


Business and 
Professional 
Communication
Plans, Processes, and Performance

330 Hudson Street, NY NY 10013

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   1 5/6/16   11:50 AM



A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   2 5/6/16   11:50 AM

This page intentionally left blank



Business and 
Professional 
Communication
Plans, Processes, and Performance

Sixth Edition

James R. DiSanza
Idaho State University

Nancy J. Legge
Idaho State University

330 Hudson Street, NY NY 10013

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   3 5/6/16   11:50 AM



VP, Product Development: Dickson Musslewhite
Director, Content Strategy and Development:  
 Sharon Geary
Editor in Chief: Ashley Dodge
Managing Editor: Sutapa Mukherjee
Sponsoring Editor: Bimbabati Sen
Content Manager: Carly Czech
Editorial Project Manager: Melissa Sacco
Asset Development Team: LearningMate Solutions, Ltd.
VP, Director of Marketing: Maggie Moylan
Director, Project Management Services:  
 Etain O’Dea
Project Team Lead: Vamanan Namboodiri
Project Manager: Sudipto Roy

ISBN-10:     0-13-423842-7 
ISBN-13: 978-0-13-423842-5

Director of Field Marketing: Jonathan Cottrell
Senior Marketing Coordinator: Susan Osterlitz
Operations Manager: Mary Fischer
Operations Specialist: Mary Ann Gloriande  
Associate Director of Design: Blair Brown 
Interior Design: Kathryn Foot
Cover Design: Lumina Datamatic, Inc.
Cover Art: James Thew/ Fotolia
Digital Studio Project Manager: Elissa Senra-Sargent
Digital Studio Team Lead: Peggy Bliss
Full-Service Project Management and Composition:  
 Lumina Datamatics, Inc.
Printer/Binder: RRD/Willard
Cover Printer: Phoenix color 

Acknowledgements of third party content appear on pages 205–207, which constitutes an extension of this 
 copyright page.

Copyright © 2017, 2012, 2009 by Pearson Education, Inc. or its affiliates. All Rights Reserved. Printed in the 
United States of America.This publication is protected by copyright, and permission should be obtained from 
the publisher prior to any prohibited reproduction, storage in a retrieval system, or transmission in any form 
or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise. For information regarding 
permissions, request forms and the appropriate contacts within the Pearson Education Global Rights &  
Permissions department, please visit www.pearsoned.com/permissions/.

PEARSON and ALWAYS LEARNING are exclusive trademarks owned by Pearson Education, Inc. or its  
affiliates, in the U.S., and/or other countries.

Unless otherwise indicated herein, any third-party trademarks that may appear in this work are the property 
of their respective owners and any references to third-party trademarks, logos or other trade dress are for  
demonstrative or descriptive purposes only. Such references are not intended to imply any sponsorship,  
endorsement, authorization, or promotion of Pearson’s products by the owners of such marks, or any rela-
tionship between the owner and Pearson Education, Inc. or its affiliates, authors, licensees or distributors.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: DiSanza, James R., author. | Legge, Nancy J., author.
Title: Business and professional communication : plans, processes, and  
 performance / James R. DiSanza, Idaho State University, Nancy J. Legge,  
 Idaho State University.
Description: Sixth edition. | Boston : Pearson, [2017] | Includes  
 bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2016005283| ISBN 9780134238425 | ISBN 0134238427
Subjects: LCSH: Business communication. | Communication in organizations. | 
 Communication in management. | Interpersonal communication.
Classification: LCC HF5718 .D59 2017 | DDC 658.4/5—dc23 LC record available  
 at http://lccn.loc.gov/2016005283

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   4 06/03/16   5:53 PM



v

Brief Contents

Preface ix

 1   The Role of Communication  
in Business and the Professions 1

Part I Dyadic and Group Communication  11

 2   Listening and Feedback in 
Organizational Relationships 12

 3   Communicating in Organizational 
Groups and Teams 20

 4   Interpersonal Dynamics  
in Organizations 36

 5  Professional Interviews 46

Part II Creating a Professional Presentation  67

 6  Considering Audience Feedback 68

 7   Preparing and Delivering  
Presentations 81

 8  Creating and Using Visual Aids 101

Part III Types of Business and Professional 
Presentations  121

 9  Technical Presentations 122

 10  Proposal Presentations 137

 11  Sales Communication 154

 12  Risk Communication 163

 13  Crisis Communication 179

Endnotes 199

Credits  205

Index 208

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   5 5/6/16   11:50 AM



Preface  ix

 1  The Role of Communication  
in Business and the Professions  1

1.1: What Is Communication? 3
1.1.1: Meaning 3
1.1.2: The Flow of Messages 4

1.2: Goals of Communication 6
1.2.1: Shared Meaning Is the Objective of  
Most Business and Professional Communication 6
1.2.2: Ambiguity Is the Objective of Some Business  
and Professional Communication 6

1.3: Effective Communication Is Audience Centered 7

1.4: Effective Communication Is Strategic 7

Summary 8

Questions and Exercises 9

Part I Dyadic and Group Communication  11

 2 Listening and Feedback in 
Organizational Relationships  12

2.1: Recall Listening 12
2.1.1: Invite People to Talk 13
2.1.2: Motivate Yourself to Listen 13
2.1.3: Focus on Content Rather than Delivery 13
2.1.4: Defer Judgment 13
2.1.5: Take Advantage of Thought Speed 13
2.1.6: Probe with Open-Ended Questions 14
2.1.7: Take Notes 14

2.2: Empathic Listening 14
2.2.1: Develop an Attitude of Acceptance 14
2.2.2: Pay Attention to Nonverbal Signs 15
2.2.3: Provide Effective Nonverbal Feedback 16
2.2.4: Provide Effective Verbal Feedback 16

Summary 18

Questions and Exercises 18

 3 Communicating in Organizational 
Groups and Teams  20

3.1: The Leadership Role 20
3.1.1: Leaders Organize the Team’s Work 21
3.1.2: Leaders Define the Team’s Focus 22

3.2: Membership Competencies in Groups and Teams 24

3.3: Decision Making in Group and Team Meetings 24
3.3.1: Preparing and Conducting Meetings 25
3.3.2: Decision-Making Agendas 26

3.3.3: Collaboration Channels 27
3.3.4: Discussion Techniques for Enhancing  
Creativity 29

3.4: Conflict in Groups and Teams 32
3.4.1: Too Little Conflict 32
3.4.2: Too Much Conflict 32

Summary 35

Questions and Exercises 35

 4 Interpersonal Dynamics  
in Organizations  36

4.1: Interpersonal Power and Politics 36
4.1.1: The Nature of Organizational Power 36
4.1.2: The Nature of Organizational Politics 37
4.1.3: Creating a Power Base for Political Action 40

