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The world does not revolve around you.  This un-profound observa-
tion has profound implications for the study of interpersonal communication: At the  
heart of quality interpersonal relationships is an emphasis on others. A focus on 
others rather than on oneself has been the hallmark of most volunteer, community, 
and faith movements in the world for millennia. Yet this book is not about religion or 
philosophy. It’s about how to enhance the quality of your interpersonal communication 
with others.

The importance of being other-oriented was the foundation of the first six well- 
received editions of Interpersonal Communication: Relating to Others, and it continues to 
be the central theme of the seventh edition.

New to This Edition

Retaining the strengths that readers seem to value most—an easily accessible style, our 
other-oriented approach, and a balance of theory and skills—this new edition adds fresh 
examples and research throughout and fine-tunes every feature, activity, and illustration. 
Here are six good reasons to give this new edition a close look:

	 1.	 Further integration of learning objectives: We have refined the learning objectives 
and coordinated them with each chapter’s key topic headings. Visually highlighted 
in the chapter-opening sections, these pairings are also used to structure the end-of-
chapter summaries.

	 2.	 Increased emphasis on technology: Our updated and expanded coverage now in-
cludes an augmented discussion of the importance, role, and function of technology 
and interpersonal communication in Chapter 1. We’ve also integrated new research 
and research applications about interpersonal communication and technology into 
each chapter. The revised feature E-Connections: Relating to Others, also included in 
each chapter, discusses the influence of new technology on interpersonal communica-
tion and includes new topics such as how social media influence interpersonal rela-
tionships, as well as the latest research applications about Facebook and interpersonal 
communication.

	 3.	 Updated coverage of emotion: Our revised discussion includes new research about 
emotion, the expression of nonverbal messages, and the role of emotion in managing 
interpersonal conflict.

	 4.	 New skill applications: We’ve updated our coverage of interpersonal skills in  
redesigned Developing Your Skills boxes and added new research about the impor-
tance of enhancing interpersonal skills and improved relationships.

	 5.	 New assessment activities: Our new chapter-end assessment activities link the 
chapter objectives to the assessment of communication skill development and in-
clude new exercises to help evaluate your knowledge of interpersonal communica-
tion principles.

	 6.	 New and updated research findings, illustrations, and examples: We have added 
new material throughout the book, including the latest research about such topics as 
attachment style, listening styles, conflict management skills, deception, forgiveness 
responses, and voluntary kin. New cartoons and photos freshen the overall look and 
emotional impact of the book.

Preface

ix



An Other-Oriented Approach

Becoming other-oriented is a collection of skills and principles that are designed to in-
crease your sensitivity to and understanding of others. Being other-oriented doesn’t mean 
you abandon your own thoughts, ignore your feelings, and change your behavior only to 
please others; that would not only be unethical, it would also be an ineffective approach 
to developing genuine, honest relationships with others. An other-oriented person is self-
aware in addition to being aware of others. True empathy, emotional intelligence, and sen-
sitivity are possible only when we feel secure about our own identities.

Becoming other-oriented is a mindful process of considering the thoughts, needs, 
feelings, and values of others, rather than focusing exclusively on oneself. This process 
involves all the classic principles and skills typically taught in interpersonal communi-
cation courses—listening, feedback, conflict management skills, and verbal and non-
verbal skills—and places additional emphasis on the importance of the perceptions, 
thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, values, and emotions of others.

Being Other-Oriented
The margin feature Being Other-Oriented appears throughout the book and connects 
the other-orientation theme to specific discussions, often presenting thought- 

provoking questions to get students thinking about 
how other-oriented their own communication is.

Applying an Other-Orientation
At the end of each chapter, the summary section Apply-
ing an Other-Orientation to . . . discusses essential ap-
plications and specifically applies the other-orientation 
to the chapter content.

A Balance of Principles and Skills

This book provides a clear overview of interpersonal communication theory and principles 
to help students understand how they communicate, balanced with strategies to help stu-
dents improve their interpersonal communication skill. Every chapter includes both classic 
and contemporary research conclusions that document essential interpersonal communi-
cation principles. Theory that helps explain the interpersonal communication behavior of 
others also helps students predict how best to enhance their own interpersonal communi-
cation. The research-based skills and practical suggestions throughout will show students 
how to apply the principles and improve such skills as listening, conflict management, and 
verbal and nonverbal communication.

