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  ix

While working on this sixteenth edition (beginning in February 2020 up to 
the time of publication (January 2021), two extraordinary world events 
were taking place: The COVID-19 pandemic and the Black Lives Matter 

movements. There is no aspect of life (and certainly no aspect of interpersonal com-
munication) that has not been touched (perhaps uprooted is a better term) by these 
two events.

As I write this, the coronavirus pandemic has infected some 90 million people 
worldwide and killed close to 2 million people; in the United States some 23 million 
cases and over 300 thousand deaths have been reported. Approximately 4000 people 
died from COVID everyday in January 2021. Especially hard hit were the Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous communities. The world is wearing facial masks (mandated by many 
regional governments in the United States and in many parts of the world), maintain-
ing social distance, avoiding large gatherings, and washing their hands more often 
than ever imagined. People are asked to shelter in place and to quarantine themselves 
if they’ve been exposed to someone with the virus. Thousands of restaurants have 
closed permanently and those that remain open are required to have diners maintain 
social distance, serve outdoors, or only admit indoors a certain percentage of what 
would normally be a full house. Spectator sports like baseball, football, and soccer 
are being played to empty stadiums and viewed only virtually. Many movie houses 
and theatres have closed permanently and those remaining open are required to limit 
their capacity so that the required social distance can be maintained. Similarly, barber 
shops, hair and nail salons, gyms, beaches, parks, and playgrounds have been closed 
with sporadic openings happening from time to time with greatly reduced numbers 
of people along with re-closings when the number of positive cases increased. In busi-
ness and in families, face-to-face meetings were greatly reduced—even relatives who 
did not live together were advised to avoid social contact. The Thanksgiving holiday, 
and, in fact, all holidays, normally a time of family get-togethers, has been widely can-
celled, hopefully postponed to a later time. Remote and virtual communication—with 
relatives, friends, and medical professionals, for example, became the norm along 
with millions of people working from home—a trend that is likely to continue even 
after this pandemic is history. Approximately half of all students—from elementary 
through high school and college—are attending classes online. Those schools that are 
open to in-person learning have a greatly reduced student body, are monitored closely, 
and are closed when students, staff, or faculty are found to test positive.

Not unexpectedly, along with these changes has come vast unemployment; as 
of October 2020, some 12.6 million people were unemployed; unemployment now is 
lasting longer and more permanent than any time in history. Despite periodic mora-
toriums, tens of thousands of Americans cannot afford to pay their rent and are being 
evicted from their homes, increasing the rate of homelessness to record levels. In addi-
tion, some 30 million Americans do not have enough food to eat, over 20 percent of 
parents say they cannot afford to feed their children, and long lines at food banks 
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are common throughout the country and throughout the world. As you can appreci-
ate, these developments have created a level of stress, uncertainty, anxiety, and fear 
unthinkable just a year earlier.

The Black Lives Matter movement—energized by the death of George Floyd, 
a Black man at the hands of a White police officer—spread throughout the United 
States, and in many other countries as well. People of all races and nationalities 
have been forced to recognize the disparities in power, in wealth, in access to health 
care—to name just a few—between Whites and Blacks, and joined in the protests 
and marches. At the same time, the history of racism has been brought to the front of 
the stage, and statues of confederate soldiers (Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson, 
for example) have been torn down. Even renowned historical figures such as first 
president George Washington, author of the Declaration of Independence Thomas 
Jefferson, and writer of The Star-Spangled Banner Francis Scott Key—all slave 
holders—were reevaluated and assigned by many to a drastically different place in 
American history.

At the same time that we are witnessing a new look at racial injustice—not only 
to Black people but to American Indian/Native American, Hispanic/Latinx, and 
Asian people as well—we are appreciating the injustice that our view of sex and  
gender as binary—as either male or female—imposes on the vast number of people 
who may be intersex or have gender identities that do not fit conveniently into either 
male or female and who may identify as both male and female or as neither. We are 
recognizing that gender identity is a spectrum, a continuum. And, in January 2021, 
the House of Representatives adopted rules to remove gendered language. In addi-
tion to terms like chairman being replaced by chair, themself is to replace himself or 
herself and familiar relationships (for example, mother, son, daughter, nephew) will be 
replaced by parent, child, and similar non-gendered terms.

These events have also helped to create a division among people rarely seen in 
recent history. People had drastically different interpretations of the coronavirus with 
some believing it was a hoax and that masks and restrictions on large gatherings were 
unnecessary and an infringement on individual freedom. Others took the virus seri-
ously, wore masks, maintained social distancing, and avoided large gatherings. Fights 
were not uncommon between those who refused to wear masks and those who felt 
masks were an essential and vital part of controlling this pandemic. Similarly, deep 
divisions were seen in responses to the Black Lives Matter movement with some sup-
porting the aims of the movement and others diametrically opposed. Some wanted the 
statues of confederate leaders to be torn down while others wanted them preserved, 
even enshrined. Some wanted a reduction in police while others wanted a greater 
police presence. One of the clearest divisions was seen in the tens of thousands of 
people who waited on long lines for food and who could not pay their rent and were 
faced with eviction and eventual homelessness, when on Wall Street the stock market  
was hitting all-time highs—making millions for investors. Still another division was 
seen in the January 2021 riots in Washington, D.C. between those who supported  
Donald Trump and called the election of Joe Biden a fraud and those who supported 
the election of Biden. Currently, state capitols throughout the country are expecting 
and preparing for additional riots and protests.

And, not surprisingly, deep divisions were seen in the sex/gender arena with 
some demanding greater acceptance and equal treatment under the law while others 
rejected such demands as violating their religious or cultural beliefs and freedoms.

