that they all have identical beliefs
about national security. If there are many business students in your audience, don’t assume they all
agree about the relative importance of ethics and profits. Instead, recognize that a range of opinion
exists.

This is where the frame of reference we mentioned earlier becomes an important concept. People have
a wide variety of reasons for making the choices they make and for doing the things they do. For
instance, a business student, while knowing that profitability is important, might have a strong interest
in green lifestyles, low energy use, and alternative energy sources, areas of economic development that
might require a great deal of investment before profits are realized. In fact, some business students may
want to be involved in a paradigm shift away from “business as usual.”

These examples illustrate how important it is to use audience analysis to avoid stereotyping—taking for
granted that people with a certain characteristic in common have the same likes, dislikes, values, and
beliefs.  All  members of our audiences deserve to have the same sensitivity and the same respect
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extended to them as unique individuals. Respecting diversity is not merely a responsibility within public
speaking; it should be a responsibility we strive to embrace in all our human interactions.

Avoid Offending Your Audience

It might seem obvious that speakers should use audience analysis to avoid making offensive remarks,
but even very experienced speakers sometimes forget this basic rule. If you were an Anglo-American
elected official  addressing a Latino audience,  would you make a joke about  a  Mexican American
person’s name sounding similar to the name of a popular brand of tequila? In fact, a state governor did
just that in June 2011. Not suprisingly, news organizations covering the event reported that the joke fell
flat (Shahid, 2011). People are members of groups they didn’t choose and can’t change. We didn’t
choose our race, ethnicity, sex, age, sexual orientation, intellectual potential, or appearance. We already
know that jokes aimed at people because of their membership in these groups are not just politically
incorrect but also ethically wrong.

It  is  not only insensitive humor that can offend an audience.  Speakers also need to be aware of
language and nonverbal behaviors that state or imply a negative message about people based on their
various membership groups. Examples include language that suggests that all scientists are men, that
all relationships are heterosexual, or that all ethnic minorities are unpatriotic. By the same token, we
should avoid embedding assumptions about people in our messages. Even the most subtle suggestion
may not go unnoticed. For example, if, in your speech, you assume that elderly people are frail and
expensively medicated, you may offend people whose elder loved ones do not conform in any way to
your assumptions.

Scholars Samovar and McDaniel tell us that ethical language choices require four guidelines:

Be accurate; present the facts accurately.1.
Be aware of the emotional impact; make sure that you don’t manipulate feelings.2.
Avoid hateful words; refrain from language that disparages or belittles people.3.
Be sensitive to the audience; know how audience members prefer to be identified (e.g., Native4.
American instead of Indian, women instead of girls, African American instead of black, disabled
instead of crippled) (Samovar & McDaniel, 2007).

If you alienate your audience, they will stop listening. They will refuse to accept your message, no
matter how true or important it  is.  They might even become hostile.  If  you fail  to recognize the
complexity of your audience members and if  you treat them as stereotypes, they will  resent your
assumptions and doubt your credibility.

Ethical Speaking Is Sincere Speaking

Ethos is the term Aristotle used to refer to what we now call credibility: the perception that the speaker
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is honest, knowledgeable, and rightly motivated. Your ethos, or credibility, must be established as you
build rapport with your listeners. Have you put forth the effort to learn who they are and what you can
offer to them in your speech? Do you respect them as individual human beings? Do you respect them
enough to serve their needs and interests? Is your topic relevant and appropriate for them? Is your
approach honest and sensitive to their preexisting beliefs? Your ability to answer these questions in a
constructive way must be based on the best demographic and psychographic information you can use to
learn about your listeners.

The audience needs to know they can trust the speaker’s motivations, intentions, and knowledge. They
must believe that the speaker has no hidden motives, will not manipulate or trick them, and has their
best interests at heart.

In order to convey regard and respect for the audience, you must be sincere. You must examine the
motives behind your topic choice, the true purpose of your speech, and your willingness to do the work
of making sure the content of the speech is true and represents reality. This can be difficult for students
who face time constraints and multiple demands on their efforts. However, the attitude you assume for
this task represents, in part, the kind of professional, citizen, parent, and human being you want to be.
Even if you’ve given this issue little thought up to now, you can examine your motives and the integrity
of your research and message construction. Ethically, you should.

Topic Selection

What do you think of when you hear the word “purpose”? Technically speaking, a purpose can be
defined as why something exists, how we use an object, or why we make something. For the purposes of
public speaking, all three can be applicable. For example, when we talk about a speech’s purpose, we
can question why a specific speech was given; we can question how we are supposed to use the
information within a speech; and we can question why we are personally creating a speech. For this
specific chapter, we are more interested in that last aspect of the definition of the word “purpose”: why
we give speeches.

Ever since scholars started writing about public speaking as a distinct phenomenon, there have been a
range of different systems created to classify the types of speeches people may give. Aristotle talked
about three speech purposes: deliberative (political speech), forensic (courtroom speech), and epideictic
(speech of praise or blame). Cicero also talked about three purposes: judicial (courtroom speech),
deliberative (political speech), and demonstrative (ceremonial speech—similar to Aristotle’s epideictic).
A little more recently, St. Augustine of Hippo also wrote about three specific speech purposes: to teach
(provide people with information), to delight (entertain people or show people false ideas), and to sway
(persuade people to a religious ideology). All these systems of identifying public speeches have been
attempts at helping people determine the general purpose of their speech. A general purpose refers to
the broad goal in creating and delivering a speech.

These typologies or classification systems of public speeches serve to demonstrate that general speech
purposes have remained pretty consistent throughout the history of public speaking. Modern public
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speaking scholars typically use a classification system of three general purposes: to inform, to persuade,
and to entertain.

To Inform

The first general purpose that some people have for giving speeches is to inform. Simply put, this is
about  helping audience members acquire  information that  they do not  already possess.  Audience
members can then use this information to understand something (e.g., speech on a new technology,
speech on a new virus) or to perform a new task or improve their skills (e.g., how to swing a golf club,
how to assemble a layer cake). The most important characteristic of informative topics is that the goal is
to gain knowledge. Notice that the goal is not to encourage people to use that knowledge in any specific
way. When a speaker starts encouraging people to use knowledge in a specific way, he or she is no
longer informing but is persuading.

Let’s look at a real example of how an individual can accidentally go from informing to persuading. Let’s
say you are assigned to inform an audience about a new vaccination program. In an informative speech,
the purpose of the speech is to explain to your audience what the program is and how it works. If,
however, you start encouraging your audience to participate in the vaccination program, you are no
longer informing them about the program but rather persuading them to become involved in the
program. One of the most common mistakes new public speaking students make is to blur the line
between informing and persuading.

Why We Share Knowledge

Knowledge sharing is the process of delivering information, skills, or expertise in some form to people
who could benefit from it. In fact, understanding and exchanging knowledge is so important that an
entire  field  of  study,  called knowledge management,  has  been created to  help  people  (especially
businesses) become more effective at harnessing and exchanging knowledge. In the professional world,
sharing knowledge is becoming increasingly important. Every year, millions of people attend some kind
of knowledge sharing conference or convention in hopes of learning new information or skills that will
help them in their personal or professional lives (Atwood, 2009).

People are motivated to share their knowledge with other people for a variety of reasons (Hendriks,
1999). For some, the personal sense of achievement or of responsibility drives them to share their
knowledge (internal motivational factors). Others are driven to share knowledge because of the desire
for recognition or the possibility of job enhancement (external motivational factors). Knowledge sharing
is an important part of every society, so learning how to deliver informative speeches is a valuable skill.

Common Types of Informative Topics

O’Hair,  Stewart,  and Rubenstein identified six general types of informative speech topics: objects,
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people, events, concepts, processes, and issues (O’Hair, et al., 2007). The first type of informative
speech relates to objects, which can include how objects are designed, how they function, and what
they mean. For example, a student of one of our coauthors gave a speech on the design of corsets, using
a mannequin to demonstrate how corsets were placed on women and the amount of force necessary to
lace one up.

The second type of informative speech focuses on people. People-based speeches tend to be biography-
oriented. Such topics could include recounting an individual’s achievements and explaining why he or
she is important in history. Some speakers, who are famous themselves, will focus on their own lives
and how various events shaped who they ultimately became. Dottie Walters is most noted as being the
first female in the United States to run an advertising agency. In addition to her work in advertising,
Dottie also spent a great deal of time as a professional speaker. She often would tell the story about her
early years in advertising when she would push around a stroller with her daughter inside as she went
from business to business trying to generate interest in her copywriting abilities. You don’t have to be
famous, however, to give a people-based speech. Instead, you could inform your audience about a
historical or contemporary hero whose achievements are not widely known.

The third type of informative speech involves explaining the significance of specific events, either
historical or contemporary. For example, you could deliver a speech on a specific battle of World War II
or a specific presidential administration. If you’re a history buff, event-oriented speeches may be right
up your alley. There are countless historical events that many people aren’t familiar with and would find
interesting. You could also inform your audience about a more recent or contemporary event. Some
examples include concerts, plays, and arts festivals; athletic competitions; and natural phenomena, such
as storms, eclipses, and earthquakes. The point is to make sure that an informative speech is talking
about the event (who, what, when, where, and why) and not attempting to persuade people to pass
judgment upon the event or its effects.

The fourth type of informative speech involves concepts, or “abstract and difficult ideas or theories”
(O’Hair, et al., 2007). For example, if you want to explain a specific communication theory, E. M. Griffin
p r o v i d e s  a n  e x c e l l e n t  l i s t  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t h e o r i e s  o n  h i s
website, http://www.afirstlook.com/main.cfm/theory_list. Whether you want to discuss theories related
to business, sociology, psychology, religion, politics, art, or any other major area of study, this type of
speech can be very useful in helping people to understand complex ideas.

The fifth type of informative speech involves processes. The process speech can be divided into two
unique types: how-it-functions and how-to-do. The first type of process speech helps audience members
understand how a specific object or system works. For example, you could explain how a bill becomes a
law in the United States. There is a very specific set of steps that a bill must go through before it
becomes a law, so there is a very clear process that could be explained to an audience. The how-to-do
speech, on the other hand, is designed to help people come to an end result of some kind. For example,
you could give a speech on how to quilt, how to change a tire, how to write a résumé, and millions of
other how-to oriented topics. In our experience, the how-to speech is probably the most commonly
delivered informative speech in public speaking classes.

http://www.afirstlook.com/main.cfm/theory_list
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The final type of informative speech involves issues, or “problems or matters of dispute” (O’Hair, et al.,
2007). This informative speech topic is probably the most difficult for novice public speakers because it
requires walking a fine line between informing and persuading. If you attempt to deliver this type of
speech, remember the goal is to be balanced when discussing both sides of the issue. To see an example
of  how  you  can  take  a  very  divis ive  topic  and  make  i t  informative,  check  out  the
series Point/Counterpoint  published by Chelsea House (http://chelseahouse.infobasepublishing.com).
This series of books covers everything from the pros and cons of blogging to whether the United States
should have mandatory military service.

To Persuade

The second general purpose people can have for speaking is to persuade. When we speak to persuade,
we attempt to get listeners to embrace a point of view or to adopt a behavior that they would not have
done otherwise. A persuasive speech can be distinguished from an informative speech by the fact that it
includes a call for action for the audience to make some change in their behavior or thinking.

Why We Persuade

The  reasons  behind  persuasive  speech  fall  into  two  main  categories,  which  we  will  call  “pure
persuasion” and “manipulative persuasion.” Pure persuasion occurs when a speaker urges listeners to
engage in a specific behavior or change a point of view because the speaker truly believes that the
change is in the best interest of the audience members. For example, you may decide to give a speech
on the importance of  practicing good oral  hygiene because you truly believe that oral  hygiene is
important and that bad oral hygiene can lead to a range of physical, social, and psychological problems.
In this case, the speaker has no ulterior or hidden motive (e.g., you are not a toothpaste salesperson).

Manipulative persuasion, on the other hand, occurs when a speaker urges listeners to engage in a
specific behavior or change a point of view by misleading them, often to fulfill an ulterior motive beyond
the face value of the persuasive attempt. We call this form of persuasion manipulative because the
speaker is not being honest about the real purpose for attempting to persuade the audience. Ultimately,
this form of persuasion is perceived as highly dishonest when audience members discover the ulterior
motive. For example, suppose a physician who also owns a large amount of stock in a pharmaceutical
company is asked to speak before a group of other physicians about a specific disease. Instead of
informing the group about the disease, the doctor spends the bulk of his time attempting to persuade
the audience that the drug his company manufactures is the best treatment for that specific disease.

Obviously,  the  key  question  for  persuasion  is  the  speaker’s  intent.  Is  the  speaker  attempting  to
persuade the audience because of a sincere belief in the benefits of a certain behavior or point of view?
Or is the speaker using all possible means—including distorting the truth—to persuade the audience
because he or she will derive personal benefits from their adopting a certain behavior or point of view?
Unless your speech assignment specifically calls for a speech of manipulative persuasion, the usual (and

http://chelseahouse.infobasepublishing.com/
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ethical) understanding of a “persuasive speech” assignment is that you should use the pure form of
persuasion.

Persuasion: Behavior versus Attitudes, Values, and Beliefs

As we’ve mentioned in the preceding sections, persuasion can address behaviors—observable actions on
the part of listeners—and it can also address intangible thought processes in the form of attitudes,
values, and beliefs.

When the speaker attempts to persuade an audience to change behavior, we can often observe and even
measure how successful the persuasion was. For example, after a speech attempting to persuade the
audience to donate money to a charity, the charity can measure how many donations were received. The
following is a short list of various behavior-oriented persuasive speeches we’ve seen in our own classes:
washing one’s hands frequently and using hand sanitizer, adapting one’s driving habits to improve gas
mileage, using open-source software, or drinking one soft drink or soda over another. In all these cases,
the goal is to make a change in the basic behavior of audience members.

The second type of persuasive topic involves a change in attitudes, values, or beliefs. An attitude is
defined as an individual’s general predisposition toward something as being good or bad, right or
wrong, negative or positive. If you believe that dress codes on college campuses are a good idea, you
want to give a speech persuading others to adopt a positive attitude toward campus dress codes.

A speaker can also attempt to persuade listeners to change some value they hold. Value refers to an
individual’s perception of the usefulness, importance, or worth of something. We can value a college
education, we can value technology, and we can value freedom. Values, as a general concept, are fairly
ambiguous and tend to be very lofty ideas. Ultimately, what we value in life actually motivates us to
engage in a range of behaviors. For example, if you value protecting the environment, you may recycle
more of your trash than someone who does not hold this value. If you value family history and heritage,
you may be more motivated to spend time with your older relatives and ask them about their early lives
than someone who does not hold this value.

Lastly,  a  speaker  can  attempt  to  persuade  people  to  change  their  personal  beliefs.  Beliefs  are
propositions or positions that an individual holds as true or false without positive knowledge or proof.
Typically, beliefs are divided into two basic categories: core and dispositional. Core beliefs are beliefs
that people have actively engaged in and created over the course of their lives (e.g., belief in a higher
power, belief in extraterrestrial life forms). Dispositional beliefs, on the other hand, are beliefs that
people have not actively engaged in; they are judgments based on related subjects, which people make
when they encounter a proposition. Imagine, for example, that you were asked the question, “Can
gorillas speak English?” While you may never have met a gorilla or even seen one in person, you can
make instant judgments about your understanding of gorillas and fairly certainly say whether you
believe that gorillas can speak English.

When it comes to persuading people to alter beliefs, persuading audiences to change core beliefs is
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more difficult than persuading audiences to change dispositional beliefs. If you find a topic related to
dispositional beliefs, using your speech to help listeners alter their processing of the belief is a realistic
possibility. But as a novice public speaker, you are probably best advised to avoid core beliefs. Although
core beliefs often appear to be more exciting and interesting than dispositional ones, you are very
unlikely to alter anyone’s core beliefs in a five- to ten-minute classroom speech.

To Entertain

The final general purpose people can have for public speaking is to entertain. Whereas informative and
persuasive speech making is focused on the end result of the speech process, entertainment speaking is
focused on the theme and occasion of the speech. An entertaining speech can be either informative or
persuasive at its root, but the context or theme of the speech requires speakers to think about the
speech primarily in terms of audience enjoyment.

Why We Entertain

Entertaining speeches are very common in everyday life. The fundamental goal of an entertaining
speech is audience enjoyment, which can come in a variety of forms. Entertaining speeches can be
funny  or  serious.  Overall,  entertaining  speeches  are  not  designed  to  give  an  audience  a  deep
understanding of life but instead to function as a way to divert an audience from their day-to-day lives
for a short period of time. This is not to say that an entertaining speech cannot have real content that is
highly informative or persuasive, but its goal is primarily about the entertaining aspects of the speech
and not focused on the informative or persuasive quality of the speech.

Common Forms of Entertainment Topics

There are three basic types of entertaining speeches: the after-dinner speech, the ceremonial speech,
and the inspirational speech. The after-dinner speech is a form of speaking where a speaker takes a
serious speech topic (either informative or persuasive) and injects a level of humor into the speech to
make it entertaining. Some novice speakers will attempt to turn an after-dinner speech into a stand-up
comedy routine, which doesn’t have the same focus (Roye, 2010). After-dinner speeches are first and
foremost speeches.

A ceremonial speech is a type of entertaining speech where the specific context of the speech is the
driving force of the speech. Common types of ceremonial speeches include introductions, toasts, and
eulogies.  In  each  of  these  cases,  there  are  specific  events  that  drive  the  speech.  Maybe  you’re
introducing an individual who is about to receive an award, giving a toast at your best friend’s wedding,
or delivering the eulogy at a relative’s funeral. In each of these cases, the speech and the purpose of the
speech is determined by the context of the event and not by the desire to inform or persuade.

The final type of entertaining speech is one where the speaker’s primary goal is to inspire her or his
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audience. Inspirational speeches are based in emotion with the goal to motivate listeners to alter their
lives in some significant way. Florence Littauer, a famous professional speaker, delivers an emotionally
charged speech titled “Silver Boxes.” In the speech, Mrs. Littauer demonstrates how people can use
positive comments to encourage others in their daily lives. The title comes from a story she tells at the
beginning of the speech where she was teaching a group of children about using positive speech, and
one of  the children defined positive speech as giving people little  silver boxes with bows on top
(http://server.firefighters.org/catalog/2009/45699.mp3).

Topic Selection

Wonderlane – Fork in the road, decision tree – CC BY 2.0.

One of the most common stumbling blocks for novice public speakers is selecting their first speech
topic. Generally, your public speaking instructor will provide you with some fairly specific parameters to

http://server.firefighters.org/catalog/2009/45699.mp3
https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/06/6.2.0.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/wonderlane/13067014944/
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make this a little easier. You may be assigned to tell about an event that has shaped your life or to
demonstrate how to do something. Whatever your basic parameters, at some point you as the speaker
will need to settle on a specific topic. In this section, we’re going to look at some common constraints of
public speaking, picking a broad topic area, and narrowing your topic.

Common Constraints of Public Speaking

When we use the word “constraint” with regard to public speaking, we are referring to any limitation or
restriction you may have as a speaker. Whether in a classroom situation or in the boardroom, speakers
are typically given specific instructions that they must follow. These instructions constrain the speaker
and limit what the speaker can say. For example, in the professional world of public speaking, speakers
are  often  hired  to  speak  about  a  specific  topic  (e.g.,  time  management,  customer  satisfaction,
entrepreneurship).  In  the  workplace,  a  supervisor  may  assign  a  subordinate  to  present  certain
information in a meeting. In these kinds of situations, when a speaker is hired or assigned to talk about
a specific topic, he or she cannot decide to talk about something else.

Furthermore, the speaker may have been asked to speak for an hour, only to show up and find out that
the event is running behind schedule, so the speech must now be made in only thirty minutes. Having
prepared sixty minutes of material, the speaker now has to determine what stays in the speech and
what must go. In both of these instances, the speaker is constrained as to what he or she can say during
a speech. Typically, we refer to four primary constraints: purpose, audience, context, and time frame.

General Purpose

The first major constraint someone can have involves the general purpose of the speech. As mentioned
earlier, there are three general purposes: to inform, to persuade, and to entertain. If you’ve been told
that you will be delivering an informative speech, you are automatically constrained from delivering a
speech with the purpose of persuading or entertaining. In most public speaking classes, this is the first
constraint students will come in contact with because generally teachers will tell you the exact purpose
for each speech in the class.

Audience

The second major constraint that you need to consider as a speaker is the type of audience you will
have. As discussed in the chapter on audience analysis, different audiences have different political,
religious, and ideological leanings. As such, choosing a speech topic for an audience that has a specific
mindset can be very tricky. Unfortunately, choosing what topics may or may not be appropriate for a
given audience is based on generalizations about specific audiences. For example, maybe you’re going
to give a speech at a local meeting of Democratic leaders. You may think that all Democrats are liberal
or progressive, but there are many conservative Democrats as well. If you assume that all Democrats
are liberal or progressive, you may end up offending your audience by making such a generalization
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without knowing better.  Obviously,  the best  way to prevent  yourself  from picking a topic  that  is
inappropriate for a specific audience is to really know your audience, which is why we recommend
conducting an audience analysis, as described in Chapter 5 “Audience Analysis”.

Context

The third major constraint relates to the context. For speaking purposes, the context of a speech is the
set of circumstances surrounding a particular speech. There are countless different contexts in which
we  can  find  ourselves  speaking:  a  classroom  in  college,  a  religious  congregation,  a  corporate
boardroom, a retirement village, or a political convention. In each of these different contexts, the
expectations for a speaker are going to be unique and different. The topics that may be appropriate in
front of a religious group may not be appropriate in the corporate boardroom. Topics appropriate for
the corporate boardroom may not be appropriate at a political convention.

Time Frame

The last—but by no means least important—major constraint that you will face is the time frame of your
speech. In speeches that are under ten minutes in length, you must narrowly focus a topic to one major
idea. For example, in a ten-minute speech, you could not realistically hope to discuss the entire topic of
the US Social Security program. There are countless books, research articles, websites, and other forms
of media on the topic of Social Security, so trying to crystallize all that information into ten minutes is
just not realistic.

Instead, narrow your topic to something that is more realistically manageable within your allotted time.
You might choose to inform your audience about Social Security disability benefits, using one individual
disabled person as an example. Or perhaps you could speak about the career of Robert J. Myers, one of

the original architects of Social Security1. By focusing on information that can be covered within your
time frame, you are more likely to accomplish your goal at the end of the speech.

Selecting a Broad Subject Area

Once you know what the basic constraints are for your speech, you can then start thinking about
picking a topic. The first aspect to consider is what subject area you are interested in examining.
A subject area is a broad area of knowledge. Art, business, history, physical sciences, social sciences,
humanities, and education are all examples of subject areas. When selecting a topic, start by casting a
broad net because it will help you limit and weed out topics quickly.

Furthermore, each of these broad subject areas has a range of subject areas beneath it. For example, if
we take the subject area “art,” we can break it down further into broad categories like art history, art
galleries, and how to create art. We can further break down these broad areas into even narrower

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/part/chapter-5-audience-analysis/#wrench_1.0-ch05
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/6-2-selecting-a-topic/security
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subject areas (e.g., art history includes prehistoric art, Egyptian art, Grecian art, Roman art, Middle
Eastern art, medieval art, Asian art, Renaissance art, modern art). As you can see, topic selection is a
narrowing process.

Narrowing Your Topic

Narrowing your topic to something manageable for the constraints of your speech is something that
takes time, patience, and experience. One of the biggest mistakes that new public speakers make is not
narrowing  their  topics  sufficiently  given  the  constraints.  In  the  previous  section,  we  started
demonstrating how the narrowing process works, but even in those examples, we narrowed subject
areas down to fairly broad areas of knowledge.

Think of narrowing as a funnel. At the top of the funnel are the broad subject areas, and your goal is to
narrow your topic further and further down until just one topic can come out the other end of the
funnel. The more focused your topic is, the easier your speech is to research, write, and deliver. So let’s
take one of the broad areas from the art subject area and keep narrowing it down to a manageable
speech topic. For this example, let’s say that your general purpose is to inform, you are delivering the
speech in class to your peers,  and you have five to seven minutes.  Now that we have the basic
constraints, let’s start narrowing our topic. The broad area we are going to narrow in this example is
Middle Eastern art. When examining the category of Middle Eastern art, the first thing you’ll find is that
Middle  Eastern  art  is  generally  grouped  into  four  distinct  categories:  Anatolian,  Arabian,
Mesopotamian, and Syro-Palestinian. Again, if you’re like us, until we started doing some research on
the topic, we had no idea that the historic art of the Middle East was grouped into these specific
categories. We’ll select Anatolian art, or the art of what is now modern Turkey.

You may think that your topic is now sufficiently narrow, but even within the topic of Anatolian art,
there are smaller categories: pre-Hittite, Hittite, Uratu, and Phrygian periods of art. So let’s narrow our
topic again to the Phrygian period of art (1200–700 BCE). Although we have now selected a specific
period of art history in Anatolia, we are still looking at a five-hundred-year period in which a great deal
of art was created. One famous Phrygian king was King Midas, who according to myth was given the
ears of a donkey and the power of a golden touch by the Greek gods. As such, there is an interesting
array of art from the period of Midas and its Greek counterparts representing Midas. At this point, we
could create a topic about how Phrygian and Grecian art differed in their portrayals of King Midas. We
now have a topic that is unique, interesting, and definitely manageable in five to seven minutes. You
may be wondering how we narrowed the topic down; we just started doing a little research using the
Metropolitan Museum of Art’s website (http://www.metmuseum.org).

Overall, when narrowing your topic, you should start by asking yourself four basic questions based on
the constraints discussed earlier in this section:

Does the topic match my intended general purpose?1.
Is the topic appropriate for my audience?2.
Is the topic appropriate for the given speaking context?3.

http://www.metmuseum.org/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

292

Can I reasonably hope to inform or persuade my audience in the time frame I have for the4.
speech?

Specific Purpose/Proposition

When attempting to get at the core of your speech (the specific purpose or proposition), you need to
know a few basic things about your speech. First, you need to have a general purpose. Once you know
whether your goal is to inform, persuade, or entertain, picking an appropriate topic is easier. Obviously,
depending on the general purpose, you will have a range of different types of topics. For example, let’s
say you want to give a speech about hygiene. You could still give a speech about hygiene no matter
what your general purpose is, but the specific purpose would vary depending on whether the general
purpose is to inform (discussing hygiene practices around the globe), to persuade (discussing why
people need to adopt a specific hygiene practice), or to entertain (discussing some of the strange and
unique hygiene practices that people have used historically). Notice that in each of these cases, the
general purpose alters the topic, but all three are still fundamentally about hygiene.

A specific purpose (for an informative speech) or proposition (for a persuasive speech)  should be a
short, declarative sentence that emphasizes the main topic of your speech. Let’s look at an example:

Topic The military

Narrower Topic The military’s use of embedded journalists

Narrowed Topic The death of British reporter Rupert Hamer in 2010 in a roadside bombing in Nawa,
Afghanistan, along with five US Marines

In this example, we’ve quickly narrowed a topic from a more general topic to a more specific topic. Let’s
now look at that topic in terms of a general purpose and specific purpose:

General Purpose To inform

Specific Purpose To inform my audience about the danger of embedded journalism by focusing on the death of
British reporter Rupert Hamer

General Purpose To persuade

Proposition To persuade a group of journalism students to avoid jobs as embedded journalists by using the
death of British reporter Rupert Hamer as an example of what can happen

For the purpose of this example, we used the same general topic area, but demonstrated how you could
easily turn the topic into either an informative speech or a persuasive speech. In the first example, the
speaker is going to talk about the danger embedded journalists face. In this case, the speaker isn’t
attempting to alter people’s ideas about embedded journalists, just make them more aware of the
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dangers. In the second case, the specific purpose is to persuade a group of journalism students (the
audience) to avoid jobs as embedded journalists.