An Emphasis on Diversity

Inherent in our other-oriented approach is the understanding that people differ in sig-
nificant ways, such as culture, age, gender, sexual orientation, religion, political per-
spectives, and other points of view. It is because of these differences that we need skills 
and principles that allow us to develop links to other people and encourage us to estab-
lish meaningful interpersonal relationships with them.

Communication occurs when people find commonalities in meaning that tran-
scend their differences. Using a competency-based approach, this book presents practi-
cal, research-based strategies for increasing understanding when interacting with those 
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	 Chapter 2  I  ntroduction to Interpersonal Communication	 xi

who are different from us. Using examples, illustrations, and research conclusions  
woven throughout each chapter, we identify ways to become other-oriented despite 
differences we encounter in people of the other gender or of other cultures, ethnicities, 
or ideologies.

Interpersonal Communication  
and Diversity: Adapting to Others
This in-depth chapter (Chapter 4) not only identifies 
barriers to competent intercultural communication but 
also presents strategies to bridge the chasm of differ-
ences that still too often divide rather than unite people.

Adapting to Differences:  
Understanding Others
This feature, included in every chapter, presents re-
search findings as well as communication strategies for 
understanding differences.

An Emphasis on Technology

The line between face-to-face and electronically mediated communication has be-
come increasingly blurred as we text, e-mail, and Skype with our friends and share 
the latest news and views via Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and blogs. This text ex-
plores the ever-increasing role of technology in interpersonal communication and 
the implications of technology for our daily communication and our relationships 
with others. We have significantly updated the introductory discussion of electroni-
cally mediated communication (EMC) in Chapter 1 and have included the latest 
research findings about how our electronic connections affect our face-to-face inter-
actions throughout the book.

E-Connections: Relating to Others 
The E-Connections feature focuses on research conclu-
sions about the ways in which technology is changing 
how we relate to and interact with others and offers 
practical applications relating to the impact of such 
technologies as Skype, Facebook, and Twitter on estab-
lishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships.

An Emphasis on Relationships

As the book’s subtitle Relating to Others suggests, we highlight the importance of enhanc-
ing interpersonal relationships by developing an increased awareness of and sensitivity to 
how we relate to others. Relationship chapters focus first on fundamental interpersonal 
theory and skills directly related to relationships and on theories of the stages of rela-
tionship development. While we emphasize the positive nature of relationships, we also  
provide a glimpse into the challenging “dark side” of relating to others, including such 
issues as deception, jealousy, and the influence of technology on our interactions and  
communication. A wide range of relationship types is then explored in detail, including  

	 Preface	 xi



relationships with friends, romantic partners, family 
members, and coworkers, as well as strategies for manag-
ing these relationships.

Communication and Emotion
Revised Communication and Emotion boxes throughout 
help students see how emotions affect their relationships 
with others.

A Partnership with Students  
and Instructors

To use a music metaphor, we have provided the “notes,” but the instructor is the one who 
makes the music, in concert with the student reader. We provide the melody line, but the 

instructor adds harmony, texture, and color to make the 
instructional message sing.

Built into the book is a vast array of pedagogical 
features:

●	� Chapter-opening sections highlight the one-
to-one correspondence of the learning objec-
tives and chapter outlines.

●	� Student-friendly Recap features periodically 
summarize key concepts and terms.

●	� Developing Your Skills boxes throughout  
offer practical strategies for applying chapter  
content.

●	� Key terms are defined in the margins and are also included in a full end-of-book  
glossary.

●	� Using the learning objectives as an organizing framework, our completely reorga-
nized Study Guide feature at the end of each chapter gives students the opportunity 
to review, apply, and assess key chapter concepts through critical thinking questions, 
questions about ethics, and classroom and group activities.

In addition to the learning resources built into the book, we provide a wide array of instruc-
tional resources and student supplements.

Resources in Print and Online

Key instructor resources include an Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank (ISBN 
0205930603) and PowerPoint Presentation Package (ISBN 0205930743). These supple-
ments are available at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc (access code required). MyTest on-
line test generating software (ISBN 0205930549) is available at www.pearsonmytest.com 
(access code required).

For a complete listing of the instructor and student resources available with this text, 
please visit the Interpersonal Communication e-Catalog page at www.pearsonhighered.com.
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Save time and improve results with

mycommunicationlab.com
MyCommunicationLab is an online homework, tutorial,  
and assessment program that truly engages students  
in learning. It helps students better prepare for class, 
quizzes, and exams—resulting in better performance 
in the course—and provides educators a dynamic set 
of tools for gauging individual and class progress. And, 
MyCommunicationLab comes from Pearson, your part-
ner in providing the best digital learning experiences:  
www.mycommunicationlab.com.

