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Communication is essential for life. The purpose of 
this book is to document this claim by presenting 
fundamental principles of human communication 

that enhance the quality of our communication with oth-
ers as well as the quality of our own lives. Most students 
who read this book will take only one course in commu-
nication during their entire college career. We want stu-
dents to view this course on communication as a vital, 
life-enriching one that will help them enhance their com-
munication with others—not just as another course in a 
string of curricular requirements. Because communica-
tion is an essential element of living, we want students to 
remember essential communication principles and skills 
for the rest of their lives. To remember and apply these 
essential communication principles, we believe students 
need a digest of classic and contemporary research and 
practice that will help them with both the mundane and 
the magnificent, the everyday and the ever-important 
communication experiences that constitute the fabric of 
their lives.

In this edition, as in the five that preceded it, we strive 
to create a highly appealing, easy-to-use text that is more 
effective than ever in helping students understand and use 
five vital principles of communication.

Reviewers, instructors, and our students have given 
us feedback about the five previous editions. This feed-
back has helped us make this new edition the best pos-
sible teaching and learning resource. We listened and 
responded (Principle Four) to their suggestions. Our 
commitment to providing a digest of essentials that does 
not overwhelm students has also led us to make some 
changes. One immediate change you’ll see in this edi-
tion is a fresh new design with many new photos and 
cartoons to help draw today’s visually oriented learners 
into the text.

We have also included the following new features in 
every chapter:

•	 Updated Learning Objectives appear at the start of each 
chapter to provide student with advance organizers 
and reading goals for approaching the chapter. New 
in this edition, objectives reappear at key points in the 
chapter to help students gauge their progress and mon-
itor their learning.

•	 An updated chapter-end Study Guide reviews the 
learning objectives and key terms, helping students 
master chapter content, prepare for exams, and apply 
chapter concepts to their own lives.

•	 Significantly updated and expanded research incorpo-
rates the latest research findings about human commu-
nication principles and skills.

•	 Fresh, contemporary examples and illustrations to 
which students can relate.

•	 New cartoons and other illustrations to amplify the 
content of our message.

We’ve also updated popular continuing features that 
appear throughout the book, including these:

•	 Revised “Communication & Diversity” features com-
plement and expand discussions of new applications of 
research about diversity throughout the book.

•	 Revised “Communication & Technology” features in-
clude an expanded discussion of the role of online com-
munication in relationships.

•	 Revised “Communication & Ethics” features reinforce 
the importance of being an ethical communicator and 
may spark discussion of ethical questions.

•	 Revised “Developing Your Speech Step by Step” fea-
tures in the public speaking chapters walk students 
through the process of designing and delivering a 
speech.

•	 Two new speeches in Appendix B model best practices 
in public speaking.

We’ve made many other specific changes to chapter 
content throughout the book. Here’s a brief list of selected 
major revisions, changes, and additions that we’ve made to 
specific chapters:

Chapter 1: Foundations of Human Communication

•	 Revised and streamlined chapter organization quickly 
introduces students to key concepts.

•	 Updated coverage summarizes recent research on the 
global value of communication skills, and online com-
munication topics, including social media use and the 
potential for deceit.

Chapter 2: Self-Awareness and Communication

•	 New examples, and discussions of new research on top-
ics such as the effects of difficult job searches on self-
esteem of recent college graduates, engage students in 
the chapter.

•	 Revised “Communication & Technology” feature 
explores the relationship between Facebook and 
self-esteem, and new research in the “Communica-
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tion & Ethics” feature discusses Facebook and nar-
cissism.

•	 Updated and new coverage summarizes research on 
the development of self-concept, gender differences 
and media influences on self-esteem development, and 
the self-esteem benefits of honest relationships.

Chapter 3: Understanding Verbal Messages

•	 New “Communication & Technology” feature dis-
cusses the communication implications when our 
words are changed by autocorrect features on mobile 
devices.

•	 New “Communication & Diversity” feature updates 
readers on expanded language options to identify gen-
ders.

•	 New discussion of humblebrags raises awareness and 
engages readers’ interest.

Chapter 4: Understanding Nonverbal Messages

•	 New “Communication & Ethics” feature contemplates 
the ethics of intentionally seeking interactive synchro-
ny or mimicry of nonverbal communication.