We are clearly living in a world much different from the world in which the 
fifteenth edition was revised and published, and this book, and all books, needs 
to reflect these changes. I have tried to do this throughout this revised edition,  
noting these changes and their implications in the chapter narrative as well as in the 
various features and photos and, perhaps most noticeably, on the cover. At the time 
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I’m writing this, vaccines are being distributed with shortages experienced through-
out the country. But when and even if this virus will be totally eradicated remains a 
question. Similarly, no one knows where the BLM movement will take the country 
and the world, or how the average person and the varied societies and cultures will 
deal with gender fluidity and the division among people. We can only guess. But 
there is one thing we do know and that is that these differences need to be discussed 
directly and clearly and the conflicts confronted and managed effectively, and that is 
the role of interpersonal communication.

My major task in revising this edition, then, was to provide the theory, research, 
and skills that will prove helpful in this ever-changing world. Interpersonal commu-
nication has always been among the most important of all competencies people need 
to function effectively in personal relationships and in the world of work. Today, it’s 
even more important. We need to learn how best to maintain contact and close rela-
tionships in the age of COVID-19 and how to deal effectively with social and racial 
inequalities and with gender identities very different from the simple male or female. 
And we need to deal with the vast differences now dividing the country and the 
world. Interpersonal communication will not solve all the problems the country and 
the world now face, but it’s an essential ingredient of the better world we all hope for.

In addition to the changes mentioned above, this sixteenth edition (which itself 
is a rare privilege) updates and fine tunes the presentation of interpersonal commu-
nication so that it is current—accurately reflecting the most up-to-date knowledge 
about the subject—and as clear, interesting, involving, and relevant to today’s college  
students as it can be.

Like its predecessors, this sixteenth edition provides in-depth coverage of inter-
personal communication, blending theory and research on the 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 you say? When do you say it? How do you say 
it? Through what channel should you say it? And so on. In large part, the choices you 
make will determine the effectiveness of your messages and your relationships. The 
role of The Interpersonal Communication Book, then, is threefold:

1.	 to identify and explain the choices you have in a vast array of interpersonal 
situations;

2.	 to explain the theory and research evidence that bears on these choices—enabling 
you to identify your available choices and to select more reasoned, more reason-
able, and more effective communication choices; and

3.	 to provide you with the skills needed to communicate your choices effectively.

The Interpersonal Communication Book is available in both print and digital  
formats. The flexibility of these options encourages students to make choices about their 
own learning style preferences in order to become more engaged and involved in the  
learning process.

What’s New in This Sixteenth Edition?
Revel™
Revel is an interactive learning environment that deeply engages students and pre-
pares them for class. Media and assessment integrated directly within the authors’ 
narrative lets students read, explore interactive content, and practice in one con-
tinuous learning path. Thanks to the dynamic reading experience in Revel, students 
come to class, whether in-person or online, prepared to discuss, apply, and learn from  
instructors and from each other.
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Learn more about Revel
www.pearson.com/revel

Rather than simply offering opportunities to read about and study interpersonal com-
munication, Revel facilitates deep, engaging interactions with the concepts that matter 
most. For example, when learning about assertiveness in Chapter 4, students are pre-
sented with a self-assessment that rates their own communication behaviors, allowing 
them to examine their level of assertiveness and consider how they could improve on 
it. By providing opportunities to read about and practice communication at the same 
time, Revel engages students directly and immediately, which leads to a better under-
standing of course material.
A wealth of student and instructor resources and interactive materials can be found 
within Revel. Interactive materials include the following:

•	 Integrated Experiences These interactive exercises allow students to analyze their 
own communication behavior, enabling them to learn and grow over the duration 
of the course. A variety of question styles are offered, including fill-in-the-blank, 
True or False, and numerical ratings.

•	 Videos and Video Self-Checks Short video clips showcase interviews with work-
ing professionals, examples of face-to-face scenarios, and concept reviews to boost 
mastery of content. Many videos are bundled with correlating self-checks, enabling 
students to test their understanding immediately after watching the clip. A variety 
of new videos have been added throughout this sixteenth edition.

•	 Dialogue Examples Examples of effective and ineffective dialogue are enhanced 
with audio demonstrations, which add the dimensions of inflection, tone, and  
volume to enhance the learning experience.

•	 Interactive Figures Interactive figures and preview diagrams (such as Figure 9.6: 
Movement among the Stages as Predicted by Relationship Theories ) allow students 
to interact with the illustrations, increasing their ability to grasp difficult concepts. By 
allowing students to examine specific parts of a model, with either additional expla-
nation or real-life examples, broad and theoretical concepts are easier to understand.

http://www.pearson.com/revel
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•	 Interactive Tables Two-stage interactive tables (such as Table 3.1: In a Nutshell: 
The Self ) allow students to first study and review the information in the original 
presentation, and then, when ready, assess their memory and understanding of 
the concepts by removing and then dragging content back to the correct position.

•	 Interactive Cultural Maps These maps recall major cultural differences discussed in 
Chapter 2 (such as ambiguity tolerance, masculine or feminine orientation, and high-
or-low context) and describe how these differences may impact communication around 
the world. In Revel, readers are given the opportunity to manipulate the maps and are 
provided with additional information and visuals of many of the countries identified.
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•	 Integrated Writing Opportunities To help students connect chapter content with 
personal meaning, each chapter offers two varieties of writing prompts: the journal 
prompt (structured around the concept of interpersonal choice making and ethical 
choice making), eliciting a free-form, topic-specific response addressing topics 
at the module level; and the Shared Writing Prompt, eliciting a focused, brief 
response, addressing topics at the chapter level, which students can share with 
each other.

