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It’s a great privilege to present this fourteenth  edition 
of The Interpersonal Communication Book. I’ve been 
extremely fortunate to have this luxury. Each revi-

sion has enabled me to improve and fine-tune the pre-
sentation of interpersonal communication so that it 
accurately reflects what we know about the subject and 
is as clear, interesting, involving, and as up-to-date as it 
can possibly be.

Like its predecessors, this fourteenth edition provides 
in-depth coverage of interpersonal communication, blend-
ing theory and research on one hand and practical skills on 
the other. The book’s philosophical foundation continues to 
be the concept of choice. Choice is central to interpersonal 
communication (as it is to life in general). As speaker and 
listener, you’re regularly confronted with choice points at 
every stage of the communication process: What do I say? 
When do I say it? How do I say it? Through what channel should 
I say it? And so on. The choices you make will determine 
in large part the effectiveness of your messages and your 
relationships. The role of this text, then, is threefold: (1) 
to identify the choices you have available in a vast array 
of interpersonal  situations; (2) to explain the theory and 
research evidence bearing on these choices—enabling you 
to identify your available choices and to select more rea-
soned, more reasonable, and more effective communication 
choices; and (3) to provide you with the skills needed to 
communicate your choices effectively.

One new element of choice introduced with the 
fourteenth edition is how you read and experience The 
Interpersonal Communication Book—and, if in REVEL, on 
what type of digital device. Available both in REVEL as 
well as in its traditional print format, the format options 
of the new edition of The Interpersonal Communication Book 
encourage students to make choices about their own learn-
ing style preferences and become more engaged and more 
involved in the learning process.

What’s New in This Fourteenth 
Edition?

•	 New objectives are presented in the chapter opener, 
repeated in the text with each major head, and iterated 
again in the summary. This feature helps focus attention 

on the key concepts and principles discussed and how 
this learning can be demonstrated.

•	 Throughout the text are Nutshell summary tables and 
bullet lists to help students review the content of the 
section and fix it more firmly in memory.

•	 The Cultural Map recalls the major cultural differences 
discussed in Chapter 2 and relates them to the content 
of the remaining chapters.

•	 The Interpersonal Choice Points now each contain 
four alternatives that will stimulate discussion on the 
most effective approach to a variety of interpersonal 
communication situations.

•	 Social media are given greater attention and are inte-
grated throughout the text in all chapters.

•	 A great deal of new research is integrated throughout 
the text, much of it from the past five years.

In addition, a variety of changes have been made in 
each of the chapters. Among the more important are these:

•	 Chapter 1, Foundations of Interpersonal Communication, 
now includes an expanded discussion of ethics with an 
integrated self-test and new discussions of  code-switching 
and strategic ambiguity.

•	 Chapter 2, Culture and Interpersonal Communication, 
now includes an interesting table on the metaphors 
of culture and new discussions of Internet dating and 
 dialect and accent.

•	 Chapter 3, Perception of the Self and Others in 
Interpersonal Communication, now includes discus-
sions of the impostor phenomenon and the Pygmalion 
effect and new material on attacking self-destructive 
beliefs and social comparisons in social media. In addi-
tion, a new table applies communication insights to 
writing your online profile.

•	 Chapter 4, Verbal Messages, includes a new principle 
especially important in this time of social media: Messages 
Can Be Onymous or Anonymous.

•	 Chapter 5, Nonverbal Messages, includes a new time 
test, a new section on interpersonal time, an inte-
grated exercise on height, a discussion of smiling, 
and a table offering suggestions for effective time 
 management.

Welcome to The Interpersonal 
Communication Book
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•	 Chapter 6, Listening in Interpersonal Communication, 
formerly Chapter 4, now includes a new definition of 
listening and a new section on lie detection.

•	 Chapter 7, Emotional Messages, includes a restructuring 
of the principles on body and mind, new principles of 
influences and channels, a new Understanding Theory 
& Research box on the Five Stages of Grief, and a new 
table on emotional expressions.

•	 Chapter 8, Conversational Messages, contains a new 
section on introducing people and a new table on the 
handshake. Excuses and apologies are now treated 
separately.

•	 Chapter 9, Interpersonal Relationship Stages, Theories, 
and Communication, contains a new table on the causes 
of relationship deterioration.

•	 Chapter 10, Interpersonal Relationship Types, now 
 includes a discussion of friends with benefits, social 
networking politeness, and a new love styles text.

