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Preface

The world does not revolve around you. This 
 un-profound observation has profound implications 
for the study of interpersonal communication: At the 

heart of quality interpersonal relationships is an empha-
sis on others. A focus on others rather than on oneself has 
been the hallmark of most volunteer, community, and faith 
movements in the world for millennia. Yet this book is not 
about religion or philosophy. It’s about how to enhance the 
quality of your interpersonal communication with others.

The importance of being other-oriented was the foun-
dation of the first seven well-received editions of Interper-
sonal Communication: Relating to Others, and it continues to 
be the central theme of the eighth edition.

What’s New in the Eighth Edition
REVEL™

Educational technology designed 
for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn
When students are engaged deeply, they learn more 
 effectively and perform better in their courses. This simple 
fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an immersive learn-
ing experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and 
students nationwide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital 
way to deliver respected Pearson content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media interac-
tives and assessments—integrated directly within the au-
thors’ narrative—that provide opportunities for students 
to read about and practice course material in tandem. This 
immersive educational technology boosts student engage-
ment, which leads to better understanding of concepts and 
 improved performance throughout the course.

Learn more about REVEL
http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/

SPECIAL FEAtuRES FoR CoMMunICAtIon StuDEntS 
REVEL is a dynamic learning experience that offers students 
a way to study the content and topics relevant to communi-
cation in a whole new way. Rather than simply  offering op-
portunities to read about and study interpersonal commu-
nication, REVEL facilitates deep, engaging interactions with 

the concepts that matter most. For example, in Chapter 5,  
students are presented with a self-assessment that scores 
their skill in empathizing with others, allowing them to 
examine their level of empathy and consider how they 
could improve on it. Interactive text and figures on top-
ics like “What You Do with Your Communication Time” 
are designed to capture student’s attention and engage 
them in the text. In addition, students are presented with 
video  examples throughout the book on topics like listen-
ing styles, social media, nonverbal communication, percep-
tion barriers, and personal space. A wealth of student and 
instructor resources and interactive materials can be found 
within REVEL. Some of our favorites include the following:

•	 Audio Excerpts
Students can listen to audio clips while they read, 
bringing examples to life in a way that a printed text 
cannot. Throughout the book, dialogue excerpts high-
light effective as well as ineffective ways to communi-
cate. These audio examples reinforce learning and add 
dimension to the printed text.

•	 Self-Assessments
Self-assessment instruments allow students to analyze 
their own communication styles, enabling them to 
learn and grow over the duration of the course. A vari-
ety of self-assessments are offered, including ones on 
topics such as testing your empathy and strategies for 
improving intercultural competence. 

•	 Videos and Video Self-Checks
Video clips appear throughout the narrative to boost 
mastery, and many videos are bundled with cor-
relating self-checks, enabling students to test their 
knowledge.

•	 Interactive Figures
Animated figures help students understand hard-to-
grasp concepts, such as the model of relational devel-
opment, through interactive visualizations.

•	 Integrated Writing opportunities
To help students connect chapter content with personal 
meaning, each chapter offers two varieties of writing 
prompts: the Journal prompt, which elicits free-form, 
topic-specific responses addressing content at the mod-
ule level, and the Shared Writing prompt, which encour-
ages students to share and respond to each other’s brief 
responses to high-interest topics in the chapter.`

xiv

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel/
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For more information about all the tools and  resources 
in REVEL and access to your own REVEL account for 
 Interpersonal Communication: Relating to Others, Eighth 
 Edition go to www.pearsonhighered.com/revel.

Chapter Updates
In addition to the abundance of in-chapter interactive and 
media materials you’ll find in REVEL, we have worked 
to retain the strengths of the text that readers seem to 
value most—an easily accessible style, our other-oriented 
 approach, and a balance of theory and skills. This new edi-
tion adds fresh examples and new research throughout. 
Here are some reasons to give this new edition a close look:

•	 Chapter 1, “Introduction to Interpersonal Commu-
nication,” includes additional discussion, research, 
and examples about social media. In addition, newly 
titled #communicationandtechnology boxes, which are 
 included in each chapter, discuss the influence of new 
technology on interpersonal communication.

•	 Chapter 2, “Interpersonal Communication and Self,” 
presents additional research on the material self, 
 attachment styles, and self-disclosure, among other 
 topics. More social media examples have also been 
added to the chapter.

•	 Chapter 3, “Interpersonal Communication and Percep-
tion,” contains a new discussion on active and passive 
perception. New research on stereotyping and fun-
damental attribution error has also been added to the 
chapter.