To access your own Revel account for The Interpersonal Communication Book, Sixteenth 
Edition, go to www.pearson.com/revel.

Updated Coverage
Major changes to all chapters include the following:

•	 New and updated research findings and references appear throughout the chapters.

•	 New Summary of Skills sections now appear at the ends of each chapter.

•	 Implications of COVID-19 and the Black Lives Matter movement are included in 
the chapter narrative and in the features and photos in most chapters.

•	 Binary pronouns have been eliminated and all sentences recast to reflect gender 
fluidity.

•	 The Understanding Interpersonal Skills boxes have been deleted with the impor-
tant material integrated into the chapters.

•	 New photos and captions (Viewpoints) appear throughout the chapters.

•	 Cultural Maps have been reduced to seven, corresponding to the seven cultural 
dimensions discussed in Chapter 2.

•	 All figures now have captions.

•	 All modules now contain an “In a Nutshell” table summarizing the major content of 
that section of the chapter.

Changes by chapter include the following:

•	 Chapter 1, Foundations of Interpersonal Communication, covers the benefits of 
studying interpersonal communication, the elements of interpersonal communica-
tion, and the principles of interpersonal communication. Changes in this chapter 
include a new preview diagram of the principles of interpersonal communica-
tion (Figure 1.2), a new nutshell table for the first A-head (all A-heads now have 
nutshell tables), brief explanations of the features—integrated exercises, nutshell 
tables, preview diagrams, choice points, ethics boxes, and viewpoints, deletion of 
the principles of symmetrical and complementary relationships, interdependent 
individuals, and the inherent relational nature of interpersonal communication.

•	 Chapter 2, Culture and Interpersonal Communication, covers the nature of cul-
ture, the major cultural differences that impact interpersonal communication, and 

http://www.pearson.com/revel
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principles for more effective intercultural communication. Changes in this chapter 
include a new diagram of the iceberg metaphor and the deletion of the seven meta-
phors table, references to the seven Cultural Maps in the remainder of the book, a new 
section on the social construction of race and ethnicity, a re-cast section on sex and 
gender, and a new viewpoint on cultural appropriation and cultural appreciation.

•	 Chapter 3, Perception of the Self and Others, covers the essential concepts of the 
self, the stages of perception, impression formation, and impression management. 
The Cultural Map in this chapter focuses on ambiguity tolerance. Changes in this 
chapter include a new preview diagram of the self.

•	 Chapter 4, Verbal Messages, covers the principles of verbal messages, confir-
mation and disconfirmation, and verbal message effectiveness. The Cultural 
Map in this chapter focuses on high and low context cultures. Changes in this 
chapter include a new preview diagram of the principles of verbal messages, a 
new abstraction ladder example, and a totally rewritten and updated section on 
cultural identifiers.

•	 Chapter 5, Nonverbal Messages, covers the principles of nonverbal communication, 
the ten major channels or codes, and nonverbal competence in encoding and decod-
ing. The Cultural Map in this chapter deals with long- and short-term orientation. 
Changes in this chapter include a revised preview diagram on the principles of non-
verbal messages, a new preview diagram of the channels of nonverbal communica-
tion, the deletion of the table of the five types of body movements, additional research 
on eye communication, and an expansion of the cultural differences in colors.

•	 Chapter 6, Listening, covers the stages and styles of listening, as well as cultural 
and gender differences. Changes in this chapter include a new preview figure on 
barriers to listening; a reconfiguration of biases and racism, heterosexism, ageism, 
and sexism; and the deletion of the politeness Cultural Map.

•	 Chapter 7, Emotional Messages, covers the principles of emotional communica-
tion, some obstacles to communicating emotions, and emotional competence. The 
Cultural Map in this chapter focuses on indulgent and restraint cultures. Changes 
in this chapter include a new introduction to the chapter, a reduction in theories 
of emotion, the deletion of the diagrams of theories, a new figure on emotional 
contagion, a new preview figure on the obstacles to emotional expression, and the 
deletion of the brief discussion of dyssemia.

•	 Chapter 8, Conversational Messages, covers the principles of conversation, self-
disclosure, and some everyday conversational encounters. Changes in this chapter 
include the deletion of the diagrams on the maxims of cooperation and the maxims 
of politeness, deletion of the apologies Cultural Map, and a new choice point on 
the backhanded compliment.

•	 Chapter 9, Interpersonal Relationship Stages, Communication, and Theories, 
covers the stages of relationships, the communication that takes place at these dif-
ferent stages, and some of the major theories that explain how relationships grow 
and deteriorate. Changes in this chapter include a simplification of the ethics box/
exercise and the deletion of the Cultural Map on relationship length.

•	 Chapter 10, Interpersonal Relationship Types, covers friendship, love, family, and 
workplace relationships; and two of their dark sides: jealousy and violence. The 
Cultural Map in this chapter focuses on masculine and feminine cultural orien-
tation. Changes in this chapter include the addition of online relationships and 
additional romantic relationships.

•	 Chapter 11, Interpersonal Conflict and Conflict Management, covers the nature and 
principles of conflict and the strategies of effective conflict management. The Cultural 
Map in this chapter focuses on individualist and collectivist cultural orientation. 
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Changes in this chapter include a new preview diagram of the principles of conflict 
and the deletion of the Cultural Map on success.

•	 Chapter 12, Interpersonal Power and Influence, covers the principles of power 
and influence; power in the relationship, person, and message; and the misuses of 
power (sexual harassment, bullying, and power plays). The Cultural Map in this 
chapter focuses on high- and low-power distances. Changes in this chapter include 
new statistics on harassment and bullying and added material on prosocial commu-
nication; for example, the difference between altruism and prosocial communication.