•	 Chapter 11, Interpersonal Conflict and Conflict 
 Management, includes a revised conflict model to 
bring it more in line with the concept of choice, a new 
principle that conflict can occur in all com munication 
forms, and a new discussion of social  allergens.

•	 Chapter 12, Interpersonal Power and Influence, 
now contains a revised section on bullying (moved 
from Chapter 10) and an expanded and restructured 
 discussion of power plays.

Features
This text is a complete learning package that will provide 
you with the opportunity to learn about the research and 
theory in interpersonal communication and to practice 
and acquire the skills necessary for effective interpersonal 
interaction.

Interpersonal Choice Points and ViewPoints
Interpersonal choice points—brief scenarios asking 
 learners to apply the material in the chapter to a  specific 
interaction—appear throughout the text in the  margins. 
These are designed to encourage the application of the 
research and theory discussed in the text to real-life 
situations.

ViewPoints appear as captions to the interior  photos 
and ask you to consider a wide variety of issues in inter-
personal communication. These are designed to encour-
age students to explore significant communication 
issues discussed in the chapter from a more personal 
point of view.

Balance of Theory/Research and Skills
This text recognizes the practical importance of interper-
sonal skills and so gives considerable attention to skills. 
But it bases these skills on theory and research, which are 
discussed throughout the text. Each chapter also contains 
an Understanding Interpersonal Theory & Research box, which 
focuses on a specific theory relevant to the chapter con-
tents. The aim of these boxes is simply to encourage learn-
ers to focus on a theory of interpersonal communication 
as a theory. These boxes include Communication Theories 
and Research, Culture Shock, The Just World Hypothesis, 
Listening to Lying, Theories of Gender Differences, 
Theories about Space, The Five Stages of Grief, Online 
Communication Theories, Relationship Commitment, 
Love Styles and Personality, Conflict and Gender, and 
Compliance-Gaining Strategies.

Like theory and research, interpersonal skills 
are  discussed throughout this text. In addition, each 
chapter contains an Understanding Interpersonal Skills 
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box. These boxes are designed to highlight some of the 
most important skills of interpersonal communication: 
Mindfulness, Cultural Sensitivity, Other-Orientation, 
Openness, Metacommunication, Flexibility, Expressiveness, 
Empathy, Supportiveness, Equality, and Interaction 
Management.

Both of these boxes contain a section on “working 
with” the theories and research and the skills to encour-
age you to apply what you’re reading about to specific 
 interpersonal interactions.

Culture and Interpersonal Communication
As our knowledge of culture and its relevance to interper-
sonal communication grows, so must culture’s presence in 
an interpersonal communication textbook and course. The 
entire text stresses the importance of culture to all aspects 
of interpersonal communication.

An entire chapter devoted to culture (Chapter 2, 
Culture and Interpersonal Communication) is  presented 
early in the text as one of the foundation concepts 

for understanding interpersonal communication. This 
chapter covers the relationship of culture and interper-
sonal communication, the ways in which cultures differ, 
and ways to make intercultural communication more effec-
tive. In addition to this separate chapter, here are some of 
the more important  discussions that appear throughout 
the text, as well:

•	 The cultural dimension of context; culture in comple-
mentary and symmetrical relationships, in the principle 
of adjustment, and in ethical questions (Chapter 1)

•	 The role of culture in the development of self- 
concept,  accurate perception, implicit personal-
ity  theory,  the self-serving bias, and uncertainty 
(Chapter 3)

•	 Listening, culture, and gender (Chapter 4)

•	 Cultural and gender differences in politeness, direct-
ness, and assertiveness; cultural identifiers, sexism, 
heterosexism, racism, and ageism in language and in 
listening (Chapter 5)

•	 Culture and gesture, facial expression, eye communi-
cation, color, touch, paralanguage, silence, and time 
(Chapter 6)

•	 The influence of culture on emotions; cultural cus-
toms as an obstacle to the communication of emotions 
(Chapter 7)

•	 Conversational maxims, culture, and gender; culture 
and expressiveness; the influence of culture on self-
disclosure (Chapter 8)

•	 The influence of culture on interpersonal relationships 
and the stages of relationships (Chapter 9)

•	 Cultural differences in friendship; cultural differences in 
loving; culture and the family (Chapter 10)

•	 Cultural influences on conflict and conflict management 
(Chapter 11)

•	 The cultural dimension of power (Chapter 12)

A new feature, The Cultural Map, returns to the basic 
concepts of cultural differences discussed in Chapter 2 and 
connects these concepts with the content of the various 
chapters.
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The Cultural Map
AMBIGUITY TOLERANCE

People with disabilities may also be viewed from 
a cultural perspective, and in this edition, three special 
tables offer suggestions for more effective communica-
tion between people with and people without disabilities. 
These tables provide tips for communication between 
people with and without visual problems (Table 5.4 
in Chapter 5); between people with and without hear-
ing deficiencies (Table 6.1 in Chapter 6); and between 
people with and without speech and language disorders 
(Table 8.1 in Chapter 8).