•	 Engaging new “Communication & Diversity” feature 
explores how nonverbal communication and cul-
tural sensitivity contribute to the success of Olympic 
games.

•	 New “Communication & Technology” feature empha-
sizes the risks of texting or talking on a mobile device 
while walking.

•	 New examples throughout the chapter and discus-
sions of trends such as the popularity of using “second 
screen” technology maintain students’ interest while 
enhancing understanding.

Chapter 5: Listening and Responding

•	 Updated discussions summarize new research on 
people’s preference for talking with good listeners, 
the importance of listening in medical careers and in 
group communication, cultural differences in listening 
and responding, listening styles, gender and listening, 
increases in listening instruction, characteristics of good 
listeners, the importance of motivation in listening, and 
paraphrasing when responding.

•	 New tables summarize advice for providing social sup-
port in an easier to read and understand format.

Chapter 6: Adapting to Others: Diversity and 
Communication

•	 Updated discussion of gender identities and sexual ori-
entations raises students’ awareness.

•	 Chapter summarizes newest diversity statistics, as well 

as new research on millennial generation, globalization, 
the importance of studying culture, using social media 
to adapt to new cultures, individualistic and collectiv-
istic cultures, culture and worldview, and adaption of 
communication.

Chapter 7: Understanding Interpersonal 
Communication

•	 New “Communication & Diversity” feature explores 
research on friendships between straight women and 
gay men.

•	 New “Communication & Technology” feature debates 
the implications of Invisible Boyfriend and Invisible 
Girlfriend, online services that help users deceive people 
into believing the users are in a romantic relationship.

•	 New “Communication & Ethics” feature considers the 
ethics of uncensored honesty or blurting out unfiltered 
opinions or responses to others’ messages.

Chapter 8: Enhancing Relationships

•	 New section of the chapter offers research-based advice 
for relationship breakups, and discusses on-again/off-
again relationships and continued friendship after a ro-
mantic breakup.

•	 New “Communication & Technology” feature discusses the 
role of video chat technology in maintaining relationships.

•	 Updated coverage summarizes recent research on fam-
ily relationships, development of friendships, work-
place relationships, cyberinfidelity, relational dialectic 
theory, and conflict.

Chapter 9: Understanding Group and Team 
Performance

•	 Updated coverage summarizes recent research on vir-
tual groups, roles of group members, communication 
patterns in groups, power, stages of group develop-
ment, group cohesion, and conflict in groups.

•	 Streamlined discussion of types of groups and teams 
allows students to focus on learning about the nature, 
development, interaction and leadership of groups and 
teams.

Chapter 10: Enhancing Group and Team Performance

•	 New “Communication & Ethics” feature encourages 
students to develop their own potential solutions to the 
common group problem of a member who judges oth-
ers’ ideas during brainstorming sessions.

•	 Updated coverage summarizes recent research on shar-
ing information in virtual and in-person groups, com-
petent group member behaviour, creativity in group 
problem solving, avoiding groupthink, leadership, and 
effective meetings.
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Chapter 11: Developing Your Speech

•	 Updated coverage summarizes recent research on pub-
lic speaking anxiety.

•	 Two new figures help students visualize processes in-
volved in selecting a speech topic.

•	 A new student speech for the “Developing Your Pres-
entation Step by Step” feature focuses on the effects of 
poverty on the brain, a topic of current interest.

•	 New advice throughout the chapter helps students pre-
pare speeches to be delivered online or via video.

•	 Updated examples throughout the chapter model ex-
emplary speeches and help students relate to chapter 
material.

Chapter 12: Organizing and Outlining Your Speech

•	 New sample preparation outline and speaking notes 
provide continuity by showing the development of the 
same speech in the “Developing Your Presentation Step 
by Step” feature.

•	 Updated examples from both student presentations 
and some of the most acclaimed presentations of the 
day model techniques students can apply in their own 
presentations.

Chapter 13: Delivering Your Speech

•	 New tables offer practical, usable advice for manu-
script, memorized, impromptu and extemporaneous 
speaking in an easy-to-access and review format.

•	 New and updated figures help today’s visual learners 
understand effective language and presentation aids 
for speeches.

•	 Many new examples throughout the chapter model 
techniques used by exemplary speechmakers.