Features
The Interpersonal Communication Book is a complete learning package that will provide 
students with the opportunity to learn about the theories and research in interper-
sonal communication, and to acquire and practice the skills necessary for effective in-
terpersonal interaction.

Learning Objectives
Learning objectives are presented in the chapter opener, repeated in the chapter with 
each major head, and iterated again in the Summary of Concepts. This feature helps 
focus attention on the key concepts and principles discussed, and how this learning 
can be demonstrated.

Preview Figures and Nutshell Summary Tables
Throughout the chapters, visuals preview the content of the sections, and “In a 
Nutshell” summary tables at the end of the sections help students review the content 
and fix it more firmly in memory.

Interpersonal Choice Points and Viewpoints
Interpersonal Choice Points—brief scenarios that require students to make an inter-
personal communication choice—encourage students to apply the material in the 
chapter to varied specific interactions. They are designed to encourage the application 
of the research and theory discussed in the chapters to real-life situations.

Viewpoints appear as captions to all the interior photos and ask you to consider a 
wide variety of issues in interpersonal 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
While a great deal of new research is integrated throughout the chapters, much of it 
from the past five years, The Interpersonal Communication Book recognizes the practi-
cal importance of skill development and so gives considerable attention to mastering  
interpersonal skills. These skills have their foundation in interpersonal communication 
theory and research. In addition, a select list of skills is presented at the end of each 
chapter as a reminder of the skills embedded in the chapter narrative.

Culture and Interpersonal Communication
As our knowledge of culture and its relevance to interpersonal communication grows, 
so must culture’s presence in an interpersonal communication course. The Interpersonal 
Communication Book 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 as one of the foundation concepts for understanding 
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interpersonal communication. This chapter covers the relationship of culture and 
interpersonal communication, the ways in which cultures differ, and the strategies to 
make intercultural communication more effective. In addition to this separate chapter, 
here are some of the more important discussions that appear throughout the chapters:

•	 the cultural dimension of context (Chapter 1)

•	 the role of culture in the development of self-concept, in accurate perception, and 
in understanding the just world hypothesis (Chapter 3)

•	 the influence of culture on politeness; lying and culture; and culture’s influence on 
assertiveness, ageism, and heterosexism; and cultural identifiers (Chapter 4)

•	 culture and gesture, facial expression, eye communication, color, touch, paralan-
guage, silence, and time (Chapter 5)

•	 the influences of culture and gender on listening (Chapter 6)

•	 the influence of culture on emotions, and cultural customs as an obstacle to the 
communication of emotions (Chapter 7)

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

•	 the influence of culture on interpersonal relationships and the stages of relation-
ships (Chapter 9)

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

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

•	 the cultural dimension of power (Chapter 12)

The Cultural Map feature returns to the seven basic cultural differences discussed 
in Chapter 2 and connects these concepts with the content of the various chapters. 
These include ambiguity tolerance as related to perception (Chapter 3), high- and low-
context cultures as related to verbal messages (Chapter 4), long- and short-term orien-
tation as related to nonverbal/temporal communication (Chapter 5), indulgent and 
restraint orientation as related to emotional communication (Chapter 7), masculine and 
feminine orientation as related to interpersonal relationships (Chapter 10), individualism 
and collectivism as related to conflict management (Chapter 11), and high- and low-power 
distance as related to interpersonal power (Chapter 12).

People with disabilities may also be viewed from a cultural perspective, and 
in this edition three special tables offer suggestions for more effective communi-
cation between people with and without disabilities. These tables provide tips for 
communicating more effectively between people with and without visual impair-
ments (Table 5.3 in Chapter 5), between people with and without hearing difficulties  
(Table 6.3 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 the chapters as one 
of the major features of effective interaction. Some of the major discussions include the 
following:

•	 politeness strategies for increasing attractiveness (Chapter 3)

•	 message politeness (Chapter 4)

•	 polite listening (Chapter 6)

•	 conversational politeness (Chapter 8)

•	 politeness theory of relationships (Chapter 9)

•	 politeness in conflict management (Chapter 11)
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Social Media
The ways and means of social media are integrated throughout the chapters. For 
example, the principle of anonymity 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 texting has changed interpersonal communication forever and 
is recognized throughout the chapters. 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.

Integrated Applications
In print as well as in Revel, The Interpersonal Communication Book includes a variety of 
features that encourage interaction and self-exploration:

•	 Integrated exercises appear throughout in every chapter. These exercises are part of 
the narrative but require you to interact with and respond to the material. Some of 
these are brand new, and some of them have been revised and reconfigured from 
material in the previous edition.

•	 Interpersonal Choice Points that appear in the margins encourage you to apply the 
principles and skills of the chapters to specific interpersonal situations.

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

•	 Ethics in Interpersonal Communication boxes present ethical issues and ask what 
you would do in each of the presented scenarios.

End of Chapter
Each chapter has a three-part ending: (1) Summary of Concepts, a numbered propo-
sitional summary of the major concepts that are discussed in the chapter, organized 
by major topic headings and prefaced with the learning objective for that section;  
(2) Summary of Skills, a numbered list of some of the major skills discussed in the 
chapter; and (3) Key Terms, a list of key terms that are used in the chapter (and defined 
in the “Glossary of Interpersonal Communication Concepts”).