Your Specific Purpose or Proposition

To form a clear and succinct statement for your speech, start by naming your general purpose (to
inform, to persuade, or to entertain). One you have the general purpose in mind, complete the following
statement “After listening to my speech my audience will……”. For example, “After listening to my
speech my audience will protest the proposed housing cost increase in the dorms”, or “After listening to
my speech my audience will understand the process of finding scholarships for college.”

Table 6.3

General Purpose Audience
Topic
After listening to my speech my audience will

To inform my audience understand the usefulness of scrapbooking to save a
family’s memories.

To persuade a group of kindergarten teachers adopt a new disciplinary method for their classrooms.

To entertain a group of executives appreciate the lighter side of life in “cubicle-ville.”

To inform community members understandthe newly proposed swimming pool plans
that have been adopted.

To persuade my peers in class to vote for me for class president.

To entertain the guests attending my mother’s
birthday party laugh. 

Basic Tips for Creating Specific Purpose/Proposition Statements

Now that we’ve examined what specific purposes are, we are going to focus on a series of tips to help
you write specific purposes that are appropriate for a range of speeches.

Audience, Audience, Audience

First and foremost, you always need to think about your intended audience when choosing your specific
purpose. In the previous section, we talked about a speech where a speaker is attempting to persuade a
group of journalism students to not take jobs as embedded journalists. Would the same speech be
successful, or even appropriate, if given in your public speaking class? Probably not. As a speaker, you
may think your topic is great, but you always need to make sure you think about your audience when
selecting your specific purpose. For this reason, when writing your specific purpose, start off your
sentence by including the words “my audience” or actually listing the name of your audience: a group of
journalism students, the people in my congregation, my peers in class, and so on. When you place your
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audience first, you’re a lot more likely to have a successful speech.

Matching the Rhetorical Situation

After your audience, the second most important consideration about your specific purpose pertains to
the rhetorical situation of your speech. The rhetorical situation is the set of circumstances surrounding
your speech (e.g., speaker, audience, text, and context). When thinking about your specific purpose, you
want to  ensure that  all  these components go together.  You want to  make sure that  you are the
appropriate speaker for a topic, the topic is appropriate for your audience, the text of your speech is
appropriate, and the speech is appropriate for the context. For example, speeches that you give in a
classroom may not be appropriate in a religious context and vice versa.

Make It Clear

The specific purpose statement for any speech should be direct and not too broad, general, or vague.
Consider the lack of clarity in the following specific purpose: “To persuade the students in my class to
drink more.” Obviously, we have no idea what the speaker wants the audience to drink: water, milk,
orange juice? Alcoholic beverages? Furthermore, we have no way to quantify or make sense of the word
“more.” “More” assumes that the students are already drinking a certain amount, and the speaker
wants them to increase their intake. If you want to persuade your listeners to drink eight 8-ounce
glasses of water per day, you need to say so clearly in your specific purpose.

Another way in which purpose statements are sometimes unclear comes from the use of colloquial
language. While we often use colloquialisms in everyday life, they are often understood only by a limited
number of people. It may sound like fun to have a specific purpose like, “To persuade my audience to
get jiggy,” but if you state this as your purpose, many people probably won’t know what you’re talking
about at all.

Don’t Double Up

You cannot hope to solve the entire world’s problems in one speech, so don’t even try. At the same time,
you also want to make sure that you stick to one specific purpose. Chances are it will be challenging
enough to inform your audience about one topic or persuade them to change one behavior or opinion.
Don’t put extra stress on yourself by adding topics. If you find yourself using the word “and” in your
specific topic statement, you’re probably doubling up on topics.

Can I Really Do This in Five to Seven Minutes?

When choosing your specific purpose, it’s important to determine whether it can be realistically covered
in the amount of time you have. Time limits are among the most common constraints for students in a
public speaking course. Usually speeches early in the term have shorter time limits (three to five
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minutes), and speeches later in the term have longer time limits (five to eight minutes). While eight
minutes may sound like an eternity to be standing up in front of the class, it’s actually a very short
period of time in which to cover a topic. To determine whether you think you can accomplish your
speech’s purpose in the time slot, ask yourself how long it would take to make you an informed person
on your chosen topic or to persuade you to change your behavior or attitudes.

If you cannot reasonably see yourself becoming informed or persuaded during the allotted amount of
time, chances are you aren’t going to inform or persuade your audience either. The solution, of course,
is to make your topic narrower so that you can fully cover a limited aspect of it.
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9.4 Researching Your Topic

Page Source

We live in an age where access to information is more convenient than ever before. The days of
photocopying journal articles in the stacks of the library or looking up newspaper articles on microfilm
are over for most. Yet, even though we have all this information at our fingertips, research skills are
more  important  than  ever.  Our  challenge  now is  not  accessing  information  but  discerning  what
information is credible and relevant. Even though it may sound inconvenient to have to physically go to
the library, students who did research before the digital revolution did not have to worry as much about
discerning. If  you found a source in the library, you could be assured of its credibility because a
librarian had subscribed to or purchased that content. When you use Internet resources like Google or
Wikipedia, you have no guarantees about some of the content that comes up.

Finding Supporting Material

Depending on how familiar you are with a topic, you will need to do more or less background research
before you actually start incorporating sources to support your speech. Background research is just a
review of summaries available for your topic that helps refresh or create your knowledge about the
subject. It is not the more focused and academic research that you will actually use to support and
verbally cite in your speech. Figure 9.3 “Research Process” illustrates the research process. Note that
you may go through some of these steps more than once.

Figure 9.3 Research Process

https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/9-2-researching-and-supporting-your-speech/
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I will reiterate several times in this chapter that your first step for research in college should be library
resources, not Google or Bing or other general search engines. In most cases, you can still do your
library research from the comfort of a computer, which makes it as accessible as Google but gives you
much better  results.  Excellent  and underutilized resources  at  college and university  libraries  are
reference librarians. Reference librarians are not like the people who likely staffed your high school
library.  They  are  information-retrieval  experts.  At  most  colleges  and  universities,  you  can  find  a
reference librarian who has at least a master’s degree in library and information sciences, and at some
larger or specialized schools, reference librarians have doctoral degrees. I liken research to a maze, and
reference librarians can help you navigate the maze. There may be dead ends, but there’s always
another way around to reach the end goal. Unfortunately, many students hit their first dead end and
give up or assume that there’s not enough research out there to support their speech. Trust me, if
you’ve thought of a topic to do your speech on, someone else has thought of it, too, and people have
written and published about it. Reference librarians can help you find that information. I recommend
that you meet with a reference librarian face-to-face and take your assignment sheet and topic idea with

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/831fc4bcbf137a2eefca0649ae99ea59.jpg
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you. In most cases, students report that they came away with more information than they needed, which
is good because you can then narrow that down to the best information. If you can’t meet with a
reference librarian face-to-face, many schools now offer the option to do a live chat with a reference
librarian, and you can also contact them by e-mail or phone.

College and university libraries are often at the cutting edge
of information retrieval for academic research. Andre Vandal
– The Morrin College Library – CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

Aside from the human resources available in the library, you can also use electronic resources such as
library databases. Library databases help you access more credible and scholarly information than what
you will find using general Internet searches. These databases are quite expensive, and you can’t access
them as a regular citizen without paying for them. Luckily, some of your tuition dollars go to pay for
subscriptions to these databases that you can then access as a student. Through these databases, you
can access newspapers, magazines, journals, and books from around the world. Of course, libraries also
house stores of  physical  resources like DVDs, books,  academic journals,  newspapers,  and popular
magazines. You can usually browse your library’s physical collection through an online catalog search.
A trip to the library to browse is especially useful for books. Since most university libraries use the
Library of Congress classification system, books are organized by topic. That means if you find a good
book using the online catalog and go to the library to get it, you should take a moment to look around
that book, because the other books in that area will be topically related. On many occasions, I have used
this tip and gone to the library for one book but left with several.

Although Google is not usually the best first stop for conducting college-level research, Google Scholar
is a separate search engine that narrows results down to scholarly materials. This version of Google has
improved much over the past few years and has served as a good resource for my research, even for
this book. A strength of Google Scholar is that you can easily search for and find articles that aren’t
confined to a particular library database. Basically, the pool of resources you are searching is much
larger than what you would have using a library database. The challenge is that you have no way of
knowing if the articles that come up are available to you in full-text format. As noted earlier, most
academic journal articles are found in databases that require users to pay subscription fees. So you are
often only able to access the abstracts of articles or excerpts from books that come up in a Google
Scholar search. You can use that information to check your library to see if the article is available in
full-text format, but if it isn’t, you have to go back to the search results. When you access Google
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Scholar on a campus network that subscribes to academic databases, however, you can sometimes click
through directly to full-text articles. Although this resource is still being improved, it may be a useful
alternative or backup when other search strategies are leading to dead ends.

Researching your topic

Nonacademic Information Sources

Nonacademic information sources are sometimes also called popular press information sources; their
primary purpose is to be read by the general public. Most nonacademic information sources are written
at a sixth- to eighth-grade reading level, so they are very accessible. Although the information often
contained in these sources is often quite limited, the advantage of using nonacademic sources is that
they appeal to a broad, general audience.

Books

The first source we have for finding secondary information is books. Now, the authors of your text are
admitted bibliophiles—we love books. Fiction, nonfiction, it doesn’t really matter, we just love books.
And, thankfully, we live in a world where books abound and reading has never been easier. Unless your
topic is very cutting-edge, chances are someone has written a book about your topic at some point in
history.

Historically, the original purpose of libraries was to house manuscripts that were copied by hand and
stored in library collections. After Gutenberg created the printing press, we had the ability to mass
produce writing,  and the handwritten manuscript  gave way to the printed manuscript.  In today’s
modern era, we are seeing another change where printed manuscript is now giving way, to some extent,
to the electronic manuscript. Amazon.com’s Kindle, Barnes & Noble’s Nook, Apple’s iPad, and Sony’s e-
Ink-based readers  are  examples  of  the  new hardware enabling people  to  take entire  libraries  of
information with them wherever they go. We now can carry the amount of information that used to be
housed in the greatest historic libraries in the palms of our hands. When you sit back and really think
about it, that’s pretty darn cool!

In today’s world, there are three basic types of libraries you should be aware of: physical library,
physical/electronic library, and e-online library. The physical library is a library that exists only in the
physical world. Many small community or county library collections are available only if you physically
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go into the library and check out a book. We highly recommend doing this at some point. Libraries
today generally model the US Library of Congress’s card catalog system. As such, most library layouts
are similar. This familiar layout makes it much easier to find information if you are using multiple
libraries. Furthermore, because the Library of Congress catalogs information by type, if you find one
book that is useful for you, it’s very likely that surrounding books on the same shelf will also be useful.
When people don’t take the time to physically browse in a library, they often miss out on some great
information.

The second type of library is the library that has both physical and electronic components. Most college
and university libraries have both the physical stacks (where the books are located) and electronic
databases containing e-books. The two largest e-book databases are ebrary (http://www.ebrary.com)
and  NetLibrary  (http://www.netlibrary.com).  Although  these  library  collections  are  generally  cost-
prohibitive for an individual,  more and more academic institutions are subscribing to them. Some
libraries are also making portions of their collections available online for free: Harvard University’s
Digital Collections (http://digitalcollections.harvard.edu), New York Public Library’s E-book Collection
( h t t p : / / e b o o k s . n y p l . o r g ) ,  T h e  B r i t i s h  L i b r a r y ’ s  O n l i n e  G a l l e r y
(http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/virtualbooks/index.html#),  and  the  US  Library  of  Congress
(http://www.loc.gov).

One of the greatest advantages to using libraries for finding books is that you can search not only their
books, but often a wide network of other academic institutions’ books as well. Furthermore, in today’s
world, we have one of the greatest online card catalogs ever created—and it wasn’t created for libraries
at all! Retail bookseller sites like Amazon.com can be a great source for finding books that may be
applicable to your topic, and the best part is, you don’t actually need to purchase the book if you use
your library, because your library may actually own a copy of a book you find on a bookseller site. You
can pick a topic and then search for that topic on a bookseller site. If you find a book that you think may
be appropriate, plug that book’s title into your school’s electronic library catalog. If your library owns
the book, you can go to the library and pick it up today.

If your library doesn’t own it, do you still have an option other than buying the book? Yes: interlibrary
loans. An interlibrary loan is a process where librarians are able to search other libraries to locate the
book a researcher is trying to find. If another library has that book, then the library asks to borrow it for
a short period of time. Depending on how easy a book is to find, your library could receive it in a couple
of days or a couple of weeks. Keep in mind that interlibrary loans take time, so do not expect to get a
book at the last minute. The more lead time you provide a librarian to find a book you are looking for,
the greater the likelihood that the book will be sent through the mail to your library on time.

The final type of library is a relatively new one, the library that exists only online. With the influx of
computer technology, we have started to create vast stores of digitized content from around the world.
These online libraries contain full-text documents free of charge to everyone. Some online libraries we
recommend  are  Project  Gutenberg  (http: / /www.gutenberg.org) ,  Google  Books
(http://books.google.com), Read Print (http://www.readprint.com), Open Library (http://openlibrary.org),
and Get Free e-Books (http://www.getfreeebooks.com). This is a short list of just a handful of the
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libraries that are now offering free e-content.

General-Interest Periodicals

The second category of information you may seek out includes general-interest periodicals. These are
magazines and newsletters published on a fairly systematic basis. Some popular magazines in this
category include The New Yorker, People, Reader’s Digest, Parade, Smithsonian, and The Saturday
Evening Post. These magazines are considered “general interest” because most people in the United
States could pick up a copy of these magazines and find them interesting and topical.

Special-Interest Periodicals

Special-interest periodicals are magazines and newsletters that are published for a narrower audience.
In a 2005 article, Business Wire noted that in the United States there are over ten thousand different

magazines published annually, but only two thousand of those magazines have significant circulation1.
Some more widely  known special-interest  periodicals  are Sports  Illustrated,  Bloomberg’s  Business
Week, Gentleman’s Quarterly, Vogue, Popular Science, and House and Garden. But for every major
magazine,  there  are  a  great  many  other  lesser-known  magazines  like  American  Coin  Op
Magazine,  Varmint Hunter,  Shark Diver Magazine,  Pet Product News International,  Water Garden
News, to name just a few.

Newspapers and Blogs

Another major source of nonacademic information is newspapers and blogs. Thankfully, we live in a
society that has a free press. We’ve opted to include both newspapers and blogs in this category. A few
blogs (e.g., The Huffington Post, Talkingpoints Memo, News Max, The Daily Beast, Salon) function
similarly to traditional newspapers. Furthermore, in the past few years we’ve lost many traditional
newspapers around the United States; cities that used to have four or five daily papers may now only
have one or two.

According to newspapers.com, the top ten newspapers in the United States are USA Today, the Wall
Street Journal, the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the Washington Post, the New York Daily
News, the Chicago Tribune, the New York Post, Long Island Newsday, and the Houston Chronicle. Most
colleges and universities subscribe to a number of these newspapers in paper form or have access to
them electronically. Furthermore, LexisNexis, a database many colleges and universities subscribe to,
has access to full text newspaper articles from these newspapers and many more around the world.

In addition to traditional newspapers, blogs are becoming a mainstay of information in today’s society.
In fact, since the dawn of the twenty-first century many major news stories have been broken by
professional bloggers rather than traditional newspaper reporters (Ochman, 2007). Although anyone
can create a blog, there are many reputable blog sites that are run by professional journalists. As such,
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blogs can be a great source of information. However, as with all information on the Internet, you often
have to wade through a lot of junk to find useful, accurate information.

We do not personally endorse any blogs, but according to Technorati.com, the top eight most commonly
read blogs in the world (in 2011) are as follows:

The Huffington Post (http://www.huffingtonpost.com)1.
Gizmodo (http://www.gizmodo.com)2.
TechCrunch (http://www.techcrunch.com)3.
Mashable! (http://mashable.com)4.
Engadget (http://www.engadget.com)5.
Boing Boing (http://www.boingboing.net)6.
The Daily Beast (http://www.thedailybeast.com)7.
TMZ (http://www.tmz.com)8.

Encyclopedias

Another type of source that you may encounter is the encyclopedia. Encyclopedias are information
sources that provide short, very general information about a topic. Encyclopedias are available in both
print and electronic formats, and their content can range from eclectic and general (e.g., Encyclopædia
Britannica) to the very specific (e.g., Encyclopedia of 20th Century Architecture, or Encyclopedia of
Afterlife Beliefs and Phenomena). It is important to keep in mind that encyclopedias are designed to
give only brief, fairly superficial summaries of a topic area. Thus they may be useful for finding out what
something is if it is referenced in another source, but they are generally not a useful source for your
actual speech. In fact, many instructors do not allow students to use encyclopedias as sources for their
speeches for this very reason.

A popular online encyclopedia-like source is Wikipedia. Like other encyclopedias, it can be useful for
finding out basic information (e.g., what baseball teams did Catfish Hunter play for?) but will not give
you the depth of information you need for a speech. Also keep in mind that Wikipedia, unlike the
general and specialized encyclopedias available through your library, can be edited by anyone and
therefore often contains content errors and biased information. If you are a fan of The Colbert Report,
you probably know that host Stephen Colbert has, on several occasions, asked viewers to change
Wikipedia content to reflect his views of the world. This is just one example of why one should always
be careful of information on the web, and why Wikipedia is not considered a credible source for
college-level work.  

Websites

Websites are the last major source of nonacademic information. In the twenty-first century we live in a
world  where  there  is  a  considerable  amount  of  information  readily  available  at  our  fingertips.
Unfortunately, you can spend hours and hours searching for information and never quite find what
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you’re looking for if you don’t devise an Internet search strategy. First, you need to select a good search
engine to help you find appropriate information. Table 7.1 “Search Engines” contains a list of common
search engines and the types of information they are useful for finding.

Table 7.1 Search Engines

http://www.google.com

General search engines

http://www.yahoo.com

http://www.bing.com

http://www.ask.com

http://www.about.com

http://www.usa.gov Searches US government websites

http://www.hon.ch/MedHunt Searches only trustworthy medical websites

http://medlineplus.gov Largest search engine for medical related research

http://www.bizrate.com Comparison shopping search engine

http://prb.org Provides statistics about the US population

http://artcyclopedia.com Searches for art-related information

http://www.monster.com Searches for job postings across job search websites

Academic Information Sources

After nonacademic sources, the second major source for finding information comes from academics. The
main difference between academic or scholarly information and the information you get from the
popular press is oversight. In the nonacademic world, the primary gatekeeper of information is the
editor, who may or may not be a content expert. In academia, we have established a way to perform a
series  of  checks  to  ensure  that  the  information  is  accurate  and  follows  agreed-upon  academic
standards. For example, this book, or portions of this book, were read by dozens of academics who
provided feedback. Having this extra step in the writing process is time consuming, but it provides an
extra level of confidence in the relevance and accuracy of the information. In this section, we will
discuss scholarly books and articles, computerized databases, and finding scholarly information on the
web.

Scholarly Books

College and university libraries are filled with books written by academics. According to the Text and
Academic  Authors  Association  (http://www.taaonline.net),  there  are  two  types  of  scholarly  books:
textbooks and academic books. Textbooks are books that are written about a segment of content within
a field of academic study and are written for undergraduate or graduate student audiences. These
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books tend to be very specifically focused. Take this book, for instance. We are not trying to introduce
you to the entire world of human communication, just one small aspect of it: public speaking. Textbooks
tend to be written at a fairly easy reading level and are designed to transfer information in a manner
that mirrors classroom teaching to some extent. Also, textbooks are secondary sources of information.
They are designed to survey the research available in a particular field rather than to present new
research.

Academic books are books that are primarily written for other academics for informational and research
purposes. Generally speaking, when instructors ask for you to find scholarly books, they are referring to
academic books. Thankfully, there are hundreds of thousands of academic books published on almost
every topic you can imagine. In the field of communication, there are a handful of major publishers who
publish  academic  books:  SAGE  (http://www.sagepub.com),  Routledge  (http://www.routledge.com),
Jossey-Bass (http://www.josseybass.com), Pfeiffer (http://www.pfeiffer.com), the American Psychological
Association  (http://www.apa.org/pubs/books),  and  the  National  Communication  Association
(http://www.ncastore.com), among others. In addition to the major publishers who publish academic
books,  there  are  also  many  university  presses  who  publish  academic  books:  SUNY  Press
(http://www.sunypress.edu),  Oxford  University  Press  (http://www.oup.com/us),  University  of  South
Carolina  Press  (http://www.sc.edu/uscpress),  Baylor  University  Press  (http://www.baylorpress.com),
University  of  Illinois  Press  (http://www.press.uillinois.edu),  and  the  University  of  Alabama  Press
(http://www.uapress.ua.edu) are just a few of them.

Scholarly Articles

Because most academic writing comes in the form of scholarly articles or journal articles, that is the
best place for finding academic research on a given topic. Every academic subfield has its own journals,
so you should never have a problem finding the best and most recent research on a topic. However,
scholarly articles are written for a scholarly audience, so reading scholarly articles takes more time
than if you were to read a magazine article in the popular press. It’s also helpful to realize that there
may be parts of the article you simply do not have the background knowledge to understand, and there
is nothing wrong with that. Many research studies are conducted by quantitative researchers who rely
on statistics to examine phenomena. Unless you have training in understanding the statistics, it is
difficult to interpret the statistical information that appears in these articles. Instead, focus on the
beginning part of the article where the author(s) will discuss previous research (secondary research),
and then focus at the end of the article, where the author(s) explain what was found in their research
(primary research).

Computerized Databases

Finding academic research is easier today than it ever has been in the past because of large computer
databases containing research. Here’s how these databases work. A database company signs contracts
with publishers to gain the right to store the publishers’ content electronically. The database companies
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then create thematic databases containing publications related to general areas of knowledge (business,
communication, psychology, medicine, etc.). The database companies then sell subscriptions to these
databases to libraries.

The largest of these database companies is a group called EBSCO Publishing, which runs both EBSCO
Host (an e-journal provider) and NetLibrary (a large e-book library) (http://www.ebscohost.com). Some
of the more popular databases that EBSCO provides to colleges and universities are: Academic Search
Complete, Business Source Complete, Communication and Mass Media Complete, Education Research
Complete,  Humanities  International  Complete,  Philosopher’s  Index,  Political  Science  Complete,
PsycArticles, and Vocational and Career Collection. Academic Search Complete is the broadest of all the
databases and casts a fairly wide net across numerous fields. Information that you find using databases
can contain both nonacademic and academic information, so EBSCO Host has built in a number of
filtering options to help you limit the types of information available.

We strongly recommend checking out your library’s website to see what databases they have available
and if they have any online tutorials for finding sources using the databases to which your library
subscribes.

Scholarly Information on the Web

In addition to the subscription databases that exist on the web, there are also a number of great sources
for scholarly information on the web. As mentioned earlier, however, finding scholarly information on
the web poses a problem because anyone can post information on the web. Fortunately, there are a
number of great websites that attempt to help filter this information for us.

Table 7.2 Scholarly Information on the Web

http://www.ebscohost.com/
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Website Type of Information

http://www.doaj.org The Directory of Open Access Journals is an online database of all freely
available academic journals online.

http://scholar.google.com Google Scholar attempts to filter out nonacademic information.
Unfortunately, it tends to return a large number of for-pay site results.

http://www.cios.org
Communication Institute for Online Scholarship is a clearinghouse for
online communication scholarship. This site contains full-text journals and
books.

http://xxx.lanl.gov This is an open access site devoted to making physical science research
accessible.

http://www.biomedcentral.com BioMed Central provides open-access medical research.

http://www.osti.gov/eprints The E-print Network provides access to a range of scholarly research that
interests people working for the Department of Energy.

http://www.freemedicaljournals.com This site provides the public with free access to medical journals.

http://highwire.stanford.edu This is the link to Stanford University’s free, full-text science archives.

http://www.plosbiology.org This is the Public Library of Science’s journal for biology.

https://dp.la/
The Digital Public Library of America brings together the riches of
America’s libraries, archives, and museums, and makes them freely
available to the world

http://vlib.org The WWW Virtual Library provides annotated lists of websites compiled by
scholars in specific areas.

Tips for Finding Information Sources

Now that we’ve given you plenty of different places to start looking for research, we need to help you
sort through the research. In this section, we’re going to provide a series of tips that should make this
process easier and help you find appropriate information quickly. And here is our first tip: We cannot
recommend Mary George’s book The Elements of Library Research: What Every Student Needs to
Know more highly. Honestly, we wish this book had been around when we were just learning how to
research.

Create a Research Log

Nothing is more disheartening than when you find yourself at 1:00 a.m. asking, “Haven’t I already read
this?” We’ve all learned the tough lessons of research, and this is one that keeps coming back to bite us
in the backside if we’re not careful. According to a very useful book called The Elements of Library
Research by M. W. George, a research log is a “step-by-step account of the process of identifying,
obtaining, and evaluating sources for a specific project, similar to a lab note-book in an experimental
setting” (George, 2008). In essence, George believes that keeping a log of what you’ve done is very
helpful because it can help you keep track of what you’ve read thus far. You can use a good old-
fashioned notebook, or if you carry around your laptop or netbook with you, you can always keep it
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digitally. While there are expensive programs like Microsoft Office OneNote that can be used for note
keeping, there are also a number of free tools that could be adapted as well.

Start with Background Information

It’s not unusual for students to try to jump right into the meat of a topic, only to find out that there is a
lot of technical language they just don’t understand. For this reason, you may want to start your
research with sources written for the general public. Generally, these lower-level sources are great for
background information on a topic and are helpful when trying to learn the basic vocabulary of a
subject area.

Search Your Library’s Computers

Once you’ve started getting a general grasp of the broad content area you want to investigate, it’s time
to sit down and see what your school’s library has to offer. If you do not have much experience in using
your library’s website, see if the website contains an online tutorial. Most schools offer online tutorials
to show students the resources that students can access. If your school doesn’t have an online tutorial,
you may want to call your library and schedule an appointment with a research librarian to learn how to
use the school’s computers. Also, if you tell your librarian that you want to learn how to use the library,
he or she may be able to direct you to online resources that you may have missed.

Try to search as many different databases as possible. Look for relevant books, e-books, newspaper
articles, magazine articles, journal articles, and media files. Modern college and university libraries
have a ton of sources, and one search may not find everything you are looking for on the first pass.
Furthermore, don’t forget to think about synonyms for topics. The more synonyms you can generate for
your topic, the better you’ll be at finding information.