4.2: Building Interpersonal Networks: The Experience  
of Women 42

4.2.1: Barriers to the Interpersonal Network 42
4.2.2: Overcoming Interpersonal Network Barriers 43

4.3: Superior–Subordinate Relationships 43

Summary 45

Questions and Exercises 45

 5 Professional Interviews  46

5.1: The Employment Interview 46
5.1.1: The Pre-Interview Stage 46
5.1.2: The Interview Stage 55
5.1.3: The Post-Interview Stage 61

5.2: Performance Appraisal Interviews 62
5.2.1: The Performance-Planning Interview 62
5.2.2: The Performance Appraisal Interview 64

Summary 65

Questions and Exercises 65

Part II Creating a Professional Presentation  67

 6 Considering Audience Feedback  68

6.1: Analyze the Situation 69
6.1.1: Occasion 69
6.1.2: Size 69
6.1.3: Organizational Culture 70
6.1.4: Physical Environment 70
6.1.5: Time 70

6.2: Analyze Listener Characteristics 70
6.2.1: Demographics 70
6.2.2: Captivity 71

Contents

vi

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   6 5/6/16   11:50 AM



Contents vii

6.2.3: Predisposition toward the Speaker 71
6.2.4: Predisposition toward the Topic 72

6.3: Techniques for Analyzing the Audience 77
6.3.1: Keep the Survey Style Clean and Simple 77
6.3.2: Avoid Faulty Questions 77
6.3.3: Open-Ended versus Closed-Ended Questions 78

Summary 79

Questions and Exercises 80

 7 Preparing and Delivering  
Presentations  81

7.1: Decide on the General Purpose 81

7.2: Select a Topic 82

7.3: Develop the Specific Purpose Statement 82

7.4: Develop the Main Idea Statement 83

7.5: Gather Supporting Material 83
7.5.1: Examples 84
7.5.2: Statistics 84
7.5.3: Testimony 84

7.6: Research the Topic 84
7.6.1: Using the Library 84
7.6.2: Using the Internet 85
7.6.3: Conducting Interviews 88

7.7: Apply the Information Learned from the Audience  
Analysis 88

7.8: Structure the Main Ideas in the Body of the Speech 90
7.8.1: Chronological Structure 90
7.8.2: Spatial Structure 90
7.8.3: Cause–Effect and Effect–Cause Structures 91
7.8.4: Problem–Solution Structure 91
7.8.5: Topical Structure 91

7.9: Outline the Speech 91
7.9.1: The Preparation Outline 91
7.9.2: The Delivery Outline 95

7.10: Develop the Introduction and Conclusion 96
7.10.1: The Introduction 96
7.10.2: The Conclusion 98

7.11: Rehearsal and Delivery Considerations 98

Summary 99

Questions and Exercises 100

 8 Creating and Using Visual Aids  101

8.1: Types of Visual Aids 101
8.1.1: Objects 102
8.1.2: Models 102
8.1.3: Whiteboard or Flip Chart 102
8.1.4: Handouts 102
8.1.5: Photographs 102
8.1.6: Computer-Generated Charts, Graphs,  
and Visuals 102

8.2: Presenting Visual Aids to the Audience 118

Summary 119

Questions and Exercises 119

Part III Types of Business and Professional 
Presentations  121

 9 Technical Presentations  122

9.1: Understanding the Audience for Technical  
Information 123

9.2: General Guidelines for Communicating  
Technical Information 124

9.2.1: Make Appropriate Word Choices 124
9.2.2: Make Frequent Use of Examples  
and Analogies 125
9.2.3: Translate Measurement Scales into Useful  
Analogies 125
9.2.4: Create Relevant Visual Aids 126

9.3: Overcoming Obstacles to Shared Meaning 126
9.3.1: Difficult Concepts 126
9.3.2: Difficult Structures or Processes 127

9.4: Structuring the Technical Presentation 135

Summary 135

Questions and Exercises 136

 10 Proposal Presentations  137

10.1: Audience Analysis for Persuasive Proposals 138

10.2: Proposal Structures 138
10.2.1: The Problem–Solution Structure 139
10.2.2: Monroe’s Motivated Sequence 139
10.2.3: The N-A-R Structure 140
10.2.4: The Balance Structure 141

10.3: Developing Persuasive Arguments 142
10.3.1: Deductive Arguments 142
10.3.2: Inductive Arguments 145
10.3.3: Refutation Tactics 147

10.4: Outlining Your Points to Show Logical  
Relationships 147

10.5: Developing Effective Credibility Appeals 148

10.6: Developing Effective Emotional Appeals 152

Summary 152

Questions and Exercises 153

  11 Sales Communication  154

11.1: The Significance of Sales Communication in  
Business and the Professions 154

11.2: The Sales Relationship 155
11.2.1: Asking Questions 155
11.2.2: Empathy 156

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   7 5/6/16   11:50 AM



11.2.3: Building Trust 156
11.2.4: Listening for Metaphors 157
11.2.5: Adapting to Different Decision Styles 157

11.3: Content Considerations for Sales  
Presentations 158

11.4: Delivering the Sales Presentation 161

11.5: Structuring the Sales Presentation 161

Summary 162

Questions and Exercises 162

 12 Risk Communication  163

12.1: The Significance of Risk Communication  
in Business and Government 164

12.2: The Scientific Process of Risk Analysis 165
12.2.1: The Goals of Risk Analysis 165
12.2.2: Risk Analysis as an Inexact Science 167

12.3: Audience Perceptions of Risk 167

12.4: Credibility and the Process of  
Risk Communication 169

12.4.1: Individual Credibility 170
12.4.2: Process Credibility 171
12.4.3: Institutional Credibility 173

12.5: Creating Risk Messages 173

12.6: Informative Risk Communication 174
12.6.1: Persuasive Risk Communication 175

12.7: Best Practices in Risk Communication 176
12.7.1: Infuse Risk Communication into  
Policy Decisions 176
12.7.2: Account for Uncertainty Inherent in  
Risk Assessment 177
12.7.3: Involve the Public in Dialog 177
12.7.4: Account for Stakeholder Perceptions 177

12.7.5: Present Messages Honestly and with  
Compassion 177
12.7.6: Plan Carefully and Evaluate Efforts 177

Summary 177

Questions and Exercises 178

 13 Crisis Communication  179

13.1: The Significance of Crisis Communication  
in Business and the Professions 180

13.2: The Components of Crisis Communication 184

13.3: Forming a Crisis Management Team and  
Precrisis Planning 185

13.4: Communication Responses to Organizational Crisis 186
13.4.1: Emergency Response Communication 186
13.4.2: Image Repair Messages 186

13.5: Effectively Employing Crisis Communication  
Strategies 193

13.5.1: Use Multiple Strategies in Concert with  
One Another 193
13.5.2: Support All Strategies with Strong Reasoning  
and Evidence 193
13.5.3: Exercise Visible Leadership from the Highest  
Executives 193
13.5.4: Select Audience Preferred Tactics 194
13.5.5: Recognize the Limits of Persuasive  
Communication 195

13.6: Structuring the Organizational Image Briefing 195

Summary 198

Questions and Exercises 198

Endnotes 199
Credits 205
Index 208

viii Contents

A01_DISA8425_06_SE_FM.indd   8 5/6/16   11:50 AM



Given that many textbooks never make it to a 
sixth edition, we’re pleased to have had the 
 opportunity to write this latest version of  Business 

and Professional Communication: Plans, Processes, and 
Performance.