Instructor and Student Resources
Key instructor resources include an Instructor ’s Manual (ISBN 0-13-696834-1),  
TestBank, (ISBN 0-13-696846-5),  and PowerPoint Presentation Package  
(ISBN 0-13-696829-5). These supplements are available at www.pearsonhighered 
.com/irc (instructor login required). MyTest online test-generating software  
(ISBN 0-13-696835-X) is available at www.pearsonmytest.com (instructor login 
required). For a complete list of the instructor and student resources available with 
The Interpersonal Communication Book, please visit the Pearson Communication catalog 
at www.pearsonhighered.com/communication.

MediaShare
MediaShare integration makes it easier than ever for students and instructors to share 
and comment on speeches, as well as other videos, documents, images, and more. Us-
ers can upload original content for peer and instructor feedback or embed YouTube 
content with just a few clicks. Having these share-and-comment tools available di-
rectly within Revel™ makes for an even more interactive learning experience.

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
http://www.pearsonmytest.com
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/communication
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
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Chapter Topics
The Benefits of Studying Interpersonal Communication

The Elements of Interpersonal Communication

The Principles of Interpersonal Communication

Foundations of Interpersonal 
Communication

1
chapter

PART ONE 

Preliminaries to Interpersonal Communication

Effective and satisfying interpersonal communication rests on 
a solid foundation of knowledge and skills. Building a strong 
foundation for your own face-to-face and online communication in 
this course will serve you well both personally and professionally.

Learning Objectives
1.1	 Identify the personal and professional benefits of studying 

interpersonal communication.

1.2	 Define interpersonal communication and its essential 
elements including source–receiver, messages, channels, 
noise, context, effects, and ethics.

1.3	 Paraphrase the principles of interpersonal communication.
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This chapter introduces the study of interpersonal communication and explains 
why interpersonal communication is so important, examines the essential ele-
ments of this unique form of communication, and describes its major principles.

The Benefits of Studying Interpersonal 
Communication
1.1 	 Identify the personal and professional benefits of studying interpersonal 

communication.

Fair questions to ask at the beginning of 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 the human experi-
ence 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) and how people form 
relationships—both face-to-face and online. On a more practical level, you’ll learn the 
skills that will yield both personal and professional benefits. These skills seem to be 
acknowledged by everyone writing on the implications of the coronavirus as even more 
essential than in “normal” times (Vincent, 2020; Silverman, 2020).

Personal Benefits
Your personal success and happiness depend largely on your effectiveness as an inter-
personal communicator. Close friendships and romantic relationships are developed, 
maintained, and sometimes destroyed largely through your interpersonal interactions. 
Likewise, the success of your family relationships depends heavily on the interper-
sonal 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; Starch, 2008). Positive 
interpersonal communication increases your feelings of wellness and satisfaction (Lyu-
bomirsky, 2008; Ohlin, 2020). And effective interpersonal communication can make 
your life happier and healthier (Treleaven, 2018). 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 Benefits
The ability to communicate interpersonally is widely recognized as crucial to profes-
sional success (Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Satell, 2015; Morreale, Valenzano, & Bauer, 
2016). From the initial interview at a college job fair to interning, to participating in 
and then leading meetings, your skills at interpersonal 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 feel 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 percent) (Alsop, 2004). In the general workplace, interpersonal communica-
tion enhances teamwork, promotes the flow of ideas and thoughts, results in higher 
productivity, builds a culture of employee engagement, and helps resolves problems 
and retain qualified staff (Bhasin, 2019; Ahmed, 2019).
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The importance of interpersonal communication skills extends over the entire spec-
trum of professions. For example, interpersonal skills offer an important advantage 
for persons in finance (Messmer, 1999), play a significant role in preventing workplace 
violence (Parker, 2004), reduce medical mishaps, and improve doctor–patient commu-
nication (Smith, 2004; Sutcliffe, Lewton, & Rosenthal, 2004). Interpersonal skills are 
also one of six areas that define the professional competence of physicians and trainees 
(Epstein & Hundert, 2002). They also contribute greatly to maintaining diversity in the 
workplace, team building, and employee morale (Johnson, 2017).

In a survey of employers who were asked what colleges should place more empha-
sis on, 89 percent identified “the ability to effectively communicate orally and in writ-
ing” 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 sur-
vey of women and leadership, the ability to communicate and to build relationships—
the essentials of interpersonal communication—were noted among the competencies 
exemplified by top leaders (Goleman, 2013b). And, more recently, communication has 
been identified by LinkedIn as one of the six most important soft skills college gradu-
ates need to possess in order to compete effectively in the post-coronavirus job market 
(Poague, 2020). Not surprisingly, the remaining five skills—customer service, leader-
ship, problem-solving, operations and project management, and marketing—have a 
strong communication component. Communication also makes Forbes’ top ten list of 
soft skills needed in the future of work (Gaskell, 2019).

Personal and Professional Choices
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 com-
munication strategies, the greater your choices for communicating in any situation 
(DeVito, 2016a, 2016b, 2018). Put differently, the greater your knowledge and the greater 
the number of communication choices at your disposal, the greater the likelihood that 
you’ll be successful in achieving your interpersonal goals. You might look at this text 
and this course as aiming to enlarge your interpersonal communication choices and 
give you a greater number of options for communicating effectively than you had before 
your exposure to the study of interpersonal communication.

Because of the importance of choice—after all, your interpersonal messages and 
relationships are the result of the choices you make in any given situation—you’ll find 
boxes labeled Interpersonal Choice Point throughout the text. Choice points are sim-
ply moments when you need to make a choice, a decision, about your interpersonal 
communication—for example, about whom you communicate with, what you say, what 
you don’t say, how you phrase what you want to say, the photos you want to post and 
those you don’t, and so on. Some of the questions about choices will prove easy to 
answer, while others will prove to be more difficult. This variation in difficulty mirrors 
real-life interpersonal communication; getting your meanings and feelings across is easy 
sometimes and very difficult at others.