Chapter 14: Speaking to Inform

•	 New figure provides a visual advance organizer to help stu-
dents understand the process of teaching new information.

•	 Techniques of informative speaking are modeled in the 
chapter construction and via many well-chosen new 
examples.

•	 A new sample informative speech is annotated to model 
for students how one student speaker effectively used 
techniques discussed in the chapter.

Chapter 15: Speaking to Persuade

•	 Streamlined chapter organization and coverage more 
efficiently introduces students to key concepts of per-
suasive speaking.

•	 New figures provide easily accessible practical advice 
on using fear appeals and on establishing initial, de-
rived, and terminal credibility.

•	 New figures provide approachable visual reviews of 
propositions of fact, value, and policy and steps of Mon-
roe’s motivated sequence organization for persuasive 
speaking.

•	 Carefully chosen new examples throughout the chapter 
model techniques of persuasive speaking.

•	 A new sample persuasive speech is annotated to model 
for students how one student speaker effectively used 
techniques discussed in the chapter.

Appendix A: Interviewing

•	 New material on electronic submission of resumes and 
portfolios reflects current practice.

Appendix B: Sample Speeches for Discussion and 
Evaluation

•	 New sample informative and persuasive speeches 
showcase presentation techniques discussed in Chap-
ters 11–15.

What Stays the Same 
in This Edition?
In our sixth edition of Communication: Principles for a Life-
time, our goal remains the same as in the first edition: to 
provide a cogent presentation of what is essential about 
human communication by organizing the study of com-
munication around five fundamental communication 
principles that are inherent in the process of communicat-
ing with others.

Our Integrated Approach Remains 
Unchanged
To help students remember and integrate essential commu-
nication principles, we’ve organized the study of human 
communication around five fundamental communication 
principles:

Principle One: Be aware of your communication with 
yourself and others.

Principle Two: Effectively use and interpret verbal 
messages.

Principle Three: Effectively use and interpret nonverbal 
messages.

Principle Four: Listen and respond thoughtfully to 
others.

Principle Five: Appropriately adapt messages to others.

We don’t claim that everything you need to know about 
communication is embedded in our five communication 
principles. These principles do, however, synthesize essen-
tial research and wisdom about communication. They are 
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designed to help students in an introductory communica-
tion course see the “big picture” of the role and importance 
of communication, both as they sit in the classroom and as 
they live their lives.

The problem with many introduction to communication 
courses is there is often too much of a good thing. An introduc-
tory course covers a vast terrain of communication concepts, 
principles, and skills. Besides learning about several theories 
of communication, students are also presented with what 
may appear to them to be miniature courses in interpersonal 
communication, group communication, and public speaking. 
At the end of a typical hybrid or introductory communica-
tion fundamentals course, both students and instructors have 
made a breathless dash through an astounding amount of 
information and number of skills. The barrage of ideas, con-
texts, and theories can leave students and instructors feeling 
overwhelmed by a seemingly unrelated hodgepodge of infor-
mation. Students may end up viewing communication as a 
fragmented area of study that includes a bushel basket full 
of concepts and applications, but have little understanding of 
what is truly fundamental about how we make sense out of 
the world and share that sense with others. Rather than seeing 
communication as a crazy quilt of unrelated ideas and skills, 
we want students to see a unified fabric of common principles 
that they will remember long after the course is over. The five 
fundamental principles provide a framework for understand-
ing the importance of communication in our lives.

Our pentagon model illustrates the relationships 
among the five communication principles that are the 
overarching structure of the book. As a principle is be-
ing introduced or discussed, the appropriate part of the 
model is highlighted. In most texts, communication prin-
ciples are typically presented in the first third of the book 

and then abandoned, as material about interpersonal, 
group, and public communication is presented. We don’t 
use a “hit-and-run” approach. Instead, using examples 
and illustrations to which students can relate, we care-
fully discuss each principle early in the book. Through-
out the latter two-thirds of the book we gently remind 
students of how these principles relate to interpersonal 
relationships, group and team discussions, and public 
presentations.

We link the five communication principles with specific 
content by using a margin icon to indicate that a discussion 
in the text of a skill, concept, or idea is related to one or 
more of the five communication principles. The icons, de-
scribed in Chapter 1 and illustrated here, first appear in the 
margin in Chapter 7, “Understanding Interpersonal Com-
munication,” which is the first context chapter of the book. 
The icons help students see the many applications our five 
communication principles have to their lives as they read 
about interpersonal communication, group and team com-
munication, and presentational speaking.