Politeness
Politeness in interpersonal communication is stressed 
throughout this text as one of the major features of effec-
tive interaction. Some of the major discussions include 
politeness strategies for increasing attractiveness, mes-
sage politeness, polite listening, conversational politeness, 
politeness theory of relationships, and politeness in conflict 
management.

Social Media
The ways and means of social media are integrated 
throughout the text. For example, the principle of ano-
nymity in interpersonal communication is included as a 

basic principle because of its increasing importance due 
to social media. The ubiquity of the cell phone and the 
accompanying texting has changed interpersonal com-
munication forever and is recognized throughout the 
text. Likewise, dating, keeping in touch with family and 
friends, making friends, and engaging in conflict—and 
much more—is viewed in a world dominated by (not 
simply a world that includes) social media.

In-Text Application
This text includes a variety of features that encourage 
interaction and self-exploration.

•	 Self-Tests, appearing throughout the text, encourage 
you to analyze your own communication behavior 
and to consider any possible changes that you’d like 
to make.

•	 Interpersonal Choice Points appearing in the margins 
encourage you to apply the principles and skills of the 
text to specific interpersonal situations.

•	 ViewPoints captions encourage you to explore the 
implications of a variety of communication theories and 
research findings.

•	 Understanding Interpersonal Theory & Research and 
Understanding Interpersonal Skills boxes contain 
 activities to enable you to actively engage with theories, 
research, and skills. Ethics in Interpersonal Communi-
cation boxes present ethical issues and ask what you 
would do in each of the presented scenarios.

In addition, visit The Communication Blog (http://
tcbdevito.blogspot.com). Maintained by the author, this site 
offers a forum for instructors and students of interpersonal 
communication as well as hybrid and public speaking 
courses. Regular posts by the author update the text mate-
rial and share ideas for teaching.

http://
tcbdevito.blogspot.com
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End of Chapter
Each chapter has a two-part ending: (1) Summary, a num-
bered propositional summary of the major concepts that 
are discussed in the chapter, organized by major topic 
headings. Each topic heading also contains the learning 
objective. (2) Key Terms, a list of key terms that are used in 
the chapter (and included in the “Glossary of Interpersonal 
Communication Concepts” at the end of the text) and the 
page number on which the term is introduced.

Instructor and Student Resources
Key instructor resources include an Instructor’s Manual, TestBank, and PowerPoint 
Presentation Package. These supplements are available at www.pearsonglobaleditions 
.com/DeVito (instructor login required). For a complete list of the instructor and stu-
dent resources available with the text, please visit www.pearsonglobaleditions.com/
DeVito.

www.pearsonglobaleditions
.com
www.pearsonglobaleditions.com/
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Pearson MediaShare
Pearson’s comprehensive media upload tool allows stu-
dents to post video, images, audio, or documents for 
instructor and peer viewing; time-stamped comment-
ing; and assessment. MediaShare is an easy, mobile way 
for students and professors to interact and engage with 
speeches, presentation aids, group projects, and other 
files. MediaShare gives professors the tools to provide 
contextual feedback to demonstrate how students can 
improve their skills.

Structured like a social networking site, MediaShare 
helps promote a sense of community among students. In 
face-to-face and online course settings, MediaShare saves 
instructors valuable time and enriches the student learning 
experience by providing contextual feedback.

•	 Use MediaShare to assign or view speeches, outlines, 
presentation aids, video-based assignments, role-plays, 
group projects, and more in a variety of formats, includ-
ing video, Word, PowerPoint, and Excel.

•	 Assess students using customizable, Pearson-provided 
rubrics, or create your own around classroom goals, 
learning outcomes, or department initiatives.

•	 Set up assignments for students with options for full-
class viewing and commenting, private comments 
between you and the student, peer groups for review-
ing, or as collaborative group assignments.

•	 Record video directly from a tablet, phone, or other web-
cam (including a batch upload option for instructors), 
and tag submissions to a specific student or assignment.

•	 Embed video from YouTube via assignments to incorpo-
rate current events into the classroom experience.