Learn to Skim

If you sit down and try to completely read every article or book you find, it will take you a very long time
to get through all the information. Start by reading the introductory paragraphs. Generally, the first few
paragraphs will give you a good idea about the overall topic. If you’re reading a research article, start
by reading the abstract. If the first few paragraphs or abstract don’t sound like they’re applicable,
there’s a good chance the source won’t be useful for you. Second, look for highlighted, italicized, or
bulleted information. Generally, authors use highlighting, italics, and bullets to separate information to
make it jump out for readers. Third, look for tables, charts, graphs, and figures. All these forms are
separated from the text to make the information more easily understandable for a reader, so seeing if
the content is relevant is a way to see if it helps you. Fourth, look at headings and subheadings.
Headings and subheadings show you how an author has grouped information into meaningful segments.
If you read the headings and subheadings and nothing jumps out as relevant, that’s another indication
that there may not be anything useful in that source. Lastly, take good notes while you’re skimming.
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One way to take good notes is to attach a sticky note to each source. If you find relevant information,
write  that  information  on  the  sticky  note  along  with  the  page  number.  If  you  don’t  find  useful
information in a source, just write “nothing” on the sticky note and move on to the next source. This
way when you need to sort through your information, you’ll be able to quickly see what information was
useful and locate the information. Other people prefer to create a series of note cards to help them
organize their information. Whatever works best for you is what you should use.

Read Bibliographies/Reference Pages

After you’ve finished reading useful sources, see who those sources cited on their bibliographies or
reference pages. We call this method backtracking. Often the sources cited by others can lead us to
even better sources than the ones we found initially.

Ask for Help

Don’t be afraid to ask for help. As we said earlier in this chapter, reference librarians are your friends.
They won’t do your work for you, but they are more than willing to help if you ask.

Evaluating Resources

The final step in research occurs once you’ve found resources relevant to your topic: evaluating the
quality of those resources. Below is a list of six questions to ask yourself about the sources you’ve
collected; these are drawn from the book The Elements of Library Research by M. W. George (Geogre,
2008).

What Is the Date of Publication?

The first question you need to ask yourself is the date of the source’s publication. Although there may
be classic studies that you want to cite in your speech, generally, the more recent the information, the
better your presentation will be. As an example, if you want to talk about the current state of women’s
education in the United States, relying on information from the 1950s that debated whether “coeds”
should attend class along with male students is clearly not appropriate. Instead you’d want to use
information published within the past five to ten years.

Who Is the Author?

The next question you want to ask yourself is about the author. Who is the author? What are her or his
credentials? Does he or she work for a corporation, college, or university? Is a political or commercial
agenda apparent in the writing? The more information we can learn about an author, the better our
understanding and treatment of that author’s work will be. Furthermore, if we know that an author is
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clearly biased in a specific manner, ethically we must tell our audience members. If we pretend an
author is unbiased when we know better, we are essentially lying to our audience.

Who Is the Publisher?

In addition to knowing who the author is, we also want to know who the publisher is. While there are
many mainstream publishers and academic press publishers, there are also many fringe publishers. For
example, maybe you’re reading a research report published by the Cato Institute. While the Cato
Institute may sound like a regular publisher, it is actually a libertarian think tank (http://www.cato.org).
As such, you can be sure that the information in its publications will have a specific political bias. While
the person writing the research report may be an upstanding author with numerous credits, the Cato
Institute only publishes reports that adhere to its political philosophy. Generally, a cursory examination
of a publisher’s website is a good indication of the specific political bias. Most websites will have an
“About” section or an “FAQ” section that will explain who the publisher is.

Is It Academic or Nonacademic?

The next question you want to ask yourself is whether the information comes from an academic or a
nonacademic source. Because of the enhanced scrutiny academic sources go through, we argue that
you can generally rely more on the information contained in academic sources than nonacademic
sources.  One  very  notorious  example  of  the  difference  between  academic  versus  nonacademic
information can be seen in the problem of popular-culture author John Gray, author of Men are From
Mars, Women are From Venus. Gray, who received a PhD via a correspondence program from Columbia
Pacific University in 1982, has written numerous books on the topic of men and women. Unfortunately,
the academic research on the subject of sex and gender differences is often very much at odds with
Gray’s writing. For a great critique of Gray’s writings, check out Julia Wood’s article in the Southern
Communication Journal (Wood, 2002). Ultimately, we strongly believe that using academic publications
is always in your best interest because they generally contain the most reliable information.

What Is the Quality of the Bibliography/Reference Page?

Another great indicator of a well-thought-out and researched source is the quality of its bibliography or
reference page. If you look at a source’s bibliography or reference page and it has only a couple of
citations, then you can assume that either the information was not properly cited or it was largely made
up by someone. Even popular-press books can contain great bibliographies and reference pages, so
checking them out is a great way to see if an author has done her or his homework prior to writing a
text. As noted above, it is also an excellent way to find additional resources on a topic.

http://www.cato.org/
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Do People Cite the Work?

The last question to ask about a source is, “Are other people actively citing the work?” One way to find
out whether a given source is widely accepted is to see if numerous people are citing it. If you find an
article that has been cited by many other authors, then clearly the work has been viewed as credible
and useful. If you’re doing research and you keep running across the same source over and over again,
that is an indication that it’s an important study that you should probably take a look at. Many colleges
and universities also subscribe to Science Citation Index (SCI), Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), or
the  Arts  and  Humanities  Citation  Index  (AHCI),  which  are  run  through  Institute  for  Scientific
Information’s Web of Knowledge database service (http://isiwebofknowledge.com). All these databases
help you find out where information has been cited by other researchers.

Exercises

Find an academic and a nonacademic source about the same topic. How is the writing style1.
different? How useful is the content in each source? Which source has more authority? Why?
Download one of the freeware software packages for creating a research log for one of your2.
speech preparations. Do you like using the software? Is the software cumbersome or helpful?
Would you use the software for organizing other speeches or other research projects? Why?
Find a politically oriented website and analyze the material using George’s six questions for3.
evaluating sources (George, 2008). What does your analysis say about the material on the
website?

"9.2 Researching and Supporting Your Speech". Introduction to Public Communication. Department
of Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.

http://isiwebofknowledge.com/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/communication/chapter/9-2-researching-and-supporting-your-speech/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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9.5 Supporting Ideas in Your Speech

source

factcheck.org

Every day,  all  around the country,  people give speeches that contain generalities and vagueness.
Students on your campus might claim that local policies are biased against students, but may not
explain why. Politicians may make claims in their speeches about “family values” without defining what
those values are or throw out statistics without giving credit to where they found those numbers.
Indeed, the nonpartisan websites FactCheck.org and Politifact.com are dedicated to investigating and
dispelling the claims that politicians make in their speeches.

In this chapter, we explore the nature of supporting ideas in public speaking and why support is
essential  to  effective  presentations.  We  will  then  discuss  how  to  use  support  to  build  stronger
arguments within a speech.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/part/chapter-8-supporting-ideas-and-building-arguments/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/07/Screen-Shot-2016-07-08-at-11.54.21-AM.png
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/part/chapter-8-supporting-ideas-and-building-arguments/factcheck.org
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Why We Use Support

Speakers use support to help provide a foundation for their message. You can think of support as the
legs on a table. Without the legs, the table becomes a slab of wood or glass lying on the ground; as
such, it cannot fully serve the purpose of a table. In the same way, without support, a speech is nothing
more than fluff. Audience members may ignore the speech’s message, dismissing it as just so much hot
air. In addition to being the foundation that a speech stands on, support also helps us clarify content,
increase speaker credibility, and make the speech more vivid.

To Clarify Content

The first reason to use support in a speech is to clarify content. Speakers often choose a piece of
support because a previous writer or speaker has phrased something in a way that evokes a clear
mental picture of the point they want to make. For example, suppose you’re preparing a speech about
hazing in college fraternities. You may read your school’s code of student conduct to find out how your
campus defines hazing. You could use this definition to make sure your audience understands what
hazing is and what types of behaviors your campus identifies as hazing.

To Add Credibility

Another important reason to use support is because it adds to your credibility as a speaker. The less an
audience perceives you as an expert on a given topic, the more important it is to use a range of support.
By doing so, you let your audience know that you’ve done your homework on the topic.

At the same time, you could hurt your credibility if  you use inadequate support or support from
questionable sources. Your credibility will also suffer if you distort the intent of a source to try to force
it to support a point that the previous author did not address. For example, the famous 1798 publication
by Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population, has been used as support for various
arguments far beyond what Malthus could have intended. Malthus’s thesis was that as the human
population increases at a greater rate than food production, societies will go to war over scarce food
resources (Malthus, 1798). Some modern writers have suggested that, according to the Malthusian line
of thinking, almost anything that leads to a food shortage could lead to nuclear war. For example, better
health care leads to longer life spans, which leads to an increased need for food, leading to food
shortages, which lead to nuclear war. Clearly, this argument makes some giant leaps of logic that would
be hard for an audience to accept.

For this reason, it is important to evaluate your support to ensure that it will not detract from your
credibility as a speaker. Here are four characteristics to evaluate when looking at support options:
accuracy, authority, currency, and objectivity.
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Accuracy

One of the quickest ways to lose credibility in the eyes of your audience is to use support that is
inaccurate or even questionably accurate. Admittedly, determining the accuracy of support can be
difficult if you are not an expert in a given area, but here are some questions to ask yourself to help
assess a source’s accuracy:

Does the information within one piece of supporting evidence completely contradict other
supporting evidence you’ve seen?
If the support is using a statistic, does the supporting evidence explain where that statistic
came from and how it was determined?
Does the logic behind the support make sense?

One of this book’s authors recently observed a speech in which a student said, “The amount of pollution
produced by using paper towels instead of hand dryers is equivalent to driving a car from the east coast
to St. Louis.” The other students in the class, as well as the instructor, recognized that this information
sounded wrong and asked questions about the information source, the amount of time it would take to
produce this much pollution, and the number of hand dryers used. The audience demonstrated strong
listening skills  by questioning the information, but the speaker lost credibility by being unable to
answer their questions.

Authority

The second way to use support in building your credibility is to cite authoritative sources—those who
are experts on the topic. In today’s world, there are all kinds of people who call themselves “experts” on
a range of topics. There are even books that tell you how to get people to regard you as an expert in a
given industry (Lizotte, 2007). Today there are “experts” on every street corner or website spouting off
information that some listeners will view as legitimate.

So what truly makes someone an expert? Bruce D. Weinstein, a professor at West Virginia University’s
Center for Health Ethics and Law, defined expertise as having two senses. In his definition, the first
sense of expertise is “knowledge in or about a particular field, and statements about it generally take
the  form,  ‘S  is  an  expert  in  or  about  D.’… The  second sense  of  expertise  refers  to  domains  of
demonstrable  skills,  and  statements  about  it  generally  take  the  form,  ‘S  is  an  expert  at  skill  D
(Weinstein, 1993).’” Thus, to be an expert, someone needs to have considerable knowledge on a topic or
considerable skill in accomplishing something.

As a novice researcher, how can you determine whether an individual is truly an expert? Unfortunately,
there is no clear-cut way to wade through the masses of “experts” and determine each one’s legitimacy
quickly. However, Table 8.1 “Who Is an Expert?” presents a list of questions based on the research of
Marie-Line  Germain  that  you  can  ask  yourself  to  help  determine  whether  someone  is  an  expert
(Germain, 2006).

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-1-using-research-as-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s01_s01_s02_s02_t01
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Table 8.1 Who Is an Expert?

Questions to Ask Yourself Yes No

1. Is the person widely recognizable as an expert?

2. Does the person have an appropriate degree/training/certification to make her or him an expert?

3. Is the person a member of a recognized profession in her or his claimed area of expertise?

4. Has the person published articles or books (not self-published) on the claimed area of expertise?

5. Does the person have appropriate experience in her or his claimed area of expertise?

6. Does the person have clear knowledge about her or his claimed area of expertise?

7. Is the person clearly knowledgeable about the field related to her or his claimed area of expertise?

8. When all is said and done, does the person truly have the qualifications to be considered an expert
in her or his claimed area of expertise?

You don’t have to answer “yes” to all the preceding questions to conclude that a source is credible, but
a string of “no” answers should be a warning signal. In a Columbia Journalism Review article, Allisa
Quart raised the question of expert credibility regarding the sensitive subject of autism. Specifically,
Quart  questioned  whether  the  celebrity  spokesperson  and  autism  advocate  Jennifer  McCarthy
(http://www.generationrescue.org/)  qualifies  as  an expert.  Quart  notes  that  McCarthy “insists  that
vaccines  caused  her  son’s  neurological  disorder,  a  claim that  has  near-zero  support  in  scientific
literature”  (Quart,  2010).  Providing  an  opposing  view  is  a  widely  read  blog  called  Respectful
Insolence (http://scienceblogs.com/insolence/), whose author is allegedly a surgeon/scientist who often
speaks out about autism and “antivaccination lunacy.” Respectful Insolence received the 2008 Best
Weblog Award from MedGagdet: The Internet Journal of Emerging Medical Technologies. We used the
word “allegedly” when referring to the author of Respectful Insolence because as the website explains
that the author’s name, Orac, is the “nom de blog of a (not so) humble pseudonymous surgeon/scientist
with an ego just big enough to delude himself that someone, somewhere might actually give a rodent’s
posterior about his miscellaneous verbal meanderings, but just barely small enough to admit to himself
that few will” (ScienceBlogs LLC).

When comparing the celebrity Jenny McCarthy to the blogger Orac, who do you think is the better
expert? Were you able to answer “yes” to the questions in Table 8.1 “Who Is an Expert?” for both
“experts”? If not, why not? Overall, determining the authority of support is clearly a complicated task,
and one that you should spend time thinking about as you prepare the support for your speech.

Currency

The third consideration in using support to build your credibility is how current the information is.
Some ideas stay fairly consistent over time, like the date of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor or the
mathematical formula for finding the area of a circle, but other ideas change wildly in a short period of
time, including ideas about technology, health treatments, and laws.

http://www.generationrescue.org/
http://scienceblogs.com/insolence/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-1-using-research-as-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s01_s01_s02_s02_t01
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Although we never want to discount classic supporting information that has withstood the test of time,
as a general rule for most topics, we recommend that information be less than five years old. Obviously,
this is just a general guideline and can change depending on the topic. If you’re giving a speech on the
history of  mining in West Virginia,  then you may use support from sources that are much older.
However, if you’re discussing a medical topic, then your support information should probably be from
the past five years or less. Some industries change even faster, so the best support may come from the
past month. For example, if are speaking about advances in word processing, using information about
Microsoft Word from 2003 would be woefully out-of-date because two upgrades have been released
since 2003 (2007 and 2010). As a credible speaker, it is your responsibility to give your audience up-to-
date information.

Objectivity

The  last  question  you  should  ask  yourself  when  examining  support  is  whether  the  person  or
organization  behind  the  information  is  objective  or  biased.  Bias  refers  to  a  predisposition  or
preconception of a topic that prevents impartiality. Although there is a certain logic to the view that
every one of us is innately biased, as a credible speaker, you want to avoid just passing along someone’s
unfounded bias in your speech. Ideally you would use support that is unbiased; Table 8.2 “Is a Potential
Source of Support Biased?” provides some questions to ask yourself when evaluating a potential piece
of support to detect bias.

Table 8.2 Is a Potential Source of Support Biased?

Questions to Ask Yourself Yes No

1. Does the source represent an individual’s, an organization’s, or another group’s viewpoint?

2. Does the source sound unfair in its judgment, either for or against a specific topic?

3. Does the source sound like personal prejudices, opinions, or thoughts?

4. Does the source exist only on a website (i.e., not in print or any other format)?

5. Is the information published or posted anonymously or pseudonymously?

6. Does the source have any political or financial interests related to the information being
disseminated?

7. Does the source demonstrate any specific political orientation, religious affiliation, or other
ideology?

8. Does the source’s viewpoint differ from all other information you’ve read?

As with the questions in Table 8.1 “Who Is an Expert?” about expertise, you don’t have to have all “no”
or “yes” responses to decide on bias. However, being aware of the possibility of bias and where your
audience might see bias will help you to select the best possible support to include in your speech.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-1-using-research-as-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s01_s01_s02_s04_t01
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-1-using-research-as-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s01_s01_s02_s04_t01
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-1-using-research-as-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s01_s01_s02_s02_t01
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To Add Vividness

In  addition  to  clarifying  content  and  enhancing  credibility,  support  helps  make  a  speech  more
vivid. Vividness refers to a speaker’s ability to present information in a striking, exciting manner. The
goal of vividness is to make your speech more memorable. One of the authors still remembers a vivid
example  from  a  student  speech  given  several  years  ago.  The  student  was  speaking  about  the
importance of wearing seat belts and stated that the impact from hitting a windshield at just twenty
miles per hour without a seat belt would be equivalent to falling out of the window of their second-floor
classroom and landing face-first on the pavement below. Because they were in that classroom several
times each week, students were easily able to visualize the speaker’s analogy and it was successful at
creating an image that is remembered years later. Support helps make your speech more interesting
and memorable to an audience member.

Types of Support

Tall Chris – magnifying glass – CC BY 2.0.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/07/8.2.0.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tallchris/14288135/
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Now that we’ve explained why support is important, let’s examine the various types of support that
speakers often use within a speech: facts and statistics, definitions, examples, narratives, testimony,
and analogies.

Factual Material: Facts, Statistics & Definitions

A fact is a truth that is arrived at through the scientific process. Speakers often support a point or
specific purpose by citing facts that their audience may not know. A typical way to introduce a fact
orally is “Did you know that…?”

Many of the facts that speakers cite are based on statistics. Statistics is the mathematical subfield that
gathers,  analyzes,  and makes inferences about collected data.  Data can come in a wide range of
forms—the number of people who buy a certain magazine, the average number of telephone calls made
in a month, the incidence of a certain disease. Though few people realize it, much of our daily lives are
governed by statistics. Everything from seat-belt laws, to the food we eat, to the amount of money
public  schools  receive,  to  the  medications  you  are  prescribed  are  based  on  the  collection  and
interpretation of numerical data.

It is important to realize that a public speaking textbook cannot begin to cover statistics in depth. If you
plan to do statistical research yourself, or gain an understanding of the intricacies of such research, we
strongly recommend taking a basic class in statistics or quantitative research methods. These courses
will better prepare you to understand the various statistics you will encounter.

However, even without a background in statistics, finding useful statistical information related to your
topic is quite easy. Table 8.3 “Statistics-Oriented Websites” provides a list of some websites where you
can find a range of statistical information that may be useful for your speeches.

Table 8.3 Statistics-Oriented Websites

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-2-exploring-types-of-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s02_s01_t01
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Website Type of Information

http://www.bls.gov/bls/other.htm Bureau of Labor Statistics provides links to a range of websites for labor issues
related to a vast range of countries.

http://bjs.gov Bureau of Justice Statistics provides information on crime statistics in the
United States.

http://www.census.gov US Census Bureau provides a wide range of information about people living in
the United States.

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/
National Center for Health Statistics is a program conducted by the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. It provides information on a range
of health issues in the United States.

http://www.stats.org STATS is a nonprofit organization that helps people understand quantitative
data. It also provides a range of data on its website.

http://ropercenter.cornell.edu/ Roper Center for Public Opinion provides data related to a range of issues in
the United States.

http://www.nielsen.com Nielsen provides data on consumer use of various media forms.

http://www.gallup.com Gallup provides public opinion data on a range of social and political issues in
the United States and around the world.

http://www.adherents.com Adherents provides both domestic and international data related to religious
affiliation.

http://people-press.org Pew Research Center provides public opinion data on a range of social and
political issues in the United States and around the world.

Statistics are probably the most used—and misused—form of support in any type of speaking. People
like numbers. People are impressed by numbers. However, most people do not know how to correctly
interpret numbers. Unfortunately, there are many speakers who do not know how to interpret them
either or who intentionally manipulate them to mislead their listeners. As the saying popularized by
Mark Twain goes, “There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics” (Twain, 1924).

To avoid misusing statistics when you speak in public, do three things. First, be honest with yourself
and your audience. If you are distorting a statistic or leaving out other statistics that contradict your
point, you are not living up to the level of honesty your audience is entitled to expect. Second, run a few
basic calculations to see if a statistic is believable. Sometimes a source may contain a mistake—for
example, a decimal point may be in the wrong place or a verbal expression like “increased by 50
percent” may conflict with data showing an increase of 100 percent. Third, evaluate sources (even those
in Table 8.3 “Statistics-Oriented Websites”, which are generally reputable) according to the criteria
discussed earlier in the chapter: accuracy, authority, currency, and objectivity.

Definitions

A denotative definition is one that specifically states how a word is used within a specific language. For
example, if you go to Dictionary.com and type in the word “speech,” here is the denotative (i.e. lexical)

http://www.bls.gov/bls/other.htm
http://bjs.gov/
http://www.census.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/
http://www.stats.org/
http://ropercenter.cornell.edu/
http://www.nielsen.com/
http://www.gallup.com/
http://www.adherents.com/
http://people-press.org/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/8-2-exploring-types-of-support/#wrench_1.0-ch08_s02_s01_t01
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definition you will receive:

Speech
–noun

the  faculty  or  power  of  speaking;  oral  communication;  ability  to  express  one’s  thoughts  and
emotions by speech sounds and gesture: Losing her speech made her feel isolated from humanity.

the act of speaking: He expresses himself better in speech than in writing.

something that is spoken; an utterance, remark, or declaration: We waited for some speech that
would indicate her true feelings.

a form of communication in spoken language, made by a speaker before an audience for a given
purpose: a fiery speech.
any single utterance of an actor in the course of a play, motion picture, etc.
the form of utterance characteristic of a particular people or region; a language or dialect.
manner of speaking, as of a person: Your slovenly speech is holding back your career.

a field of study devoted to the theory and practice of oral communication.

Lexical definitions are useful when a word may be unfamiliar to an audience and you want to ensure
that the audience has a basic understanding of the word. However, our ability to understand lexical
definitions often hinges on our knowledge of other words that are used in the definition, so it is usually
a good idea to follow a lexical definition with a clear explanation of what it means in your own words.

Definitions are important to provide clarity for your audience. Effective speakers strike a balance
between using definitions where they are needed to increase audience understanding and leaving out
definitions of terms that the audience is likely to know. For example, you may need to define what a
“claw hammer” is when speaking to a group of Cub Scouts learning about basic tools, but you would
appear foolish—or even condescending—if you defined it in a speech to a group of carpenters who use
claw hammers every day. On the other hand, just assuming that others know the terms you are using
can lead to ineffective communication as well. Medical doctors are often criticized for using technical
terms while talking to their patients without taking time to define those terms. Patients may then walk
away not really understanding what their health situation is or what needs to be done about it.

Examples

Another often-used type of support is examples. An example is a specific situation, problem, or story
designed to help illustrate a principle, method, or phenomenon. Examples are useful because they can
help make an abstract idea more concrete for an audience by providing a specific case. Let’s examine
three types of examples: brief, extended and hypothetical.
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Brief Examples

Brief examples are used to further illustrate a point that may not be immediately obvious to all audience
members but is not so complex that is requires a more lengthy example. Brief examples can be used by
the presenter as an aside or on its own. A presenter may use a brief example in a presentation on
politics in explaining the Electoral College. Since many people are familiar with how the Electoral
College works, the presenter may just mention that the Electoral College is based on population and a
brief example of how it is used to determine an election. In this situation it would not be necessary for a
presented to go into a lengthy explanation of the process of the Electoral College since many people are
familiar with the process.

Extended Examples

Extended examples are used when a presenter is discussing a more complicated topic that they think
their audience may be unfamiliar with. In an extended example a speaker may want to use a chart,
graph, or other visual aid to help the audience understand the example. An instance in which an
extended example could be used includes a presentation in which a speaker is explaining how the “time
value of money” principle works in finance. Since this is a concept that people unfamiliar with finance
may not immediately understand, a speaker will want to use an equation and other visual aids to further
help the audience understand this principle. An extended example will likely take more time to explain
than a brief example and will be about a more complex topic.

Hypothetical Examples

A hypothetical  example  is  a  fictional  example  that  can  be  used  when a  speaker  is  explaining  a
complicated topic that makes the most sense when it is put into more realistic or relatable terms. For
instance, if a presenter is discussing statistical probability, instead of explaining probability in terms of
equations, it may make more sense for the presenter to make up a hypothetical example. This could be
a story about a girl, Annie, picking 10 pieces of candy from a bag of 50 pieces of candy in which half are
blue and half are red and then determining Annie’s probability of pulling out 10 total pieces of red
candy. A hypothetical example helps the audience to better visualize a topic and relate to the point of
the presentation more effectively

Examples are essential to a presentation that is backed up with evidence, and they help the audience
effectively understand the message being presented. Examples are most effective when they are used
as  a  complement  to  a  key  point  in  the  presentation  and  focus  on  the  important  topics  of  the
presentation. However, a speaker should be careful to not overuse examples, as too many examples may
confuse the audience and distract them from focusing on the key points that the speaker is making.
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Testimony

Another  form of  support  you may employ during a  speech is  testimony.  When we use the word
“testimony” in this text, we are specifically referring to expert opinion or direct accounts of witnesses to
provide  support  for  your  speech.  Notice  that  within  this  definition,  we refer  to  both  expert  and
eyewitness testimony.

Expert Testimony

Expert testimony accompanies the discussion we had earlier in this chapter related to what qualifies
someone as an expert. In essence, expert testimony expresses the attitudes, values, beliefs, or behaviors
recommended by someone who is an acknowledged expert on a topic. For example, imagine that you’re
going to give a speech on why physical education should be mandatory for all grades K–12 in public
schools. During the course of your research, you come across The Surgeon General’s Vision for a Fit
and  Healthy  Nation  (http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/obesityvision/obesityvision2010.pdf).  You
might decide to cite information from within the report written by US Surgeon General Dr. Regina
Benjamin about her strategies for combating the problem of childhood obesity within the United States.
If so, you are using the words from Dr. Benjamin, as a noted expert on the subject, to support your
speech’s basic premise. Her expertise is being used to give credibility to your claims.

Eyewitness Testimony

Eyewitness  testimony,  on  the  other  hand,  is  given  by  someone who has  direct  contact  with  the
phenomenon of your speech topic. Imagine that you are giving a speech on the effects of the 2010
“Deepwater Horizon” disaster in the Gulf of Mexico. Perhaps one of your friends happened to be on a
flight that passed over the Gulf of Mexico and the pilot pointed out where the platform was. You could
tell your listeners about your friend’s testimony of what she saw as she was flying over the spill.

However, using eyewitness testimony as support can be a little tricky because you are relying on
someone’s firsthand account, and firsthand accounts may not always be reliable. As such, you evaluate
the credibility of your witness and the recency of the testimony.

To evaluate your witness’s credibility, you should first consider how you received the testimony. Did you
ask the person for the testimony, or did he or she give you the information without being asked?
Second, consider whether your witness has anything to gain from his or her testimony. Basically, you
want to know that your witness isn’t biased.

Second, consider whether your witness’ account was recent or something that happened some time ago.
With a situation like the BP oil  spill,  the date when the spill  was seen from the air makes a big
difference. If the witness saw the oil spill when the oil was still localized, he or she could not have seen
the eventual scope of the disaster.

http://www.surgeongeneral.gov/library/obesityvision/obesityvision2010.pdf
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Overall,  the more detail  you can give about  the witness  and when the witness  made his  or  her
observation, the more useful that witness testimony will be when attempting to create a solid argument.
However, never rely completely on eyewitness testimony because this form of support is not always the
most reliable and may still be perceived as biased by a segment of your audience.

Exercises

Find an article online about a topic on which you are interested in speaking. Examine it for the1.
four aspects of effective sources (e.g., accuracy, authority, currency, and objectivity). Do you
think this source is credible? Why?
Find a speech on the Vital Speeches of the Day website (http://www.vsotd.com) and try to2.
identify the types of support the speaker utilized. Is the speaker’s use of support effective? Why
or why not?
Look at the speech you are currently preparing for your public speaking class. What types of3.
support are you using? Could you enhance the credibility of your speech by using other types of
support? If so, what types of support do you think you are lacking?
Find and analyze a newspaper op-ed piece or letter to the editor that takes a position on an4.
issue. Which types of support does the writer use? How effective and convincing do you think
the use of support is? Why?
You’ve been asked to give a speech on child labor within the United States. Provide a list of5.
possible examples you could use in your speech. You should have one from each of the four
categories: positive, negative, non, and best.