•	 Chapter 4, “Interpersonal Communication and 
 Diversity: Adapting to Others,” includes an expanded 
discussion on discrimination and new content on the 
cultural dimensions of happiness.

•	 Chapter 5, “Listening and Responding Skills,” contains 
new research on social media and listening goals. The 
chapter features a new #communicationandtechnology 
box about being “listened to” by our Facebook friends. 

A Relating to Diverse others box also explores the 
updated topic, “Who Listens Better: Men or Women?”

•	 Chapter 6, “Verbal Communication Skills,” features a 
new section on how to have a conversation with others. 
The chapter also includes a new discussion on online 
relationships.

•	 Chapter 7, “ Nonverbal Communication Skills,” 
includes new research on how our vocal cues provide 
clues about our relationships and how physical appear-
ance can influence perception.

•	 Chapter 8, “Conflict Management Skills,” has been 
reorganized so that the content on conflict triggers 
appears before the discussion of conflict as a process. 
A  new Communication and Emotion box covering 
“hot button” issues has also been added. The discussion 
of power negotiation has been streamlined.

•	 Chapter 9, “Understanding Interpersonal  Relationships,”  
contains new research on how intimate relationships 
enhance our self-esteem and confidence, and how our use 
of Facebook changes as relationships escalate.  Additional 
examples about online dating and speed  dating have also 
been added to the chapter.

•	 Chapter 10, “Managing Relationship Challenges,” 
 features a new discussion on addressing grief and deliv-
ering bad news. Coverage of cyberbullying has been 
increased, and Facebook surveillance has been added.

•	 Chapter 11, “Interpersonal Relationships: Friendship 
and Romance,” includes more social media examples 
and research. The discussion on romantic relationships, 
including dating, has been expanded with new exam-
ples and research.

•	 Chapter 12, “Interpersonal Relationships: Family and 
Workplace,” has additional coverage on the dark side 
of workplace communication, nontraditional families, 
and the adoption of communication technology in the 
workplace. New studies, data, and examples have been 
added throughout the chapter.

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/revel
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Unique Features
An Other-Oriented Approach
Becoming  other-oriented is a collection of skills and  principles that are  designed 
to increase your sensitivity to and understanding of others. Being other-oriented 
doesn’t mean you abandon your own thoughts, ignore your feelings, and change 
your behavior only to please others; that would not only be unethical, it would also 
be an ineffective approach to developing genuine,  honest relationships with others. 
An other-oriented person is self-aware in  addition to being aware of others. True em-
pathy, emotional intelligence, and sensitivity are  possible only when we feel  secure 
about our own identities.

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

BEING Other-ORIENTED
It’s important to know your own 
preferred listening style, but it’s 
also important to understand the 
listening style of your communi-
cation partner. How can you do 
this? Look for clues that help you 
identify your partner’s listening 
style. Relational listeners want to 
hear stories and anecdotes about 
others. Analytical listeners will be 
interested in facts. Critical  listeners 
will be more focused on errors, 
inconsistencies, and discrepan-
cies when listening. Task-oriented 
listeners will be focused on verbs; 
they want to know what to do with 
the information they hear.

BEIng othER-oRIEntED Being other-oriented boxes appear throughout the 
book and connect the  other-orientation theme to specific discussions, often present-
ing thought- provoking questions to get students thinking about how other-oriented 
their own communication is.

Applying an Other-Orientation 
to Listening and Responding Skills

It’s impossible to be other-oriented without listening and observing 
others. Listening to comprehend information, empathize, or criti-
cally evaluate what others say is the quintessential  other- oriented 
skill. The following poem by an anonymous author, simply called 
“Listen,” nicely summarizes the reason listening is such an import-
ant interpersonal skill.

Listen

When I ask you to listen to me and you start giving advice, you 
have not done what I asked.

When I ask you to listen to me and you begin to tell me why I 
shouldn’t feel that way, you are trampling on my feelings.

When I ask you to listen to me and you feel you have to do 
something to solve my problems, you have failed me, 
strange as that may seem.

Listen! All I asked was that you listen. Not talk or do—just hear 
me.

And I can do for myself; I’m not helpless. Maybe discouraged 
and faltering, but not helpless.

myself, you  contribute to my fear and weakness.
But when you accept as a simple fact that I do feel what I feel, 

no matter how irrational, then I quit trying to convince you 
and can get about the business of understanding what’s 
behind this irrational feeling.

And when that’s clear, the answers are obvious and I don’t need 
advice.

Irrational feelings make sense when we understand what’s 
behind them.