This textbook was originally designed as a radical de-
parture from traditional B&P fare. We wanted to avoid re-
peating units covered in basic public speaking courses and 
avoid hashing theories from business management and 
social psychology. Instead, our focus remains on the ba-
sic communication skills required in any business or pro-
fessional career. Like all previous editions, this book also 
introduces students to material that is largely ignored in 
other business and professional textbooks, including inter-
personal politics, technical presentations, risk communica-
tion, and crisis communication.

New to this Edition
Like the last edition, the sixth edition emphasizes easy-to-
ready tables and now includes eight new Technology Briefs 
developed by Dr. Jasun Carr, an expert in digital media at 
Idaho State University.

•  Chapter 3: Virtual Conferencing
•  Chapter 5: Social Media Research and Lockdown
•   Chapter 5: Doing a Job Interview Using VoIP Platforms
•  Chapter 6: Online Survey Platforms
•  Chapter 7: Assessing Reliability of Internet Sources
•  Chapter 7: The Web of Knowledge Approach
•   Chapter 8: Finding Images and Avoiding Copyright 

Violations
•   Chapter  13:  Social Media  Strategies  for  Crisis 

Communication

In today’s complex society, succeeding in a business or 
professional setting requires that you work collabora-
tively with others, efficiently adapt to change (technical 
or otherwise), innovate, and communicate effectively. 
According to Greg Satell, writing in Forbes (2015), col-
laboration and innovation are indispensable for organi-
zational success and effective communication is the key 
to both these processes.

In an effort to help you meet the challenges and  
opportunities of the future, and more easily adapt to the 
challenges of our globally connected economy, we have 
revised our book for a new edition. The sixth edition of 
Business and Professional Communication: Plans, Processes, 
and Performance has been thoroughly updated to reflect the 

latest research in the field. What follows are some of the 
specific changes that are new to the this edition:

•   We have invited Dr. Jasun Carr, an expert in digital 
communication at Idaho State University, to update 
the Technology Briefs throughout the book.

•   Chapter 1: The introduction has been recast to focus 
on employee engagement and collaboration. The 
concept of empathy is introduced into the discussion 
of feedback.

•   Chapter 2: A new definition of empathic listening 
is provided, and the importance of empathic lis-
tening in relationships and organizational teams is 
discussed.

•   Chapter 3: The discussion of  team membership 
competencies has been redesigned to emphasize 
working knowledge, empathy, and conversational 
turn-taking. An entirely new discussion of group 
collaboration channels discusses the ease of use, 
effectiveness, and optimal uses of message boards, 
e-mail, text messages, memos, formal letters, voice 
mail, videoconferencing, and face-to-face meetings. 
A new Technology Brief covers the use of popular 
Voice over Internet Protocols (VoIP) for conducting 
videoconferences.

•   Chapter 4: A discussion on creating political power 
includes new information on the importance of  
under-promising and over-delivering and the fine 
line between grandiosity and narcissism. An updated 
section focuses on helping women build informal 
network ties, including a discussion of the “labyrinth 
of challenges” that women face, including “Prove- 
it-Again,” “The Tightrope,” and “The Maternal 
Wall.” A variety of new suggestions have been dis-
cussed for overcoming the “labyrinth of challenges,” 
including e-mentoring and adopting both masculine 
and feminine communication patterns. There is an 
expanded section on the Leader Member Exchange 
model of superior–subordinate relationships.

•   Chapter 5: The chapter includes an expanded section 
on cultivating opportunities using interpersonal net-
works, LinkedIn, and online job posting and search 
engine boards. There is an updated discussion of  
industry-specific job posting and search engine 
boards. We have rewritten the unit that discusses 
male and female dress standards for interviews. 
There is a new Technology Brief on doing job 
 interviews over VoIP and other online platforms. 
Another Technology Brief discusses how to 

Preface

ix
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x 

lockdown your social media pages of embarrassing  
information. The section on verbal interviews has 
been entirely rewritten to cover both traditional and  
behavioral job interviews. There is an updated discus-
sion of salary negotiation.

•   Chapter 6: A new section helps students develop 
open- and closed-ended questions for audience anal-
ysis and explains how to avoid faulty questions, dou-
ble-barreled questions, and loaded questions. A new 
Technology Brief shows how to use online survey 
platforms such as SurveyMonkey and Google Forms.

•   Chapter 7: The unit on Internet research has been 
thoroughly updated to include the strengths 
and weaknesses of various search engines, how 
Google search results are prioritized, and vari-
ous specialized search engines. There is an up-
dated section on assessing the  reliability of 
Internet  search  results. A new Technology Brief  
explains how to conduct a Web of Knowledge search.

•   Chapter  8:  There  is  a  new  discussion  of  Prezi 
presentations.

•   Chapter 9: There is a new section on gaining and 
holding the audience’s attention during technical 
presentations.

•   Chapter 10: The chapter includes updated examples 
throughout.

•   Chapter 11: The chapter has been entirely reorga-
nized to emphasize sales relationships. There is a 
new unit on building the sales relationship that em-
phasizes  asking questions, empathy, building trust, 
listening to  metaphors, and adapting to different de-
cision styles.

•   Chapter 12: Examples have been updated to reflect  
current risk assessments.

•   Chapter 13: Every example in the chapter has been 
 updated, and many reflect crisis communication 
in large sports organizations such as the National 
Football League and the National Hockey League. 
The typology of  organizational crisis types has been 
simplified. A new Technology Brief explains how to 
use social media to manage organizational crises. A 
new section describes the tactics that are most likely 
to restore the organization’s image in the eyes of the 
audience.

The sixth edition also introduces the concept of empa-
thy and discusses its importance in work teams and sales 

 relationships. The chapter on groups and teams includes an 
extensive  discussion of electronic collaboration channels, 
including message boards, texting, and videoconferencing. 
An updated unit on networking focuses on the challenges 
women face in moving up in organizations, including 
“Prove-it-Again,” “The  Tightrope,” and “The Maternal 
Wall.” Chapter 5, on  interviewing, includes updated mate-
rial on online job boards and salary negotiation. New ma-
terial on sales  communication focuses on developing sales 
relationships. Finally, every  chapter includes up-to-date  
examples and illustrations.