•	 Set up quiz questions on video assignments to ensure 
students master concepts and interact and engage with 
the media.

•	 Import grades into most learning management systems.

•	 Ensure a secure learning environment for instructors 
and students through robust privacy settings.

•	 Upload videos, comment on submissions, and grade 
 directly from our new MediaShare app, available 
free from the iTunes store and GooglePlay; search for 
 Pearson MediaShare.

Pearson MediaShare is available as part of 
MyCommunicationLab.
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Chapter Objectives

 1.1 Identify the potential personal and professional benefits from 
studying interpersonal communication.

 1.2 Define interpersonal communication and explain the nature of 
interpersonal communication.

 1.3 Define the essential elements of interpersonal communication 
including source-receiver, encoding-decoding, messages, channels, 
noise, context, and ethics.

 1.4 Paraphrase the principles of interpersonal communication. 

Chapter tOpiCs

Why Study Interpersonal 
Communication

The Nature of Interpersonal 
Communication

Elements of Interpersonal 
Communication

Principles of Interpersonal 
Communication

Chapter 1

Foundations 
of Interpersonal 
Communication

Success starts 
with a strong 
foundation.

Part 1  Preliminaries to interPersonal 

CommuniCation
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This chapter introduces the study of interpersonal communication and explains why 
interpersonal communication is so important; it examines the nature of this unique 
form of communication, its elements, and its principles.

Why Study Interpersonal 
Communication
1.1 Identify the potential personal and professional benefits from studying 

interpersonal communication.

Fair questions to ask at the beginning of this text and this course are “What will I get 
out of this?” and “Why should I study interpersonal communication?” One very clear 
answer is given by the importance of interpersonal communication: it’s a major part 
of human existence that every educated person needs to understand. Much as you 
need to understand history, science, geography, and mathematics, for example, you 
need to understand how people interact (how people communicate interpersonally)—
whether face to face or online. 

You’ll find answers to these questions throughout this course and this text; you’ll 
recognize the situations discussed and the skills suggested as crucial to your personal 
as well as professional success.

Personal Success
Your personal success and happiness depend largely on your effectiveness as an 
interpersonal communicator. Close friendships and romantic relationships are de-
veloped, maintained, and sometimes destroyed largely through your interpersonal 
interactions. Likewise, the success of your family relationships depends heavily on 
the interpersonal communication among members. For example, in a survey of 1,001 
people over 18 years of age, 53 percent felt that a lack of effective communication was 
the major cause of marriage failure—significantly greater than money (38 percent) and 
in-law interference (14 percent) (How Americans Communicate, 1999).

Likewise, your success in interacting with neighbors, acquaintances, and people 
you meet every day depends on your ability to engage in satisfying conversation— 
conversation that’s comfortable and enjoyable. 

Professional Success
The ability to communicate interpersonally is widely recognized 
as crucial to professional success (Morreale & Pearson, 2008). 
From the initial interview at a college job fair to interning, to 
participating in and then leading meetings, your skills at interper-
sonal communication will largely determine your success. 

Employers want graduates who can communicate orally and in 
writing (Berrett, 2013). This ability is even considered more  important 
than job-specific skills, which employers felt could be  learned on 
the job. For example, one study found that among the 23  attributes 
ranked as “very important” in hiring decisions, “communication and 
interpersonal skills,” noted by 89 percent of the recruiters, was at the 
top of the list. This was a far higher percentage of recruiters than the 
percentage who noted “content of the core curriculum” (34 percent) or 
“overall value for the money invested in the recruiting effort” (33 per-
cent) (Alsop, 2004). Interpersonal skills offer a “key career advantage 
for finance professionals in the next century” (Messmer, 1999), play 
an important role in preventing workplace violence (Parker, 2004), 
reduce medical mishaps and improve doctor–patient communication 
(Smith, 2004; Sutcliffe, Lewton, & Rosenthal, 2004), and are one of six 

Interpersonal ChoICe poInts
Throughout this  book you’ll find marginal items labeled 
Interpersonal Choice Points. These items present brief scenar-
ios where a decision needs to be made. For each scenario several 
possible decisions are identified. These are not the only possible 
choices, just some of them. In some instances all four responses 
are logical and each may well prove effective. It depends on the 
specific situation and your own personality and communication 
style. So, in responding to these ICPs ask yourself which response 
is likely to work best for you in the specific situation you imagine.