MyCommunicationLab Highlights:

●	 MediaShare: This comprehensive file upload tool 
allows students to post speeches, outlines, visual aids,  
video assignments, role plays, group projects, and 
more in a variety of file formats. Uploaded files are 
available for viewing, commenting, and grading by instructors and class members in 
face-to-face and online course settings. Integrated video capture functionality allows stu-
dents to record video directly from a webcam and allows instructors to record videos via 
webcam, in class or in a lab, and attach them directly to a specific student and/or assign-
ment. The MediaShare app is available via iTunes at no additional charge for those who 
have purchased MediaShare or MyCommunicationLab access.

●	 The Pearson eText: Identical in content and design to the printed text, the Pearson 
eText lets students access their textbook anytime, anywhere, and any way they want— 
including downloading to an iPad. Students can take notes and highlight, just like a tra-
ditional text.

●	 Videos and Video Quizzes: Videos provide students with the opportunity to watch and 
evaluate chapter-related multimedia. Many videos include automatically graded quiz 
questions.

●	 PersonalityProfile: PersonalityProfile is Pearson’s online library for self-assessment 
and analysis. Online resources provide students with opportunities to evaluate their own 
and others’ communication styles. Instructors can use these tools to show learning and 
growth over the duration of the course.

●	 Study Tools: A personalized study plan, chapter assessment, key term flashcards, an au-
dio version of the text, and more provide a robust range of study tools to focus students 
on what they need to know, helping them succeed in the course and beyond.

●	 Class Preparation Tool: Finding, organizing, and presenting your instructor resources 
is fast and easy with Pearson’s class preparation tool. This fully searchable database con-
tains hundreds of resources such as lecture launchers, discussion topics, activities, as-
signments, and video clips. Instructors can search or browse by topic and sort the results 
by type. Personalized folders can be created to organize and store content or download 
resources, as well as upload your own content.
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PART 1  Interpersonal Communication Foundations

1

OBJECTIVES

	➊	 Compare and contrast definitions of communication,  
human communication, and interpersonal communication.

	➋	 Explain why it is useful to study interpersonal 
communication.

	➌	 Describe the key components of the communication 
process, including communication as action,  
interaction, and transaction.

	➍	 Discuss five principles of interpersonal communication.

	➎	 Discuss electronically mediated communication’s role in 
developing and maintaining interpersonal relationships.

	➏	 Identify strategies that can improve your communication 
competence.

OUTLINE

Interpersonal Communication Defined 

Interpersonal Communication’s Importance to Your Life 

Interpersonal Communication and the Communication 
Process 

Interpersonal Communication Principles 

Interpersonal Communication and Technology 

Interpersonal Communication Competence 

“ Communication is to a relationship what breathing 

is to maintaining life. ” —Virginia Satir

1
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other-oriented  To be aware of 
the thoughts, needs, experiences, 
personality, emotions, motives, 
desires, culture, and goals of your 
communication partners while still 
maintaining your own integrity.

I nterpersonal communication is like breathing; it is a requirement for life. And, like 
breathing, interpersonal communication is inescapable. Unless you live in isolation, you 

communicate interpersonally every day. Listening to your roommate, talking to a teacher, 
meeting for lunch with a friend, and talking to your parents or your spouse are all examples 
of interpersonal communication.

It is impossible not to communicate with others.1 Even before we are born, we respond 
to movement and sound. With our first cry, we announce to others that we are here. Once 
we make contact with others, we communicate, and we continue to do so until we draw 
our last breath. Even though many of our messages are not verbalized, we nonetheless 
send messages to others—intentionally and sometimes unintentionally. Whatever our in-
tentions, people draw conclusions from our behavior. Without interpersonal communica-
tion, a special form of human communication that occurs as we manage our relationships, 
people suffer and even die. Recluses, hermits, and people isolated in solitary confinement 
dream and hallucinate about talking with others face to face.

Human communication is at the core of our existence. Think of the number of times 
you communicated with someone today, as you worked, ate, studied, shopped, or went 
about your other daily activities. Most people spend between 80 and 90 percent of their 
waking hours communicating with others.2 It is through these interactions with others that 
we develop interpersonal relationships.3

Because these relationships are so important to our lives, later chapters will focus on 
the communication skills and principles that explain and predict how we develop, sustain, 
and sometimes end relationships. We’ll explore such questions as the following:

●	 Why do we like some people and not others?