Throughout this text, you’ll find integrated exercises that ask you to work actively with the con-
cepts discussed in the text. These will help you personalize what you are reading.

Consider the following situations and rate them on a continuum from easy to difficult (use 1 
for extremely easy and 5 for extremely difficult).

____	 1.	 Impressing a recruiter at a job fair.

____	 2.	 Asking a work supervisor to be friends on a social media site.
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The Elements of Interpersonal 
Communication
1.2 	 Define interpersonal communication and its essential elements including 

source–receiver, messages, channels, noise, context, effects, and ethics.

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 elements, which we discuss in this sec-
tion. But first, let’s look at some of the myths about interpersonal communication that 
can get in the way of a meaningful understanding and mastery of this area.

Benefits Applications
Personal Friendships and romantic and family relationships depend heavily on 

your interpersonal communication competence to be successful.

Professional Success in the workplace requires skillful use of verbal and nonverbal 
communication, as well as listening.

Personal and Professional 
Choices

The more you know about interpersonal communication, the larger your 
arsenal of skills will be from which reasonable and productive choices 
can be made.

Table 1.1   IN A NUTSHELL  The Benefits of Studying Interpersonal Communication

At the end of each module, you’ll find an “In a Nutshell” table that briefly summarizes the content of 
the section. Use these as convenient reviews, not as substitutes for reading the section.

____	 3.	 Breaking up a two-year romantic relationship because you’ve fallen out of love 
with your partner.

____	 4.	 Responding to a compliment about the way you dress.

____	 5.	 Reconnecting with a long-lost friend by phone.

____	 6.	 Voicing an opinion about religion in class that is contrary to the opinions of all oth-
ers in the class.

____	 7.	 Crying at a movie you’re attending with three or four same-sex friends.

____	 8.	 Asking a relative to lie for you so you can get out of a family gathering.

____	 9.	 Introducing yourself to a group of people who are culturally very different from you.

____	 10.	 Asking an instructor for an extension on your term paper.

____	 11.	 Making small talk with someone you don’t know in an elevator.

____	 12.	 Meeting someone face-to-face with whom you’ve interacted romantically online.

If you have the opportunity to compare your continuum with those of others, you’ll prob-
ably find both similarities and differences. Reflecting on the easy-to-difficult interpersonal 
interactions will help you identify the skills you’d want to acquire or enhance as you make 
your varied interpersonal choices. Take a look at the first Interpersonal Choice Point, which 
also explains the feature’s purpose and format.

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 you will be at it.

____	 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 differ-
ences and treat the other person just as you’d treat members of your own culture.
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____	 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, 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, everyone 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 communication 
appropriate in one situation may not be appropriate in another.

4.	 This assumption will probably get you into considerable trouble because people from differ-
ent cultures often attribute different meanings to a message; 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 author-
ity; 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.

Figure 1.1  A Model of Interpersonal 
Communication

After you read the section on the elements of interper-
sonal communication, you may wish to construct your 
own model of the process. In constructing this model, 
be careful that you don’t fall into the trap of visualizing 
interpersonal communication as a linear or simple left-
to-right, static process. Remember that all elements are 
interrelated and interdependent. After completing your 
model, consider, for example: (1) Could your model also 
serve as a model of intrapersonal communication (com-
munication with oneself)? Is the model applicable to 
both face-to-face and online communication? (2) What 
elements or concepts other than those noted here might 
be added to the model?

Messages Context

Feedback

Feedback

Messages

Noise

Channels [Feedforward]

[Feedforward] Channels

Source/
Receiver

Encoding/
Decoding

Effects

Source/
Receiver

Encoding/
Decoding

Effects

The model presented in Figure 1.1 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 interpersonal 
interactions: (1) source–receiver (including competence, encoding–decoding, and 
code-switching), (2) messages (and the metamessages of feedback and feedforward), 
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(3) channels, (4) noise, (5) contexts, (6) effects, 
and (7) ethics (though not indicated in the dia-
gram, ethics is an overriding consideration in all 
interpersonal communication).

Source–Receiver
Interpersonal communication involves at least 
two people; each is a source–receiver. Each 
individual performs source functions (formu-
lates and sends messages) and also performs 
receiver functions (perceives and compre-
hends messages). The term source–receiver 
emphasizes that both functions are performed 
by each individual in interpersonal com-
munication. 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.

Who you are, what you know, what you believe, what you value, what you want, 
what you have been told, and what your attitudes are all influence what you say, how 
you say it, what messages you receive, and how you receive them. Likewise, the person 
you’re speaking to and the knowledge that you think that person has greatly influences 
your interpersonal messages (Lau, Chiu, & Hong, 2001). Each person is unique; each 
person’s communications are unique.

To complicate matters just a bit, we need to recognize that although interpersonal 
communication may take place between two close friends, for example, there is gener-
ally what might be called a remote audience. For example, you tweet, post a Tik-Tok, 
or update your status on Facebook for your friends to see. This is your intended audi-
ence and the audience to whom you’re directing your message. But, it’s likely (even 
probable) that your prospective employers will also see this, as will others who may 
receive it from a member of your intended audience. These are your remote audiences. 
The important practical implication is to be aware of both your audiences and know 
that the dividing line between your intended and your remote audiences is getting 
thinner every day.