Perhaps that’s why prayer works, sometimes, for some 
 people—because God is mute, and doesn’t give advice or 
try to fix things,

God just listens and lets you work it out for yourself.
So, please listen and just hear me, and, if you want to talk, wait 

a minute for your turn and I’ll listen to you

APPLyIng An othER-oRIEntAtIon At the 
end of each chapter, the summary section Applying an 
other-orientation discusses essential applications and 
specifically applies the other-orientation to the chapter 
content.

A Balance of Principles and Skills
This book provides a clear overview of interpersonal 
 communication theory and  principles to help students 

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

An Emphasis on Diversity
Inherent in our other-oriented approach is the understanding that people differ in 
 significant ways, such as culture, age, gender, sexual orientation, religion, political 
perspectives, and other points of view. It is because of these  differences that we need 
skills and principles that allow us to develop links to other people and encourage us 
to  establish meaningful interpersonal relationships with them.

Communication occurs when people find commonalities in meaning that  transcend 
their differences. Using a competency-based approach, this book presents  practical, 
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research-based strategies for increasing understanding when interacting with those who 
are different from us.  Using examples, illustrations, and research conclusions woven 
throughout each chapter, we identify ways to become other-oriented despite differences 
we encounter in people of the other gender or of other cultures, ethnicities, or ideologies.

An Emphasis on Technology
The line between face-to-face and electronically mediated communication has become 
increasingly blurred as we text, e-mail, and Skype with our friends and share the lat-
est news and views via Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and blogs. This text explores the 
ever-increasing role of technology in interpersonal communication and the implica-
tions of technology for our daily communication and our relationships with others. 
Throughout the book we have  included the latest research findings about how our 
 electronic  connections affect our face-to-face interactions.

#communicationandtechnology The #communica-
tionandtechnology feature box focuses on  research 
conclusions about the ways in which technology is 
changing how we relate to and interact with others 
and offers practical applications  relating to the impact 
of such technologies as Skype, Instagram, Facebook, 
and Twitter on establishing and maintaining interper-
sonal relationships.

#communicationandtechnology
Being “Listened to” by our Facebook Friends

Listening to others is a way to show our support and express 
our a�ection toward them, especially if the other person is 
having a di�cult time. When we have a di�cult day or have 
had a disappointment, research suggests that we expect our 
friends to be there for us and support us.

There is evidence that we increasingly turn to Facebook 
and other social media to seek a “listening ear” when life gets 
tough.58 Although we may have many close friends in whom 
we can confide, Facebook provides us with a broader audi-
ence of acquaintances as well as good, close friends who can 
listen to our concerns and life challenges. Research suggests 

that if we are fearful of being judged by close friends or we 
feel at risk disclosing something personal that would invite 
a detailed response, we may turn to Facebook to seek sup-
port in the form of a quick “like”—enough for us to know 
that someone “hears” us and that we don’t have to provide 
lengthy explanations.59

How do you enhance your empathic listening skills? 
First, think about what the other person may be thinking 
by socially decentering; second, focus on the feelings and 
emotions of your partner, truly empathizing with the other 
person.60

An Emphasis on Relationships
As the book’s subtitle Relating to Others suggests, we  highlight the importance of enhanc-
ing interpersonal  relationships by developing an increased awareness of and sensitivity 
to how we relate to others. Relationship chapters focus first on fundamental interper-
sonal theory and skills directly related to relationships and on theories of the stages of 
relationship development. While we emphasize the positive nature of relationships, we 
also provide a glimpse into the challenging “dark side” of relating to others, including 
such issues as deception, jealousy, and the influence 
of technology on our interactions and communica-
tion. A wide range of relationship types is then ex-
plored in detail, including relationships with friends, 
romantic partners, family members, and coworkers, 
as well as strategies for managing these relationships.

CoMMunICAtIon AnD EMotIon Revised 
 Communication and Emotion boxes through-
out help  students see how emotions  affect their 
 relationships with others.

Relating to Diverse Others

Research provides no clear-cut answer to 
the question “Who listens better, men or 
women?” There is evidence, however, that 
men and women may listen somewhat dif-
ferently. The following general patterns have 
emerged from research, but are not neces-
sarily applicable to all men and women:31

Men tend to listen to

• solve a problem.
• accomplish a task.
• look for a new structure in a message.
• focus on one element in a message.

Women tend to listen to
• search for relationships among  pieces 

of information in the message.

• enhance a relationship.
• reinforce the existing structure in a 

message.
• understand multiple elements in a 

message.