ADAPT

LIS
TE

N
 &

R
E
S

P
O

N
D NON-

VERBAL

V
E
R

B
A

L

AWARE

ADAPT

L
IS

T
E

N
 A

N
D

 R
E

S
P

O
N

D

NONVERBAL

V
E
R

B
A

L

AW
ARE

Effectively use 
and interpret
verbal messages

Appropriately
adapt 

messages
to others

Be aware
of your
communication
with yourself 
and others

Effectively 
use and interpret

nonverbal messages

Listen 
and respond
thoughtfully

to others

Communication Principles for a Lifetime

A subtext for these five principles is the importance 
of communicating ethically with others. Throughout the 
book we invite students to consider the ethical implica-
tions of how they communicate with others, through the 
use of probes and questions. As we discuss in Chapter 1, 
we believe that in order to be effective, a communication 
message must achieve three goals: (1) it must be under-
stood; (2) it must achieve its intended effect; and (3) it 
must be ethical. Our five Communication Principles for a 
Lifetime are designed to help students achieve these three 
goals.

The Successful Structure  
of the Book Stays the Same
This sixth edition retains the overall structure of the five 
previous editions and is organized into four units. Unit I 
introduces the five principles (Chapter 1), and then each 
principle is explained in a separate chapter (Chapters 2 
through 6). Each communication principle is discussed 
and illustrated to help students see its value and cen-
trality in their lives. Chapter 2 discusses the principle of 
being self-aware. Chapter 3 focuses on using and inter-
preting verbal messages, and Chapter 4 focuses on using 
and interpreting nonverbal messages. Chapter 5 includes 
a discussion of the interrelated processes of listening and 
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responding, giving special attention to the importance of 
being other-oriented and empathic. The final principle, 
appropriately adapting to others, is presented in Chap-
ter 6; we use this principle to illustrate the importance of 
adapting one’s behavior to culture and gender differences 
among people.

Unit II applies the five communication principles to  
interpersonal relationships. Unlike many treatments of in-
terpersonal communication, our discussion links the con-
cepts and strategies for understanding interpersonal com-
munication with our five Communication Principles for a 
Lifetime. Chapter 7 presents information to help students bet-
ter understand the nature and function of communication in 
relationships. Chapter 8 identifies strategies that can enhance 
the quality of interpersonal relationships with others.

Unit III discusses how the five communication prin
ciples can help students understand and enhance com-
munication in small groups and teams. Chapter 9 explains 
how groups and teams work. We offer practical strate- 
gies for collaboratively solving problems, leading groups 
and teams, and running and participating in meetings in 
Chapter 10.

Finally, Unit IV presents classic content to help students 
design and deliver a speech, referring to contemporary re-
search and using the latest tools of technology. Based on 
our popular audience-centered approach to developing a 
speech, we emphasize the importance of adapting to lis-
teners while also being an ethically vigilant communicator. 
Chapters 11 through 15 offer information and tips for de-
veloping speech ideas, organizing and outlining speeches, 
delivering a speech (including using presentational and 
multimedia aids), crafting effective informative speeches, 
and developing ethical persuasive messages.

We conclude the book with two appendixes designed 
to supplement our instruction about communication fun-
damentals. Appendix A includes practical strategies for 
being interviewed and for interviewing others. We relate 
our discussion of interviewing to the five Communication 
Principles for a Lifetime. Appendix B includes examples  
of recent presentations to illustrate what effective, well-
planned speeches look like.

Our Partnership with Students to 
Help Them Learn Stays the Same
A textbook is essentially a “distance learning” tool. As we 
write each chapter, we are separated from the learner by 
both time and space. To help lessen the distance between 
author and reader, we’ve incorporated a variety of learn-
ing resources and pedagogical features to engage students 
in the learning process. This engagement is heightened 
significantly in REVEL, but you’ll also find many features 
designed to engage students in the traditional print text as 

well. As we note in the text, information alone is not com-
munication. Communication occurs when the receiver of 
information responds to it. Our special features help turn 
information into a responsive communication message that 
has an effect on students’ lives.