These Choice Points are designed to encourage you to ap-
ply the material discussed in the text to specific interpersonal 
situations by first analyzing your available choices and then 
making a communication decision. In making your choices, try 
to identify as specifically as possible your reasons for selecting 
one choice and rejecting the others; ask yourself, what are the 
advantages and disadvantages of each choice.

VIEWPOINTS Partner 
CommuniCation  What specific 
communication skills would you like 
your life partner to have?
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areas that define the professional competence of physicians and train-
ees (Epstein & Hundert, 2002). In a survey of employers who were 
asked what colleges should place more emphasis on, 89 percent iden-
tified “the ability to effectively communicate orally and in writing” as 
the highest of any skill listed (Hart Research Associates, 2010). And in 
that same survey, the largest number of employers (84 percent), when 
asked what would prepare college students for success, identified 
“communication skills.” In still  another survey of women and lead-
ership, the ability to communicate and to build  relationships—the 
essential of interpersonal communication—were noted among the 
competencies exemplified by top leaders (Harvard Business Review, 
2013). The importance of interpersonal communication skills extends 
over the entire spectrum of professions. 

Clearly, interpersonal skills are vital to both personal and professional success. 
Understanding the theory and research in interpersonal communication and master-
ing its skills go hand in hand (Greene & Burleson, 2003). The more you know about 
interpersonal communication, the more insight and knowledge you’ll gain about 
what works and what doesn’t work. The more skills you have within your arsenal of 
communication strategies, the greater your choices for communicating in any situa-
tion. In a nutshell, the greater your knowledge and the greater the number of commu-
nication choices at your disposal, the greater the likelihood that you’ll be successful 
in achieving your interpersonal goals. This concept of choice figures into many of the 
principles and skills discussed throughout this text. You might even look at this text 
and your course as aiming to enlarge your interpersonal communication choices and 
give you a greater number of options than you had before this exposure to the study 
of interpersonal communication.

As a preface to an area of study that will be enlightening, exciting, and extremely 
practical, examine your beliefs about interpersonal communication by responding to 
the following questions with T if you believe the statement is usually true or F if you 
believe the statement is usually false.

 ____ 1. Good communicators are born, not made.

 ____ 2. The more you communicate, the better at it you will be.

 ____ 3. In your interpersonal communication, a good guide to follow is to be as 
open, empathic, and supportive as you can be.

 ____ 4. When communicating with people from other cultures, it’s best to  ignore 
the differences and treat the other person just as you’d treat members of 
your own culture.

 ____ 5. Fear of meeting new people is detrimental and must be eliminated.

 ____ 6. When there is conflict, your relationship is in trouble.

As you probably figured out, all six statements are generally false. As you read 
this text, you’ll discover not only why these beliefs are false but also the trouble you 
can get into when you assume they’re true. For now, and in brief, here are some of the 
reasons each of the statements is generally false:

(1) Effective communication is a learned skill; although some people are born 
brighter or more extroverted, all can improve their abilities and become 
more effective communicators.

(2) It’s not the amount of communication people engage in but the quality that 
matters; if you practice bad habits, you’re more likely to grow less effective 
than more effective, so it’s important to learn and follow the principles of 
effectiveness (Greene, 2003; Greene & Burleson, 2003).

(3) Each interpersonal situation is unique, and therefore the type of communi-
cation appropriate in one situation may not be appropriate in another.

(4) This assumption will probably get you into considerable trouble because peo-
ple from different cultures often attribute different meanings to a message; 

Interpersonal ChoICe poInt
Interpersonal Communication Is relational
Your supervisor posted a comment on Facebook 
that you feel is highly objectionable. What will you 
do in this situation?

a. Ignore it.
b. Like the comment on Facebook.
c. Express your honest opinion and ask her to 

delete it.
d. Send her a private message warning her about 

the consequences of posting such a message.
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members of different cultures also follow different rules for what is and is not 
appropriate in interpersonal communication.

(5) Many people are nervous meeting new people, especially if these are 
people in authority; managing, not eliminating, the fear will enable you to 
become effective regardless of your current level of fear.

(6) All meaningful relationships experience conflict; relationships are not in 
trouble when there is conflict, though dealing with conflict ineffectively 
can often damage the relationship.

The Nature of Interpersonal 
Communication
1.2 Define interpersonal communication and explain the nature of interpersonal 

communication.

Although this entire text is in a sense a definition of interpersonal communication, a 
working definition is useful at the start. Interpersonal communication is the verbal and 
nonverbal interaction between two (or sometimes more than two) interdependent people. This 
relatively simple definition implies a variety of characteristics, to which we now turn. 