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/boundless-communications/chapter/using-examples/

http://www.vsotd.com/
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9.6 Organization & Outlines

Section Source

In  a  series  of  important  and  groundbreaking  studies  conducted  during  the  1950’s  and  1960’s,
researchers started investigating how a speech’s organization was related to audience perceptions of
those speeches. The first study, conducted by Raymond Smith in 1951, randomly organized the parts of
a speech to see how audiences would react. Not surprisingly, when speeches were randomly organized,
the audience perceived the speech more negatively than when audiences were presented with a speech
with clear,  intentional  organization.  Smith also found that  audiences who listened to unorganized
speeches were less interested in those speeches than audiences who listened to organized speeches.
Thompson furthered this  investigation and found that  unorganized speeches were also harder for

http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/10-4-organizing-your-speech/
http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2016/07/metal-puzzle-639942-smaller.jpg
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audiences to recall after the speech. Basically, people remember information from speeches that are
clearly organized—and forget information from speeches that are poorly organized. A third study by
Baker found that when audiences were presented with a disorganized speaker, they were less likely to
be persuaded, and saw the disorganized speaker as lacking credibility.

These three very important studies make the importance of organization very clear. When speakers are
not organized they are not perceived as credible and their audiences view the speeches negatively, are
less likely to be persuaded, and don’t remember specific information from the speeches after the fact.

Determining Your Main Ideas
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When  creating  a  speech,  it’s  important  to  remember  that  speeches  have  three  clear  parts:  an
introduction, a body, and a conclusion. The introduction establishes the topic and orients your audience,
and the conclusion wraps everything up at the end of your speech. The real “meat” of your speech
happens in the body. In this section, we’re going to discuss how to think strategically about the body of
your speech.

We like the word strategic because it refers to determining what is important or essential to the overall
plan or purpose of your speech. Too often, new speakers just throw information together and stand up
and start speaking. When that happens, audience members are left confused and the reason for the
speech may get lost. To avoid being seen as disorganized, we want you to start thinking critically about
the organization of your speech.

In this section, we will discuss how to take your speech from a specific purpose to creating the main
points of your speech. We will then move to discussing how to create an effective introduction and
conclusion.

 

From Specific Purpose to Main Points

Once you have written down your specific purpose, you can now start thinking about the best way to
turn that specific purpose into a series of main points. Main points are the key ideas you present to
enable your speech to accomplish its specific purpose. In this section, we’re going to discuss how to
determine your main points and how to organize those main points into a coherent, strategic speech.

How Many Main Points Do I Need?

While there is no magic number for how many main points a speech should have, speech experts
generally agree that the fewer the number of main points the better. First and foremost, experts on the
subject of memory have consistently shown that people don’t tend to remember very much after they
listen to a message or leave a conversation. While many different factors can affect a listener’s ability to
retain information after a speech, how the speech is organized is an important part of that process.For
the speeches you will be delivering in a typical public speaking class, you will usually have just two or
three main points. If your speech is less than three minutes long, then two main points will probably
work best. If your speech is between three and ten minutes in length, then it makes more sense to use
three main points.

According to LeFrancois (1999), people are more likely to remember information that is meaningful,
useful, and of interest to them; different or unique; organized; visual; and simple. Two or three main
points are much easier for listeners to remember than ten or even five. In addition, if you have two or
three main points, you’ll  be able to develop each one with examples, statistics, or other forms of
support. This breakdown of support is called subordination, the act of placing in a lower rank or
position. Using supporting or subordinate points help you to better understand how ideas are connected
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and how ideas or points are providing more information as you explain or provide more detail. Including
support for each point will make your speech more interesting and more memorable for your audience.

Narrowing Down Your Main Points

When you write your specific purpose and review the research you have done on your topic, you will
probably find yourself thinking of quite a few points that you’d like to make in your speech. Whether
that’s the case or not, we recommend taking a few minutes to brainstorm and develop a list of points. In
brainstorming, your goal is simply to think of as many different points as you can, not to judge how
valuable or important they are. What information does your audience need to know to understand your
topic? What information does your speech need to convey to accomplish its specific purpose? Consider
the following example:

Specific Purpose

To inform a group of school administrators about the various open-source software packages that could
be utilized in their school districts

Brainstorming List of Points

Define open-source software.
Define educational software.
List and describe the software commonly used by school districts.
Explain the advantages of using open-source software.
Explain the disadvantages of using open-source software.
Review the history of open-source software.
Describe the value of open-source software.
Describe some educational open-source software packages.
Review the software needs of my specific audience.
Describe some problems that have occurred with open-source software.

Now that you have brainstormed and developed a list of possible points, how do you go about narrowing
them down to just two or three main ones? When you look over the preceding list, you can then start to
see that many of the points are related to one another. Your goal in narrowing down your main points is
to identify which individual, potentially minor points can be combined to make main points.

Specific Purpose

To inform a group of school administrators about the various open-source software packages that could
be utilized in their school districts

Main Point I: School districts use software in their operations.

Define educational software.
List and describe the software commonly used by school districts.
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Main Point II: What is open-source software?

Define open-source software.
Review the history of open-source software.
Explain the advantages of using open-source software.
Describe the value of open-source software.
Explain the disadvantages of using open-source software.
Describe some problems that have occurred with open-source software.

Main Point III: Name some specific open-source software packages that may be appropriate for these
school administrators to consider.

Review the software needs of my specific audience.
Describe some educational open-source software packages.

You may notice that in the preceding list, the number of subpoints under each of the three main points
is a little disjointed or the topics don’t go together clearly. That’s all right. Remember that these are just
general ideas at this point. It’s also important to remember that there is often more than one way to
organize a speech. Some of these points could be left out and others developed more fully, depending
on the purpose and audience. We’ll develop the preceding main points more fully in a moment.

Helpful Hints for Preparing Your Main Points

Now that we’ve discussed how to take a specific purpose and turn it into a series of main points, here
are some helpful hints for creating your main points.

Uniting Your Main Points

Once you’ve generated a possible list of main points, you want to ask yourself this question: “When you
look at your main points, do they fit together?” For example, if you look at the three preceding main
points (school districts use software in their operations; what is open-source software; name some
specific open-source software packages that may be appropriate for these school administrators to
consider),  ask  yourself,  “Do  these  main  points  help  my  audience  understand  my  specific
purpose?” Suppose you added a fourth main point about open-source software for musicians—would
this fourth main point go with the other three? Probably not. While you may have a strong passion for
open-source music software, that main point is extraneous information for the speech you are giving. It
does not help accomplish your specific purpose, so you’d need to toss it out.

Keeping Your Main Points Separate

The next question to ask yourself about your main points is whether they overlap too much. While some
overlap may happen naturally because of the singular nature of a specific topic, the information covered
within each main point should be clearly distinct from the other main points. Imagine you’re giving a
speech with the specific purpose “to inform my audience about the health reasons for eating apples and
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oranges.” You could then have three main points: that eating fruits is healthy, that eating apples is
healthy, and that eating oranges is healthy. While the two points related to apples and oranges are
clearly distinct, both of those main points would probably overlap too much with the first point “that
eating fruits is healthy,” so you would probably decide to eliminate the first point and focus on the
second and third. On the other hand, you could keep the first point and then develop two new points
giving additional support to why people should eat fruit.

Balancing Main Points

One of the biggest mistakes some speakers make is to spend most of their time talking about one of
their main points, completely neglecting their other main points. To avoid this mistake, organize your
speech so as to spend roughly the same amount of time on each main point. If you find that one of your
main points is simply too large, you may need to divide that main point into two main points and
consolidate your other main points into a single main point.

Let’s see if our preceding example is balanced (school districts use software in their operations; what is
open-source software; name some specific open-source software packages that may be appropriate for
these school administrators to consider). What do you think? Obviously, the answer depends on how
much time a speaker will have to talk about each of these main points. If you have an hour to talk, then
you may find that these three main points are balanced. However, you may also find them wildly
unbalanced if you only have five minutes to speak because five minutes is not enough time to even
explain what open-source software is. If that’s the case, then you probably need to rethink your specific
purpose of ensuring that you can cover the material in the allotted time.

Creating Parallel Structure for Main Points

Another major question to ask yourself about your main points is whether or not they have a parallel
structure. By parallel structure, we mean that you should structure your main points so that they all
sound similar.  When all  your  main points  sound similar,  it’s  simply  easier  for  your  audiences  to
remember your main points and retain them for later. Let’s look at our sample (school districts use
software in their operations; what is open-source software; name some specific open-source software
packages that may be appropriate for these school administrators to consider). Notice that the first and
third main points are statements, but the second one is a question. Basically, we have an example here
of main points that are not parallel in structure. You could fix this in one of two ways. You could make
them all questions: what are some common school district software programs; what is open-source
software; and what are some specific open-source software packages that may be appropriate for these
school administrators to consider. Or you could turn them all into statements: school districts use
software in their operations; define and describe open-source software; name some specific open-source
software packages that may be appropriate for these school administrators to consider. Either of these
changes will make the grammatical structure of the main points parallel.
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Maintaining Logical Flow of Main Points

The last question you want to ask yourself about your main points is whether the main points make
sense in the order you’ve placed them. The next section goes into more detail of common organizational
patterns for speeches, but for now, we want you to just think logically about the flow of your main
points. When you look at your main points, can you see them as progressive, or does it make sense to
talk about one first, another one second, and the final one last? If you look at your order, and it doesn’t
make sense to you, you probably need to think about the flow of your main points. Often, this process is
an art and not a science. But let’s look at a couple of examples.

School Dress Codes Example

Main Point One History of school dress codes

Main Point Two Problems with school dress codes

Main Point Three Eliminating school dress codes

Rider Law Legislation Example

Main Point One Why should states have rider laws?

Main Point Two What are the effects of a lack of rider laws?

Main Point Three What is rider law legislation?

When you look at these two examples, what are your immediate impressions of the two examples? In
the first example, does it make sense to talk about history, and then the problems, and finally how to
eliminate school dress codes? Would it make sense to put history as your last main point? Probably not.
In this case, the main points are in a logical sequential order. What about the second example? Does it
make sense to talk about your solution, then your problem, and then define the solution? Not really!
What order do you think these main points should be placed in for a logical flow? Maybe you should
explain the problem (lack of rider laws), then define your solution (what is rider law legislation), and
then argue for your solution (why states should have rider laws). Notice that in this example you don’t
even need to know what “rider laws” are to see that the flow didn’t make sense.

All speeches start with a general purpose and then move to a specific purpose that gives the who, what,
where, and how for the speech. Transitioning from the specific purpose to possible main points means
developing a list of potential main points you could discuss. Then you can narrow your focus by looking
for similarities among your potential main points and combining ones that are similar. Shorter speeches
will have two main points while longer speeches will generally have three or more main points. When
creating your main points, make sure that they are united, separate, balanced, parallel, and logical.r do
to fix your main points?
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Organizational Formats-Informative Speeches

This section is going to provide you with a number of organizational patterns to help you create a
logically organized speech. The organizational patterns below are the most commonly used structures
for  informative  speeches.  Persuasive  speeches  use  different  organizational  formats  that  are  not
included in this section.

Topical

By  far  the  most  common  pattern  for  organizing  a  speech  is  a  topical  organizational  format,
organizing by categories or dividing the topic into subtopics. The categories function as a way to help
the speaker organize the message in a consistent fashion. The goal of a topical speech pattern is to
create categories (or chunks) of information that go together to help support your original specific
purpose. Let’s look at an example.

Specific Purpose: To inform a group of high school juniors about Generic University

Main Points

Life in the dormsI.
Life in the classroomII.
Life on campusIII.

In this case, we have a speaker trying to inform a group of high school juniors about Generic University.
The speaker has divided the information into three basic categories: what it’s like to live in the dorms,
what classes are like, and what life is like on campus. Almost anyone could take this basic speech and
specifically tailor the speech to fit her or his own university or college. The main points in this example
could be rearranged and the organizational pattern would still be effective because there is no inherent
logic to the sequence of points. Let’s look at a second example.

Specific Purpose: To inform a group of college students about the uses and misuses of Internet dating

Main Points

Define and describe Internet dating.I.
Explain some strategies to enhance your Internet dating experience.II.
List some warning signs to look for in potential online dates.III.

In this speech, the speaker is talking about how to find others online and date them. Specifically, the
speaker starts by explaining what Internet dating is; then the speaker talks about how to make Internet
dating better for her or his audience members; and finally,  the speaker ends by discussing some
negative aspects of Internet dating. Again, notice that the information is chunked into three categories
or topics and that the second and third could be reversed and still provide a logical structure for your
speech.
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Comparison/Contrast

A n o t h e r  m e t h o d  f o r  o r g a n i z i n g  m a i n  p o i n t s  i s  t h e  compar i son /cont ras t
organizational pattern, measuring similarities and differences between two or more subjects. While
this pattern clearly lends itself easily to two main points, you can also create a third point by giving
basic information about what is  being compared and what is  being contrasted.  Let’s  look at  two
examples; the first one will be a two-point example and the second a three-point example.

Specific  Purpose:  To  inform  a  group  of  physicians  about  Drug  X,  a  newer  drug  with  similar
applications to Drug Y

Main Points

Show how Drug X and Drug Y are similar.I.
Show how Drug X and Drug Y differ.II.

Specific  Purpose:  To  inform  a  group  of  physicians  about  Drug  X,  a  newer  drug  with  similar
applications to Drug Y

Main Points

Explain the basic purpose and use of both Drug X and Drug Y.I.
Show how Drug X and Drug Y are similar.II.
Show how Drug X and Drug Y differ.III.

If you were using the comparison/contrast pattern for persuasive purposes, in the preceding examples,
you’d want to make sure that when you show how Drug X and Drug Y differ, you clearly state why Drug
X is clearly the better choice for physicians to adopt. In essence, you’d want to make sure that when you
compare the two drugs, you show that Drug X has all the benefits of Drug Y, but when you contrast the
two drugs, you show how Drug X is superior to Drug Y in some way.

Spatial

The spatial organizational  pattern  organizes information according to how things fit together in
physical space, either geographically or directionally. This pattern is best used when your main points
are oriented to different locations that can exist independently. The basic reason to choose this format
is to show that the main points have clear locations. We’ll look at two examples here, one involving
physical geography and one involving a different spatial order.

Specific Purpose: To inform a group of history students about the states that seceded from the United
States during the Civil War

Main Points

Locate and describe the Confederate states just below the Mason-Dixon Line (Virginia, NorthI.
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Carolina, and Tennessee).
Locate and describe the Confederate states in the Deep South (South Carolina, Georgia,II.
Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida).
Locate and describe the western Confederate states (Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas).III.

If you look at a basic map of the United States, you’ll notice that these groupings of states were created
because  of  their  geographic  location  to  one  another.  In  essence,  the  states  create  three  spatial
territories to explain.

Now let’s look at a spatial speech unrelated to geography.

Specific Purpose: To explain to a group of college biology students how the urinary system works

Main Points

Locate and describe the kidneys and ureters.I.
Locate and describe the bladder.II.
Locate and describe the sphincter and urethra.III.

In this example, we still have three basic spatial areas. If you look at a model of the urinary system, the
first step is the kidney, which then takes waste through the ureters to the bladder, which then relies on
the sphincter muscle to excrete waste through the urethra. All we’ve done in this example is create a
spatial speech order for discussing how waste is removed from the human body through the urinary
system. It is spatial because the organization pattern is determined by the physical location of each
body part in relation to the others discussed.

Chronological

The chronological organizational pattern organizes the main idea in time order or in a sequential
pattern—whether backward or forward. Here’s a simple example.

Specific Purpose: To inform my audience about the books written by Winston Churchill

Main Points

Examine the style and content of Winston Churchill’s writings prior to World War II.I.
Examine the style and content of Winston Churchill’s writings during World War II.II.
Examine the style and content of Winston Churchill’s writings after World War II.III.

In this example, we’re looking at the writings of Winston Churchill in relation to World War II (before,
during,  and after).  By  placing his  writings  into  these  three  categories,  we develop a  system for
understanding this  material  based on  Churchill’s  own life.  Note  that  you  could  also  use  reverse
chronological order and start with Churchill’s writings after World War II, progressing backward to his
earliest writings.
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Specific Purpose: To inform my audience about the early life of Marilyn Manson

Main Points

Describe Brian Hugh Warner’s early life and the beginning of his feud with Christianity.I.
Describe Warner’s stint as a music journalist in Florida.II.
Describe Warner’s decision to create Marilyn Manson and the Spooky Kids.III.

In this example, we see how Brian Warner, through three major periods of his life, ultimately became
the musician known as Marilyn Manson.

Causal

The causal organizational pattern organizes and explains cause-and-effect relationships. When you
use a causal speech pattern, your speech will have two basic main points: cause and effect. In the first
main point, typically you will talk about the causes of a phenomenon, and in the second main point, you
will then show how the causes lead to either a specific effect or a small set of effects. Let’s look at an
example.

Specific  Purpose:  To  inform my  audience  about  the  problems  associated  with  drinking  among
members of Native American tribal groups

Main Points

Explain the history and prevalence of drinking alcohol among Native Americans.I.
Explain the effects that abuse of alcohol has on Native Americans and how this differs from theII.
experience of other populations.

In this case, the first main point is about the history and prevalence of drinking alcohol among Native
Americans  (the  cause).  The  second  point  then  examines  the  effects  of  Native  American  alcohol
consumption and how it differs from other population groups.

However, a causal organizational pattern can also begin with an effect and then explore one or more
causes. In the following example, the effect is the number of arrests for domestic violence.

Specific Purpose: To inform local voters about the problem of domestic violence in our city

Main Points

Explain that there are significantly more arrests for domestic violence in our city than in citiesI.
of comparable size in our state.
List possible causes for the difference, which may be unrelated to the actual amount ofII.
domestic violence.

In this example, the possible causes for the difference might include stricter law enforcement, greater
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likelihood of neighbors reporting an incident, and police training that emphasizes arrests as opposed to
other outcomes. Examining these possible causes may suggest that despite the arresting statistic, the
actual number of domestic violence incidents in your city may not be greater than in other cities of
similar size.

Selecting an Organizational Pattern

Each of the preceding organizational patterns is potentially useful for organizing the main points of
your speech. However, not all organizational patterns work for all speeches. Your challenge is to choose
the best pattern for the particular speech you are giving.  When considering which organizational
pattern to use, you need to keep in mind your specific purpose as well as your audience and the actual
speech material itself to decide which pattern you think will work best. Ultimately, speakers must really
think about which organizational pattern best suits a specific speech topic.

 

Creating an Introduction

Section Source

 

The introduction for a speech is generally only 10 to 15 percent of the entire time the speaker will
spend speaking. This means that if your speech is to be five minutes long, your introduction should be
no more than forty-five seconds. If your speech is to be ten minutes long, then your introduction should
be no more than a minute and a half. Unfortunately, that 10 to 15 percent of your speech can either
make your audience interested in what you have to say or cause them to tune out before you’ve really
gotten started. Overall, a good introduction should serve five functions. Let’s examine each of these.

Gain Audience Attention

The  first  major  purpose  of  an  introduction  is  to  gain  your  audience’s  attention  and  make  them
interested in what you have to say. One of the biggest mistakes that novice speakers make is to assume
that people will naturally listen because the speaker is speaking. While many audiences may be polite
and not talk while you’re speaking, actually getting them to listen to what you are saying is a completely
different challenge. Let’s face it—we’ve all  tuned someone out at some point because we weren’t
interested in what they had to say. If you do not get the audience’s attention at the outset, it will only
become more difficult to do so as you continue speaking.

Typically, there are four things to consider in choosing a specific attention-getting device.  First, when
selecting an attention-getting device, you want to make sure that the option you choose is actually

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/9-1-the-importance-of-an-introduction/
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appropriate and relevant to your specific audience. Different audiences will have different backgrounds
and knowledge, so you should use your audience analysis to determine whether specific information you
plan on using would be appropriate for a specific audience. Second, you need to consider the basic
purpose of your speech. As discussed earlier in this text, there are three basic purposes you can have
for giving a speech: to inform, to persuade, and to entertain. When selecting an attention-getter, you
want to make sure that you select one that corresponds with your basic purpose.  Remember, one of the
basic goals of an introduction is to prepare your audience for your speech. If your attention-getter
differs drastically in tone from the rest of your speech (e.g.,  dying in Africa when you want your
audience to laugh), the disjointedness may cause your audience to become confused or tune you out
completely. Your third basic consideration when picking an attention-getting device is your speech
topic. Ideally, your attention-getting device should have a relevant connection to your speech. The last
consideration  when  picking  an  attention-getting  device  involves  the  speech  occasion.  Different
occasions will necessitate different tones, or particular styles or manners of speaking. For example, a
persuasive speech about death and dying shouldn’t be happy and hilarious. An informative speech on
the benefits of laughing shouldn’t be dull, dreary, and depressing. When selecting an attention-getter,
you want to make sure that the attention-getter sets the tone for the speech.

Now that we’ve explored the four major considerations you must think of when selecting an attention-
getter, let’s look at a range of different attention-getters you may employ.

Reference to Subject

The first attention-getting method to consider is to tell your audience the subject of your speech. This
device is probably the most direct, but it may also be the least interesting of the possible attention-
getters. Here’s an example:

We are  surrounded  by  statistical  information  in  today’s  world,  so  understanding  statistics  is
becoming paramount to citizenship in the twenty-first century.

This sentence explicitly tells an audience that the speech they are about to hear is about the importance
of understanding statistics. While this isn’t the most entertaining or interesting attention-getter, it is
very clear and direct.
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Reference to Audience

The second attention-getting device to consider is a direct reference to the audience. In this case, the
speaker has a clear understanding of the audience and points out that there is something unique about
the audience that should make them interested in the speech’s content. Here’s an example:

As human resource professionals, you and I know the importance of talent management. In today’s
competitive world, we need to invest in getting and keeping the best talent for our organizations to
succeed.

In  this  example,  the  speaker  reminds  the  audience  of  their  shared  status  as  human  resource
professionals and uses the common ground to acknowledge the importance of talent management in
human resources.

Dave Dugdale – Attentive Audience – CC BY-SA 2.0.

Quotation

Another way to capture your listeners’ attention is to use the words of another person that relate
directly to your topic. Maybe you’ve found a really great quotation in one of the articles or books you
read while researching your speech. If not, you can also use a number of sources that compile useful
quotations from noted individuals. Probably the most famous quotation book of all time isBartlett’s
Familiar Quotations(http://www.bartleby.com/100), now in its seventeenth edition. Here are some other
websites that contain useful databases of quotations for almost any topic:

http://www.quotationspage.com
http://www.bartleby.com/quotations
http://www.moviequotes.com
http://www.quotesandsayings.com
http://www.quoteland.com

Quotations are a great way to start a speech, so let’s look at an example that could be used for a speech
on deception:

Oliver Goldsmith, a sixteenth-century writer, poet, and physician, once noted that “the true use of
speech is not so much to express our wants as to conceal them.”

Reference to Current Events

Referring to a current news event that relates to your topic is  often an effective way to capture

https://www.flickr.com/photos/davedugdale/7261785644/
http://www.bartleby.com/100
http://www.quotationspage.com/
http://www.bartleby.com/quotations
http://www.moviequotes.com/
http://www.quotesandsayings.com/
http://www.quoteland.com/
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attention, as it immediately makes the audience aware of how relevant the topic is in today’s world. For
example, consider this attention-getter for a persuasive speech on frivolous lawsuits:

On January 10, 2007, Scott Anthony Gomez Jr. and a fellow inmate escaped from a Pueblo, Colorado,
jail. During their escape the duo attempted to rappel from the roof of the jail using a makeshift
ladder of bed sheets. During Gomez’s attempt to scale the building, he slipped, fell forty feet, and
injured his back. After being quickly apprehended, Gomez filed a lawsuit against the jail for making
it too easy for him to escape.

In this case, the speaker is highlighting a news event that illustrates what a frivolous lawsuit is, setting
up the speech topic of a need for change in how such lawsuits are handled.

Historical Reference

You may also capture your listeners’ attention by referring to a historical event related to your topic.
Obviously, this strategy is closely related to the previous one, except that instead of a recent news event
you are reaching further back in history to find a relevant reference. For example, if you are giving a
speech on the Iraq War that began in 2003, you could refer back to the Vietnam War as way of making a
comparison:

During the 1960s and ’70s, the United States intervened in the civil strife between North and South
Vietnam. The result was a long-running war of attrition in which many American lives were lost and
the country of Vietnam suffered tremendous damage and destruction. Today, we see a similar war
being waged in Iraq. American lives are being lost, and stability has not yet returned to the region.

In this example, the speaker is evoking the audience’s memories of the Vietnam War to raise awareness
of similarities to the war in Iraq.

Story/Example

Another device you can use to start a speech is to tell a brief story related to interesting or humorous
event. Notice the emphasis here is on the word “brief.” A common mistake speakers make when telling
story is to make it too long. Remember, your entire introduction should only be 10 to 15 percent of your
speech, so your attention-getter must be very short.

One type of story is a real story that emphasizes a speech’s basic message. For example, here is a story
a speaker could use to begin a speech on how disconnected people are from the real world because of
technology:

In July 2009, a high school girl named Alexa Longueira was walking along a main boulevard near her
home on Staten Island, New York, typing in a message on her cell phone. Not paying attention to the
world around her, she took a step and fell right into an open manhole (Whitney, 2009).
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A second type of story is a parable or fable. A arable or fable is an allegory designed to teach general
life lessons. The most widely known parables for most Americans are those given in the Bible and the
best-known fables  are Aesop’s  Fables  (http://www.aesopfables.com).  For  the same speech on how
disconnected people are with the real world because of technology, the speaker could have used the
Fable of The Boy and the Filberts:

The ancient Greek writer Aesop told a fable about a boy who put his hand into a pitcher of filberts.
The boy grabbed as many of the delicious nuts as he possibly could. But when he tried to pull them
out, his hand wouldn’t fit through the neck of the pitcher because he was grasping so many filberts.
Instead of dropping some of them so that his hand would fit, he burst into tears and cried about his
predicament. The moral of the story? “Don’t try to do too much at once” (Aesop, 1881).

After recounting this, the speaker could easily relate the fable to the notion that the technology in our
society leads us to try to do too many things at once.

While parables and fables are short and entertaining, their application to your speech topic should be
clear. We’ll talk about this idea in more detail later in this chapter when we discuss how to link your
attention-getter explicitly to your topic.

Startling Statement

The eighth device you can use to start a speech is to surprise your audience with startling information
about your topic. Often, startling statements come in the form of statistics and strange facts. The goal of
a good startling statistic is that it surprises the audience and gets them engaged in your topic. For
example, if you’re giving a speech about oil conservation, you could start by saying, “A Boeing 747
airliner holds 57,285 gallons of fuel.” You could start a speech on the psychology of dreams by noting,
“The average person has over 1,460 dreams a year.” A strange fact, on the other hand, is a statement
that does not involve numbers but is equally surprising to most audiences. For example, you could start
a speech on the gambling industry by saying, “There are no clocks in any casinos in Las Vegas.” You
could start a speech on the Harlem Globetrotters by saying, “In 2000, Pope John Paul II became the
most famous honorary member of the Harlem Globetrotters.” All four of these examples came from a
great website for strange facts (http://www.strangefacts.com).