●	 How can we interpret other people’s unspoken messages with greater accuracy?

●	 Why do some relationships blossom and others deteriorate?

●	 How can we better manage disagreements with others?

●	 How can we better understand our relationships with our family, friends, and coworkers?

As we address essential questions about how you relate to others, we will emphasize 
the importance of being other-oriented. Being other-oriented results in awareness of the 
thoughts, needs, experiences, personality, emotions, motives, desires, culture, and goals of 
your communication partners while still maintaining your own integrity. Becoming other-
oriented is not a single skill, but a collection of skills and principles that are designed to in-
crease your sensitivity to and understanding of others. This chapter charts the course ahead, 
addressing key questions about what interpersonal communication is and why it is important. 
We will begin by seeing how our understanding of the interpersonal communication process 
has evolved. And we will conclude by examining how we initiate and sustain relationships 
through interpersonal communication.

Interpersonal Communication Defined

To understand interpersonal communication, we must begin by understanding how it 
relates to two broader categories: communication in general and human communication. 
Scholars have attempted to arrive at a general definition of communication for decades, 
yet experts cannot agree on a single one. One research team counted more than 126 pub-
lished definitions.4 In the broadest sense, communication is the process of acting on 
information.5 Someone does or says something, and others think or do something in 
response to the action or the words as they understand them.

communication  Process  
of acting on information.

Listen to the  
Audio Chapter at  
MyCommunicationLab
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To refine our broad definition, we can say that human communication is the process 
of making sense out of the world and sharing that sense with others by creating mean-
ing through the use of verbal and nonverbal messages.6 We learn about the world by 
listening, observing, tasting, touching, and smelling; then we share our conclusions with 
others. Human communication encompasses many media: speeches, e-mail, songs, radio 
and television broadcasts, online discussion groups, letters, books, articles, poems, and 
advertisements.

Interpersonal communication is a distinctive, transactional form of human commu-
nication involving mutual influence, usually for the purpose of managing relationships. The 
three essential elements of this definition differentiate the unique nature of interpersonal 
communication from other forms of human communication.7

Interpersonal Communication Is a Distinctive  
Form of Communication
For years, many scholars defined interpersonal communication simply as communication 
that occurs when two people interact face to face. This limited definition suggests that if  
two people are interacting, they are engaging in interpersonal communication. Today,  
interpersonal communication is defined not just by the number of people who communi-
cate, but also by the quality of the communication. Interpersonal communication occurs 
when you treat the other person as a unique human being.8

Increasingly, people are relating more and more via smartphones, Twitter, Facebook, 
and Skype. Research is confirming that many of us think of the various electronic means 
we use to connect to others as natural ways to establish and maintain relationships.9 With 
a smartphone in our pocket, we are within reach of our friends, family, and colleagues.

Interpersonal versus Impersonal Communication.  Think of all human communica-
tion, whether mediated or face-to-face, as ranging on a continuum from impersonal to 
interpersonal communication. Impersonal communication occurs when you treat others 
as objects or respond to their roles rather than to who they are as unique persons. When 
you ask a server in a restaurant for a glass of water, you are interacting with the role, not 
necessarily with the individual. You’re having an impersonal conversation rather than an 
interpersonal one.

I–It and I–Thou Relationships.  Philosopher Martin Buber influenced our thinking about 
the distinctiveness of interpersonal communication when he described communication as 
consisting of two different qualities of relationships: an “I–It” relationship or an “I–Thou” 
relationship.10 He described an “I–It” relationship as an impersonal one, in which the other 
person is viewed as an “It” rather than as an authentic, genuine person. For every communi-
cation transaction to be a personal, intimate dialogue would be unrealistic and inappropri-
ate. It’s possible to go through an entire day communicating with others but not be involved 
in interpersonal communication.