Interpersonal Competence  Your ability to communicate effectively (as source and 
receiver) is your interpersonal competence (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1989; Wilson & Sabee, 
2003). Your competence includes, for example, the knowledge that, in certain contexts 
and with certain listeners, one topic is appropriate and another isn’t. Your knowledge 
about the rules of nonverbal behavior—for example, the appropriateness of touching, 
vocal volume, and physical closeness—is also part of your competence. In short, inter-
personal competence includes knowing how to adjust your communication according 
to the context of the interaction, the person with whom you’re interacting, and a host 
of other factors discussed throughout the chapters.

VIEWPOINTS
Interpersonal Metaphors 

Each of the interior photos has 
a caption labeled Viewpoints, 
which relates the photo to the 
chapter material and asks for your 
own viewpoint. This feature asks 
for your active participation and 
should help to further personalize 
the chapter discussions.

Metaphors—figures of speech 
in which two unlike things are 
compared—are useful for providing 
different perspectives on interpersonal 
communication; they help you to 
look at interpersonal communication 
from different vantage points and 
help highlight different aspects of the 
interpersonal process. How would you 
explain interpersonal communication in 
terms of metaphors such as a seesaw, a ball 
game, a television sitcom, a recliner, the 
weather, an opera, a good book, or a tug 
of war?
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You learn communication competence much 
as you learn to eat with a knife and fork—by 
observing others, by explicit instruction, and 
by trial and error. Some individuals learn better 
than others, though, and these are generally the 
people with whom you find it interesting and 
comfortable to talk. They seem to know what to 
say and how and when to say it.

A positive relationship exists between inter-
personal competence on the one hand and suc-
cess in college and job satisfaction on the other 
(Rubin & Graham, 1988; Wertz, Sorenson, & 
Heeren, 1988). So much of college and profes-
sional life depends on interpersonal compe-
tence—meeting and interacting with other 
students, teachers, or colleagues; asking and 
answering questions; presenting information 
or argument—that you should not find this connection surprising. Interpersonal 
competence also enables you to develop and maintain meaningful relationships in 
friendship, love, family, and work. Such relationships, in turn, contribute to the lower 
levels of anxiety, depression, and loneliness observed in interpersonally competent 
people (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1989).

Encoding–Decoding  Encoding refers to the act of producing messages—for example, 
speaking or writing. Decoding is the reverse and refers to the act of understanding 
messages—for example, listening or reading. By sending your ideas via sound waves 
(in the case of speech) or light waves (in the case of writing), you’re putting these ideas 
into a code, hence encoding. By translating sound or light waves into ideas, you’re tak-
ing them out of a code, hence decoding. Thus, speakers and writers are called encoders, 
and listeners and readers are called decoders. The term encoding–decoding is used to 
emphasize that the two activities are performed in combination by each participant. 
For interpersonal communication to occur, messages must be encoded and decoded. 
For example, when a parent talks to a child whose eyes are closed and whose ears are 
covered by stereo headphones, interpersonal communication does not occur, because 
the messages sent are not being received.

Code-Switching  Technically, code-switching refers to using more than one language 
in a conversation, often in the same sentence (Bullock & Toribio, 2012; Thompson, 
2013; Esen, 2016). And so, a native Spanish speaker might speak most of a sentence 
in English and then insert a Spanish term or phrase. More popularly, however, 
code-switching refers to using different language styles depending on the situation 
(Nordquist, 2019). For example, you probably talk differently to a child than to an 
adult—in the topics you talk about and in the language you use. Similarly, when 
you text or tweet, you use a specialized language consisting of lots of abbreviations 
and acronyms that you discard when you write a college term paper or when you’re 
interviewing for a job.

The ability to code-switch serves at least two very important purposes. First, it 
identifies you as one of the group; you are not an outsider. It’s a way of bonding with 
the group. Second, it often helps in terms of making your meaning clearer; some things 
seem better expressed in one language or code than in another.

Code-switching can create problems, however. When used to ingratiate yourself 
or make yourself seem one of the group when you really aren’t—and that attempt 
is obvious to the group members—code-switching is likely to work against you. 

VIEWPOINTS
On-Screen Competence 

Characters in television sitcoms or 
dramas are often excellent models to 
study for their effective or ineffective 
communication. What characters in 
television sitcoms or dramas do you think 
demonstrate superior interpersonal compe-
tence? What characters demonstrate obvi-
ous interpersonal incompetence? What 
specifically do they say or do—or don’t 
say or don’t do—that leads you to judge 
them as being or not being interpersonally 
competent?
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You risk being seen as an interloper, as one who tries 
to gain entrance to a group to which you really don’t 
belong. The other case where code-switching creates 
problems is when you use the code appropriate to one 
type of communication to one where it really doesn’t 
belong; for example, when you use your social media 
grammar during a job interview. Communication com-
petence, then, involves the ability to code-switch when 
it’s appropriate—when it makes your message clearer 
and when it’s genuine.

Messages
Messages are signals that serve as stimuli for a receiver 
and are received by one of our senses—auditory 
(hearing), visual (seeing), tactile (touching), olfactory 
(smelling), gustatory (tasting), or any combination of 
these senses. You communicate interpersonally by ges-
ture and touch as well as by words and sentences. The 
clothes you wear communicate to others and, in fact, 
to yourself as well. The way you walk communicates, 
as does the way you shake hands, tilt your head, comb 
your hair, sit, smile, or frown. Similarly, the colors and 
types of cell phones, the wallpaper and screen sav-
ers on your computer, and even the type and power 

of your computer communicate messages about you. The photo and background 
theme you choose for your Twitter page reveals something about yourself beyond 
what your actual tweets reveal. Tweeters with the generic white bird photo and 
standard background communicate something quite different from the Tweeters 
who customize their pages with clever photos, original backgrounds, and sidebars. 
The same is true of Facebook pages. All of these signals are your interpersonal com-
munication messages.