Although startling statements are fun, it is important to use them ethically. First, make sure that your
startling statement is factual. The Internet is full of startling statements and claims that are simply not
factual, so when you find a statement you’d like to use, you have an ethical duty to ascertain its truth
before you use it. Second, make sure that your startling statement is relevant to your speech and not
just thrown in for shock value. We’ve all heard startling claims made in the media that are clearly made
for purposes of shock or fear mongering. As speakers, we have an ethical obligation to avoid playing on
people’s emotions in this way.

http://www.aesopfables.com/
http://www.strangefacts.com/
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Question

Another strategy for getting your audience’s attention is to ask them a question. There are two types of
questions commonly used as attention-getters: response questions and rhetorical questions. A response
question is a question that the audience is expected to answer in some manner. For example, you could
ask your audience, “Please raise your hand if you have ever thought about backpacking in Europe” or
“Have you ever voted for the Electoral College? If so, stand up.” In both of these cases, the speaker
wants her or his audience to respond. It is best to ask for a raise of hands, as opposed to a verbal
response, as this allows the speaker to maintain control of the speaking situation. A rhetorical question,
on the other hand, is a question to which no actual reply is expected. For example, a speaker talking
about the importance of HIV testing could start by asking the audience, “I have two questions that I’d
like you to think about. How many students on this campus have had sexual intercourse? Of those who
have had sex, how many have been tested for HIV?” In this case, the speaker does not expect the
audience to give an estimate of the numbers of students that fit into each category but rather to think
about the questions as the speech goes on.

 Psychological Orientation

A second function of an introduction is to establish a connection between the speaker and the audience,
and one of the most effective means of establishing a connection with your audience is to provide them
with reasons why they should listen to  your speech.  The idea of  establishing a connection is  an
extension of the notion of caring/goodwill. In the chapters on Language and Speech Delivery, we’ll
spend a lot more time talking about how you can establish a good relationship with your audience.
However, this relationship starts the moment you step to the front of the room to start speaking.

Instead of  assuming the  audience  will  make their  own connections  to  your  material,  you  should
explicitly state how your information might be useful to your audience. Tell them directly how they
might use your information themselves. It is not enough for you alone to be interested in your topic. You
need to build a bridge to the audience by explicitly connecting your topic to their possible needs.

One of the most researched areas within the field of communication has been Aristotle’s concept
of ethos or credibility. First, and foremost, the concept of credibility must be understood as a perception
of receivers. You may be the most competent, caring, and trustworthy speaker in the world on a given
topic, but if your audience does not perceive you as credible, then your expertise and passion will not
matter. As public speakers, we need to make sure that we explain to our audiences why we are credible
speakers on a given topic.

James C. McCroskey and Jason J. Teven have conducted extensive research on credibility and have
determined that an individual’s credibility is composed of three factors: competence, trustworthiness,
and caring/goodwill (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Competence is the degree to which a speaker is
perceived to be knowledgeable or expert in a given subject by an audience member. Some individuals
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are given expert status because of positions they hold in society. For example, Dr. Regina Benjamin, the
US Surgeon General, is expected to be competent in matters related to health and wellness as a result
of being the United States’ top physician.

Source: Photo by Lawrence
Jackson, White House
photographer.

But what if you do not possess a fancy title that lends itself to established competence? You need to
explain to the audience why you are competent to speak on your topic. Keep in mind that even well-
known speakers are not perceived as universally credible. US Surgeon General Regina Benjamin may
be seen as competent on health and wellness issues, but may not be seen as a competent speaker on
trends in Latin American music or different ways to cook summer squash. Like well-known speakers,
you will need to establish your credibility on each topic you address, so establishing your competence
about the energy efficiency of furnace systems during your informative speech does not automatically
mean you will be seen as competent on the topic of organ donation for your persuasive speech.

The second factor of credibility noted by McCroskey and Teven is trustworthiness, or the degree to
which an audience member perceives a speaker as honest. Nothing will turn an audience against a
speaker faster than if the audience believes the speaker is lying. When an audience does not perceive a
speaker as trustworthy, the information coming out of the speaker’s mouth is automatically perceived
as deceitful. The speaker could be 100 percent honest, but the audience will still find the information
suspect. For example, in the summer of 2009, many Democratic members of Congress attempted to
hold public town-hall meetings about health care. For a range of reasons, many of the people who
attended these town-hall  meetings refused to let their elected officials actually speak because the
audiences were convinced that the Congressmen and Congresswomen were lying.

In these situations, where a speaker is in front of a very hostile audience, there is little a speaker can do
to  reestablish  that  sense  of  trustworthiness.  These  public  town-hall  meetings  became  screaming
matches  between  the  riled-up  audiences  and  the  congressional  representatives.  Some  police
departments actually ended up having to escort the representatives from the buildings because they
feared for their safety. Check out this video from CNN.com to see what some of these events actually

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/07/73666f4b89cde5d6f35fb81668dac80d.jpg
http://www.whitehouse.gov/assets/images/surgeon_general-0075.jpg
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l o o k e d
like:  http://www.cnn.com/video/#/video/bestoftv/2009/08/07/ldt.sylvester.town.hall.cnn?iref=videosearc
h. We hope that you will not be in physical danger when you speak to your classmates or in other
settings, but these incidents serve to underscore how important speaker trustworthiness is across
speaking contexts.

Caring/goodwill is the final factor of credibility noted by McCroskey and Teven. Caring/goodwill refers
to the degree to which an audience member perceives a speaker as caring about the audience member.
As noted by Wrench, McCroskey, and Richmond, “If a receiver does not believe that a source has the
best intentions in mind for the receiver, the receiver will not see the source as credible. Simply put, we
are going to listen to people who we think truly care for us and are looking out for our welfare”
(Wrench,  McCroskey  &  Richmond,  2008).  As  a  speaker,  then,  you  need  to  establish  that  your
information is  being presented because you care about  your audience and are not  just  trying to
manipulate them. We should note that research has indicated that caring/goodwill is the most important
factor of credibility. This means that if  an audience believes that a speaker truly cares about the
audience’s best interests, the audience may overlook some competence and trust issues.

Logical Orientation

The last major function of an introduction is to preview the main ideas that your speech will discuss. A
preview establishes the direction your speech will take. We sometimes call this process signposting
because you’re establishing signs for audience members to look for while you’re speaking. In the most
basic speech format, speakers generally have three to five major points they plan on making. During the
preview, a speaker outlines what these points will be, which demonstrates to the audience that the
speaker is organized.

A study by Baker found that individuals who were unorganized while speaking were perceived as less
credible than those individuals who were organized (Baker,  1965).  Having a solid preview of  the
information  contained within  one’s  speech and then following that  preview will  definitely  help  a
speaker’s credibility. It also helps your audience keep track of where you are if they momentarily
daydream or get distracted.

Creating a Conclusion
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Paul Baker – Checkered flag – CC
BY-SA 2.0.

As public speaking professors and authors, we have seen many students give otherwise good speeches
that seem to fall apart at the end. We’ve seen students end their three main points by saying things
such as “OK, I’m done”; “Thank God that’s over!”; or “Thanks. Now what? Do I just sit down?” It’s
understandable to feel relief at the end of a speech, but remember that as a speaker, your conclusion is
the last chance you have to drive home your ideas. When a speaker opts to end the speech with an
ineffective conclusion—or no conclusion at all—the speech loses the energy that’s been created, and the
audience is left confused and disappointed. Instead of falling prey to emotional exhaustion, remind
yourself to keep your energy up as you approach the end of your speech, and plan ahead so that your
conclusion will be an effective one.

Of course, a good conclusion will not rescue a poorly prepared speech. Thinking again of the chapters in
a novel, if one bypasses all the content in the middle, the ending often isn’t very meaningful or helpful.
So to take advantage of  the advice in this  section,  you need to keep in mind the importance of
developing a speech with an effective introduction and an effective body; if you have these elements,
you will have the foundation you need to be able to conclude effectively. Just as a good introduction
helps bring an audience member into the world of your speech, and a good speech body holds the
audience in that world, a good conclusion helps bring that audience member back to the reality outside
of your speech.

In this section, we’re going to examine the functions fulfilled by the conclusion of a speech. A strong
conclusion serves to signal the end of the speech, help your listeners remember your speech, and
remind them how the topic relates to them.

Logical Closure: Signaling the End & Summarizing

The first thing a good conclusion can do is to signal the end of a speech. You may be thinking that
showing an audience that you’re about to stop speaking is a “no brainer,” but many speakers really
don’t prepare their audience for the end. When a speaker just suddenly stops speaking, the audience is
left confused and disappointed. Instead, we want to make sure that audiences are left knowledgeable
and satisfied with our speeches.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/07/11.0.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/prb10111/4745908442/
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The second reason for a good conclusion stems out of some very interesting research reported by the
German  psychologist  Hermann  Ebbinghaus  back  in  1885  in  his  bookMemory:  A  Contribution  to
Experimental Psychology(Ebbinghaus, 1885). Ebbinghaus proposed that humans remember information
in  a  linear  fashion,  which  he  called  theserial  position  effect.  He  found  an  individual’s  ability  to
remember information in a list (e.g., a grocery list, a chores list, or a to-do list) depends on the location
of an item on the list. Specifically, he found that items toward the top of the list and items toward the
bottom of the list tended to have the highest recall rates. The serial position effect basically finds that
information at the beginning of a list (primacy) and information at the end of the list (recency) are
easier to recall than information in the middle of the list.

So what does this have to do with conclusions? A lot! Ray Ehrensberger wanted to test Ebbinghaus’
serial  position effect in public speaking. Ehrensberger created an experiment that rearranged the
ordering of a speech to determine the recall of information (Ehrensberger, 1945). Ehrensberger’s study
reaffirmed the importance of primacy and recency when listening to speeches. In fact, Ehrensberger
found that the information delivered during the conclusion (recency) had the highest level of recall
overall.

Thus, when we preview our main points in the introduction, effectively discuss and make transitions to
our main points during the body of the speech, and finally, review the main points in the conclusion, we
increase the likelihood that the audience will retain our main points after the speech is over.

Psychological Closure: Connection to their lives

The last thing a good conclusion does is attempts to answer the basic audience question, “What’s in it
for me?” The goal is to identify the direct benefits your speech has for audience members. For example,
a speaker talking about stress reduction techniques could conclude by clearly listing all the physical
health benefits stress reduction offers (e.g., improved reflexes, improved immune system, improved
hearing, reduction in blood pressure). In this case, the speaker is clearly spelling out why audience
members should care—what’s in it for them! The following are a few strategies to uses as you end your
speech and reaffirm the connection to our audience’s lives.

Conclude with a Challenge

A challenge is a call to engage in some kind of activity that requires a contest or special effort. In a
speech on the necessity of fund-raising, a speaker could conclude by challenging the audience to raise
10 percent more than their original projections. In a speech on eating more vegetables, you could
challenge your audience to increase their current intake of vegetables by two portions daily. In both of
these challenges, audience members are being asked to go out of their way to do something different
that involves effort on their part.

Conclude by Visualizing the Future

The purpose of a conclusion that refers to the future is to help your audience imagine the future you
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believe can occur. If you are giving a speech on the development of video games for learning, you could
conclude by depicting the classroom of the future where video games are perceived as true learning
tools and how those tools could be utilized. More often, speakers use visualization of the future to
depict how society would be, or how individual listeners’ lives would be different, if the speaker’s
persuasive attempt worked. For example, if a speaker proposes that a solution to illiteracy is hiring
more reading specialists in public schools, the speaker could ask her or his audience to imagine a world
without illiteracy. In this use of visualization, the goal is to persuade people to adopt the speaker’s point
of view. By showing that the speaker’s vision of the future is a positive one, the conclusion should help
to persuade the audience to help create this future.

Conclude by Inspiration

By definition, the word inspire means to affect or arouse someone. Both affect and arouse have strong
emotional connotations. The ultimate goal of an inspiration concluding device is similar to an “appeal
for action” but the ultimate goal is more lofty or ambiguous; the goal is to stir someone’s emotions in a
specific manner.  Maybe a speaker is  giving an informative speech on the prevalence of  domestic
violence in our society today. That speaker could end the speech by reading Paulette Kelly’s powerful
poem “I Got Flowers Today.” “I Got Flowers Today” is a poem that evokes strong emotions because it’s
about an abuse victim who received flowers from her abuser every time she was victimized. The poem
ends by saying, “I got flowers today… / Today was a special day—it was the day of my funeral / Last
night he killed me” (Kelly, 1994).

Outlining

Think of your outline as a living document that grows and takes form throughout your speech-making
process. When you first draft your general purpose, specific purpose, and thesis statement, you could
create a new document on your computer and plug those in, essentially starting your outline. As you
review your research and distill the information down into separate central ideas that support your
specific  purpose  and  thesis,  type  those  statements  into  the  document.  Once  you’ve  chosen  your
organizational pattern and are ready to incorporate supporting material, you can quote and paraphrase
your supporting material along with the bibliographic information needed for your verbal citations into
the document.  By this point,  you have a good working outline,  and you can easily cut and paste
information to move it around and see how it fits into the main points, subpoints, and sub-subpoints. As
your outline continues to take shape, you will want to follow established principles of outlining to
ensure a quality speech.

The Formal Outline
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Outlining provides a scaffolding, or structure, that will help ensure your speech is logical, coherent, and
organized. Wikimedia Commons – CC BY 2.0.

The formal outline is a full-sentence outline that helps you prepare for your speech. It includes the
introduction  and  conclusion,  the  main  content  of  the  body,  key  supporting  materials,  citation
information written into the sentences in the outline, and a references page for your speech. The formal
outline also includes a title, the general purpose, specific purpose, and thesis statement. It’s important
to note that an outline is different from a script. While a script contains everything that will be said, an
outline includes the main content. Therefore you shouldn’t include every word you’re going to say on
your outline. This allows you more freedom as a speaker to adapt to your audience during your speech.
Students sometimes complain about having to outline speeches or papers, but it is a skill that will help
you in other contexts. Being able to break a topic down into logical divisions and then connect the
information  together  will  help  ensure  that  you can prepare  for  complicated  tasks  or  that  you’re
prepared for meetings or interviews. I use outlines regularly to help me organize my thoughts and
prepare for upcoming projects.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/c243aeef65377d5e67df6a46e42bb32f.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Scaffolding_Berlin2.jpg
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Principles of Outlining

There are principles of outlining you can follow to make your outlining process more efficient and
effective. Four principles of outlining are consistency, unity, coherence, and emphasis (DuBois, 1929).
In terms of consistency, you should follow standard outlining format. In standard outlining format, main
points are indicated by capital roman numerals, subpoints are indicated by capital letters, and sub-
subpoints are indicated by Arabic numerals. Further divisions are indicated by either lowercase letters
or lowercase roman numerals.

The principle of unity means that each letter or number represents one idea. One concrete way to help
reduce the amount of ideas you include per item is to limit each letter or number to one complete
sentence. If you find that one subpoint has more than one idea, you can divide it into two subpoints.
Limiting each component of your outline to one idea makes it easier to then plug in supporting material
and helps ensure that your speech is coherent. In the following example from a speech arguing that
downloading music from peer-to-peer sites should be legal, two ideas are presented as part of a main
point.

Downloading music using peer-to-peer file-sharing programs helps market new music and
doesn’t hurt record sales.

The main point could be broken up into two distinct ideas that can be more fully supported.

Downloading music using peer-to-peer file-sharing programs helps market new music.I.
Downloading music using peer-to-peer file-sharing programs doesn’t hurt record sales.II.

Following the principle of unity should help your outline adhere to the principle of coherence, which
states that there should be a logical and natural flow of ideas, with main points, subpoints, and sub-
subpoints connecting to each other (Winans, 1917). Shorter phrases and keywords can make up the
speaking outline, but you should write complete sentences throughout your formal outline to ensure
coherence. The principle of coherence can also be met by making sure that when dividing a main point
or subpoint, you include at least two subdivisions. After all, it defies logic that you could divide anything
into just one part. Therefore if you have an A, you must have a B, and if you have a 1, you must have a 2.
If you can easily think of one subpoint but are having difficulty identifying another one, that subpoint
may not be robust enough to stand on its own. Determining which ideas are coordinate with each other
and which are subordinate to  each other will  help divide supporting information into the outline
(Winans, 1917). Coordinate points are on the same level of importance in relation to the thesis of the
speech or the central idea of a main point. In the following example, the two main points (I, II) are
coordinate with each other. The two subpoints (A, B) are also coordinate with each other. Subordinate
points provide evidence or support for a main idea or thesis. In the following example, subpoint A and
subpoint B are subordinate to main point II. You can look for specific words to help you determine any
errors in distinguishing coordinate and subordinate points. Your points/subpoints are likely coordinate
when you would connect the two statements using any of the following: and, but, yet, or, or also. In the
example,  the  word  also  appears  in  B,  which  connects  it,  as  a  coordinate  point,  to  A.  The
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points/subpoints are likely subordinate if you would connect them using the following: since, because, in
order that, to explain, or to illustrate. In the example, 1 and 2 are subordinate to A because they
support that sentence.

Downloading music using peer-to-peer file-sharing programs helps market new music.I.
Downloading music using peer-to-peer file-sharing programs doesn’t hurt record sales.II.

John Borland, writing for CNET.com in 2004, cited research conducted by professorsA.
from Harvard and the University of North Carolina that observed 1.75 million
downloads from two file-sharing programs.

They conclude that the rapid increase in music downloading over the past fewi.
years does not significantly contribute to declining record sales.
Their research even suggests that the practice of downloading music mayii.
even have a “slight positive effect on the sales of the top albums.”

A 2010 Government Accountability Office Report also states that sampling “pirated”B.
goods could lead consumers to buy the “legitimate” goods.

The principle of emphasis states that the material included in your outline should be engaging and
balanced. As you place supporting material into your outline, choose the information that will have the
most impact on your audience. Choose information that is proxemic and relevant, meaning that it can
be easily related to the audience’s lives because it matches their interests or ties into current events or
the  local  area.  Remember  primacy  and  recency  discussed  earlier  and  place  the  most  engaging
information first or last in a main point depending on what kind of effect you want to have. Also make
sure  your  information  is  balanced.  The  outline  serves  as  a  useful  visual  representation  of  the
proportions of your speech. You can tell by the amount of space a main point, subpoint, or sub-subpoint
takes up in relation to other points of the same level whether or not your speech is balanced. If one
subpoint is a half a page, but a main point is only a quarter of a page, then you may want to consider
making the subpoint a main point. Each part of your speech doesn’t have to be equal. The first or last
point may be more substantial than a middle point if you are following primacy or recency, but overall
the speech should be relatively balanced.

Sample Formal Outline

The following outline shows the beginning of a full sentence outline using the standards for formatting
and content and can serve as an example as you construct your own outline. Check with your instructor
to see if he or she has specific requirements for speech outlines that may differ from what is shown
here.

Introduction

Attention getter: GOOOOOOOOOOOOAL! GOAL! GOAL! GOOOOOOAL!
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Credibility and psychological orientation:  If you’ve ever heard this excited yell coming from your
television, then you probably already know that my speech today is about soccer. Like many of you, I
played soccer on and off as a kid, but I was never really exposed to the culture of the sport. It wasn’t
until recently, when I started to watch some of the World Cup games with international students in my
dorm, that I realized what I’d been missing out on. Soccer is the most popular sport in the world, but I
bet that, like most US Americans, it only comes on your radar every few years during the World Cup or
the Olympics. If, however, you lived anywhere else in the world, soccer (or football, as it is more often
called) would likely be a much larger part of your life.

Logical orientation/Preview: In order to persuade you that soccer should be more popular in the
United States, I’ll explain why soccer isn’t as popular in the United States and describe some of the
actions we should take to change our beliefs and attitudes about the game.

Transition: Let us begin with the problem of soccer’s unpopularity in America.

Body

Although soccer has a long history as a sport, it hasn’t taken hold in the United States to theI.
extent that it has in other countries.
A. Soccer has been around in one form or another for thousands of years.

The president of FIFA, which is the international governing body for soccer, wasa.
quoted in David Goldblatt’s 2008 book, The Ball is Round, as saying, “Football is as old
as the world…People have always played some form of football, from its very basic
form of kicking a ball around to the game it is today.”
Basil Kane, author of the book Soccer for American Spectators, reiterates this factb.
when he states, “Nearly every society at one time or another claimed its own form of
kicking game.”

B.  Despite  this  history,  the United States  hasn’t  caught  “soccer  fever”  for  several  different
reasons.

Sports fans in the United States already have lots of options when it comes toi.
playing and watching sports.

Our own “national sports” such as football, basketball, and baseballa.
take up much of our time and attention, which may prevent people
from engaging in an additional sport.
Statistics unmistakably show that soccer viewership is low asb.
indicated by the much-respected Pew Research group, which
reported in 2006 that only 4 percent of adult US Americans they
surveyed said that soccer was their favorite sport to watch.
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The attitudes and expectations of sports fans in the United States alsoii.
prevent soccer’s expansion into the national sports consciousness.

One reason Americans don’t enjoy soccer as much as other sports isa.
due to our shortened attention span, which has been created by the
increasingly fast pace of our more revered sports like football and
basketball.
Our lack of attention span isn’t the only obstacle that limits ourb.
appreciation for soccer; we are also set in our expectations.

Transition: Although soccer has many problems that it would need to overcome to be more popular in
the United States, I think there are actions we can take now to change our beliefs and attitudes about
soccer in order to give it a better chance.

II. Soccer is the most popular sport in the world, and there have to be some good reasons that
account for this status.

As US Americans, we can start to enjoy soccer more if we better understand why theA.
rest of the world loves it so much.

As was mentioned earlier, Chad Nielsen of ESPN.com notes that Americani.
sports fans can’t have the same stats obsession with soccer that they do with
baseball or football, but fans all over the world obsess about their favorite
teams and players.

Fans argue every day, in bars and cafés from Baghdad to Bogotá,a.
about statistics for goals and assists, but as Nielsen points out, with
the game of soccer, such stats still fail to account for varieties of
style and competition.
So even though the statistics may be different, bonding over orb.
arguing about a favorite team or player creates communities of fans
that are just as involved and invested as even the most loyal team
fans in the United States.

Additionally, Americans can start to realize that some of the things we mightii.
initially find off putting about the sport of soccer are actually some of its
strengths.

The fact that soccer statistics aren’t poured over and used to makea.
predictions makes the game more interesting.
The fact that the segments of play in soccer are longer and theb.
scoring lower allows for the game to have a longer arc, meaning that
anticipation can build and that a game might be won or lost by only
one goal after a long and even-matched game.

We can also begin to enjoy soccer more if we view it as an additional form ofB.
entertainment.
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As Americans who like to be entertained, we can seek out soccer games ini.
many different places.

There is most likely a minor or even a major league soccer stadiuma.
team within driving distance of where you live.
You can also go to soccer games at your local high school, college, orb.
university.

We can also join the rest of the world in following some of the major soccerii.
celebrities—David Beckham is just the tip of the iceberg.

Getting involved in soccer can also help make our society more fit and healthy.C.

Soccer can easily be the most athletic sport available to Americans.i.
In just one game, the popular soccer player Gennaro Gattuso was calculatedii.
to have run about 6.2 miles, says Carl Bialik, a numbers expert who writes
for The Wall Street Journal.
With the growing trend of obesity in America, getting involved in socceriii.
promotes more running and athletic ability than baseball, for instance, could
ever provide.

A press release on FIFA’s official website notes that one hour ofa.
soccer three times a week has been shown in research to provide
significant physical benefits.
If that’s not convincing enough, the website ScienceDaily.comb.
reports that the Scandinavian Journal of Medicine and Science in
Sports published a whole special issue titled Football for Health that
contained fourteen articles supporting the health benefits of soccer.

Last, soccer has been praised for its ability to transcend language, culture, class, andD.
country.

The nongovernmental organization Soccer for Peace seeks to use thei.
worldwide popularity of soccer as a peacemaking strategy to bridge the
divides of race, religion, and socioeconomic class.
According to their official website, the organization just celebrated its ten-ii.
year anniversary in 2012.

Over those ten years the organization has focused on using soccer toa.
bring together people of different religious faiths, particularly people
who are Jewish and Muslim.
In 2012, three first-year college students, one Christian, one Jew, andb.
one Muslim, dribbled soccer balls for 450 miles across the state of
North Carolina to help raise money for Soccer for Peace.

A press release on the World Association of Nongovernmental Organizations’s officialE.
website states that from the dusty refugee camps of Lebanon to the upscale new
neighborhoods in Buenos Aires, “soccer turns heads, stops conversations, causes
breath to catch, and stirs hearts like virtually no other activity.”



Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

354

Conclusion

Transition to conclusion and summary of importance: In conclusion, soccer is a sport that has a
long history, can help you get healthy, and can bring people together.

Logical & Psychological closure: Now that you know some of the obstacles that prevent soccer from
becoming more popular in the United States and several actions we can take to change our beliefs and
attitudes about soccer, I hope you agree with me that it’s time for the United States to join the rest of
the world in welcoming soccer into our society.

Closing statement: The article from BleacherReport.com that I cited earlier closes with the following
words that I would like you to take as you leave here today: “We need to learn that just because there is
no scoring chance that doesn’t mean it is boring. We need to see that soccer is not for a select few, but
for all. We only need two feet and a ball. We need to stand up and appreciate the beautiful game.”

The Key Word (Alpha Numeric) Outline

The formal outline is a full-sentence outline that helps as you prepare for your speech, and thekey
word/alpha numeric outlineis a keyword outline that helps you deliver your speech. While the formal
outline is important to ensure that your content is coherent and your ideas are balanced and expressed
clearly, the key word outline helps you get that information out to the audience. Make sure you budget
time in your speech preparation to work on the speaking outline. Skimping on the key word outline will
show in your delivery. Below is a sample portion of a key word outline based off the main point from the
soccer full sentence outline above:

I. Soccer new to United States

A. Globally around for thousands of years

FIFA Present states “….”a.
Basil Kane states “…”b.

B. Reasons not popular in USA

Lots of other sport optionsa.
Short attention spanb.
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Using note cards for your speaking outline will help you be able to move around and gesture more
freely than using full sheets of paper.

Justin See (coming back) –My Pile of Index Card– CC BY 2.0.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/9.4.1N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/koalazymonkey/3342173345/
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You may convert your formal outline into a speaking outline on paper or note cards. Note cards are a
good option when you want to have more freedom to gesture or know you won’t have a lectern on which
to place notes printed on full sheets of paper. In either case, this entails converting the full-sentence
outline to a keyword or key-phrase outline. Speakers will need to find a balance between having too
much or too little content on their speaking outlines. You want to have enough information to prevent
fluency hiccups as you stop to mentally retrieve information, but you don’t want to have so much
information that you read your speech, which lessens your eye contact and engagement with the
audience. Budgeting sufficient time to work on your speaking outline will allow you to practice your
speech with different amounts of notes to find what works best for you. Since the introduction and
conclusion  are  so  important,  it  may be  useful  to  include notes  to  ensure  that  you remember  to
accomplish all the objectives of each.

Aside from including important content on your speaking outline, you may want to include speaking
cues. Speaking cues are reminders designed to help your delivery. You may write “(PAUSE)” before and
after your preview statement to help you remember that important nonverbal signpost. You might also
write “(MAKE EYE CONTACT)” as a reminder not to read unnecessarily from your cards. Overall, my
advice is to make your speaking outline work for you. It’s your last line of defense when you’re in front
of an audience, so you want it to help you, not hurt you.