An “I–Thou” relationship, on the other hand, occurs when you interact with another 
person as a unique, authentic individual rather than as an object or an “It.” In this kind 
of relationship, true, honest dialogue results in authentic communication. An “I–Thou” 
relationship is not self-centered. The communicators are patient, kind, and forgiving. They 
have developed an attitude toward each other that is honest, open, spontaneous, nonjudg-
mental, and based on equality rather than superiority.11 However, although interpersonal 
communication is more intimate and reveals more about the people involved than does 
impersonal communication, not all interpersonal communication involves sharing closely 
guarded personal information.

interpersonal communication   
A distinctive, transactional  
form of human communication  
involving mutual influence,  
usually for the purpose of  
managing relationships.

human communication   
Process of making sense out of 
the world and sharing that sense 
with others by creating meaning 
through the use of verbal and 
nonverbal messages.

impersonal communication   
Process that occurs when we treat 
others as objects or respond to 
their roles rather than to who they 
are as unique persons.
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Interpersonal Versus Other Forms of Communication.  In this book, we define interper-
sonal communication as a unique form of human communication. There are other forms 
of communication, as well.

●	 Mass communication occurs when one person communicates the same message to 
many people at once, but the creator of the message is usually not physically present, 
and listeners have virtually no opportunity to respond immediately to the speaker. 
Messages communicated via radio and TV are examples of mass communication.

●	 Public communication occurs when a speaker addresses an audience in person.

●	 Small group communication occurs when a group of from three to fifteen people 
meet to interact with a common purpose and mutually influence one another. The 
purpose of the gathering can be to solve a problem, make a decision, learn, or just 
have fun. While communicating with others in a small group, it is also possible to 
communicate interpersonally with one or more individuals in the group.

●	 Intrapersonal communication is communication with yourself. Thinking is per-
haps the best example of intrapersonal communication. In our discussion of self and 
communication in Chapter 2, we discuss the relationships between your thoughts and 
your interpersonal communication with others.

mass communication  Process 
that occurs when one person 
issues the same message to many 
people at once; the creator of the 
message is usually not physically 
present, and listeners have  
virtually no opportunity to respond 
immediately to the speaker.

public communication  Process 
that occurs when a speaker  
addresses an audience in person.

small group communication   
Process that occurs when a group 
of from three to fifteen people 
meet to interact with a common 
purpose and mutually influence 
one another.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Mutual  
Influence Between Individuals
Every interpersonal communication transaction influences us. Mutual influence means 
that all partners in the communication are affected by a transaction. Interpersonal com-
munication may or may not involve words. The degree of mutual influence varies a great 
deal from transaction to transaction. You probably would not be affected a great deal by a 
brief smile that you received from a traveling companion on a bus, but you would be greatly 
affected by your lover telling you he or she was leaving you. Sometimes interpersonal com-
munication changes our lives dramatically, sometimes in small ways. Long-lasting inter-
personal relationships are sustained not by one person giving and another taking, but by 
a spirit of mutual equality. Both you and your partner listen and respond with respect for 
each other. There is no attempt to manipulate others.

Buber’s concept of an “I–Thou” relationship includes the quality of being fully “pres-
ent” when communicating with another person.12 To be present is to give your full attention 

intrapersonal communication 
Communication with yourself; 
thinking.

 RECAP The Continuum Between Interpersonal Communication  
and Impersonal Communication

•	 People are treated as unique individuals.

•	 People communicate in an “I–Thou” relationship. 	
Each person is treated as special, and there is true 	
dialogue and honest sharing of self with others.

•	 Interpersonal communication often involves 	
communicating with someone you care about, 	
such as a good friend or cherished family 	
member.

•	 People are treated as objects.

•	 People communicate in an “I–It” relationship. 	
Each person has a role to perform.

•	 There is mechanical, stilted interaction, rather than 	
honest sharing of feelings.

•	 Impersonal communication involves communicating 	
with people such as sales clerks and servers—you have 	
no history with them, and you expect no future with them.

Interpersonal Communication Impersonal Communication
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to the other person. The quality of interpersonal communication 
is enhanced when both you and your partner are simultaneously 
present and focused on each other.

Interpersonal Communication Helps  
Individuals Manage Their Relationships
Question: What is neither you nor I, but always you and I? An-
swer: a relationship.13 A relationship is a connection established 
when you communicate with another person. When two indi-
viduals are in a relationship, what one person says or does influ-
ences the other person. As in dancing, people in relationships are 
affected by the beat of the music (that is, the situation in which 
they are communicating), their ability to interpret the music 
and move accordingly (the personal skills they possess), and the 
moves and counter-moves of their partner.

You initiate and form relationships by communicating with 
others whom you find attractive in some way. You seek to increase 
your interactions with people with whom you wish to develop 
relationships, and you continually communicate interpersonally 
to maintain the relationship. You also use interpersonal commu-
nication to end or redefine relationships that you have decided 
are no longer viable or need to be changed. In summary, to relate 
to someone is to “dance” with them. You dance with them in a specific time and place, 
with certain perceptions and expectations. Over time, this dance becomes an ongoing 
interpersonal relationship.