Available Instructor Resources
The following instructor resources can be accessed by  
visiting http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc

Instructor Manual
Detailed instructor ’s manual with learning objectives, 
chapter outlines, discussion questions, activities and 
assignments.

PowerPoint Presentation
Provides a core template of the content covered through-
out the text. Can easily be added to customize for your 
classroom.

Test Bank
Exhaustive test banks with MCQs, fill-in-the-blanks, and 
essay type questions.

MyTest 
Create custom quizzes and exams using the Test Bank 
questions. You can print these exams for in-class use. Visit: 
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/mytest
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1

Chapter 1

The Role of Communication in 
Business and the Professions

 Learning Objectives

The last few years have produced enormous changes in 
business and professional life. Many of these changes stem 
from ongoing globalization and the introduction of tech-
nology that have moved many jobs from the developed 
to the developing world. The hang-over from the Great 
Recession still hampers organizational success and, there-
fore, job creation in North America and Europe. In addi-
tion, current challenges, including income inequality and 
global climate change, will increase the size and scope of 
the government’s influence on corporations and organi-
zations. Despite these wrenching changes, many people 
agree on one thing: Organizational and individual  success 
continues to depend in large measure on the ability to 
 communicate with others.

There is a clear link between communication and orga-
nizational success. Watson Wyatt, a worldwide consulting 
firm, has surveyed more than 750 companies representing 
more than 12 million employees to uncover the relation-
ship between communication and business performance. 
They found that companies with strong communication 
performance provided 47% higher total return to share-
holders over 5 years, and they were four times more 
likely to report high levels of employee engagement than 
low-communication-performance companies. In addition, 
high-performance companies were 80% more likely to 
 report lower turnover than poor performers.1

Globalization, technology, and severe recession have 
forced organizations to do more with fewer employees, 
and the concept of employee engagement has become 

vitally important. An engaged employee exerts extra effort 
for customers and clients, speaks highly of the organiza-
tion to outsiders, and intends to stay with the organiza-
tion. According to Christine Comaford, author of Smart 
Tribes: How Teams Become Brilliant Together, our current or-
ganizational and leadership practices have created a work-
force that is “deeply disengaged” and can’t be counted on 
to produce their best work.2

Employee engagement tends to be hurt, perhaps se-
riously, when employees are afraid for their jobs or wit-
ness others being downsized. Lack of communication 
during such situations adds to the problem because in the 
“absence of information, employees fill the vacuum with 
speculation and rumor that, while usually incorrect, is 
nevertheless damaging.”3 According to consultants Greg 
Harris, F. Leigh Branham, and Mark Hirschfeld, leaders 
can mitigate these problems by keeping communication 
“open and robust.”4 To overcome resistance to change, 
leaders must also be able to listen effectively so that they 
can assess others’ needs, wants, problems, and fears.

Even bad news can create a more engaged employee. 
In a study of communication practices in business, re-
searchers found that “the company with the highest bad 
news to good news ratio appeared to be performing very 
well, in terms of employee satisfaction and economic 
performance.”5 As the researchers explained, when bad 
news is candidly reported, problems can be solved or 
 reduced before they are company threatening. In addition, 
 reporting bad news makes good news more believable.

 1.1 Explain how communication occurs due to 
effective encoding and decoding of messages 
flowing between the source and the receiver

 1.2 Indicate that shared meaning is the 
goal of most business and professional 
communication

 1.3 Describe two ways of getting the desired 
response from an audience

 1.4 Report the need for communicators to 
adjust their tactics for different audiences 
and goals
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2 Chapter 1

Creative high-tech organizations such as Google 
and Pixar know that their success is tied to employees’ 
 communication abilities. Google asks

every applicant for any job how he or she “has flexed dif-
ferent muscles in various situations to mobilize a team,” 
executive chairman Eric Schmidt has reported. The com-
pany is also interested in every applicant’s “collaborative 
nature.” You’d still better be really smart, but you won’t 
have a chance of working there if you aren’t also off-the-
charts good at interacting with others.6

To ensure creativity in a competitive environment, 
employees must be able to exchange mundane news. Inno-
vativeness is spurred when people from different parts of 
an organization talk casually, compare notes on problems, 
and work together to create new solutions and opportuni-
ties. At Google, every element of the organization’s phys-
ical structure, down the cafeteria lines and lunch tables, is 
orchestrated to encourage interaction.

Effective communication is also essential for individ-
ual career success. A 2015 study issued by the National As-
sociation of Colleges and Employers reports the top eight 
qualities or skills that employers look for in new hires:

 1. Leadership
 2. Ability to work in a team
 3. Communication skills (written)
 4. Problem-solving skills
 5. Strong work ethic
 6. Analytical/quantitative skills
 7. Technical skills
 8. Communication skills (verbal)7

Although several of these skills relate to personality 
(e.g., work ethic), most of the rest relate to communication, 
including verbal and written communication, teamwork 
skills, leadership, and problem-solving skills. According to 
Annette Gregorich, a vice president of human resources for 
Multiple Zones International, “I’ve actually seen people lose 
promotions because they couldn’t write a proposal or stand 
in front of the management team and make a presentation.”8

Despite the emphasis on communication by many 
companies, employees and managers lack these skills.  
A survey of 470 human resource executives rated com-
munication as the most critical employee shortcoming. 
Managers of human resource departments consistently 
cite communication as one of the most critical areas for 
 additional development.9 In a survey by the American 
Management Association, corporate executives admit that 
the majority of their employees, managers, and leaders are 
below average in communication skills, creativity, collabo-
ration, and critical thinking.10

Susan Tardanico, the CEO of Authentic Leadership 
 Alliance, says that the current economic times call for “bold, 
confident, courageous leadership.”11 Anyone, no matter 

their position in an organization, can exercise leadership 
if they can improve their communication skills in a vari-
ety of areas. Tardanico discusses 10 behaviors deployed by 
courageous leaders, including seeking feedback and listen-
ing, communicating openly and frequently, and leading 
change. Karen Woodard-Chavez, president of Premium 
Performance Training, says that leadership involves being 
informative, persuasive, and inspirational.12 Finally, David 
Thompson, founder of Total Awareness Coaching, says 
that effective leadership involves awareness, clarity, and 
inspiration.13 Today’s collaborative, team-based work en-
vironments, such as those in high-tech, marketing, adver-
tising, and health care organizations, require all employees 
to act as both followers and leaders. Therefore, people 
with the strongest communication skills will be the ones 
who prosper in those work environments.