Interpersonal Communication Involves 
Interdependent Individuals
Interpersonal communication is the communication that takes place between people 
who are in some way “connected.” Interpersonal communication thus includes what 
takes place between a son and his father, an employer and an employee, two sisters, 
a teacher and a student, two lovers, two friends, and so on. Although largely dyadic 
(two-person) in nature, interpersonal communication is often extended to include 
small intimate groups such as the family. Even within a family, however, the commu-
nication that takes place is often dyadic—mother to child, father to mother, daughter 
to son, and so on.

Not only are the individuals simply “connected”—they are also interdependent: 
What one person does has an impact on the other person. The actions of one person 
have consequences for the other person. In a family, for example, a child’s trouble 
with the police affects the parents, other siblings, extended family members, and per-
haps friends and neighbors.

In much the same way that Facebook may have changed the definition of friend-
ship, it may also have changed the definition of interpersonal communication. 
Sending a message to your closest 15 friends who then respond to you and the  others 
would be considered interpersonal communication by some theorists and not by 
others. Online chats and phone and Skype conferences, on the other hand, are also 
considered interpersonal by some and not by others. Still another issue is the blurring 
of the lines between what is interpersonal and what is public. When you send a mes-
sage to a friend on any of the social media sites, that message is, potentially at least, 
a public message. Although your intended message may be interpersonal—between 
you and a close friend, say—that message can (and often does) become a public one—
between you and people with whom you have absolutely no connection.

Interpersonal Communication Is Inherently Relational
Because of this interdependency, interpersonal communication is inevitably and 
 essentially relational in nature. Interpersonal communication takes place within a 
 relationship—it has an impact on the relationship; it defines the relationship.

The communication that takes place in a relationship is in part a function of 
that relationship. That is, the way you communicate is determined in great part by 
the kind of relationship that exists between you and the other person. You interact 
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differently with your interpersonal communication 
instructor and your best friend; you interact with a 
sibling in ways very different from the ways in which 
you interact with a neighbor, a work colleague, or a 
casual acquaintance. You interact on Facebook and 
Twitter in ways very different from the way you inter-
act in a face-to-face situation.

But also notice that the way you communicate, 
the way you interact, influences the kind of relation-
ship you develop. If you interact with a person in 
friendly ways, you’re likely to develop a friendship. If 
you regularly exchange hateful and hurtful messages, 
you’re likely to develop an antagonistic relationship. 
If you regularly  express respect and support for each 
other, a respectful and supportive relationship is likely 
to develop. This is surely one of the most obvious 
 observations you can make about interpersonal communication. And yet many 
 people seem not to appreciate this very clear relationship between what they say and 
the relationships that develop (or deteriorate).

At the same time that interpersonal communication is relational, it also says 
something about you. Regardless of what you say, you are making reference, in some 
way, to yourself—to who you are and to what you’re thinking and feeling, to what 
you value. Even your “likes” on Facebook, research shows, can reveal, for example, 
your sexual orientation, age, intelligence, and drug use; and photos—depending on 
the smile—can communication your level of personal well-being (Entis, 2013). 

Interpersonal Communication Exists on a Continuum
Interpersonal communication exists along a continuum (see Figure 1.1) that ranges 
from relatively impersonal to highly personal (Miller, 1978, 1990). At the impersonal 
end of the spectrum, you have simple conversation between people who really don’t 
know each other—the server and the customer, for example. At the highly personal 
end is the communication that takes place between people who are intimately inter-
connected—a father and son, two longtime lovers, or best friends, for example. A few 
characteristics distinguish the impersonal from the personal forms of communication.

•	 Social role versus personal information. Notice that, in the impersonal example, 
the individuals are likely to respond to each other according to the roles they are 
currently playing; the server treats the customer not as a unique individual but as 
one of many customers. And the customer, in turn, acts toward the server not as 

VIEWPOINTS interPersonal 
metaPhors  Metaphors 
are useful for providing different 
perspectives on communication 
(Krippendorff, 1993). How would you 
explain interpersonal communication 
in terms of metaphors such as a 
seesaw, a ball game, a television 
sitcom, or a rubber band?
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Figure 1.1 An Interpersonal Continuum

Here is one possible interpersonal continuum. Other people would position the relationships 
differently. You may want to try constructing an interpersonal continuum of your own face-to-face 
and online relationships.
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a unique individual but as he or she would act 
with any server. The father and the son, however, 
react to each other as unique individuals. They 
act on the basis of personal information.