You are increasingly likely to use social media to connect with friends and manage 
your relationships. Research has found that instant messages (including text messages) 
have an overall positive effect on your relationships. E-mail, texting, and other forms of 
instant messages appear to be primarily used to maintain existing relationships, although 
they certainly play a role in establishing initial contact with others. Additional research  
has found that online and instant messages at first are perceived as lower quality  
than face-to-face interactions, but over time are judged just as positively.14 So whether  
it occurs online or offline, interpersonal communication helps you manage your  
relationships.

Interpersonal Communication’s  
Importance to Your Life

Why learn about interpersonal communication? Because it touches every aspect of our 
lives. It is not only pleasant or desirable to develop quality interpersonal relationships with 
others, it is vital for our well-being. We have a strong need to communicate interpersonally 
with others. Learning how to understand and improve interpersonal communication can 
improve relationships with family, loved ones, friends, and colleagues and can enhance the 
quality of physical and emotional health.

Improved Relationships with Family
Relating to family members can be a challenge. The divorce statistics in the United States 
document the difficulties that can occur when people live in relationships with others: 
About half of all marriages end in divorce. We don’t claim that you will avoid all family 

relationship  Connection  
established when we communicate 
with another person.

In face-to-face encounters, we simultaneously 
exchange both verbal and nonverbal messages that 
result in shared meanings. Through this kind of inter-
relation, we build relationships with others.
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conflicts or that your family relationships will always be harmonious if you learn prin-
ciples and skills of interpersonal communication. You can, however, develop more op-
tions for responding when family communication challenges come your way. You will 
be more likely to develop creative, constructive solutions to family conflict if you un-
derstand what’s happening and can promote true dialogue with your spouse, partner, 
child, parent, brother, or sister. Furthermore, family relationships play a major role 
in determining how you interact with others. Family communication author Virginia 
Satir calls family communication “the largest single factor determining the kinds of 
relationships [people make] with others.”15 Being able to have conversations with fam-
ily members and loved ones is the fundamental way of establishing close, personal 
relationships with them.

Improved Relationships with Friends and Lovers
For unmarried people, developing friendships and falling in love are the top-rated sources 
of satisfaction and happiness in life.16 Conversely, losing a relationship is among life’s most 
stressful events. Most people between the ages of 19 and 24 report that they have had from 
five to six romantic relationships and have been “in love” once or twice.17 Studying inter-
personal communication may not unravel all the mysteries of romantic love and friendship, 
but it can offer insight into behaviors.18

Improved Relationships with Colleagues
In many ways, colleagues at work are like family members. Although you choose your 
friends and lovers, you don’t always have the same flexibility in choosing those with whom 
or for whom you work. Understanding how relationships develop on the job can help you 
avoid conflict and stress and increase your sense of satisfaction. In addition, your success 
or failure in a job often hinges on how well you get along with supervisors and peers.

Several surveys document the importance of quality interpersonal relationships in 
contributing to success at work.19 The abilities to listen to others, manage conflict, and de-
velop quality interpersonal relationships with others are usually at the top of the list of the 
skills employers seek in today’s job applicants.20

Improved Physical and Emotional Health
Positive interpersonal relationships with others have direct benefits for your overall 
health and happiness. Research has shown that the lack or loss of a close relationship 
can lead to ill health and even death. Physicians have long observed that patients who 
are widowed or divorced experience more medical problems such as heart disease, can-
cer, pneumonia, and diabetes than do married people.21 Grief-stricken spouses are more 
likely than others to die prematurely, especially around the time of the departed spouse’s 
birthday or near their wedding anniversary.22 Being childless can also shorten one’s life. 
One study found that middle-aged, childless wives were almost two-and-one-half times 
more likely to die in a given year than those who had at least one child.23 Terminally ill 
patients with a limited number of friends or no social support die sooner than those 
with stronger ties.24 Without companions and close friends, opportunities for intimacy 
and stress-minimizing interpersonal communication are diminished. Although being in-
volved in intimate interpersonal relationships can lead to conflict and feelings of anger 
and frustration, researchers suggest that when all is said and done, having close relation-
ships with others is a major source of personal happiness.25 Studying how to enhance the 
quality of your communication with others can make life more enjoyable and enhance 
your overall well-being.26

Explore the  
Exercise “Principles  
of Communication” at  
MyCommunicationLab
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Interpersonal Communication  
and the Communication Process

Interpersonal communication is a complex process of creating meaning in the context of an 
interpersonal relationship. To better understand interpersonal communication as a distinct 
form of communication, it is useful to examine the basic communication process.27

Elements of the Communication Process
The most basic components of communication include these elements: source, message, 
channel, receiver, noise, feedback, and context. Understanding each of these elements can 
help you analyze your own communication with others as you relate to them in inter
personal situations as well as other communication contexts. Let’s explore these elements 
in greater detail.