One of the most pronounced threats to career success 
is the outsourcing of jobs to other countries where  labor 
is cheaper than it is in North America. Although this 
trend started in the early 1990s with manufacturing jobs, 
it is moving quickly up the skill chain to software engi-
neers and financial analysts. Between 2001 and 2013, the 
United States lost 3.2 million jobs to China; three-quarters 
of those were in manufacturing.14 Jobs that can be easily 
routinized (broken down into discrete parts), even jobs in 
engineering, accounting, and financial analysis, are liable 
to move overseas in the coming years. Jobs that are not 
leaving the United States include management, leadership, 
sales, teaching, training, entrepreneurial, and consulting 
jobs that require directing and interacting with people, 
managing and leading the work of others, and constant 
face-to-face consultation in work teams. Each of these jobs 
requires strong communication skills.

No low wage worker in Shanghai, New Delhi, or Dublin 
will ever take Mark Ryan’s job. No software will ever do 
what he does, either. That’s because Ryan, 48, manages 
people—specifically, 100 technicians who serve half a 
million customers of Verizon Communications Inc. out of 
an office in Santa Fe Springs, Calif. A telephone lineman 
before moving up the corporate ladder, Ryan is earning 
a master’s degree at Verizon’s expense in organizational 
management, where he is studying topics like conflict 
resolution. That’s heady stuff for a guy who used to  
climb poles.15

Strong communication skills play an important part in a 
person’s ability to manage and lead employees. As we move 
further into the new century, communication skills will be 
the key to fulfilling your own professional aspirations.

But what exactly is communication, and how does it 
function? This chapter answers these questions by defining 
communication in two parts: First we will define and ex-
plain the concept of meaning, and then we will explain how 
messages flow between communicators. This leads us to the 
two overarching goals of most business and professional 
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communication: shared meaning and ambiguity. We close 
the chapter with a discussion of strategic communication.

1.1: What Is 
Communication?
1.1 Explain how communication occurs due to 

effective encoding and decoding of messages 
flowing between the source and the receiver

The term communication has become an important one for 
people in business and industry. When pressed to define 
exactly what the term means, however, many manag-
ers are at a loss. What exactly is communication? For our 
purposes, communication is an exchange of messages 
between individuals for the purpose of creating or influ-
encing the meaning that others assign to events. To fully 
understand our definition of communication, it is first nec-
essary to understand our definition of meaning; then we 
will explain how communicators exchange messages.

1.1.1: Meaning
Meanings are interpretations we develop for particular ex-
periences. For example, going to a job interview is an expe-
rience that some relish and others despise. The difference 
is in the interpretation or meaning that each person asso-
ciates with the activity.16 The meaning that we give to an 
event is not carried by the event itself; rather, events gain 
particular meanings as people converse about them. For 
example, most people hate the game playing and intrigue 
associated with organizational politics. Nevertheless, in 
Chapter 4, we argue that the strategic thinking required 
in organizational politics can be enjoyable. If you agree, 
your interpretation of organizational politics may change. 
As such, the meaning of any situation not only varies from 
person to person but also can change for individuals over 
time, based on their communication with others.

Shared meaning occurs when two people share agree-
ment in their interpretation of an experience or event.17 
Shared meaning may develop independently—for exam-
ple, when two people learn that they both hate job inter-
views. More frequently, we attempt to negotiate shared 
meaning with others through communication. When 
businesspeople talk about effective communication, they 
usually mean communication that creates shared meaning 
between people. For example, salespeople work to per-
suade potential buyers to share their assessment of a prod-
uct’s value. On the other hand, ambiguity is the opposite 
of shared meaning. It occurs when a message sender’s in-
tent and the receiver’s interpretation do not correspond.18 
Although businesspeople tend to emphasize the impor-
tance of shared meaning, ambiguity plays an important 

role in a variety of professional communication contexts, 
including organizational politics and organizational crises.

Communication creates or influences shared meaning 
through the use of signs and symbols. Signs are involuntary 
expressions of emotion and are usually nonverbal rather 
than verbal cues. Facial expressions, eye contact, posture, 
gesture, and vocal variations are all examples of nonverbal 
signs. Signs are involuntary because they are not normally 
under conscious control. When angry, you do not need to 
think about raising your voice, scowling, and slamming your 
fist. You exhibit these cues as a natural extension of your 
anger. As such, signs usually illustrate and emphasize the 
verbal portion of a message, although they can contradict a 
message, producing ambiguity and confusion for the listener.

Symbols, on the other hand, are voluntary expres-
sions that stand for or represent something else. Symbols 
are voluntary because the choice of whether and how to 
express yourself symbolically is more conscious than  
is the case for signs. Letters are symbols because they 
stand for certain sounds. Words are symbols because they 
stand for objects, ideas, or states of mind. Symbols are 
necessary because my picture of a tree, for example, can-
not be transmitted to you directly. Instead, our culture has 
agreed that the word tree stands for objects with roots, a 
trunk, branches, and leaves or needles. If my use of the 
word tree creates a corresponding picture of a similar tree 
in your head, then this symbol has created shared mean-
ing. If, however, when I use the word tree I am thinking of 
a Joshua tree (a variety common in the desert of the U.S. 
Southwest), but the word makes you think of a maple tree, 
then the symbol has been only partly successful in helping 
us share the meaning. However, sharing meaning is never 
as simple as selecting the one correct symbol to represent 

Communication is an exchange of messages for the purpose of 
 creating or influencing meaning. 
Wavebreakmedia/Shutterstock
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an idea. Effective communicators consider the logical and 
psychological meanings of their symbols as well.

To create shared meaning, the communicator must 
consider the logical relationship between a symbol and the 
thing it represents. This involves selecting the right words 
to stand for the objects, events, or states of mind to which 
the speaker refers. Although tools such as dictionaries aid 
this selection, the chore is complicated by the fact that al-
most every word has more than one definition. If I said, 
in response to the CEO’s motivational presentation, “The 
boss’s rhetoric is quite nice,” this could be taken in two 
ways depending on my meaning for the term  rhetoric. In 
one meaning, rhetoric is the art or science of using words 
effectively; thus, my comment is a compliment. If, on the 
other hand, I meant rhetoric as artificial eloquence, showi-
ness, and unnecessary elaboration of language and literary 
style, then my comment is an ironic insult. Multiple defini-
tions increase the beauty and power of language, but do so 
at the cost of precision.

In addition to the sheer number of definitions for 
each symbol, the fact that these symbols are abstract (re-
moved from the things they represent) further compli-
cates the possibility of shared meaning. This abstraction 
is sometimes depicted as a ladder of possibilities (see 
 Figure 1.1).19 At the bottom of the ladder in Figure 1.1 is 
an event: an employee’s lateness for work. The statements 
above the line are symbolic, meaning they represent the 
actual event. As we climb the ladder of abstraction, we 
increase the power of our description, moving from de-
scribing three events to describing the employee’s gen-
eral approach to work. But that increase in power also 
increases the ambiguity of the description. All language 
operates on a continuum that at one end may be highly 
precise but only minimally descriptive and at the other 
end is broader but more ambiguous.