•	 	 Societal versus personal rules. Notice too that 
the server and the customer interact  according to 
the rules of society governing the server– customer 
interaction. The father and the son, on the other 
hand, interact on the  basis of personally established 
rules. The way they address each other, their 
touching behavior, and their  degree of physical 
closeness, for example, are unique to them and are 
established by them rather than by society.

•	 Social versus personal messages. Still another difference is found in the messages 
exchanged. The messages that the server and customer exchange, for  example, are 
themselves impersonal; there is little personal  information exchanged and there is 
little emotional content in the messages they exchange. In the father–son example, 
however, the messages may run the entire range and may at times be highly  personal, 
with lots of personal information and lots of emotion.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Verbal 
and Nonverbal Messages
Interpersonal interaction involves the exchange of both verbal and nonverbal 
 messages. The words you use as well as your facial expressions, your eye contact, and 
your body posture—in face-to-face interaction—and your online text, photos, and 
videos send interpersonal messages. Likewise, you receive interpersonal messages 
through all your senses—hearing, vision, smell, and touch. Even silence sends inter-
personal messages. These messages, as you’ll see throughout this course, vary greatly 
depending on the other factors involved in the interaction. You don’t talk to a best 
friend in the same way you talk to your college professor or your parents.

One of the great myths in communication is that nonverbal communication ac-
counts for more than 90 percent of the meaning of any message. Actually, it depends. 
In some situations the nonverbal signals indeed carry more of your meaning than the 
words you use, perhaps in expressing strong emotions. In other situations, however, 
the verbal signals communicate more information, for example, when you talk about 
accounting or science. Most often, of course, they work together. 

Interpersonal Communication Takes Place  
in Varied Forms
Interpersonal communication often takes place face-to-face, as when we talk with other 
students before class, interact with family or friends over dinner, or trade secrets with 
 intimates. But interpersonal communication also takes place over some kind of computer 
network, through texting, e-mailing, posting to Facebook, phoning, pinning to Pinterest, 
and tweeting. Some would argue that online communication is today’s communication 
platform; others argue that online communication is tomorrow’s communication plat-
form. No one seems to argue that online communication is not here to stay and grow.

In this text, face-to-face communication and online/social media communication 
are integrated for a number of important reasons:

1. It’s the way we communicate; we interact face-to-face and online. Some inter-
actions are likely exclusively face-to-face, while others are exclusively online. 
Increasingly, our interactions are with people with whom we communicate both 
online and offline.

2. Contemporary interpersonal communication can only be understood as a combi-
nation of online and offline interaction. The research and theory discussed here on 

VIEWPOINTS Blogs, etC. 
 Blogs and social networking 

websites are among the chief means 
by which people express themselves 
interpersonally but also to a broader 
audience. How would you compare 
the typical blog post and the typical 
social networking post in terms of 
the five purposes of interpersonal 
communication identified here?
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face-to-face and on online communication inform each other. Most of the interper-
sonal theories discussed here were developed for face-to-face interaction but have 
much to say about online relationships as well.

3. It’s part of the skill set that employers expect potential employees to have. As 
already noted, the ability to communicate orally and in writing (and, of course, 
that includes online and offline) is consistently ranked among the most important 
qualities employers are looking for.

4. Both forms of communication are vital to developing, maintaining, and even dis-
solving relationships. More and more relationships are started and maintained 
online, with many of them moving to face-to-face interactions if the online inter-
action proves satisfying.

5. Both forms of communication are important to your achieving your goals. For 
example, your employability will depend, in great part, on how effectively you 
communicate in your e-mails, in your phone conferences, in your Skype inter-
views, and in your in-person interviews. Social networking recruiting is perhaps 
the major means used to hire new employees (Bersin, 2013).

Table 1.1 identifies some of the major similarities and differences between face-to-
face and computer-mediated communication.

Interpersonal Communication Involves Choices
The interpersonal messages that you communicate are the result of choices you make. 
Many times you don’t think of what you say or don’t say as involving a choice—it 
seems so automatic that you don’t think of it as under conscious control. At other 
times, the notion of choice is paramount in your mind—do you admit your love 
openly, and if so where and when do you do it? What do you say when you face the 
job interviewer?

table 1.1 Face-to-Face and Computer-Mediated Communication
Throughout this text, face-to-face and computer-mediated communication are discussed, compared, and contrasted. Here is a brief summary 
of some communication concepts and some of the ways in which these two forms of communication are similar and different.