●	 Source. The source of a message is the originator of the ideas and feelings expressed. 
The source puts a message into a code, a process called encoding. The opposite of  
encoding is the process of decoding; this occurs when the receiver interprets the 
words or nonverbal cues.

●	 Message. Messages are the written, spoken, and unspoken elements of communica-
tion to which people assign meaning. You can send a message intentionally (talking to 
a professor before class) or unintentionally (falling asleep during class); verbally (“Hi. 
How are you?”), nonverbally (a smile and a handshake), or in written form (this book).

●	 Channel. The channel is the means by which the message is expressed to the receiver. 
If you’re typical, you receive messages through a variety of channels that include medi-
ated channels such as text messaging, e-mail, phone, video conference, Facebook, or 
Twitter.

●	 Receiver. The receiver of the message is the person or persons who interpret the  
message and ultimately determine whether your message was understood and appro-
priate. As we emphasize in this book, effective communicators are other-oriented; they 
understand that the listener ultimately makes sense of the message they express.

●	 Noise. Noise is anything that interferes with the message being interpreted as it was  
intended. Noise happens. If there were no noise, all of our messages would be inter-
preted accurately. But noise is always present. It can be literal—such as beeps coming 
from an iPad or iPhone that signal incoming e-mail—or it can be psychological—
such as competing thoughts, worries, and feelings that capture our attention.

●	 Feedback. Feedback is response to the message. Think of a Ping-Pong game. Like a 
Ping-Pong ball, messages bounce back and forth. We talk; someone listens and re-
sponds; we listen and respond to this response. This perspective can be summarized 
using a physical principle: For every action, there is a reaction.

Without feedback, communication is rarely effective. When your roommate 
says, “Would you please pick up some milk at the store?”, you may say, “What kind— 
1 percent, 2 percent, organic, or chocolate?” Your quest for clarification is feedback. 
Further feedback may seek additional information, or simply confirm that the mes-
sage has been interpreted: “Oh, some 1 percent organic milk would be good.” Like 
other messages, feedback can be intentional (your mother gives you a hug when you  
announce your engagement) or unintentional (you yawn as you listen to your uncle 
tell his story about bears again); verbal (“That’s a pepperoni pizza, right?”) or non
verbal (blushing after being asked to dance).

source  Originator of a thought  
or emotion, who puts it into a  
code that can be understood  
by a receiver.

encode  To translate ideas,  
feelings, and thoughts into code.

decode  To interpret ideas,  
feelings, and thoughts that have 
been translated into a code.

message  Written, spoken,  
and unspoken elements of  
communication to which people 
assign meaning.

channel  Pathway through which 
messages are sent.

receiver  Person who decodes 
a message and attempts to make 
sense of what the source has 
encoded.

noise  Anything literal or 
psychological that interferes with 
accurate reception of a message.

feedback  Response to a  
message.
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●	 Context. Context is the physical and psychological environment for communication. 
All communication takes place in some context. As the cliché goes, “Everyone has 
to be somewhere.” A conversation on the beach with your good friend would likely 
differ from a conversation the two of you might have in a funeral home. Context 
encompasses not only the physical environment but also the people present and their 
relationships with the communicators, the communication goal, and the culture of 
which the communicators are a part.28

Models of the Communication Process
The elements of the communication process are typically arranged in one of three commu-
nication models, showing communication as action, as interaction, or as transaction. Let’s 
review each model in more detail to see how expert thinking about human communication 
has evolved.

Communication as Action: Message Transfer.  The oldest and simplest model, shown 
in Figure 1.1, is communication as action—a transferring of meaning. “Did you get my mes-
sage?” This sentence reflects the communication-as-action approach to human communi-
cation. Communication takes place when a message is sent and received. Period.