In addition to the logical properties of language, psy-
chological meanings must also be considered. Psychologi-
cal meanings are the private associations that individuals 
have for a symbol. For example, although the dictionary 
definition for the term radiation focuses exclusively on the 
emission of a wave or particle from an unstable substance 
such as plutonium, the psychological meanings that some 
people have for radiation include accident, cancer, death, 

and so forth. These idiosyncratic meanings remind us that 
ambiguity lurks in the use of any symbol. If shared mean-
ing is an important goal, then communicators must take 
account of psychological meanings through careful word 
choice and clear definitions.

Signs and symbols have enormous influence on the 
meanings people give to events. (Remember that events 
do not have inherent meanings.) People use symbols and 
signs to label or relabel events, thereby changing the mean-
ing an event has for others.

Although automobile dealers still sell used cars, they 
don’t often refer to them that way anymore. The label used 
lacks the class and cachet desired by car buyers, even those 
of us who can’t afford a new vehicle. Thus the phrases pre-
viously owned and near new have jumped into our language 
to remove the negative stigma (interpretation) associated 
with a “used car.”

History is rife with moments when people change a 
label, hoping to persuade others to think differently about 
something. For example, while mahi-mahi is a popular sea-
food item at many upscale restaurants, it used to be known 
as dolphin fish in many parts of the United States. This is 
true despite the fact that it is a fish and definitely not a dol-
phin. So that people wouldn’t feel squeamish about eating 
Flipper, the Hawaiian name, mahi-mahi, which means 
“strong,” was adopted by marketers. This label suggests 
exotic and tropical meanings.

A great deal of persuasion is based on the ability of 
signs and symbols to label or relabel events for others. This 
persuasive function is vital for a variety of professional 
goals, including sales presentations and crisis commu-
nication. Through the use of signs and symbols, people 
attempt to influence and manage meaning for others in 
organizations. Let’s examine how signs and symbols are 
combined into messages.

1.1.2: The Flow of Messages
The model depicted in Figure 1.2 illustrates the flow of 
messages between people.

The two large circles represent source-receivers, peo-
ple who send and receive messages. Because communica-
tion is a circular process, we could begin anywhere in the 

Figure 1.1 The Ladder of Abstraction

Symbols  You are a poor worker.
 You have a poor attitude toward your work.
 Your poor attitude is reflected in poor attendance.
 You have been late a variety of times this month.

 You have been late three times this month.

An Event Late for work three times
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model, but for convenience sake we will begin with the left 
source-receiver. In the upper-left quadrant of the circle is 
experience, which is anything that happened to us in the 
past. Follow the arrow from experience to meaning. As 
stated earlier, meanings are the interpretations or attitudes 
we assign to our experiences. The subscript 1 after mean-
ings emphasizes that these are unique to the individual 
and cannot be transmitted whole to another person.

For purposes of simplicity, meanings can be  classified 
into two categories: cognitive and emotional. Emotional 
meanings are feelings such as sadness, surprise, and cu-
riosity. Feelings are usually expressed directly in the form 
of signs, although it is also possible to put feelings into 
words, such as by saying, “I feel great about this project.” 
On the other hand, cognitions are ideas, and before these 
can be sent they must be encoded into symbols.  Encoding 
is the process of selecting symbols to stand for or repre-
sent cognitions. When trying to share meaning, we select 
symbols that we hope represent similar meanings in the 
receiver. We have covered some of the complexities of this 
selection process.

Messages are composed of signs and symbols that 
travel along a channel. Common channels for oral com-
munication include audio, visual, and tactile channels. 
There are also technological channels such as messages 
boards, texting, and videoconferencing. Noise can inter-
fere with communication anywhere in the channel and 
tends to produce ambiguity. Physical noise is any con-
crete interference with the process of communication, 
such as the speaker talking too fast, a construction crew 
working in the next room, or children crying in the audi-
ence. Psychological noise is any internal interference with 

listening, such as a bias against the speaker or a dislike for 
the subject.

After the message completes its passage along the 
channel, it encounters the sense organs of the other 
source-receiver. The message is decoded, meaning that the 
receiver selects meanings to attach to the signs and sym-
bols. It is important to emphasize that meanings are not 
sent; rather, the receiver selects meaning from within her-
self and attaches that meaning to the message. This is the 
reason for the subscript 2 behind meanings. The message 
then becomes part of the receiver’s experience, and the re-
ceiver may further examine and interpret it.

Once a message is fully interpreted, this meaning be-
comes part of a new message, which includes both cogni-
tive and emotional components. The cognitive components 
are encoded into symbols, and the emotional components 
are emitted as signs that travel along a channel. These are 
received by the first source-receiver through the senses, 
decoded, and then interpreted to create a new meaning.

The return message is referred to as feedback. Feed-
back includes information about how the first message 
was received. For example, a person who shakes his or her 
head no and frowns while you finish a proposal is indi-
cating how the message was received. A person’s ability 
to correctly interpret another person’s sign (nonverbal) 
behavior and respond in an appropriate way is referred 
to as empathy or perspective taking. Empathy is a social 
sensitivity skill that is absolutely vital for providing feed-
back and sharing meaning. In Figure 1.2, the wavy dashed 
lines from each source-receiver indicate the ability to view 
one’s own communication from the point of view of the 
other person—to put yourself in the other person’s shoes, 

Figure 1.2 A Model of Message Transmission

Source: Based on a model by Christopher L. Johnstone, Pennsylvania State University, © James R. DiSanza.
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so to speak. This form of role taking involves anticipating 
a reaction to a message rather than waiting for the person’s 
feedback.20 Thus, role taking can help a speaker antici-
pate difficulties or objections and develop ways to over-
come these problems prior to actually speaking. As such,  
role taking also serves to reduce ambiguity and increases 
the chances of sharing meaning.

By representing the flow of messages, the model de-
picts the components and processes of communication. 
Encoding and decoding are complicated and, depending 
on how they are handled by communicators, serve to in-
crease either shared meaning or ambiguity. Noise can 
interfere with message transmission, increasing the like-
lihood of ambiguity. Feedback empathy, and role taking, 
on the other hand, facilitate the process of shared meaning. 
We will refer to elements of this model throughout the rest 
of the book.

1.2: Goals of 
Communication
1.2 Indicate that shared meaning is the goal of most 

business and professional communication

The model presented in this chapter suggests two overar-
ching goals for communication in business and the pro-
fessions. These goals are the foundation for the material 
in later chapters, and we will refer to them repeatedly 
throughout the book.