Principles Model and Icons  Our pentagon model and 
margin icons help students see connections between the 
various communication concepts and skills we present. 
Throughout the text we provide an integrated framework 
to reinforce what’s fundamental about human communi-
cation. Long after students may have forgotten the lists 
they memorized for an exam, we want them to remember 
the five fundamental principles we highlight throughout 
the book. Remembering these principles can also help 
them remember strategies and concepts to enhance their 
interpersonal relationships, improve group and team 
meetings, and design and deliver effective presentations.

Chapter-End Summary of Communication Principles 
for a Lifetime  In addition to using the margin icons to 
highlight material in the text related to one or more com-
munication principles, we conclude each chapter with a 
summary of the chapter content organized around the com-
munication principles. Our chapter summaries at the ends 
of the first six chapters distill essential information about the 
specific communication principle presented in the chapter. 
Starting in Chapter 7, we review and summarize the chapter 
content using all five Communication Principles for a Life-
time as a framework. Miniature versions of our principles 
icons appear with headings to highlight the five fundamen-
tal principles. The purpose of this chapter-end feature is to 
help students synthesize the material related to the context 
discussed (e.g., interpersonal communication) and the five 
principles that undergird the descriptive and prescriptive 
information presented in the chapter. This feature will help 
students connect the variety of ideas and skills with the five 
communication principles.

Communication & Ethics  To help students consider the 
ethical dimensions of human communication, in each chap-
ter we provide a special boxed feature called “Communica-
tion & Ethics.” Students are asked to consider a case study 
or to ponder their responses to questions of ethics. The 
cases and questions we pose are designed to be thought-
provoking, to spark insightful class discussion, or to be used 
in combination with a journal assignment or other learning 
method to help students see connections between ethics and 
communication.

Communication & Technology  Because of the im-
portance of technology in our lives, in each chapter we 
include special material about technology and communi-
cation to help students become sensitive to the sometimes 
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mindboggling impact of new technology on our communi-
cation with others. We also discuss the importance and role 
of technology in several chapters throughout the book. The 
prevalence of technology in students’ lives offers powerful 
teachable moments to help students learn and apply com-
munication principles.

Communication & Diversity  Each chapter includes a 
“Communication & Diversity” feature designed to help 
students see the importance of diversity in their lives. 
Yet we don’t relegate discussions of diversity only to a 
boxed feature. Because we believe diversity is such an 
important communication topic in contemporary soci-
ety, we discuss diversity in the text, not only in relation 
to our fifth principle of communication (appropriately 
adapt messages to others) in Chapter 6, but throughout 
the book.

Comprehensive Pedagogical Learning Tools  To help 
students master the material, we’ve built in a wealth of 
study aids:

•	 Learning objectives provide a compass to help students 
know where they are headed, which they can check at 
key points throughout each chapter.

•	 Chapter outlines preview key concepts.
•	 Concise and highly praised Recap boxes distill essential 

content.
•	 Key terms in boldface with marginal glossary help stu-

dents master essential terms.

•	 Chapter-end Study Guides offer narrative summaries 
and key terms lists.

•	 The Principle Points, chapter-end summaries of the five 
Communication Principles, recap applications of the 
principles to students’ real-life communication.

•	 Chapter-end Apply Your Skill questions guide students 
to think critically about how they can apply chapter 
concepts to their lives and relationships.

•	 Many chapter-end skills assessment and collaborative 
learning activities have been revised and updated for 
this edition.

Our Partnership with Instructors 
Stays Strong
As authors, we view our job as providing resources that 
instructors can use to bring communication principles and 
skills to life. A textbook is only one tool to help teachers 
teach and learners learn. As part of our partnership with 
instructors to facilitate learning, we offer an array of print 
and electronic resources to help teachers do what they do 
best: teach. In addition to the vast array of learning resourc-
es we’ve built into the text, we offer a dazzling package of 
additional resources to help instructors generate both intel-
lectual and emotional connections with their students.

Key instructor resources include an Instructor’s Man-
ual, TestBank, and PowerPoint Presentation Package. These 
supplements are available at www.pearsonglobaleditions 
.com/Beebe
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Chapter 1

Identifying Foundations  
of Human Communication

	 Chapter Outline

•	 Why Study Communication?