Interpersonal communication can take place by phone, through prison cell 
walls, through webcams, or face-to-face. Increasingly, it’s taking place through 
computers, through the various social media sites. Some of these messages are 
exchanged in real time. This is synchronous communication; the messages are 
sent and received at the same time, as in face-to-face and phone messages. Other 
messages do not take place in real time. This is asynchronous communication; the 
messages are sent at one time and received at another and perhaps responded to 
at still another time. For example, you might comment on someone’s post today, 
but that person may not see it until tomorrow and may not poke you back until the 
next day. Similarly, you might find a tweet or a blog post today that was actually 
written weeks or even years ago.

Messages may be intentional or unintentional. They may result from the most care-
fully planned strategy as well as from the unintentional slip of the tongue, lingering 
body odor, or nervous twitch. Messages may refer to the world, people, and events, as 
well as to other messages (DeVito, 2003a).

Messages that are about other messages are called metamessages and represent 
many of your everyday communications; they include, for example, “Do you under-
stand?,” “Did I say that right?,” “What did you say?,” “Is it fair to say that . . . ?,” “I want 
to be honest,” “That’s not logical.” Two particularly important types of metamessages 
are feedback and feedforward.

The Interpersonal Choice Point feature is designed to help you apply 
the chapter material to real-life situations by first considering your 
available choices and then making a communication decision. For 
each choice point, try to identify, as specifically as possible, the 
advantages and disadvantages of your available choices. All choices 
involve both positives and negatives. Your task is to examine as 
many choices as you can and select the one that you feel is likely to 
work best for you. Note that the choices presented in these choice 
points are not exhaustive; there are always “other” choices that are 
possible and that you might want to consider.

You’re taking a course in interpersonal communication at a 
new college and you want to be liked by your fellow students. 
What might you do to appear likeable and be accepted as an 
approachable person?

a.	 smile and make eye contact

b.	 compliment others frequently even for no reason

c.	 dress a level above the average student

d.	 speak in class—regularly asking and answering questions

e.	 other

INTERPERSONAL CHOICE POINT
Communicating an Image
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Feedback Messages  Throughout the interper-
sonal communication process, you exchange 
feedback—messages sent back to the speaker  
concerning reactions to what is said (Sutton, 
Hornsey, & Douglas, 2012). Feedback tells the 
speakers what effect they are having on listen-
ers. On the basis of this feedback, the speaker 
may adjust, modify, strengthen, deemphasize, 
or change the content or form of the messages.

Feedback may come from yourself or from 
others. When you send a message—say, in speak-
ing to another person—you also hear yourself. 
That is, you get feedback from your own mes-
sages: You hear what you say, you feel the way 
you move, you see what you write. In addition to 
this self-feedback, you get feedback from others. 
This feedback can take many forms. A frown or a smile, a yea or a nay, a pat on the back, 
or a punch in the mouth are all types of feedback.

Feedback, of course, has significant effects on the receiver. For example, in one 
study, positive feedback on social networking sites—complimenting, say, the photo or 
profile—enhanced self-esteem and the sense of well-being, whereas negative feedback 
(criticism, for example) resulted in a decrease in self-esteem and well-being (Valken-
burg, Peter, & Schouten, 2006).

Feedforward Messages  Feedforward is information you provide before sending your 
primary message (Richards, 1968). Feedforward reveals something about the message 
to come. Examples of feedforward include the preface or table of contents of a book, 
the opening paragraph of a chapter or post, movie previews, magazine covers, e-mail 
subject headings, and introductions in public speeches.

Feedforward may serve a variety of functions. For example, you might use feed-
forward to express your wish to chat a bit, saying something like “Hey, I haven’t seen 
you the entire week; what’s been going on?” Or you might give a brief preview of 
your main message by saying something like “You’d better sit down for this; you’re 
going to be shocked.” Or you might ask others to hear you out before they judge you.

Channel
The communication channel is the medium through which messages pass. It’s a kind 
of bridge connecting source and receiver. Communication rarely takes place over only 
one channel; two, three, or four channels are often used simultaneously. For example, 
in face-to-face interaction, you speak and listen (vocal–auditory channel), but you also 
gesture and receive signals visually (gestural–visual channel), and you emit odors and 
smell those of others (chemical–olfactory channel). Often, you communicate through 
touch (cutaneous–tactile channel). When you communicate online, you often send 
photo, audio, or video files in the same message or links to additional files and sites. In 
most situations, a variety of channels are involved.

Another way to think about channels is to consider them as the means of com-
munication: for example, face-to-face contact, telephone, e-mail and snail mail, Twitter, 
instant messaging, news postings, Facebook, film, television, radio, smoke signals, or 
fax—to name only some.

Note that the channel imposes different restrictions on your message construction. 
For example, in e-mail you can pause to think of the right word or phrase, you can 
go on for as short or as long a time as you want without any threat of interruption or 

VIEWPOINTS
Feedback and Relationships 

If we were to develop a feedback the-
ory of relationships, it would hold that 
satisfying friendships, romantic rela-
tionships, or workplace relationships 
may be characterized by feedback that 
is positive, person-focused, immediate, 
low in monitoring (not self-censored), 
and supportive—and that unsatisfy-
ing relationships are characterized by 
feedback that is negative, self-focused, 
non-immediate, high in monitoring, 
and critical. How effective is this “the-
ory” in explaining the relationships with 
which you’re familiar?