Tips for Note Cards

The 4 × 6 inch index cards provide more space and are easier to hold and move than 3.5 × 51.
inch cards.
Find a balance between having so much information on your cards that you are tempted to2.
read from them and so little information that you have fluency hiccups and verbal fillers while
trying to remember what to say.
Use bullet points on the left-hand side rather than writing in paragraph form, so your eye can3.
easily catch where you need to pick back up after you’ve made eye contact with the audience.
Skipping a line between bullet points may also help.
Include all parts of the introduction/conclusion and signposts for backup.4.
Include key supporting material and wording for verbal citations.5.
Only write on the front of your cards.6.
Do not have a sentence that carries over from one card to the next (can lead to fluency7.
hiccups).
If you have difficult-to-read handwriting, you may type your speech and tape or glue it to your8.
cards. Use a font that’s large enough for you to see and be neat with the glue or tape so your
cards don’t get stuck together.
Include cues that will help with your delivery. Highlight transitions, verbal citations, or other9.
important information. Include reminders to pause, slow down, breathe, or make eye contact.
Your cards should be an extension of your body, not something to play with. Don’t wiggle,10.
wring, flip through, or slap your note cards.
Number your note cards; if they fall you want to be able to quickly reorganize them.11.
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Citing Sources

Citing is important because it enables others to see where you found information cited within a speech,
article, or book. Furthermore, not citing information properly is considered plagiarism, so ethically we
want to make sure that we give credit to the authors we use in a speech. While there are numerous
citation styles to choose from, the two most common style choices for public speaking are APA and
MLA.

APA versus MLA Source Citations

Stylerefers to those components or features of a literary composition or oral presentation that have to
do  with  the  form  of  expression  rather  than  the  content  expressed  (e.g.,  language,  punctuation,
parenthetical citations, and endnotes). The APA and the MLA have created the two most commonly used
style guides in academia today. Generally speaking, scholars in the various social science fields (e.g.,
psychology, human communication, business) are more likely to useAPA style, and scholars in the
various humanities fields (e.g., English, philosophy, rhetoric) are more likely to useMLA style. The two
styles are quite different from each other, so learning them does take time. For the purposes of this
class, we will use APA style.

As  of  October  2019,  the  American Psychological  Association  published the  seventh  edition  of
thePublication Manual of the American Psychological Association(http://www.apastyle.org). The seventh
edition provides considerable guidance on working with and citing Internet sources.

APA citation basics

When using APA format, follow the author-date method of in-text citation. This means that the author’s
last name and the year of publication for the source should appear in the text, like, for example, (Jones,
1998). One complete reference for each source should appear in the reference list at the end of the
paper.

If you are referring to an idea from another work but NOT directly quoting the material, or making
reference to an entire book, article or other work, you only have to make reference to the author and
year of publication and not the page number in your in-text reference.

On the other hand, if you are directly quoting or borrowing from another work, you should include the
page number at the end of the parenthetical citation. Use the abbreviation “p.” (for one page) or “pp.”
(for multiple pages) before listing the page number(s). Use an en dash for page ranges. For example,
you might write (Jones, 1998, p. 199) or (Jones, 1998, pp. 199–201). This information is reiterated
below.

Regardless of  how they are referenced, all  sources that are cited in the text must appear in the

http://www.apastyle.org/


Communication 101 Textbook (Dutton)

358

reference list at the end of the paper.

In-text citation capitalization, quotes, and italics/underlining

Always capitalize proper nouns, including author names and initials: D. Jones.
If you refer to the title of a source within your paper, capitalize all words that are four letters
long or greater within the title of a source: Permanence and Change. Exceptions apply to short
words that are verbs, nouns, pronouns, adjectives, and adverbs: Writing New Media, There Is
Nothing Left to Lose.

(Note: in your References list, only the first word of a title will be capitalized: Writing new media.)

When capitalizing titles, capitalize both words in a hyphenated compound word: Natural-Born
Cyborgs.
Capitalize the first word after a dash or colon: “Defining Film Rhetoric: The Case of
Hitchcock’s Vertigo.”
If the title of the work is italicized in your reference list, italicize it and use title case
capitalization in the text: The Closing of the American Mind; The Wizard of Oz; Friends.
If the title of the work is not italicized in your reference list, use double quotation marks and
title case capitalization (even though the reference list uses sentence case): “Multimedia
Narration: Constructing Possible Worlds;” “The One Where Chandler Can’t Cry.”

Short quotations

If you are directly quoting from a work, you will need to include the author, year of publication, and
page number for the reference (preceded by “p.” for a single page and “pp.” for a span of multiple
pages, with the page numbers separated by an en dash).

You can introduce the quotation with a signal phrase that includes the author’s last name followed by
the date of publication in parentheses.

According to Jones (1998), “students often had difficulty using APA style, especially when it was their
first time” (p. 199).
Jones (1998) found “students often had difficulty using APA style” (p. 199); what implications does this
have for teachers?

If you do not include the author’s name in the text of the sentence, place the author’s last name, the
year of publication, and the page number in parentheses after the quotation.

She stated, “Students often had difficulty using APA style” (Jones, 1998, p. 199), but she did not offer an
explanation as to why.

Long quotations

Place direct quotations that are 40 words or longer in a free-standing block of typewritten lines and
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omit quotation marks. Start the quotation on a new line, indented 1/2 inch from the left margin, i.e., in
the same place you would begin a new paragraph. Type the entire quotation on the new margin, and
indent the first line of any subsequent paragraph within the quotation 1/2 inch from the new margin.
Maintain  double-spacing  throughout,  but  do  not  add  an  extra  blank  line  before  or  after  it.  The
parenthetical citation should come after the closing punctuation mark.

Because block quotation formatting is difficult for us to replicate in the OWL’s content management
system, we have simply provided a screenshot of a generic example below.

Formatting example for block quotations in APA 7 style.
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Quotations from sources without pages

Direct quotations from sources that do not contain pages should not reference a page number. Instead,
you may reference another logical  identifying element:  a paragraph,  a chapter number,  a section
number, a table number, or something else. Older works (like religious texts) can also incorporate
special location identifiers like verse numbers. In short: pick a substitute for page numbers that makes
sense for your source.

Jones (1998) found a variety of causes for student dissatisfaction with prevailing citation practices
(paras. 4–5).
A meta-analysis of available literature (Jones, 1998) revealed inconsistency across large-scale studies of
student learning (Table 3).

Summary or paraphrase

If you are paraphrasing an idea from another work, you only have to make reference to the author and
year of publication in your in-text reference and may omit the page numbers. APA guidelines, however,
do encourage including a page range for a summary or paraphrase when it will help the reader find the
information in a longer work.

According to Jones (1998), APA style is a difficult citation format for first-time learners.
APA style is a difficult citation format for first-time learners (Jones, 1998, p. 199).

Formatting a Reference List

Your reference list should appear at the end of your paper. It provides the information necessary for a
reader to locate and retrieve any source you cite in the body of the paper. Each source you cite in the
paper must appear in your reference list; likewise, each entry in the reference list must be cited in your
text.

Your references should begin on a new page separate from the text of the essay; label this page
“References” in bold, centered at the top of the page (do NOT underline or use quotation marks for the
title). All text should be double-spaced just like the rest of your essay.

Basic Rules for Most Sources

All lines after the first line of each entry in your reference list should be indented one-half inch
from the left margin. This is called hanging indentation.
All authors’ names should be inverted (i.e., last names should be provided first).
Authors’ first and middle names should be written as initials.

For example, the reference entry for a source written by Jane Marie Smith would
begin with “Smith, J. M.”
If a middle name isn’t available, just initialize the author’s first name: “Smith, J.”
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Give the last name and first/middle initials for all authors of a particular work up to and
including 20 authors (this is a new rule, as APA 6 only required the first six authors). Separate
each author’s initials from the next author in the list with a comma. Use an ampersand (&)
before the last author’s name. If there are 21 or more authors, use an ellipsis (but no
ampersand) after the 19th author, and then add the final author’s name.
Reference list entries should be alphabetized by the last name of the first author of each work.
For multiple articles by the same author, or authors listed in the same order, list the entries in
chronological order, from earliest to most recent.
When referring to the titles of books, chapters, articles, reports, webpages, or other
sources, capitalize only the first letter of the first word of the title and subtitle, the first word
after a colon or a dash in the title, and proper nouns.

Note again that the titles of academic journals are subject to special rules. See section
below.

Italicize titles of longer works (e.g., books, edited collections, names of newspapers, and so on).
Do not italicize, underline, or put quotes around the titles of shorter works such as chapters in
books or essays in edited collections.

Basic Rules for Articles in Academic Journals

Present journal titles in full.
Italicize journal titles.
Maintain any nonstandard punctuation and capitalization that is used by the journal in its title.

For example, you should use PhiloSOPHIA instead of Philosophia, or Past &
Present instead of Past and Present.

Capitalize all major words in the titles of journals. Note that this differs from the rule for
titling other common sources (like books, reports, webpages, and so on) described above.

This distinction is based on the type of source being cited. Academic journal titles
have all major words capitalized, while other sources’ titles do not.

Capitalize the first word of the titles and subtitles of journal articles, as well as the first
word after a colon or a dash in the title, and any proper nouns.
Do not italicize or underline the article title.
Do not enclose the article title in quotes.

So, for example, if you need to cite an article titled “Deep Blue: The Mysteries of the
Marianas Trench” that was published in the journal Oceanographic Study: A Peer-
Reviewed Publication, you would write the article title as follows:

Deep blue: The mysteries of the Marianas Trench.
…but you would write the journal title as follows:

Oceanographic Study: A Peer-Reviewed Publication

Table 7.4 “APA Sixth Edition Citations”provides a list of common citation examples that you may need

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PhiloSOPHIA
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/7-3-citing-sources/#wrench_1.0-ch07_s03_s02_s01_t01
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for your speech.

Table 7.4
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Research
Article in a
Journal—One
Author

Harmon, M. D. (2006). Affluenza: A world values test.The International Communication Gazette,
68, 119–130. doi: 10.1177/1748048506062228

Research
Article in a
Journal—Two
to Five Authors

Hoffner, C., & Levine, K. J. (2005). Enjoyment of mediated fright and violence: A
meta-analysis.Media Psychology, 7, 207–237. doi: 10.1207/S1532785XMEP0702_5

Book Eysenck, H. J. (1982).Personality, genetics, and behavior: Selected papers.New York, NY:
Praeger Publishers.

Book with 6 or
More Authors

Huston, A. C., Donnerstein, E., Fairchild, H., Feshbach, N. D., Katz, P. A., Murray, J.
P.,…Zuckerman, D. (1992).Big world, small screen: The role of television in American society.
Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press.

Chapter in an
Edited Book

Tamobrini, R. (1991). Responding to horror: Determinants of exposure and appeal. In J. Bryant
& D. Zillman (Eds.),Responding to the screen: Reception and reaction processes(pp. 305–329).
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Newspaper
Article Thomason, D. (2010, March 31). Dry weather leads to burn ban.The Sentinel Record, p. A1.

Magazine
Article

Finney, J. (2010, March–April). The new “new deal”: How to communicate a changed employee
value proposition to a skeptical audience—and realign employees within the
organization.Communication World, 27(2), 27–30.

Preprint
Version of an
Article

Laudel, G., & Gläser, J. (in press). Tensions between evaluations and communication
practices.Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management.Retrieved
fromhttp://www.laudel.info/pdf/Journal%20articles/06%20Tensions.pdf

Blog Wrench, J. S. (2009, June 3). AMA’s managerial competency model [Web log post]. Retrieved
fromhttp://workplacelearning.info/blog/?p=182

Wikipedia Organizational Communication. (2009, July 11). [Wiki entry]. Retrieved
fromhttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_communication

Vlog Wrench, J. S. (2009, May 15). Instructional communication [Video file]. Retrieved
fromhttp://www.learningjournal.com/Learning-Journal-Videos/instructional-communication.htm

Discussion
Board

Wrench, J. S. (2009, May 21). NCA’s i-tunes project [Online forum comment]. Retrieved
fromhttp://www.linkedin.com/groupAnswers?viewQuestionAndAnswers

E-mail List
McAllister, M. (2009, June 19). New listserv: Critical approaches to ads/consumer culture &
media studies [Electronic mailing list message]. Retrieved
fromhttp://lists.psu.edu/cgi-bin/wa?A2=ind0906&L=CRTNET&T=0&F=&S=&P=20514

Podcast Wrench, J. S. (Producer). (2009, July 9).Workplace bullying[Audio podcast]. Retrieved
fromhttp://www.communicast.info

Electronic-Only
Book

Richmond, V. P., Wrench, J. S., & Gorham, J. (2009).Communication, affect, and learning in the
classroom(3rd ed.). Retrieved fromhttp://www.jasonswrench.com/affect

Electronic-Only
Journal Article

Molyneaux, H., O’Donnell, S., Gibson, K., & Singer, J. (2008). Exploring the gender divide on
YouTube: An analysis of the creation and reception of vlogs.American Communication Journal,
10(1). Retrieved fromhttp://www.acjournal.org

Electronic
Version of a
Printed Book

Wood, A. F., & Smith, M. J. (2004).Online communication: Linking technology, identity &
culture(2nd ed.). Retrieved fromhttp://books.google.com/books

Online
Magazine

Levine, T. (2009, June). To catch a liar.Communication Currents, 4(3). Retrieved
fromhttp://www.communicationcurrents.com

http://www.laudel.info/pdf/Journal%20articles/06%20Tensions.pdf
http://workplacelearning.info/blog/?p=182
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organizational_communication
http://www.learningjournal.com/Learning-Journal-Videos/instructional-communication.htm
http://www.linkedin.com/groupAnswers?viewQuestionAndAnswers
http://lists.psu.edu/cgi-bin/wa?A2=ind0906&L=CRTNET&T=0&F=&S=&P=20514
http://www.communicast.info/
http://www.jasonswrench.com/affect
http://www.acjournal.org/
http://books.google.com/books
http://www.communicationcurrents.com/
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Online
Newspaper

Clifford, S. (2009, June 1). Online, “a reason to keep going.”The New York Times. Retrieved
fromhttp://www.nytimes.com

Entry in an
Online
Reference
Work

Viswanth, K. (2008). Health communication. In W. Donsbach (Ed.),The international
encyclopedia of communication. Retrieved fromhttp://www.communicationencyclopedia.com.
doi: 10.1111/b.9781405131995.2008.x

Entry in an
Online
Reference
Work, No
Author

Communication. (n.d.). InRandom House dictionary(9th ed.). Retrieved
fromhttp://dictionary.reference.com/browse/communication

E-Reader
Device

Lutgen-Sandvik, P., & Davenport Sypher, B. (2009).Destructive organizational communication:
Processes, consequences, & constructive ways of organizing. [Kindle version]. Retrieved
fromhttp://www.amazon.com

"10.4: Orgazing Your Speech". Introduction to Public Communication. Department of
Communication, Indiana State University. Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License.
"9.1 The Importance of an Introduction". Stand up, Speak out: The Practice and Ethics of Public
Speaking. University of Minnesota Libraries Publishing edition, 2016. Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/apa_style/apa_formatting_and_style_guide/in_text_cita
tions_the_basics.html

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.communicationencyclopedia.com/
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/communication
http://www.amazon.com/
http://kell.indstate.edu/public-comm-intro/chapter/10-4-organizing-your-speech/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/9-1-the-importance-of-an-introduction/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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9.7 Delivering the Speech
ANONYMOUS PUBLISHER

source

The easiest approach to speech delivery is not always the best. Substantial work goes into the careful
preparation of an interesting and ethical message, so it is understandable that students may have the
impulse to avoid “messing it up” by simply reading it word for word. But students who do this miss out
on one of  the major reasons for studying public speaking: to learn ways to “connect” with one’s
audience and to increase one’s confidence in doing so. You already know how to read, and you already

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/10/14.1.0.jpg
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/14-1-four-methods-of-delivery/
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know how to talk. But public speaking is neither reading nor talking.

Speaking in public has more formality than talking. During a speech, you should present yourself
professionally. This doesn’t mean you must wear a suit or “dress up” (unless your instructor asks you
to), but it does mean making yourself presentable by being well groomed and wearing clean,

Maryland GovPics – House of Ruth Luncheon – CC BY 2.0.

appropriate clothes. It also means being prepared to use language correctly and appropriately for the
audience and the topic, to make eye contact with your audience, and to look like you know your topic
very well.

While speaking has more formality than talking, it has less formality than reading. Speaking allows for
meaningful pauses, eye contact, small changes in word order, and vocal emphasis. Reading is a more or
less exact replication of words on paper without the use of any nonverbal interpretation. Speaking, as
you will  realize if  you think about excellent speakers you have seen and heard,  provides a more
animated message.

The next sections introduce four methods of delivery that can help you balance between too much and
too little formality when giving a public speech

Modes of delivery

The  four  most  common  modes  of  delivery  for  public  speaking  include  manuscript,  memorized,
extemporaneous and impromptu.

Manuscript speaking requires the speaker reads every word from a pre-written speech. This delivery
style is appropriate when the speaking occasion demands accuracy of information and/or eloquence.
News anchors speak from manuscript to deliver the evening news (the manuscript scrolls on a screen
beneath the television camera) and politicians often do as well. When speaking from manuscript it is
important to follow a few guidelines: (1) Type your manuscript in all-caps, (2) Double-space between
paragraphs, (3) Use italics and bold to emphasize words and phrases, and above all else (4) Rehearse
speaking from the manuscript  several  times so  that  you can maintain  good eye-contact  with  the
audience when you speak.

Before writing became a common practice, orators would memorize their speeches, sometimes for
months, before presenting to an audience. Memorized speaking requires delivery from memory still
has its place in contemporary society, but the occasions for this type of speaking is usually reserved for
introducing important persons, special events such as weddings and funerals,  or other ceremonial
events. As a student, you may have already experienced impromptu speaking.

Extemporaneous speaking is considered the most effective speaking style for most  typical
speaking engagements, and the mode of delivery you should use in this class. When delivering
in an extemporaneous speaking style the speaker prepares well  (with an outline)  and practice in

https://www.flickr.com/photos/mdgovpics/13998836494/
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advance, giving full attention to all the facets of the speech—content, arrangement, and delivery.In this
speaking style, you research your topic thoroughly, construct an outline that forces you to think through
your main points and sub points as complete thoughts, and then deconstruct this sentence outline so
that it serves as your key-word, key-phrase speaking notes. You thereby internalize your speech without
memorizing it, and your notes are sparse so that you are not tempted to merely read the speech to your
audience. The result is a delivery that relies on creating the wording in the moment; harnessing the
energy of spontaneity, dynamism, has a sense of immediacy, and is thus a more engaging experience for
your  audience.  The  next  sections  on  language  and  nonverbal  communication  discuss  these
characteristics  in  more  detail.

Impromptu speaking requires the speaker delivers without little to no preparation. You may also find
yourself in this situation during your professional career. If so, there is a short script (or variation of a
script) that you can follow: (1) Express thankfulness for the opportunity to speak, (2) Rephrase the
question in your own words, (3) Answer the question to the best of your availability, and (4) Briefly
explain how your answer speaks to the question. If you cannot answer the question in step three, then
be honest, say that you do not have an adequate answer now but that you will follow-up with an answer
later.

Effective Language Use
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When considering how to use language effectively in your speech, consider the degree to which the
language is appropriate, vivid, inclusive, and familiar. The next sections define each of these aspects of
language and discuss why each is important in public speaking.

Use Appropriate Language

As with anything in life, there are positive and negative ways of using language. One of the first
concepts  a  speaker  needs  to  think  about  when  looking  at  language  use  is  appropriateness.  By
appropriate, we mean whether the language is suitable or fitting for ourselves, as the speaker; our
audience; the speaking context; and the speech itself.

Kimba Howard – megaphone – CC BY 2.0.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/07/13.2.jpg
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Appropriate for the Speaker

One of the first questions to ask yourself is whether the language you plan on using in a speech fits with
your own speaking pattern. Not all language choices are appropriate for all speakers. The language you
select should be suitable for you, not someone else. If you’re a first-year college student, there’s no
need to force yourself to sound like an astrophysicist even if you are giving a speech on new planets.
One of the biggest mistakes novice speakers make is thinking that they have to use million-dollar words
because it makes them sound smarter. Actually, million-dollar words don’t tend to function well in oral
communication to begin with, so using them will probably make you uncomfortable as a speaker. Also, it
may be difficult for you or the audience to understand the nuances of meaning when you use such
words, so using them can increase the risk of denotative or connotative misunderstandings.

Appropriate for the Audience

The second aspect of appropriateness asks whether the language you are choosing is appropriate for
your specific audience. Let’s say that you’re an engineering student. If you’re giving a presentation in
an engineering class, you can use language that other engineering students will know. On the other
hand, if you use that engineering vocabulary in a public speaking class, many audience members will
not understand you. As another example, if you are speaking about the Great Depression to an audience
of young adults, you can’t assume they will know the meaning of terms like “New Deal” and “WPA,”
which would be familiar to an audience of senior citizens. In other chapters of this book, we have
explained the importance of audience analysis; once again, audience analysis is a key factor in choosing
the language to use in a speech.

Appropriate for the Context

The next question about appropriateness is whether the language you will use is suitable or fitting for
the context itself. The language you may employ if you’re addressing a student assembly in a high
school auditorium will differ from the language you would use at a business meeting in a hotel ballroom.
If you’re giving a speech at an outdoor rally, you cannot use the same language you would use in a
classroom. Recall that the speaking context includes the occasion, the time of day, the mood of the
audience, and other factors in addition to the physical location. Take the entire speaking context into
consideration when you make the language choices for your speech.

Appropriate for the Topic

The fourth and final question about the appropriateness of language involves whether the language is
appropriate for your specific topic.  If  you are speaking about the early years of The Walt Disney
Company, would you want to refer to Walt Disney as a “thaumaturgic” individual (i.e., one who works
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wonders or miracles)? While the word “thaumaturgic” may be accurate, is it the most appropriate for
the topic at hand? As another example, if your speech topic is the dual residence model of string theory,
it makes sense to expect that you will use more sophisticated language than if your topic was a basic
introduction to the physics of, say, sound or light waves.

Use Vivid Language

After appropriateness, the second main guideline for using language is to use vivid language. Vivid
language helps your listeners create strong, distinct, clear, and memorable mental images. Good vivid
language usage helps an audience member truly understand and imagine what a speaker is saying. Two
common ways to make your speaking more vivid are through the use of imagery and rhythm.

Imagery

Imagery is the use of language to represent objects, actions, or ideas. The goal of imagery is to help an
audience member create a mental picture of what a speaker is saying. A speaker who uses imagery
successfully will tap into one or more of the audience’s five basic senses (hearing, taste, touch, smell,
and sight). Three common tools of imagery are concreteness, simile, and metaphor.

Concreteness

When we use language that is concrete, we attempt to help our audiences see specific realities or actual
instances instead of abstract theories and ideas. The goal of concreteness is to help you, as a speaker,
show your audience something instead of just telling them. Imagine you’ve decided to give a speech on
the importance of freedom. You could easily stand up and talk about the philosophical work of Rudolf
Steiner, who divided the ideas of freedom into freedom of thought and freedom of action. If you’re like
us, even reading that sentence can make you want to go to sleep. Instead of defining what those terms
mean and discussing the philosophical merits of Steiner, you could use real examples where people’s
freedom to think or freedom to behave has been stifled. For example, you could talk about how Afghani
women under Taliban rule have been denied access to education, and how those seeking education have
risked public flogging and even execution (Iacopino & Rasekh, 1998). You could further illustrate how
Afghani women under the Taliban are forced to adhere to rigid interpretations of Islamic law that
functionally  limit  their  behavior.  As  illustrations of  the two freedoms discussed by Steiner,  these
examples make things more concrete for audience members and thus easier to remember. Ultimately,
the goal of concreteness is to show an audience something instead of talking about it abstractly.

Simile

The second form of imagery is simile. As you probably learned in English courses, a simile is a figure of
speech in which two unlike things are explicitly compared. Both aspects being compared within a simile
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are able to remain separate within the comparison. The following are some examples:

The thunderous applause was like a party among the gods.
After the revelation, she was as angry as a raccoon caught in a cage.
Love is like a battlefield.

When we look at these two examples, you’ll see that two words have been italicized: “like” and “as.” All
similes contain either “like” or “as” within the comparison. Speakers use similes to help an audience
understand a specific characteristic being described within the speech. In the first example, we are
connecting the type of applause being heard to something supernatural, so we can imagine that the
applause was huge and enormous. Now think how you would envision the event if the simile likened the
applause to a mime convention—your mental picture changes dramatically, doesn’t it?

To effectively use similes within your speech, first look for instances where you may already be finding
yourself using the words “like” or “as”—for example, “his breath smelled like a fishing boat on a hot
summer day.” Second, when you find situations where you are comparing two things using “like” or
“as,”  examine what  it  is  that  you are actually  comparing.  For  example,  maybe you’re comparing
someone’s  breath  to  the  odor  of  a  fishing  vessel.  Lastly,  once  you  see  what  two ideas  you  are
comparing, check the mental picture for yourself. Are you getting the kind of mental image you desire?
Is the image too strong? Is the image too weak? You can always alter the image to make it stronger or
weaker depending on what your aim is.

Metaphor

The other commonly used form of imagery is the metaphor, or a figure of speech where a term or
phrase is applied to something in a nonliteral way to suggest a resemblance. In the case of a metaphor,
one of the comparison items is said to be the other (even though this is realistically not possible). Let’s
look at a few examples:

Love is a battlefield.
Upon hearing the charges, the accused clammed up and refused to speak without a lawyer.
Every year a new crop of activists are born.

In these examples, the comparison word has been italicized. Let’s think through each of these examples.
In the first one, the comparison is the same as one of our simile examples except that the word “like” is
omitted—instead of being like a battlefield, the metaphor states that love is a battlefield, and it is
understood that  the speaker does not  mean the comparison literally.  In  the second example,  the
accused “clams up,” which means that the accused refused to talk in the same way a clam’s shell is
closed. In the third example, we refer to activists as “crops” that arise anew with each growing season,
and we use “born” figuratively to indicate that they come into being—even though it is understood that
they are not newborn infants at the time when they become activists.

To use a metaphor effectively, first determine what you are trying to describe. For example, maybe you
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are talking about a college catalog that offers a wide variety of courses. Second, identify what it is that
you want to say about the object you are trying to describe. Depending on whether you want your
audience to think of the catalog as good or bad, you’ll use different words to describe it. Lastly, identify
the other object you want to compare the first one to, which should mirror the intentions in the second
step. Let’s look at two possible metaphors:

Students groped their way through the maze of courses in the catalog.1.
Students feasted on the abundance of courses in the catalog.2.

While both of these examples evoke comparisons with the course catalog, the first example is clearly
more negative and the second is more positive.

One mistake people often make in using metaphors is to make two incompatible comparisons in the
same sentence or line of thought. Here is an example:

“That’s awfully thin gruel for the right wing to hang their hats on” (Nordquist, 2009).

This is known as a mixed metaphor, and it often has an incongruous or even hilarious effect. Unless you
are aiming to entertain your audience with fractured use of  language,  be careful  to avoid mixed
metaphors.