•	 The Communication Process
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•	 Communication Competence
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•	 Communication Contexts

•	 Communication Principles for a Lifetime
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There is no pleasure to me without communication.    —MICHELE DE MONTAIGNE

Monkey Business Images/Shutterstock

UNIT I  PRINCIPLES OF COMMUNICATION
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26	 Unit I  Principles of Communication

Like life-sustaining breath, communication is ever-present in our lives. That 
makes understanding and improving how we communicate with others a basic 

life skill.
Communication is an inescapable and fundamental aspect of being human. Con-

sider the number of times you have purposefully communicated with someone today 
as you worked, ate, studied, shopped, or went about your daily duties. Most people 
spend between 80 and 90 percent of their waking hours communicating with oth-
ers.1 Even if you live in isolation from other people, you talk to yourself through your 
thoughts. It is through the process of communication that we convey who we are, both 
to ourselves and to others; it is our primary tool for making our way in the world.

In the course of our study of human communication, we will discuss myriad 
skills, ideas, concepts, and contexts. To help you stitch together the barrage of ideas 
and information, we will organize our study around five fundamental communication 
principles:

Principle One:	 Be aware of your communication with yourself and others.
Principle Two:	 Effectively use and interpret verbal messages.
Principle Three:	 Effectively use and interpret nonverbal messages.
Principle Four:	 Listen and respond thoughtfully to others.
Principle Five:	 Appropriately adapt messages to others.

We don’t claim that everything you need to know about communication is cov-
ered by these five principles. They do, however, summarize decades of research, as 
well as the wisdom of those who have taught communication over the years, about 
what constitutes effective and ethical communication.

Before we elaborate on the five fundamental communication principles, it is help-
ful in this first chapter to provide some background for our study of communication. 
We will discuss why it is important to study communication, define communication, 
examine various models of or perspectives on communication, and identify character-
istics of human communication. Having offered this prelude, we will then discuss the 
five foundational principles of human communication that we will use throughout 
the book to help you organize the concepts, skills, and ideas we present in our discus-
sion of interpersonal, group, and presentational speaking situations.

	 Chapter Objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to

	 1.1	 Explain why it is important to study communication.

	 1.2	 Define communication and describe five characteristics of the 
communication process.

	 1.3	 Explain three communication models.

	 1.4	 Describe three criteria that can be used to determine whether 
communication is competent.

	 1.5	 Describe the nature of communication in the 21st century.

	 1.6	 Identify and explain three communication contexts.

	 1.7	 List and explain five fundamental principles of communication.
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Why Study Communication?
1.1	 Explain why it is important to study communication.

Why are you here? No, we don’t mean “Why do you exist?” or “Why do you live 
where you do?” What we mean is “Why are you taking a college course about com-
munication?” Perhaps the short answer is “It’s required.” Or maybe your advisor, 
parent, or friend encouraged you to take the course. But required or not, what can a 
systematic study of human communication do for you?

Communication touches every aspect of our lives. To be able to express yourself 
to other people is a basic requirement for living in a modern society. From a practical 
standpoint, it’s very likely that you will make your living with your mind rather than 
your hands.2 Even if you do physical labor, you will need communication skills to 
work with others. When you study communication, you are also developing leader-
ship skills. “The art of communication,” says author James Humes, “is the language of 
leadership.”3

Although the value of being a competent communicator is virtually undisputed, 
there is evidence that many people struggle to express themselves clearly or to accu-
rately understand messages from others. One study estimated that one-fifth of the stu-
dents in the United States were not successful with even elementary communication 
tasks; in addition, more than 60 percent of the students could not give clear oral direc-
tions for someone else to follow.4 When leaders in major corporations were asked to 
specify the most important skills for workers to have, 80 percent said listening was the 
most important work skill; 78 percent identified interpersonal communication skill 
as the next most important. However, the same leaders said only 28 percent of their 
employees had good listening skills and only 27 percent possessed effective inter-
personal communication skills.5 In support of these leaders’ observations, another 
national study found that adults listen with 25 percent accuracy.6 There is also evi-
dence that the majority of adults are fearful of speaking in public and that about 20 
percent of the population is highly apprehensive of presentational speaking.7

Aren’t some people just born to be better communicators 
than others? If so, why should you work to develop your commu-
nication skill? Just as some people have more innate musical tal-
ent than others, there is evidence that some people may have an 
inborn biological ability to communicate with others.8 This does 
not mean you should not work to develop your communication 
ability. Throughout the book, we will offer ample evidence that if 
you work to improve your skill, you will be rewarded by enjoy-
ing the benefits of enhanced communication competence. What are 
these benefits? Read on.