Communication as Interaction: Message Exchange.  The perspective of communica-
tion as interaction adds two elements to the action model feedback and context. As shown 
in Figure 1.2, the interaction model is more realistic than the action perspective, but it still 
has limitations. Although it emphasizes feedback and context, the interaction model does 
not quite capture the complexity of simultaneous human communication. The interaction 
model of communication still views communication as a linear, step-by-step process. But in 
interpersonal situations, both the source and the receiver send and receive messages at the 
same time.

context  Physical and  
psychological environment  
for communication.

fIGUrE 1.1 
A Simple Model of Human 
Communication as Action

Sourceeeee MessageSSSourceee MMMMMMeMe

Noise

Channel MessageCChannell MMMMMMM

Noise

ReceiverRRReceiverrrrr

Noise

fIGUrE 1.2 
A Model for Communication 
as Interaction

Interaction models of 
communication include 
feedback as a response 
to a message sent by the 
communication source and 
context as the environment 
for communication.

Sourceeeee Message Channel

Feedback

Context

Message Receiver

Noise Noise

Context

Noise

Noise
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Communication as Transaction: Message Creation.  Today, the most sophisticated 
and realistic model views communication as transaction, in which each element influences 
all of the other elements in the process at the same time. This perspective acknowledges that 
when you talk to another person face to face, you are constantly reacting to your partner’s 
responses. In this model, all the components of the communication process are simultane-
ous. As Figure 1.3 indicates, even as you talk, you are also interpreting your partner’s non-
verbal and verbal responses.

The transactional approach to communication is based on systems theory. A system 
is a set of interconnected elements in which a change in one element affects all of the other 
elements. Key elements of any system include inputs (all of the variables that go into the 
system), throughputs (all of the things that make communication a process), and outputs 
(what the system produces). From a transactional communication perspective, a change  
in any aspect of the communication system (source, message, channel, receiver, noise,  
context, feedback) potentially influences all the other elements of the system. From a  
systems theory point of view, each element of communication is connected to all other  
elements of communication.

fIGUrE 1.3 
A Model for Communication 
as Transaction

The source and receiver of 
a message experience com-
munication simultaneously.Source-

Receiver

Context

SSource

Noise Noise

Message/Feedback Source-
Receiver
SSource

Noise

One of our most visionary politicians 
said that he envisioned a time when the 
United States could become the brain of 
the world, by which he meant the reposi-
tory of all the latest advanced information 
systems. I thought of that remark when an 
enterprising poet friend of mine called to 
say that he had just sold a poem to a com-
puter magazine and that the editors were 
delighted to get it because they didn’t 
carry fiction or poetry. Is that the kind of 
world we desire? A humdrum homog-
enous world of all brains but no heart, no 
fiction, no poetry; a world of robots with 
human attendants, bereft of imagination 
or culture. Or does North America de-
serve a more exciting destiny—to become 
a place where the cultures of the world 
crisscross? This is possible because the 
United States is unique in the world: The 
world is here.29

These words from Ishmael Reed’s es-
say “The World Is Here” remind us that 
America is not a one-dimensional culture. 
You need not travel to far-off places to 
develop interpersonal relationships with 
people from other cultures, races, or eth-
nic backgrounds. America has long been 
known as a melting pot—a place where 
people from a variety of cultures and tra-
ditions have come together to seek their 
fortunes. Others think America is more 
like a tossed salad than a melting pot—in 
a salad, each ingredient retains its essen-
tial character rather than melting together 
to form a united whole. Focusing on 
communication and diversity means much 
more than focusing on cultural differences. 
Culture consists of the learned values, 
behaviors, and expectations shared by 
a group of people. It takes skill and sen-
sitivity to develop quality interpersonal 

relationships with others whose religion, 
race, ethnicity, age, gender, or sexual ori-
entation differs from your own. Through-
out the text, we include boxes like this 
one to help you develop your sensitivity 
to important issues related to cultural di-
versity. As you embark on your study of 
interpersonal communication, consider 
these questions, either individually or with 
a group of your classmates:

	1.	 What are the implications of this melt-
ing pot or tossed salad culture for your 
study of interpersonal communication?

	2.	 Is there too much emphasis on being 
politically correct on college cam-
puses today? Support your answer.

	3.	 What specific interpersonal skills will 
help you communicate effectively 
with others from different cultural and 
ethnic traditions?

The World Is Here
AdapTING To DIffErENCES

Understanding Others

systems theory  Theory that 
describes the interconnected 
elements of a system in which a 
change in one element affects all 
of the other elements.