Rhythm

Our second guideline for effective language in a speech is to use rhythm. When most people think of
rhythm, they immediately think about music. What they may not realize is that language is inherently
musical; at least it can be. Rhythm refers to the patterned, recurring variance of elements of sound or
speech. Whether someone is striking a drum with a stick or standing in front of a group speaking,
rhythm is an important aspect of human communication. Think about your favorite public speaker. If
you analyze his or her speaking pattern, you’ll notice that there is a certain cadence to the speech.
While much of this cadence is a result of the nonverbal components of speaking, some of the cadence
comes from the language that  is  chosen as well.  Let’s  examine four types of  rhythmic language:
parallelism, repetition, alliteration, and assonance.

Parallelism

When listing items in a sequence, audiences will respond more strongly when those ideas are presented
in a grammatically  parallel  fashion,  which is  referred to as parallelism. For example,  look at  the
following two examples and determine which one sounds better to you:

“Give me liberty or I’d rather die.”1.
“Give me liberty or give me death.”2.

Technically, you’re saying the same thing in both, but the second one has better rhythm, and this
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rhythm comes from the parallel construction of “give me.” The lack of parallelism in the first example
makes the sentence sound disjointed and ineffective.

Repetition

As we mentioned earlier in this chapter, one of the major differences between oral and written language
is the use of repetition. Because speeches are communicated orally, audience members need to hear the
core  of  the  message  repeated  consistently.  Repetition  as  a  linguistic  device  is  designed  to  help
audiences become familiar with a short piece of the speech as they hear it over and over again. By
repeating a phrase during a speech, you create a specific rhythm. Probably the most famous and
memorable use of repetition within a speech is Martin Luther King Jr.’s use of “I have a dream” in his
speech at the Lincoln Memorial on August 1963 during the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.
In that speech, Martin Luther King Jr. repeated the phrase “I have a dream” eight times to great effect.

Alliteration

Another type of rhythmic language is alliteration, or repeating two or more words in a series that begin
with the same consonant. In the Harry Potter novel series, the author uses alliteration to name the four
wizards  who  founded  Hogwarts  School  for  Witchcraft  and  Wizardry:  Godric  Gryffindor,  Helga
Hufflepuff,  Rowena  Ravenclaw,  and  Salazar  Slytherin.  There  are  two  basic  types  of  alliteration:
immediate juxtaposition and nonimmediate juxtaposition.  Immediate juxtaposition  occurs when the
consonants clearly follow one after the other—as we see in the Harry Potter example. Nonimmediate
juxtaposition occurs when the consonants are repeated in nonadjacent words (e.g., “It is the poison that
we must purge from our politics, the wall that we must tear down before the hour grows too late”)
(Obama,  2008).  Sometimes  you  can  actually  use  examples  of  both  immediate  and  nonimmediate
juxtaposition within a single speech. The following example is from Bill Clinton’s acceptance speech at
the 1992 Democratic National Convention: “Somewhere at this very moment, a child is being born in
America. Let it be our cause to give that child a happy home, a healthy family, and a hopeful future”
(Clinton, 2005).

Assonance

Assonance is similar to alliteration, but instead of relying on consonants, assonance gets its rhythm
from repeating the same vowel sounds with different consonants in the stressed syllables. The phrase
“how now brown cow,” which elocution students traditionally used to learn to pronounce rounded vowel
sounds, is an example of assonance. While rhymes like “free as a breeze,” “mad as a hatter,” and “no
pain, no gain” are examples of assonance, speakers should be wary of relying on assonance because
when it is overused it can quickly turn into bad poetry.
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Use Inclusive Language

Language can either inspire your listeners or turn them off very quickly. One of the fastest ways to
alienate an audience is through the use of noninclusive language. Inclusive language is language that
avoids placing any one group of people above or below other groups while speaking. Let’s look at some
common problem areas related to language about gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and disabilities.

Gender-Specific Language

The first common form of noninclusive language is language that privileges one of the sexes over the
other. There are three common problem areas that speakers run into while speaking: using “he” as
generic, using “man” to mean all humans, and gender typing jobs.

Generic “He”

The generic “he” happens when a speaker labels all people within a group as “he” when in reality there
is a mixed sex group involved. Consider the statement, “Every morning when an officer of the law puts
on his badge, he risks his life to serve and protect his fellow citizens.” In this case, we have a police
officer that is labeled as male four different times in one sentence. Obviously, both male and female
police officers risk their lives when they put on their badges. A better way to word the sentence would
be, “Every morning when officers of the law put on their badges, they risk their lives to serve and
protect their fellow citizens.” Notice that in the better sentence, we made the subject plural (“officers”)
and used neutral pronouns (“they” and “their”) to avoid the generic “he.”

Use of “Man”

Traditionally, speakers of English have used terms like “man,” “mankind,” and (in casual contexts)
“guys” when referring to both females and males. In the second half of the twentieth century, as society
became more aware of gender bias in language, organizations like the National Council of Teachers of
English developed guidelines for nonsexist language (National Council of Teachers of English, 2002).
For example, instead of using the word “man,” you could refer to the “human race.” Instead of saying,
“hey, guys,” you could say, “OK, everyone.” By using gender-fair language you will be able to convey
your meaning just as well, and you won’t risk alienating half of your audience.

Gender-Typed Jobs

The last common area where speakers get into trouble with gender and language has to do with job
titles. It is not unusual for people to assume, for example, that doctors are male and nurses are female.
As a result, they may say “she is a woman doctor” or “he is a male nurse” when mentioning someone’s
occupation, perhaps not realizing that the statements “she is a doctor” and “he is a nurse” already
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inform the listener as to the sex of the person holding that job. Speakers sometimes also use a gender-
specific pronoun to refer to an occupation that has both males and females. Table 13.1 “Gender Type
Jobs” lists some common gender-specific jobs titles along with more inclusive versions of those job
titles.

Table 13.1 Gender Type Jobs

Exclusive Language Inclusive Language

Policeman Police officer

Businessman Businessperson

Fireman Firefighter

Stewardess Flight attendant

Waiters Wait staff / servers

Mailman Letter carrier / postal worker

Barmaid Bartender

Ethnic Identity

Another type of inclusive language relates to the categories used to highlight an individual’s ethnic
identity. Ethnic identity refers to a group an individual identifies with based on a common culture. For
example, within the United States we have numerous ethnic groups, including Italian Americans, Irish
Americans, Japanese Americans, Vietnamese Americans, Cuban Americans, and Mexican Americans. As
with the earlier example of “male nurse,” avoid statements such as “The committee is made up of four
women and a Vietnamese man.” Instead, say, “The committee is made up of four women and a man” or,
if  race and ethnicity are central to the discussion, “The committee is made up of three European
American  women,  an  Israeli  American  woman,  a  Brazilian  American  woman,  and  a  Vietnamese
American man.” In recent years, there has been a trend toward steering inclusive language away from
broad terms like “Asians” and “Hispanics” because these terms are not considered precise labels for the
groups they actually represent. If you want to be safe, the best thing you can do is ask a couple of
people who belong to an ethnic group how they prefer to label themselves.

Sexual Orientation

Another area that can cause some problems is referred to as heterosexism. Heterosexism occurs when a
speaker presumes that everyone in an audience is heterosexual or that opposite-sex relationships are
the only norm. For example, a speaker might begin a speech by saying, “I am going to talk about the
legal obligations you will have with your future husband or wife.” While this speech starts with the
notion that everyone plans on getting married, which isn’t the case, it also assumes that everyone will
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label their significant others as either “husbands” or “wives.” Although some members of the gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender/transexual community will use these terms, others prefer for more
gender neutral terms like “spouse” and “partner.” Moreover, legal obligations for same-sex couples may
be very different from those for heterosexual  couples.  Notice also that  we have used the phrase
“members of the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender/transexual community” instead of the more
clinical-sounding term “homosexual.”

Disability

The last category of exclusive versus inclusive language that causes problems for some speakers relates
to  individuals  with  physical  or  mental  disabilities.  Table  13.2  “Inclusive  Language  for
Disabilities”  provides  some  other  examples  of  exclusive  versus  inclusive  language.

Table 13.2 Inclusive Language for Disabilities

Exclusive Language Inclusive Language

Handicapped People People with disabilities

Insane Person Person with a psychiatric disability (or label the psychiatric diagnosis, e.g. “person with
schizophrenia”)

Person in a wheelchair Person who uses a wheelchair

Crippled Person with a physical disability

Special needs program Accessible needs program

Mentally retarded Person with an intellectual disability

Use Familiar Language

The last category related to using language appropriately simply asks you to use language that is
familiar both to yourself and to your audience. If you are not comfortable with the language you are
using, then you are going to be more nervous speaking, which will definitely have an impact on how
your audience receives your speech. You may have a hard time speaking genuinely and sincerely if you
use unfamiliar language, and this can impair your credibility. Furthermore, you want to make sure that
the language you are using is familiar to your audience. If your audience cannot understand what you
are saying, you will not have an effective speech.

Effective Nonverbal Communication

The common saying “Its not what you say, but how you say it” is applicable to the public speaking realm
too. Since an audience doesn’t usually read the text of a speech, but  listens to it, consideration of
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various nonverbal communication behaviors are important. The following is a review of some of these
behaviors.

Vocal Delivery

Vocal delivery includes components of speech delivery that relate to your voice. These
include rate, volume, pitch, articulation, pronunciation, and fluency. Our voice is important
to consider when delivering our speech for two main reasons. First, vocal delivery can help
us engage and interest the audience. Second, vocal delivery helps ensure that our ideas are
communicated clearly.

Rate

Rate of speaking refers to how fast or slow you speak. If you speak too fast, your audience will not be
able to absorb the information you present. If you speak too slowly, the audience may lose interest. The
key is to vary your rate of speaking in a middle range, staying away from either extreme, in order to
keep your audience engaged. In general, a higher rate of speaking signals that a speaker is enthusiastic
about his or her topic. Speaking slowly may lead the audience to infer that the speaker is uninterested,
uninformed, or unprepared to present his or her own topic. These negative assumptions, whether they
are true or not, are likely to hurt the credibility of the speaker. Having evaluated thousands of speeches,
I can say that, in terms of rate, the issue speakers face is speaking too fast. The goal is to speak at a
rate that will interest the audience and will effectively convey your information. Speaking at a slow rate
throughout a speech would likely bore an audience, but that is not a common occurrence.

Some people naturally speak faster than others, which is fine, but we can all alter our rate of speaking
with practice. If you find that you are a naturally fast speaker, make sure that you do not “speed talk”
through your speech when practicing it. Even if you try to hold back when actually delivering your
speech, you may fall back into your practice routine and speak too fast. You can also include reminders
to “slow down” on your speaking outline.

Volume

Volume refers to how loud or soft your voice is. As with speaking rate, you want to avoid the extremes
of being too loud or too soft, but still vary your volume within an acceptable middle range. When
speaking in a typically sized classroom or office setting that seats about twenty-five people, using a
volume a few steps above a typical conversational volume is usually sufficient. When speaking in larger
rooms, you will need to project your voice. You may want to look for nonverbal cues from people in the
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back rows or corners, like leaning forward or straining to hear, to see if you need to adjust your volume
more. Obviously, in some settings, a microphone will be necessary to be heard by the entire audience.
Like rate, audiences use volume to make a variety of judgments about a speaker. Softer speakers are
sometimes judged as meek, which may lead to lowered expectations for the speech or less perceived
credibility. Loud speakers may be seen as overbearing or annoying, which can lead audience members
to disengage from the speaker and message. Be aware of the volume of your voice and, when in doubt,
increase your volume a notch, since beginning speakers are more likely to have an issue of speaking too
softly rather than too loudly.

Speak a couple steps above your regular volume for speeches that
occur in typically sized classrooms or meeting rooms that seat twenty
to forty people. A microphone may be necessary for larger groups or
rooms. Speaker at Podium – CC BY 2.0

Pitch

Pitch refers to how high or low a speaker’s voice is. As with other vocal qualities, there are natural
variations among people’s vocal pitch. Unlike rate and volume, there are more physiological limitations
on the control  we have over pitch.  For example,  males generally  have lower pitched voices than
females. Despite these limitations, each person still has the capability to intentionally change their pitch
across a range large enough to engage an audience. Changing pitch is a good way to communicate
enthusiasm and indicate emphasis or closure. In general, our pitch goes up when we are discussing
something exciting. Our pitch goes down slightly when we emphasize a serious or important point.
Lowering pitch is also an effective way to signal transitions between sections of your speech or the end
of your speech, which cues your audience to applaud and avoids an awkward ending.

Of the vocal components of delivery discussed so far, pitch seems to give beginning speakers the most
difficulty. There is a stark difference between the way I hear students speak before and after class and
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the way they speak when they get in front of the class. It’s like giving a speech temporarily numbs their
ability to vary their pitch. Record yourself practicing your speech to help determine if the amount of
pitch variety and enthusiasm you think you convey while speaking actually comes through. Speakers
often assume that their pitch is more varied and their delivery more enthusiastic than the audience
actually perceives it to be. Many of my students note this on the self-evaluations they write after
viewing their recorded speech.

Vocal Variety

Overall, the lesson to take away from this section on vocal delivery is that variety is key. Vocal variety
includes changes in your rate, volume, and pitch that can make you look more prepared, seem more
credible, and be able to engage your audience better. Employing vocal variety is not something that
takes natural ability or advanced skills training. It is something that beginning speakers can start
working on immediately and everyone can accomplish. The key is to become aware of how you use your
voice when you speak, and the best way to do this is to record yourself. We all use vocal variety
naturally without thinking about it during our regular conversations, and many of us think that this
tendency will translate over to our speaking voices. This is definitely not the case for most beginning
speakers. Unlike in your regular conversations, it will take some awareness and practice to use vocal
variety in speeches. I encourage students to make this a delivery priority early on. Since it’s something
anyone can do, improving in this area will add to your speaking confidence, which usually translates
into better speeches and better grades further on.

Speaking for Clarity

In order to be an effective speaker, your audience should be able to understand your message and
digest the information you present. Audience members will make assumptions about our competence
and credibility based on how we speak. As with other aspects of speech delivery, many people are not
aware that they have habits of speech that interfere with their message clarity. Since most of our
conversations are informal and take place with people we know, many people don’t make a concerted
effort to articulate every word clearly and pronounce every word correctly, and most of the people we
talk to either don’t notice our errors or don’t correct us if they do notice. Since public speaking is
generally more formal than our conversations, we should be more concerned with the clarity of our
speech.

Articulation

Articulation refers to the clarity of sounds and words we produce. If someone is articulate, they speak
words clearly, and speakers should strive to speak clearly. Poor articulation results when speakers do
not speak clearly. For example, a person may say dinnt instead of didn’t, gonna instead of going to,
wanna instead of want to, or hunnerd instead of hundred. Unawareness and laziness are two common
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challenges to articulation. As with other aspects of our voice, many people are unaware that they
regularly have errors in articulation. Recording yourself speak and then becoming a higher self-monitor
are effective ways to improve your articulation. Laziness, on the other hand, requires a little more
motivation to address. Some people just get in the habit of not articulating their words well. I’m sure we
all know someone who mumbles when they speak or slurs their words together. From my experience,
this is a problem that I’ve noticed more among men than women. Both mumbling and slurring are
examples of poor articulation. In more informal settings, this type of speaking may be acceptable, but in
formal settings, it will be negatively evaluated, which will hurt a speaker’s credibility. Perhaps the
promise of being judged more favorably, which may help a person become more successful, is enough to
motivate a mumbler to speak more clearly.

When combined with a low volume, poor articulation becomes an even greater problem. Doing vocal
warm-ups like the ones listed in Section 10.1 “Managing Public Speaking Anxiety” or tongue twisters
can help prime your mouth, lips, and tongue to articulate words more clearly. When you notice that you
have trouble articulating a particular word, you can either choose a different word to include in your
speech or you can repeat it a few times in a row in the days leading up to your speech to get used to
saying it.

Pronunciation

Unlike articulation, which focuses on the clarity of words, pronunciation refers to speaking words
correctly, including the proper sounds of the letters and the proper emphasis. Mispronouncing words
can damage a speaker’s credibility, especially when the correct pronunciation of a word is commonly
known. I have actually heard someone, presenting on the topic of pronunciation, mispronounce the
word pronunciation, saying “pro-NOUN-ciation” instead of “pro-NUN-ciation.” In such a case, it would
not be unwarranted for the audience to question the speaker’s expertise on the subject.

We all commonly run into words that we are unfamiliar with and therefore may not know how to
pronounce. I offer my students three suggestions when faced with this problem. The first is to look the
word up in an online dictionary. Many dictionaries have a speaker icon with their definitions, and when
you click on it, you can hear the correct pronunciation of a word. Some words have more than one
pronunciation—for example, Caribbean—so choosing either of the accepted pronunciations is fine. Just
remember to consistently use that pronunciation to avoid confusing your audience. If a word doesn’t
include an audio pronunciation, you can usually find the phonetic spelling of a word, which is the word
spelled out the way it sounds. There will occasionally be words that you can’t locate in a dictionary.
These are typically proper nouns or foreign words. In this case, I suggest the “phone-a-friend” strategy.
Call up the people you know who have large vocabularies or are generally smart when it comes to
words, and ask them if they know how to pronounce it. If they do, and you find them credible, you’re
probably safe to take their suggestion. The third option is to “fake it ‘til you make it” and should only be
used as a last resort. If you can’t find the word in a dictionary and your smart friends don’t know how to
pronounce it, it’s likely that your audience will also be unfamiliar with the word. In that case, using your
knowledge of how things are typically pronounced, decide on a pronunciation that makes sense and
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confidently use it during your speech. Most people will not question it. In the event that someone does
correct you on your pronunciation, thank him or her for correcting you and adjust your pronunciation.

Fluency

Fluency refers to the flow of your speaking. To speak with fluency means that your speech flows well
and that there are not many interruptions to that flow. There are two main disfluencies, or problems
that affect the flow of a speech. Fluency hiccups are unintended pauses in a speech that usually result
from forgetting what you were saying, being distracted, or losing your place in your speaking notes.
Fluency hiccups  are  not  the  same as  intended pauses,  which are  useful  for  adding emphasis  or
transitioning between parts of a speech. While speakers should try to minimize fluency hiccups, even
experienced speakers need to take an unintended pause sometimes to get their bearings or to recover
from an unexpected distraction. Fluency hiccups become a problem when they happen regularly enough
to detract from the speaker’s message.

Verbal fillers are words that speakers use to fill in a gap between what they were saying and what
they’re saying next. Common verbal fillers include um, uh, ah, er, you know, and like. The best way to
minimize verbal fillers is to become a higher self-monitor and realize that you use them. Many students
are surprised when they watch the video of their first speech and realize they said “um” thirty times in
three minutes. Gaining that awareness is the first step in eliminating verbal fillers, and students make
noticeable progress with this between their first and second speeches. If you do lose your train of
thought, having a brief fluency hiccup is better than injecting a verbal filler, because the audience may
not even notice the pause or may think it was intentional.

Common Causes of Fluency Hiccups

Lack of preparation. Effective practice sessions are the best way to prevent fluency hiccups.
Not writing for speaking. If you write your speech the way you’ve been taught to write
papers, you will have fluency hiccups. You must translate the written words into something
easier for you to present orally. To do this, read your speech aloud and edit as you write to
make sure your speech is easy for you to speak.
A poorly prepared speaking outline. Whether it is on paper or note cards, sloppy writing,
unorganized bullet points, or incomplete/insufficient information on a speaking outline leads to
fluency hiccups.
Distractions. Audience members and the external environment are unpredictable. Hopefully
audience members will be polite and will silence their phones, avoid talking while the speaker
is presenting, and avoid moving excessively. There could also be external noise that comes
through a door or window. A speaker can also be distracted by internal noise such as thinking
about other things.
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“Getting Plugged In”

Delivering Presentations Online

As many people and organizations are trying to do more with smaller budgets, and new software
becomes available, online presentations are becoming more common. Whether using a Webinar
format, a WebEx, Skype, FaceTime, Elluminate Live, or some other program, the live, face-to-face
audience is now mediated through a computer screen. Despite this change in format, many of the
same basic principles of public speaking apply when speaking to people virtually. Yet many
business professionals seem to forget the best practices of public speaking when presenting online
or don’t get that they apply in both settings. The website TheVirtualPresenter.com offers many tips
for presenting online that we’ve covered in this book, including be audience focused, have
engaging delivery, and use visual aids effectively (Courville, 2012). Yet speakers need to think
about some of these things differently when presenting online. We have natural ways to engage an
audience when presenting face-to-face, but since many online presentations are only one-way in
terms of video, speakers have to rely on technology like audience polls, live chat, or options for
audience members to virtually raise their hand when they have a question to get feedback while
speaking. Also, in some formats, the audience can only see the presenter’s computer desktop or
slide show, which pulls attention away from physical delivery and makes vocal delivery and visual
aids more important. Extemporaneous delivery and vocal variety are still key when presenting
online. Reading from your slides or having a monotone voice will likely not make a favorable
impression on your audience. The lesson to take away is that presenting online requires the same
skills as presenting in person, so don’t let the change in format lead you to make

Kinesic  Delivery

Many speakers are more nervous about physical delivery than vocal delivery. Putting our bodies on the
line in front of an audience often makes us feel more vulnerable than putting our voice out there. Yet
most audiences are not as fixated on our physical delivery as we think they are. Knowing this can help
relieve some anxiety, but it doesn’t give us a free pass when it comes to physical delivery. We should
still practice for physical delivery that enhances our verbal message. Physical delivery of a speech
involves nonverbal communication through the face and eyes, gestures, and body movements.

Facial Expressions

Facial expressions can help bring a speech to life when used by a speaker to communicate emotions and
demonstrate  enthusiasm for  the speech.  As  with vocal  variety,  we tend to  use facial  expressions
naturally and without conscious effort when engaging in day-to-day conversations. Yet I see many
speakers’ expressive faces turn “deadpan” when they stand in front of an audience. Some people
naturally have more expressive faces than others—think about the actor Jim Carey’s ability to contort
his face as an example. But we can also consciously control and improve on our facial expressions to be
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more effective speakers. As with other components of speech delivery, becoming a higher self-monitor
and increasing your awareness of your typical delivery habits can help you understand, control, and
improve your delivery. Although you shouldn’t only practice your speech in front of a mirror, doing so
can help you get an idea of how expressive or unexpressive your face is while delivering your speech.
There is some more specific advice about assessing and improving your use of facial expressions in the
“Getting Competent” box in this chapter.

Facial expressions are key for conveying emotions
and enthusiasm in a speech.. Jeff Wasson –
Immutable Law Of The Universe #2 – CC BY 2.0.

Facial expressions help set the emotional tone for a speech, and it is important that your facial
expressions stay consistent with your message. In order to set a positive tone before you start speaking,
briefly look at the audience and smile. A smile is a simple but powerful facial expression that can
communicate friendliness, openness, and confidence. Facial expressions communicate a range of
emotions and are also associated with various moods or personality traits. For example, combinations of
facial expressions can communicate that a speaker is tired, excited, angry, confused, frustrated, sad,
confident, smug, shy, or bored, among other things. Even if you aren’t bored, for example, a slack face
with little animation may lead an audience to think that you are bored with your own speech, which isn’t
likely to motivate them to be interested. So make sure your facial expressions are communicating an
emotion, mood, or personality trait that you think your audience will view favorably. Also make sure
your facial expressions match with the content of your speech. When delivering something lighthearted
or humorous, a smile, bright eyes, and slightly raised eyebrows will nonverbally enhance your verbal
message. When delivering something serious or somber, a furrowed brow, a tighter mouth, and even a
slight head nod can enhance that message. If your facial expressions and speech content are not
consistent, your audience could become confused by the conflicting messages, which could lead them to
question your honesty and credibility.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/10.4.0N.jpg
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“Getting Competent” Improving Facial Expressions

My very first semester teaching, I was required by my supervisor to record myself teaching and
evaluate what I saw. I was surprised by how serious I looked while teaching. My stern and
expressionless face was due to my anxiety about being a beginning teacher and my determination
to make sure I covered the content for the day. I didn’t realize that it was also making me miss
opportunities to communicate how happy I was to be teaching and how passionate I was about the
content. I just assumed those things would come through in my delivery. I was wrong. The best way
to get an idea of the facial expressions you use while speaking is to record your speech using a
computer’s webcam, much like you would look at and talk to the computer when using Skype or
another video-chat program. The first time you try this, minimize the video window once you’ve
started recording so you don’t get distracted by watching yourself. Once you’ve recorded the video,
watch the playback and take notes on your facial expressions. Answer the following questions:

Did anything surprise you? Were you as expressive as you thought you were?1.
What facial expressions did you use throughout the speech?2.
Where did your facial expressions match with the content of your speech? Where did3.

your facial expressions not match with the content of your speech?
Where could you include more facial expressions to enhance your content and/or4.

delivery?

You can also have a friend watch the video and give you feedback on your facial expressions to
see if your assessment matches with theirs. Once you’ve assessed your video, re-record your
speech and try to improve your facial expressions and delivery. Revisit the previous questions to
see if you improved.

Eye Contact

Eye  contact  is  an  important  element  of  nonverbal  communication  in  all  communication  settings.
Chapter  4  “Nonverbal  Communication”  explains  the  power  of  eye  contact  to  make  people  feel
welcome/unwelcome, comfortable/uncomfortable, listened to / ignored, and so on. As a speaker, eye
contact can also be used to establish credibility and hold your audience’s attention. We often interpret a
lack of eye contact to mean that someone is not credible or not competent, and as a public speaker, you
don’t  want your audience thinking either of  those things.  Eye contact holds attention because an
audience member who knows the speaker is making regular eye contact will want to reciprocate that
eye contact to show that they are paying attention. This will also help your audience remember the
content of your speech better, because acting like we’re paying attention actually leads us to pay
attention and better retain information.

Eye contact is an aspect of delivery that beginning speakers can attend to and make noticeable progress
on early in their speech training. By the final speech in my classes, I suggest that my students make eye
contact with their audience for at least 75 percent of their speech. Most speakers cannot do this when
they first begin practicing with extemporaneous delivery, but continued practice and effort make this an
achievable goal for most.

As  was  mentioned in  Chapter  4  “Nonverbal  Communication”,  norms for  eye  contact  vary  among
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cultures. Therefore it may be difficult for speakers from countries that have higher power distances or
are more collectivistic to get used to the idea of making direct and sustained eye contact during a
speech. In these cases, it is important for the speaker to challenge himself or herself to integrate some
of the host culture’s expectations and for the audience to be accommodating and understanding of the
cultural differences.

Tips for Having Effective Eye Contact

Once in front of the audience, establish eye contact before you speak.1.
Make slow and deliberate eye contact, sweeping through the whole audience from left to right.2.
Despite what high school speech teachers or others might have told you, do not look over the3.
audience’s heads, at the back wall, or the clock. Unless you are in a huge auditorium, it will
just look to the audience like you are looking over their heads.
Do not just make eye contact with one or a few people that you know or that look friendly. Also,4.
do not just make eye contact with your instructor or boss. Even if it’s comforting for you as the
speaker, it is usually awkward for the audience member.
Try to memorize your opening and closing lines so you can make full eye contact with the5.
audience. This will strengthen the opening and closing of your speech and help you make a
connection with the audience.