To Improve Your Employability
Regardless of your specific title or job description, the essence of 
what you do when working at any job is to communicate; you 
talk, listen, relate, read, and write. People who can communicate 
effectively with others are in high demand. As noted by John H. 
McConnell, CEO of Worthington Industries, “Take all the speech 
and communication courses you can because the world turns on 
communication.”9 McConnell’s advice is supported by research as 
well as by personal observations.

Based on a survey of personnel managers—those people who 
are in charge of hiring you for a job—here’s a ranking of the top 
factors in obtaining employment immediately after college:11

Warren Buffett, whose savvy investing 
has made him one of the richest peo-
ple on the planet, agrees with many 
other leaders about the importance of 
communication skills at work. In one 
televised interview, Buffet declared, 
“If you improve your communication 
skills I guarantee you that you will 
earn 50 percent more money over your 
lifetime!10

Rick Wilking/Reuters/Corbis
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28	 Unit I  Principles of Communication

1.	 Oral communication (speaking) skills

2.	 Written communication skills

3.	 Listening ability

4.	 Enthusiasm

5.	 Technical competence

6.	 Work experience

7.	 Appearance

8.	 Poise

9.	 Resumé

10.	 Part-time or summer work experience

We’re sure you know why we cited this survey. Communication skills were the number 
one and number two factors; note that listening ability was also highly valued. And this 
survey isn’t the only one that reached the same conclusion; several other research studies 
have shown that communication skills are the most sought-after skills in the workplace.12 
Specifically, new research has found that communication skills, including interpersonal 
and teamwork skills, continue to be the most valued skills on the planet.13

To Improve Your Relationships
We don’t choose our biological families, but we do choose our friends. For unmarried 
people, developing friendships and falling in love are the top-rated sources of satisfac-
tion and happiness in life.14 Conversely, losing a relationship is among life’s most stress-
ful 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.15 Understand-
ing the role and function of communication can help unravel some of the mysteries of 
human relationships. At the heart of a good relationship is good communication.16

Virginia Satir, a pioneer in family enrichment, described family communication 
as “the largest single factor determining the kinds of relationships [we make] with 
others.”17 Learning principles and skills of communication can give us insight into 
why we relate to other family members as we do. Our early communication with our 
parents had a profound effect on our self-concept and self-worth. According to Satir, 
people are “made” in families. Our communication with family members has shaped 
how we interact with others today.

Many of us will spend as much or more time interacting with people in our places of 
work as we do at home. And although we choose our friends and lovers, we don’t always 
have the same flexibility in choosing those with whom or for whom we work. Increasing 
our understanding of the role and importance of human communication with our col-
leagues can help us better manage stress on the job as well as enhance our work success.

To Improve Your Health
Life is stressful. Research has clearly documented that the lack or loss of close relation-
ships can lead to ill health and even death. Having a social support system—good 
friends and supportive family members—seems to make a difference in our overall 
health and quality of life. Good friends and intimate relationships with others help 
us manage stress and contribute to both physical and emotional health. For exam-
ple, physicians have noted that patients who are widowed or divorced experience 
more medical problems, such as heart disease, cancer, pneumonia, and diabetes, than 
do married people.18 Grief-stricken spouses are more likely than others to die pre-
maturely, especially around the time of the departed spouse’s birthday or near their 
wedding anniversary.19 Terminally ill patients with a limited number of friends or 
social support die sooner than those with stronger ties.20 Without companions and 
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close friends, our opportunities for intimacy and stress-managing communication are 
diminished. Studying how to enrich the quality of our communication with others can 
make life more enjoyable and enhance our overall well-being. Because of Facebook 
and other social networking software, we are increasingly involved in relationships 
with others even when we are not interacting face to face. Relating to others, whether 
online or in person, occurs through communication.21

So again, we ask the question: Why are you here? We think the evidence is clear: 
People who are effective communicators are more likely to get the jobs they want; 
have better-quality relationships with friends, family, and colleagues; and even enjoy 
a healthier quality of life.