Human Communication Element Face-to-Face Communication Computer-Mediated Communication

Sender
•	Presentation of self and impression  

management 
 

•	Speaking turn

•	Personal characteristics (sex, approximate age,  
race, etc.) are open to visual inspection;  receiver 
controls the order of what is attended to;  disguise 
is difficult.

•	You compete for the speaker’s turn and time 
with the other person(s); you can be interrupted.

•	Personal characteristics are hidden and are 
 revealed when you want to reveal them;  
anonymity is easy. 

•	It’s always your turn; speaker time is unlimited; 
you can’t be interrupted.

Receiver
•	Number
•	Opportunity for interaction 

 

•	Third parties 

•	Impression formation

•	One or a few who are in your visual field.
•	Limited to those who have the opportunity to 

meet; often difficult to find people who share 
your interests.

•	Messages can be overheard by or repeated to 
third parties but not with complete accuracy.

•	Impressions are based on the verbal and 
 nonverbal cues the receiver perceives.

•	Virtually unlimited.
•	Unlimited. 

 

•	Messages can be retrieved by others or forwarded 
verbatim to a third party or to thousands.

•	Impressions are based on text messages and 
posted photos and videos.

Context
•	Physical
•	Temporal

•	Essentially the same physical space.
•	Communication is synchronous; messages are 

 exchanged at the same (real) time.

•	Can be in the next cubicle or separated by miles.
•	Communication may be synchronous (as in chat 

rooms) or asynchronous (where messages are 
 exchanged at different times, as in e-mail).

Channel
•	All senses participate in sending and receiving 

messages.
•	Visual (for text, photos, and videos) and auditory.

Message
•	Verbal and nonverbal 

•	Permanence

•	Words, gestures, eye contact, accent, vocal cues, 
spatial relationships, touching, clothing, hair, etc.

•	Temporary unless recorded; speech signals fade 
rapidly.

•	Words, photos, videos, and audio messages. 

•	Messages are relatively permanent.
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Look at it this way: throughout your interpersonal life and in each interper-
sonal interaction, you’re presented with choice points—moments when you have 
to make a choice about whom you communicate with, what you say, what you 
don’t say, how you phrase what you want to say, and so on. This course and this 
text aim to give you reasons (grounded in communication theory and research 
discussed throughout the text and highlighted in the Understanding Interpersonal 
Theory & Research boxes) for the varied choices you’ll be called upon to make in 
your interpersonal interactions. The course and text also aim to give you the skills 
you’ll need to execute these well-reasoned choices (many of which are written into 
the text and some of which are highlighted in the Understanding Interpersonal 
Skills boxes).

Elements of Interpersonal 
Communication
1.3 Define the essential elements of interpersonal communication including source-

receiver, encoding-decoding, messages, channels, noise, context, and ethics.

The model presented in Figure 1.2 is designed to reflect the circular nature of inter-
personal communication; both persons send messages simultaneously rather than in 
a linear sequence, where communication goes from person 1 to person 2 to person 1 to 
person 2 and on and on. 

Each of the concepts identified in the model and discussed here may be thought 
of as a universal of interpersonal communication in that it is present in all interper-
sonal interactions: (1) source–receiver (including competence, encoding–decoding, 
and code-switching), (2) messages (and the metamessages of feedback and feedfor-
ward), (3) channels, (4) noise, (5) contexts, and (6) ethics (though not indicated in the 
diagram but an overriding consideration in all interpersonal communication).

Source–Receiver
Interpersonal communication involves at least two people. Each individual per-
forms source functions (formulates and sends messages) and also performs  receiver 
functions (perceives and comprehends messages). The term source–receiver 
 emphasizes that both functions are performed by each individual in interpersonal 
communication. This, of course, does not mean that people serve these functions 
equally. As you’ve no doubt witnessed, some people are (primarily) talkers and 
some people are (primarily) listeners. And some people talk largely about them-
selves and others participate more in the give and take of communication. In an 
interesting analysis of Twitter messages, two major types of users were identified 
(Bersin, 2013; Dean, 2010a):

•	 informers were those who shared information and also replied to others; these 
made up about 20 percent.

•	 meformers were those who mainly gave out information about themselves; these 
made up about 80 percent.

In a Nutshell Interpersonal communication

•	 Involves interdependent individuals; the individuals are connected in some way

•	 Is inherently relational

•	 Exists on a continuum

•	 Involves verbal and nonverbal messages

•	 Takes place in varied forms

•	 Involves choice making