Posture

Posture is the position we assume with our bodies, either intentionally or out of habit. Although people,
especially young women, used to be trained in posture, often by having them walk around with books
stacked on their  heads,  you should use a posture that  is  appropriate for  the occasion while  still
positioning yourself in a way that feels natural. In a formal speaking situation, it’s important to have an
erect  posture  that  communicates  professionalism  and  credibility.  However,  a  military  posture  of
standing at attention may feel and look unnatural in a typical school or business speech. In informal
settings, it may be appropriate to lean on a table or lectern, or even sit among your audience members.
Head position is also part of posture. In most speaking situations, it is best to keep your head up, facing
your audience. A droopy head doesn’t communicate confidence. Consider the occasion important, as an
inappropriate posture can hurt your credibility.
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Government and military leaders use an erect posture to communicate confidence
and professionalism during public appearances. Wikimedia Commons – public
domain

Gestures

Gestures include arm and hand movements. We all go through a process of internalizing our native
culture from childhood. An obvious part of this process is becoming fluent in a language. Perhaps less
obvious is the fact that we also become fluent in nonverbal communication, gestures in particular. We
all use hand gestures while we speak, but we didn’t ever take a class in matching verbal communication
with the appropriate gestures; we just internalized these norms over time based on observation and put
them into practice. By this point in your life, you have a whole vocabulary of hand movements and
gestures that spontaneously come out while you’re speaking. Some of these gestures are emphatic and
some are descriptive (Koch, 2007).

Emphatic gestures are the most common hand gestures we use, and they function to emphasize our
verbal communication and often relate to the emotions we verbally communicate. Pointing with one
finger or all the fingers straight out is an emphatic gesture. We can even bounce that gesture up and
down to provide more emphasis. Moving the hand in a circular motion in front of our chest with the
fingers spread apart is a common emphatic gesture that shows excitement and often accompanies an
increased  rate  of  verbal  speaking.  We  make  this  gesture  more  emphatic  by  using  both  hands.
Descriptive gestures function to illustrate or refer to objects rather than emotions. We use descriptive
gestures to indicate the number of something by counting with our fingers or the size, shape, or speed
of something. Our hands and arms are often the most reliable and easy-to-use visual aids a speaker can
have.

While it can be beneficial to plan a key gesture or two in advance, it is generally best to gesture
spontaneously in a speech, just as you would during a regular conversation. For some reason, students

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/09/8b68fce22f794664414e01dfa5e50463.jpg
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are insecure about or uncomfortable with gesturing during a speech. Even after watching their speech
videos, many students say they think they “gestured too much” or nit-pick over a particular gesture. Out
of thousands of speeches I’ve seen, I can’t recall a student who gestured too much to the point that it
was distracting. Don’t try to overdo your gestures though. You don’t want to look like one of those
crazy-arm inflatable dancing men that companies set up on the side of the road to attract customers.
But more important, don’t try to hold back. Even holding back a little usually ends up nearly eliminating
gestures. While the best beginning strategy is to gesture naturally, you also want to remain a high self-
monitor and take note of your typical patterns of gesturing. If you notice that you naturally gravitate
toward one particular gesture, make an effort to vary your gestures more. You also want your gestures
to be purposeful, not limp or lifeless. I caution my students against having what I call “spaghetti noodle
arms,” where they raise their hand to gesture and then let it flop back down to their side.

Movement

Sometimes movement of the whole body, instead of just gesturing with hands, is appropriate in a
speech. I recommend that beginning speakers hold off trying to incorporate body movement from the
waist down until they’ve gotten at least one speech done. This allows you to concentrate on managing
anxiety and focus on more important aspects of delivery like vocal variety, avoiding fluency hiccups and
verbal fillers, and improving eye contact. When students are given the freedom to move around, it often
ends up becoming floating or pacing, which are both movements that comfort a speaker by expending
nervous energy but  only  serve to  distract  the audience.  Floating  refers  to  speakers  who wander
aimlessly around, and pacing refers to speakers who walk back and forth in the same path. To prevent
floating or pacing, make sure that your movements are purposeful. Many speakers employ the triangle
method of body movement where they start in the middle, take a couple steps forward and to the right,
then take a couple steps to the left, then return back to the center. Obviously you don’t need to do this
multiple times in a five- to ten-minute speech, as doing so, just like floating or pacing, tends to make an
audience dizzy. To make your movements appear more natural, time them to coincide with a key point
you want to emphasize or a transition between key points. Minimize other movements from the waist
down when you are not purposefully moving for emphasis. Speakers sometimes tap or shuffle their feet,
rock, or shift their weight back and forth from one leg to the other. Keeping both feet flat on the floor,
and still, will help avoid these distracting movements.

Personal Appearance

Looking like a credible and prepared public speaker will make you feel more like one and will make
your audience more likely to perceive you as such. This applies to all speaking contexts: academic,
professional, and personal. Although the standards for appropriate personal appearance vary between
contexts, meeting them is key. You may have experienced a time when your vocal and physical delivery
suffered because you were not “dressed the part.” The first time I ever presented at a conference, I had
a terrible cold and in my hazy packing forgot to bring a belt. While presenting later that day, all I could
think about was how everyone was probably noticing that, despite my nice dress shirt tucked into my
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slacks, I didn’t have a belt on. Dressing the part makes you feel more confident, which will come
through in your delivery. Ideally, you should also be comfortable in the clothes you’re wearing. If the
clothes are dressy, professional, and nice but ill fitting, then the effect isn’t the same. Avoid clothes that
are too tight or too loose. Looking the part is just as important as dressing the part, so make sure you
are cleaned and groomed in a way that’s appropriate for the occasion. The “Getting Real” box in this
chapter goes into more detail about professional dress in a variety of contexts.

“Getting Real”

Professional Dress and Appearance

No matter what professional field you go into, you will need to consider the importance of personal
appearance. Although it may seem petty or shallow to put so much emphasis on dress and appearance,
impressions matter, and people make judgments about our personality, competence, and credibility
based on how we look. In some cases, you may work somewhere with a clearly laid out policy for
personal dress and appearance. In many cases, the suggestion is to follow guidelines for “business
casual.”  Despite  the  increasing  popularity  of  this  notion  over  the  past  twenty  years,  people’s
understanding of what business casual means is not consistent (Cullen, 2008). The formal dress codes
of the mid-1900s, which required employees to wear suits and dresses, gave way to the trend of
business  casual  dress,  which seeks to  allow employees to  work comfortably  while  still  appearing
professional (Heathfield, S. M., 2012). While most people still dress more formally for job interviews or
high-stakes presentations, the day-to-day dress of working professionals varies. Here are some tips for
maintaining “business casual” dress and appearance:

Things to generally avoid. Jeans, hats, flip-flops, exposed underwear, exposed stomachs,
athletic wear, heavy cologne/perfume, and chewing gum.
General dress guidelines for men. Dress pants or khaki pants, button-up shirt or collared
polo/golf shirt tucked in with belt, and dress shoes; jacket and/or tie are optional.
General dress guidelines for women. Dress pants or skirt, blouse or dress shirt, dress, and
closed-toe dress shoes; jacket is optional.
Finishing touches. Make sure shoes are neat and polished, not scuffed or dirty; clothes should
be pressed, not wrinkled; make sure fingernails are clean and trimmed/groomed; and remove
any lint, dog hair, and so on from clothing.

Obviously, these are general guidelines and there may be exceptions. It’s always a good idea to see if
your place of business has a dress code, or at least guidelines. If you are uncertain whether or not
something is appropriate, most people recommend to air on the side of caution and choose something
else. While consultants and professionals usually recommend sticking to dark colors such as black,
navy, and charcoal and/or light colors such as white, khaki, and tan, it is OK to add something that
expresses your identity and makes you stand out, like a splash of color or a nice accessory like a watch,
eyeglasses, or a briefcase. In fact, in the current competitive job market, employers want to see that you
are serious about the position, can fit in with the culture of the organization, and are confident in who
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you are (Verner, 2008).

What do you think is the best practice to follow when dressing for a job interview?1.
In what professional presentations would you want to dress formally? Business casual? Casual?2.
Aside from the examples listed previously, what are some other things to generally avoid, in3.
terms of dress and appearance, when trying to present yourself as a credible and competent
communicator/speaker?
In what ways do you think you can conform to business-casual expectations while still4.
preserving your individuality?

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/comm101/chapter/10-6/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/13-2-using-language-effectively/
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9.8 Presentation Aids

Page Source

Why should you use presentation aids? If you have prepared and rehearsed your speech adequately,
shouldn’t a good speech with a good delivery be enough to stand on its own? While it is true that
impressive presentation aids will not rescue a poor speech, it is also important to recognize that a good
speech can often be made even better by the strategic use of presentation aids.  Presentation aids can
fulfill several functions: they can serve to improve your audience’s understanding of the information you
are conveying, enhance audience memory and retention of the message, add variety and interest to
your speech, and enhance your credibility as a speaker. Let’s examine each of these functions.

Improving Audience Understanding

Human communication is a complex process that often leads to misunderstandings. If you are like most

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/
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people, you can easily remember incidents when you misunderstood a message or when someone else
misunderstood what you said to them. Misunderstandings happen in public speaking just as they do in
everyday conversations.

One reason for misunderstandings is the fact that perception and interpretation are highly complex
individual processes. Most of us have seen the image in which, depending on your perception, you see
either the outline of a vase or the facial profiles of two people facing each other. This shows how
interpretations can differ, and it means that your presentations must be based on careful thought and
preparation to maximize the likelihood that your listeners will understand your presentations as you
intend them to.

As a speaker, one of your basic goals is to help your audience understand your message. To reduce
misunderstanding, presentation aids can be used to clarify or to emphasize.

Clarifying

Clarification is important in a speech because if some of the information you convey is unclear, your
listeners will come away puzzled or possibly even misled. Presentation aids can help clarify a message if
the information is complex or if the point being made is a visual one.

If your speech is about the impact of the Coriolis effect on tropical storms, for instance, you will have
great difficulty clarifying it without a diagram because the process is a complex one. The diagram in
Figure 15.1 “Coriolis Effect” would be effective because it shows the audience the interaction between
equatorial  wind  patterns  and  wind  patterns  moving  in  other  directions.  The  diagram allows  the
audience to process the information in two ways: through your verbal explanation and through the
visual elements of the diagram.

Figure 15.2 “Model of Communication” is another example of a diagram that maps out the process of
human communication.  In this  image you clearly have a speaker and an audience (albeit  slightly
abstract), with the labels of source, channel, message, receivers, and feedback to illustrate the basic
linear model of human communication.

Figure 15.1 Coriolis Effect

https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/#wrench_1.0-ch15_s01_s01_s01_f01
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/#wrench_1.0-ch15_s01_s01_s01_f02
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Figure 15.2 Model of Communication

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/10/5129bc2dabe514a69b7dbf5962471b71.jpg
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Figure 15.3 Petroglyph

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/10/d7394cab6d3d18d2341e75875a3b6a8b.jpg
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Another  aspect  of  clarifying  occurs  when  a  speaker  wants  to  visually  help  audience  members
understand a visual concept. For example, if a speaker is talking about the importance of petroglyphs in
Native  American culture,  just  describing the petroglyphs won’t  completely  help  your  audience to
visualize  what  they  look  like.  Instead,  showing  an  example  of  a  petroglyph,  as  in  Figure  15.3
“Petroglyph”, can more easily help your audience form a clear mental image of your intended meaning.

Emphasizing

When you use a presentational aid for emphasis, you impress your listeners with the importance of an
idea. In a speech on water conservation, you might try to show the environmental proportions of the
resource. When you use a conceptual drawing like the one in Figure 15.4 “Planetary Water Supply”, you
show that if the world water supply were equal to ten gallons, only ten drops would be available and
potable for human or household consumption. This drawing is effective because it emphasizes the
scarcity of useful water and thus draws attention to this important information in your speech.

Figure 15.4 Planetary Water Supply

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/10/4fe5d68f58e89353605bf190227c667e.jpg
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/#wrench_1.0-ch15_s01_s01_s01_f03
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/#wrench_1.0-ch15_s01_s01_s01_f03
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/#wrench_1.0-ch15_s01_s01_s02_f01
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Figure 15.5 Chinese Lettering Amplified

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/10/14f1e56cfc9073244de892691619b685.jpg
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Wikimedia Commons – public domain.

Another way of emphasizing that can be done visually is to zoom in on a specific aspect of interest
within your speech. In Figure 15.5 “Chinese Lettering Amplified”, we see a visual aid used in a speech
on the importance of various parts of Chinese characters. On the left side of the visual aid, we see how
the characters all fit together, with an emphasized version of a single character on the right.

Aiding Retention and Recall

The  second  function  that  presentation  aids  can  serve  is  to  increase  the  audience’s  chances  of
remembering your speech. A 1996 article by the US Department of Labor summarized research on how
people learn and remember. The authors found that “83% of human learning occurs visually, and the
remaining 17% through the other senses—11% through hearing, 3.5% through smell, 1% through taste,
and 1.5% through touch” (United States Department of Labor, 1996). Most of how people learn is
through seeing things, so the visual component of learning is very important. The article goes on to note
that information stored in long-term memory is also affected by how we originally learn the material. In
a study of memory, learners were asked to recall information after a three day period. The researchers
found that they retained 10 percent of what they heard from an oral presentation, 35 percent from a
visual presentation, and 65 percent from a visual and oral presentation (Lockard & Sidowski, 1961). It’s
amazing to see how the combined effect of both the visual and oral components can contribute to long-
term memory.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/189/2016/10/c96bea6c90d36e6aa1b11d10f142fb65.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Acupuncture_chart_300px.jpg
https://open.lib.umn.edu/publicspeaking/chapter/15-1-functions-of-presentation-aids/#wrench_1.0-ch15_s01_s01_s02_f02
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For this reason, exposure to a visual image can serve as a memory aid to your listeners. When your
graphic  images  deliver  information  effectively  and  when  your  listeners  understand  them clearly,
audience members are likely to remember your message long after your speech is over.

Moreover, people often are able to remember information that is presented in sequential steps more
easily than if that information is presented in an unorganized pattern. When you use a presentation aid
to display the organization of your speech, you will help your listeners to observe, follow, and remember
the sequence of information you conveyed to them. This is why some instructors display a lecture
outline for their students to follow during class.

An added plus of using presentation aids is that they can boost your memory while you are speaking.
Using your presentation aids while you rehearse your speech will familiarize you with the association
between a given place in your speech and the presentation aid that accompanies that material. For
example, if you are giving an informative speech about diamonds, you might plan to display a sequence
of slides illustrating the most popular diamond shapes: brilliant, marquise, emerald, and so on. As you
finish describing one shape and advance to the next slide, seeing the next diamond shape will help you
remember the information about it that you are going to deliver.

Adding Variety and Interest

A third function of presentation aids is simply to make your speech more interesting. While it is true
that a good speech and a well-rehearsed delivery will already include variety in several aspects of the
presentation, in many cases, a speech can be made even more interesting by the use of well-chosen
presentation aids.

For example, you may have prepared a very good speech to inform a group of gardeners about several
new varieties of roses suitable for growing in your local area. Although your listeners will undoubtedly
understand and remember your message very well without any presentation aids, wouldn’t your speech
have greater impact if you accompanied your remarks with a picture of each rose? You can imagine that
your audience would be even more enthralled if you had the ability to display an actual flower of each
variety in a bud vase.

Similarly, if you were speaking to a group of gourmet cooks about Indian spices, you might want to
provide tiny samples of spices that they could smell and taste during your speech. Taste researcher
Linda Bartoshuk has given presentations in which audience members receive small pieces of fruit and
are asked to taste them at certain points during the speech (Association for Psychological Science,
2011).

Enhancing a Speaker’s Credibility

Presentation aids alone will not be enough to create a professional image. As we mentioned earlier,
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impressive presentation aids will not rescue a poor speech. However, even if you give a good speech,
you run the risk of appearing unprofessional if your presentation aids are poorly executed. This means
that in addition to containing important information,  your presentation aids must be clear,  clean,
uncluttered, organized, and large enough for the audience to see and interpret correctly. Misspellings
and poorly designed presentation aids can damage your credibility as a speaker. Conversely, a high
quality presentation will contribute to your professional image. In addition, make sure that you give
proper credit to the source of any presentation aids that you take from other sources. Using a statistical
chart or a map without proper credit will detract from your credibility, just as using a quotation in your
speech without credit would.

If you focus your efforts on producing presentation aids that contribute effectively to your meaning, that
look professional, and that are handled well, your audience will most likely appreciate your efforts and
pay close attention to your message. That attention will help them learn or understand your topic in a
new way and will thus help the audience see you as a knowledgeable, competent, credible speaker.

Types of Presentation Aids

There are several  types of  presentation aids,  and each has its  strengths in terms of  the type of
information it lends itself to presenting. It’s important to remember that supporting materials presented
on presentation aids should be properly cited. While visual aids can help bring your supporting material
to life, they can also add more opportunities for things to go wrong during your speech. Therefore we’ll
discuss some tips for effective creation and delivery as we discuss the various types of presentation
aids.

Presentation Software

The prevalence of computers and projectors in most schools, offices, and other presentation facilities
has made using computer-generated visual aids more convenient. PowerPoint is the most commonly
used presentation software and has functionality ranging from the most simple text-based slide to
complicated transitions, timing features, video/sound embedding, and even functionality with audience
response systems like Turning Point that allow data to be collected live from audience members and
incorporated quickly into the slideshow. Despite the fact that most college students have viewed and
created numerous PowerPoint presentations, I have still seen many poorly executed slideshows that
detracted from the speaker’s message. PowerPoint should be viewed as a speech amplifier. Like an
amplifier for a guitar, it doesn’t do much without a musician there to play the instrument. The speaker
is the musician, the speech is the instrument, and PowerPoint is the amplifier. Just as the amplifier
doesn’t dictate what the guitar player does, neither should PowerPoint take over the speaker.

Tips for Using PowerPoint as a Visual Aid

Do not have more than two slides per main point.1.
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Use a consistent theme with limited variation in font style and font size.2.
Incorporate text and relevant graphics into each slide.3.
Limit content to no more than 4-6 words per line and 4-6 bullet points per slide.4.
Use key words, not complete sentences; be concise.5.
Avoid unnecessary animation or distracting slide transitions.6.

“Getting Plugged In”

Alternatives to PowerPoint

Although PowerPoint is the most frequently used presentation software, there are alternatives
that can also be engaging and effective if the speaker is willing to invest the time in learning
something new. Keynote is Apple’s alternative to Microsoft’s PowerPoint and offers some themes
and style choices that can set your presentation apart from the familiar look of PowerPoint. Keep in
mind that you will need to make sure you have access to Mac-compatible presentation tools, since
Keynote won’t run or open on most PCs. Prezi is a new web-based presentation tool that uses Flash
animation, zooming, and motion to make a very different-looking computer-generated visual aid. If
you have the time to play with Prezi and create a visual aid for your presentation, you will stand
out. You can see Prezi in action in Note 9.31 “Video Clip 9.1”. You can also see sample
presentations on Prezi’s website.

What are some positives and negatives of using PowerPoint as a visual aid?1.
What are some other alternatives to using PowerPoint as a visual aid? Why?2.

Video Clip 9.1

In this video, James Geary presents on metaphor using Prezi as his visual aid.

http://prezi.com/explore
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it online
here: http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/duttoncmst101/?p=190

Whiteboards and Flip Charts

Whiteboards and flip charts can be useful for interactive speeches. If you are polling the audience or
brainstorming  you  can  write  down  audience  responses  easily  for  everyone  to  see  and  for  later
reference. They can also be helpful for unexpected clarification. If audience members look confused,
you can take a moment to expand on a point or concept using the board or flip chart. Since many people
are uncomfortable writing on these things due to handwriting or spelling issues, it’s good to anticipate
things that you may have to expand on and have prepared extra visual aids or slides that you can
include  if  needed.  You  can  also  have  audience  members  write  things  on  boards  or  flip  charts
themselves, which helps get them engaged and takes some of the pressure off you as a speaker.

Tips for Using Whiteboards & Flip Chars Effectively

Make sure your handwriting is legible1.

http://textbooks.whatcom.edu/duttoncmst101/?p=190#pb-interactive-content
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Remember then when you write on these objects, you turn your back to your audience and2.
break eye contact. Thus, use sparingly.
Dont fill them up with a lot of information before your speech. You dont want your audience3.
reading them while they should be listening to you.

Objects

Three-dimensional objects that represent an idea can be useful as a visual aid for a speech. They offer
the audience a direct, concrete way to understand what you are saying. I often have my students do an
introductory speech where they bring in three objects that represent their past, present, and future.
Students have brought in a drawer from a chest that they were small enough to sleep in as a baby, a
package of Ramen noodles to represent their life as a college student, and a stethoscope or other object
to represent their career goals, among other things. Models also fall into this category, as they are
scaled versions of objects that may be too big (the International Space Station) or too small (a molecule)
to actually show to your audience.

Tips for Using Objects Effectively

Make sure your objects are large enough for the audience to see.1.
Do not pass objects around, as it will be distracting.2.
Hold your objects up long enough for the audience to see them.3.
Do not talk to your object, wiggle or wave it around, tap on it, or obstruct the audience’s view4.
of your face with it.
Practice with your objects so your delivery will be fluent and there won’t be any surprises.5.

Posters and Handouts
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Printing/copying businesses are now good at helping produce
professional-looking posters. Although they can be costly, they
add to the speaker’s credibility. University of Fraser Valley
– UFV – Student Research Day – CC BY 2.0.

Posters generally include text and graphics and often summarize an entire presentation or select main
points. Posters are frequently used to present original research, as they can be broken down into the
various steps to show how a process worked. Posters can be useful if you are going to have audience
members circulating around the room before or after your presentation, so they can take the time to
review the poster and ask questions. Posters are not often good visual aids during a speech, because it’s
difficult to make the text and graphics large enough for a room full of people to adequately see. The
best posters are those created using computer software and professionally printed on large laminated
paper.

These professional posters come at a price, often costing between forty and sixty dollars. If you opt to
make your own poster, take care to make it look professional. Use a computer and printer to print out
your text; do not handwrite on a poster. Make sure anything you cut by hand has neat, uniform edges.
You can then affix the text, photos, and any accent backing to the poster board. Double-sided tape
works well for this, as it doesn’t leave humps like those left by rolled tape or the bubbles, smearing, or
sticky mess left by glue.

Handouts can be a useful alternative to posters. Think of them as miniposters that audience members
can reference and take with them. Audience members will likely appreciate a handout that is limited to
one page, is neatly laid out, and includes the speaker’s contact information. It can be appropriate to
give handouts to an audience before a long presentation where note taking is expected, complicated
information is presented, or the audience will be tested on or have to respond to the information
presented. In most regular speeches less than fifteen minutes long, it would not be wise to distribute
handouts ahead of time, as they will distract the audience from the speaker. It’s better to distribute the
handouts after your speech or at the end of the program if there are others speaking after you.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/9.2.8N.jpg
https://www.flickr.com/photos/ufv/13825506895
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Pictures, Diagrams and Drawings

Photographs, paintings, drawings, and sketches fall into the pictures category of visual aids. Pictures
can be useful when you need to show an exact replication of what you’re speaking about. Pictures can
also connect to your audience on a personal level, especially if they evoke audience emotions. Think
about the use of pictures in television commercials asking for donations or sponsorships. Organizations
like Save the Children and the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals successfully
use pictures of malnourished children or abused animals to pull at the heartstrings of viewers. A series
of well-chosen and themed pictures can have a meaningful impact on an audience. Although some
pictures can be effectively presented when printed out on standard 8 1/2″ x 11″ printer paper using a
black and white printer, others will need to be enlarged and/or printed in color, which will cost some
money. You can often avoid this by incorporating a picture into a PowerPoint presentation, as the
picture will be projected large enough for people to see. We will discuss PowerPoint in more detail
later.

Diagrams are good for showing the inner workings of an object or pointing out the most important or
relevant parts of something. Think about diagrams as blueprints that show the inside of something—for
example, key bones in the human body in a speech about common skateboarding injuries. Diagrams are
good alternatives to pictures when you only need to point out certain things that may be difficult to see
in a photograph.

Wikimedia Commons – public domain.

You may even be able to draw a simple diagram yourself if you find it would be useful during your
speech. Although not all maps are simple enough to be created by the speaker, many maps can be hand
drawn during a speech or ahead of time to indicate different locations or patterns. While I would
recommend that you anticipate this ahead of time so you can incorporate a more professional version of
the diagram created with computer software or more precise drawing,  drawing a diagram on an

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/9.2.9N.png
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frontal_lobe#/media/File:Lobes_of_the_brain_NL.svg
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overhead projector, whiteboard, or smart board can be useful.

Charts and Tables

Charts and tables are useful for compiling and cross-referencing larger amounts of information. The
combination of rows and columns allows you to create headers and then divide them up into units,
categories,  dates,  and so  on.  Medical  information  is  put  into  charts  so  that  periods  of  recorded
information, such as vital signs, can be updated and scanned by doctors and nurses. Charts and tables
are also good for combining text and numbers,  and they are easy to make with word processing
software like Microsoft Word or spreadsheet software like Excel. Think of presenting your department’s
budget and spending at the end of a business quarter. You could have headers in the columns with the
various categories and itemized deductions in the rows ending with a final total for each column.

A pie chart is an alternative representation of textual and numerical data that offers audience members
a visual representation of the relative proportions of a whole. In a pie chart, each piece of the pie
corresponds to a percentage of the whole, and the size of the pie varies with the size of the percentage.
As with other charts and tables, most office software programs now easily make pie charts.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/30c494255f5144d31886d1d56e5c480c.jpg
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Graphs

Graphs are representations that point out numerical relationships or trends and include line graphs and
bar graphs. Line graphs are useful for showing trends over time. For example, you could track the
rising cost of tuition for colleges and universities in a persuasive speech about the need for more merit-
based financial aid.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/e81d9f5e291219067f19cc3f8660dd87.jpg
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Bar graphs are good for comparing amounts. In the same speech, you could compare the tuition of two-
year institutions to that of four-year institutions. Graphs help make numerical data more digestible for
your audience and allow you to convey an important numerical trend visually and quickly without
having to go into lengthy explanations. Remember to always clearly label your x-axis and y-axis and to
explain the basics of your graph to your audience before you go into the specific data. If you use a graph
that was created by someone else, make sure it is large and clear enough for the audience to read and
that you cite the original source.

National Center for Education Statistics.

https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/fe0ead4d2c328845b7cc7eb596de1824.jpg
https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/192/2016/08/83bb099d2e9e52fb0b3215eff63aaf17.jpg
http://www.nces.ed.gov/
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Video

Video clips  as  visual  aids  can be  powerful  and engaging for  an  audience,  but  they  can also  be
troublesome  for  speakers.  Whether  embedded  in  a  PowerPoint  presentation,  accessed  through
YouTube, or played from a laptop or DVD player, video clips are notorious for tripping up speakers.
They require more than one piece of electronics when they are hooked to a projector and speaker and
sometimes  also  require  an  Internet  connection.  The  more  electronic  connection  points,  the  more
chances for something to go wrong. Therefore it is very important to test your technology before your
speech, have a backup method of delivery if possible, and be prepared to go on without the video if all
else  fails.  Although  sometimes  tempting,  you  should  not  let  the  video  take  over  your  speech.  I
recommend that my students not have more than 10 percent of their speech be filled with video,
meaning there should be no more than one minute of video in a ten-minute speech. Make sure your
video is relevant and that it is cued to where it needs to be. One useful strategy for incorporating video
is to play a video without audio and speak along with the video, acting as a narrator. This allows the
speaker to have more control over the visual aid and to adapt it and make it more relevant to a specific
topic and audience. Additionally, video editing software like Final Cut and iMovie are readily available
to college students and relatively easy to use. Some simple editing to cut together various clips that are
meaningful or adding an introductory title or transitions can go a long way toward making your video
look professional.
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