1.2.1: Shared Meaning Is the 
Objective of Most Business and 
Professional Communication
As we have noted, shared meaning results when the send-
er’s intent and the receiver’s interpretation correspond. 
When consultants, for example, talk about converting em-
ployee fears about restructuring into support for needed 
changes or discuss the importance of corporate values, 
they encourage managers to create shared meaning. Sell-
ing a product or service also requires shared meaning. 
Informing other people about safety or environmental 
procedures depends on the ability to share information ac-
curately. In short, shared meaning is vital to a variety of 
organizational functions and goals.

However, shared meaning is not an “either–or” prop-
osition; it exists on a continuum. At the low end of the con-
tinuum is contractual shared meaning.21 In this form of 
sharing, two parties each give up something they would 
rather not part with to get something valuable from the 
other person. For example, salespeople might not want to 
put forth extra effort to exceed sales quotas but do so in 

order to receive a bonus at the end of the month. Similarly, 
organizations do not want to spend money on bonuses 
but do so to increase sales. Contractual shared meaning 
does not require that employees agree with the organiza-
tion’s sales goals or the choices of products it markets. All 
that is required is for each party to give up something in 
order to receive something else that cannot be achieved 
alone.

For example, despite their importance, safety regula-
tions are notoriously difficult to enforce in manufacturing 
operations. Employees see regulations as excessive, and 
the demands of the job encourage them to drift away from 
anything that is not directly connected to productivity. 
However, rewarding safe workers and punishing unsafe 
workers will improve compliance regardless of whether 
the employee thinks the regulations are important. This 
minimal form of shared meaning is the basis of many pro-
fessional interactions, and we will discuss it more fully in 
Chapters 3 and 4 on group and interpersonal communica-
tion, respectively.

A second kind of shared meaning represents rela-
tively greater correspondence between the sender and 
receiver; we refer to this as consensual shared mean-
ing.22 When parties share consensus, they agree about 
basic objectives and values. If an employee follows safety 
precautions because he or she believes they protect both 
the employee and the organization, he or she expresses 
a point of view shared by the plant management. Con-
sensual shared meaning is the basis for most persua-
sive communication and is covered in Chapters 10 and 
11 on persuasive proposals and sales communication, 
respectively.

Although it is safe to say that shared meaning is an 
important goal for business and professional communica-
tors, there are also times when ambiguity is valuable.

1.2.2: Ambiguity Is the Objective 
of Some Business and Professional 
Communication
As we indicated in our model, ambiguity is a constant 
presence in the communication process. Ambiguity occurs 
when there is little overlap between a sender’s intent and 
a receiver’s interpretation. It is a myth, however, to believe 
that effective communication must always be clear.

Ambiguity is useful to leaders developing group or 
organizational mission statements. Ambiguous mission 
statements provide a sense of shared direction while leav-
ing room for individual interpretation.23 Ford’s “Qual-
ity Is Job 1” assertion clearly sets company direction but 
leaves employees free to develop their own means to 
achieve quality. We will discuss a leader’s use of ambi-
guity as a motivational technique in Chapter 3 on groups 
and teams.
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Ambiguity also plays a vital role in organizational 
crisis communication. In circumstances in which a clear 
apology creates unacceptably high legal liabilities, an am-
biguous apology may be warranted. We will cover the 
methods and ethical implications of the ambiguous apol-
ogy in Chapter 13 on crisis communication. Although less 
vital than shared meaning, ambiguity serves important 
functions in professional settings.

1.3: Effective 
Communication Is 
Audience Centered
1.3 Describe two ways of getting the desired  

response from an audience

The audience is vital to the success of all communication. 
In the professions, people communicate to accomplish 
goals. If these goals could be achieved individually, peo-
ple wouldn’t bother with communication. Thus we com-
municate to get a desired response from an audience. 
What does the audience know about the topic? Do they 
have a positive or negative attitude toward it? How did 
they arrive at that attitude? Knowing the answers to such 
questions can help a communicator adjust the content and 
delivery of the message, increasing the likelihood of the 
desired response.

The communication model indicates two methods of 
adapting to the audience. By paying attention to feedback, 
a communicator can adapt to better suit the audience. Does 
the audience need you to slow down? Have you lost your 
supervisor during a complicated explanation? By paying 
attention to feedback, a communicator can answer such 
questions and make appropriate adjustments.

Role taking is another means of assessing the audi-
ence. While role taking, a communicator imagines how 
others will react to his message. Ling, for example, owns a 
small landscaping company and wants to get a contract at 
the new shopping mall. After sketching out his sales pitch 
to the mall’s management team, he attempts to imagine 
the members’ concerns about or objections to his proposal. 
Are they concerned about quality? Is cost a concern? Will 
they want to know about liability insurance? Are they con-
cerned about the small size of the company? 
The answers to these questions will help Ling 
adjust his content to address relevant concerns. 
Effective role taking allows communicators to 
adapt to feedback prior to actual interaction, 
thereby increasing the chances that receivers 
will respond in the desired way. Another term 
for role taking is audience analysis, which we will 
cover extensively in Chapter 6.

1.4: Effective 
Communication Is Strategic
1.4 Report the need for communicators to adjust their 

tactics for different audiences and goals

As we have noted, people communicate to accomplish in-
dividual, group, and organizational goals that they cannot 
accomplish alone. Achieving your own and others’ goals 
during communication requires the ability to think stra-
tegically. Strategic communication is a conscious process 
wherein the communicator specifies the goals that he or 
she wants to accomplish, learns about the audience and 
its position regarding the goals, and then selects commu-
nication tactics that will move the audience closer to those 
goals. This process is depicted in Figure 1.3.

Strategy is a term that refers to the objectives or goals 
that you want to accomplish. Prior to delivering any 
 important message, you should stop to consider the short- 
and long-range goals you have for that situation. Short-
range goals are those that can be immediately obtained 
from a particular audience in a particular setting. For ex-
ample, Lainey, the public relations director for a chemical 
manufacturing company, needs to conduct a public rela-
tions campaign to achieve the short-range goal of reducing 
the community’s concern about her plant’s safety record.

Long-range goals, however, can’t be achieved with 
a single message or within a single setting, but may take 
years and many messages to accomplish. Lainey’s long-
range goals include creating a positive impression of the 
plant as an important economic asset and contributor to 
community causes. Lainey aims most of her campaign at 
changing the community’s impression of safety, but she 
also plans to include information about the firm’s impor-
tance to the local economy and even mentions its chari-
table contributions. Although these comments probably 
won’t change a lot of opinions, they are at least a first step 
to achieving her long-range plan. A person’s short- and 
long-range goals are referred to as the person’s strategy, 
which is depicted by a target-like circle on the right side of 
Figure 1.3.