The Communication Process
1.2	 Define communication and describe five characteristics  

of the communication process.

Communication is one of those words that seem so basic you may wonder why they 
need to be formally defined. Yet scholars who devote their lives to studying commu-
nication don’t always agree on the definition of the term. One research team counted 
more than 126 published definitions.22 In this section, we’ll examine our definition of 
communication, the characteristics shared by all communication, major models that 
researchers and theorist have used to explain and study communication, and the three 
general contexts in which communication happens.

Communication Defined
In its broadest sense, communication is the process of acting on information.23 
Someone does or says something, and others think or do something in response to 
the action or the words as they understand them. Communication is not unique to 
humans; researchers study communication in other species, as well as between spe-
cies. For example, you communicate with your pet dog if the dog sits in response to 
your spoken command, or if you respond to your dog’s begging gaze by giving him 
a treat. However, the focus of this text is human communication, the 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.24 Let’s look at the key components of this definition.
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communication
The process of acting on 
information.

human communication
The process of making sense out 
of the world and sharing that 
sense with others by creating 
meaning through verbal and non-
verbal messages.
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30	 Unit I  Principles of Communication

•	 Communication is about making sense. We make sense out of what we experience 
when we begin to interpret what we see, hear, touch, smell, and taste with sensa-
tions, feelings, thoughts, and words. Identifying patterns and structure in what 
we experience is key to making sense out of what happens to us. Although we 
often think that “making sense out of something” means rationally and logically 
interpreting what we experience, we also make sense through intuition, feelings, 
and emotions.25

•	 Communication is about sharing sense. We share what we experience by expressing 
to others and to ourselves what we experience. We typically use words to express 
our thoughts, but we also use music, art, clothing, and a host of other means to 
convey what we are thinking and feeling to others.

•	 Communication is about creating meaning. As we will see again later in this chapter, 
it’s more appropriate to say that meaning is created through communication rather 
than sent or transmitted. To say that we send or transmit messages is to imply that 
what we send is what is received. However, presenting information to others does 
not mean communication has occurred: “But I told you what to do!” “It’s there in 
the memo. Why didn’t you do what I asked?” “It’s in the syllabus.” These exasper-
ated communicators assumed that if they sent a message, someone would receive 
it. However, communication does not operate in a simple, linear, what-you-send-is-
what-is-received process. Information is not communication. In fact, what is expressed 
by one person is rarely interpreted by another person precisely as intended.

•	 Communication is about verbal and nonverbal messages. We communicate by us-
ing symbols, words, sounds, gestures, or visual images that represent thoughts, 
concepts, objects, or experiences. The words on this page are symbols you use to 
derive meaning that makes sense to you. Not all symbols are verbal; some are non-

verbal. You use gestures, posture, facial expression, tone of voice, clothing, 
and jewelry to express ideas, attitudes, and feelings. Nonverbal messages pri-
marily communicate emotions, such as our likes and dislikes, whether we’re 
interested or uninterested, and our feelings of power or lack of power.

Some scholars assert that all human behavior is really communication. 
When you cross your arms while listening to your friend describe her day, 
she may conclude that you’re not interested in what she’s talking about. 
But it could just be that you’re chilly. While all human expression has the 
potential to communicate a message (someone may act or respond to the 
information they receive from you), it does not mean that you intentionally 
are expressing an idea or emotion. People don’t always accurately interpret 
the messages we express—and this unprofound observation has profound 
implications.

Because of the ever-present potential for misunderstanding, communi-
cation should be other-oriented—it should acknowledge the perspective of 
others, not just that of the creator of the message. Communication that does 
not consider the needs, background, and culture of the receiver is more likely 
to be misunderstood than other-oriented communication. We’ll emphasize 
the importance of considering others or considering your audience through-
out the book. Knowing something about the experiences of the person or 
persons you’re speaking to can help you communicate more effectively and 
appropriately.

Communication Characteristics
The following characteristics are evident any time communication occurs: 
Communication is inescapable, irreversible, and complicated; it emphasizes 
content and relationships; and it is governed by rules.

symbol
A word, sound, gesture, or visual 
image that represents a thought, 
concept, object, or experience.

Signs are usually carefully crafted 
examples of symbolic communication. 
What are the creators of this sign try-
ing to communicate?
© Patrick Strattner/AGEfotostock
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