Step 2 in the strategic communication process in-
volves learning about the audience’s position regarding 
your goal. As we stated in the previous section, role tak-
ing and its more formal counterpart, audience analysis, are 

Figure 1.3 A Model of the Process of Strategic Communication

Audience Knowledge
and Perceptions

Short-Range and
Long-Range Goals

Communication Tactics
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two methods by which communicators can learn about the 
knowledge and attitudes of the audience. Like most risk 
communicators, for example, Lainey knows that she must 
learn about her audience prior to structuring messages for 
them. If she assumes that the plant’s safety record makes 
the public fearful when they are not or, worse yet, assumes 
people aren’t concerned about the safety record when they 
really are, then her persuasive message is likely to backfire. 
In order to learn more about the audience, Lainey plans to 
conduct a brief phone survey of 100 community leaders to 
find out what they know about the chemical plant’s safety 
record and their perceptions of that record. The results of 
this survey will provide Lainey with an understanding of 
what the audience knows and believes about the plant’s 
safety record and will help her make decisions about mes-
sage channels, structure, and content.

The third step in the strategic communication process 
involves selecting specific communication tactics (rep-
resented by the arrow in Figure 1.3) that are designed to 
move the audience toward the intended goal. After Lainey 
discovered that people believed the plant had a poor 
safety record and were disturbed about the risk of a chem-
ical spill, she decided to develop a persuasive campaign to 
reassure the community that the risks were small, that the 
plant was ready for any spill, and that the plant’s safety 

record had improved. Lainey decided to host regular plant 
tours for the general public because she knew that mak-
ing an audience more familiar with a risky situation tends 
to reduce their fears (see Chapter 12). She also decided to 
hold several public meetings and explain the plant’s safety 
record in an interview with the environmental writers at 
the local paper. Once she selected these channels, Lainey 
needed to develop specific informative and persuasive 
appeals that would explain the plant’s procedures and 
reassure the public about their safety. She also needed to 
prepare responses to potentially hostile questions from 
community members. And, because the interview with 
the newspaper was to be conducted with a knowledge-
able expert in environmental reporting, her comments to 
this person had to be set up differently than her comments 
to the lay public. Lainey used her short- and long-range 
goals and her understanding of audience knowledge and 
perceptions.

Strategic communication is a complicated process of 
focusing your goals, anticipating the audience, and con-
sciously making tactical choices. Fortunately, strategic 
communication abilities can be improved with practice. If 
you devote yourself to learning the material in this book, 
you will achieve significant progress in your ability to 
think and communicate strategically.

Summary
Despite enormous changes in business and the professions, 
most people agree that effective communication is vital for 
both individual and organizational success. Communica-
tion is the exchange of messages between individuals for 
the purpose of creating or influencing the meaning that 
others assign to events. Meanings are interpretations or at-
titudes that we develop for particular experiences. Events 
do not have a particular meaning; rather, meaning is given 
to events by people, and meanings change through com-
munication with others. Shared meaning occurs when two 
people agree in their interpretation of an event. Ambiguity 
occurs when a message sender’s intent and the receiver’s 
interpretation do not correspond.

The communication model depicts source-receivers 
who want to influence each other’s interpretations. In-
terpretations are influenced through signs and symbols. 
Signs are involuntary (usually nonverbal) emotional 
expressions. Symbols are voluntary expressions that 
stand for or represent something else. Signs and symbols 

form messages that travel through a channel that can be 
 affected by noise. Messages are decoded by the receiver 
when he or she selects meanings from within himself or 
herself to attach to the signs and symbols. This mean-
ing is always somewhat different from the meaning that 
the original person intended to communicate. The re-
turn message is referred to as feedback. Role taking is 
the ability of communicators to put themselves in the 
position of other people to anticipate their reaction to a 
message. Feedback and role taking can improve shared 
meaning.

Shared meaning is the goal of most business and pro-
fessional communication. Ambiguity, on the other hand, is 
sometimes useful in professional settings. Effective com-
munication is audience centered, meaning that a commu-
nicator must adapt to the receiver’s needs and preferences 
for the greatest effect. Effective communication is strategic, 
meaning that communicators must adjust their tactics for 
different audiences and goals.
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Questions and Exercises
 1.1 Can you think of an instance of communication in 

which a misunderstanding occurred because some-
one didn’t take account of the logical or psycholog-
ical meaning of a term or phrase? What were the 
 consequences of this misunderstanding? What could 
have been done to prevent the misunderstanding?

 1.2 In the communication model, what happens to indi-
viduals who do not pay attention to feedback? Can 
you provide an example of this kind of miscommuni-
cation? What were the consequences of this problem?

 1.3 Have you ever had a job in which you shared consen-
sus with most managerial decisions and actions? If so, 
how did your approach to this job differ from your 
approach to other jobs where you were merely fulfill-
ing a contractual agreement?

 1.4 Describe some of the things managers do to encour-
age consensual shared meaning among employees. 
Are these techniques effective? Why or why not?

 1.5 In this chapter we suggested that symbols are used to 
influence the meanings that people apply to events. 
The following quotes present two opinions about the 
health care reforms proposed by the Obama adminis-
tration in 2009 and fully implemented in 2014.

From an advocate of health care reform:

“The fact that the current US system is broken and 
needs a complete overhaul with government in-
volvement is becoming increasingly apparent to 
almost anyone except for those who have some kind 
of visceral reaction to the government being in-
volved in anything. It is because of the stark reality 
faced by ordinary people that, despite the incessant 
propaganda against single payer public plans by the 

health industry and its allies in Congress and the 
media, the polls are pretty clear that people favor a 
greater government involvement in the health care 
system. . . .

“So let’s stop talking about ‘popular opposition’ 
to government involvement in health care. The peo-
ple who are opposed are the people in the current 
system who benefit from the sickness of others or 
have a knee-jerk reaction to anything that involves 
the government. What they are really scared of is 
that the public plan will be so popular that  everyone 
will want to join in. Currently estimates of the 
 people who will want to get in can get as high as  
119 million, a number suggested by one of the health 
industry’s main lackeys, Sen. Charles Grassley 
(R-Iowa).”24

The following statement is inspired by opponents of 
health care reform.

I can’t think of an interaction with any government 
entity—be it local, regional, state, or federal—that  
I willingly engage. I despise going to the DMV.  
I despise getting my car inspected. I hate getting a 
new passport. All of these things are inefficiently 
 managed and involve a lot of time spent waiting. 
This same thing happens to those who are forced 
to rely on government for health care. These people 
spend a lot of time waiting—a huge, gigantic amount 
of time waiting. No one needs to spend more time 
waiting. Government employees are usually union-
ized and no one should be subject to a gaggle of 
unionized employees. 

How are the word choice and sentence structure of each 
quotation designed to influence people’s interpretation? 
Point to specific words or sentences and the effect they are 
designed to have on the reader’s interpretation.
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