These di�erences have been summarized 
with this statement: Men listen to report 
while women listen to establish rapport. 
Yet even this broad distinction between the 
ways men and women may process infor-
mation is controversial. Communication 
researchers Stephanie Sargent and 
James Weaver suggest that pop psychol-
ogy, which alleges dramatic “Mars” and 
“Venus” di�erences between the way men 

and women listen, may simply be perpet-
uating stereotypes based on the way men 
and women think they are supposed to 
listen.32 Additionally, although there may 
be some di�erences, the distinctions may 
not be based on a person’s biological 
sex; they more likely reflect di�erences 
in  gender (socially constructed, cultural, 
or co- cultural learned behavior).33 As we 
have stressed, an other-oriented approach 
to interpersonal communication focuses 
on the individual needs or perspectives 
of the other person, rather than relying on 
stereotypes to make definitive judgments 
about another person.

IntERPERSonAL CoMMunICAtIon AnD 
 DIVERSIty: ADAPtIng to othERS This 
 in-depth chapter (Chapter 4) not only identifies barri-
ers to competent intercultural communication but also 
presents strategies to bridge the chasm of differences 
that still too often divide rather than unite people.

RELAtIng to DIVERSE othERS This feature, in-
cluded in every chapter, presents research findings as 
well as communication strategies for understanding dif-
ferences.

Communication and Emotion

You’ve undoubtedly heard about emotional 
intelligence, perhaps on TV or in the media. 
Researchers have found it is an  important 
factor in how you relate to others.

What Is Emotional Intelligence?

Emotional intelligence (EI) is the ability 
to be empathic and aware of your own 
emotions as well as the emotions of others. 
Emotionally intelligent people are also able 
to manage their own emotions. It has been 
almost twenty-five years since Daniel Gole-
man’s book Emotional Intelligence: Why It 
Can Matter More than IQ was published. 
That book, along with a Time magazine 
cover story about emotional intelligence 
(sometimes referred to as EQ, for “emo-
tion quotient”) helped to popularize the

voices and paying attention to facial expres-
sions, posture, and other cues.

EI Helps You Think and Work More  
E
ectively

Emotional intelligence can help you with 
other cognitive tasks. For example, if you 
know you are usually in a more productive, 
positive mood in the morning than in the 
evening, you will use the morning hours for 
tasks (such as writing) that require focused 
concentration.

EI Helps You Express Emotions

An emotionally intelligent person is able 
to express his or her own emotions—to 
use words accurately to describe feelings, 
moods and emotions

emotions, but also the emotions of  others. 
A skilled public speaker, for example, 
knows how to use motivational appeals to 
persuade or motivate others. Of course, 
using one’s emotional intelligence to 
manipulate others is unethical, just as it is 
unethical to use one’s cognitive intelligence 
to be deceptive and trick others. Many 
thieves and con artists are quite emotion-
ally intelligent, but they focus this intelli-
gence on duping their victims. Emotional 
intelligence, like cognitive intelligence, is a 
gift that can be used for either good or bad 
purposes.

Research has documented that peo-
ple who are emotionally intelligent are bet-
ter listeners and are overall more socially 
skilled than people who are not emotionally 
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A Partnership with Students and Instructors
To use a music metaphor, we have provided the “notes,” but the instructor is the one 
who makes the music, in concert with the student reader. We provide the melody 
line, but the instructor adds harmony, texture, and color to make the instructional 
message sing.

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

•	  Learning objectives appear at the beginning of each 
 chapter and are additionally highlighted in their re-
lated sections. Then, using the learning objectives as 
an organizing framework, our Study guide feature 
at the end of each chapter gives students the opportu-
nity to review, apply, and assess key chapter concepts 
through critical thinking questions, and classroom 
and group activities.

•	  Chapter-opening sections highlight the one-to-one 
correspondence of the learning objectives and chap-
ter outlines.

•	  Student-friendly Recap feature boxes periodically 
summarize key concepts and terms.

•	  Improving your Communication Skills boxes 
throughout offer practical strategies for applying 
chapter content.

•	  Key terms are defined in a full end-of-book glossary. 
Key term definitions also appear in the margins.

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

Resources in Print and Online
Key instructor resources include an Instructor’s Manual (ISBN 0-13-420422-0), Test 
Bank (ISBN 0-13-420419-0), and PowerPoint Presentation Package (ISBN 0-13-420420-
4). These supplements are available at www.pearsonhighered.com/irc (access code 
required). MyTest online test generating software (ISBN 0-13-420417-4) is available at 
www.pearsonmytest.com (access code required).

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

 5.1 Define listening, and describe five elements of the listening process.

 5.2 Identify characteristics of four listening styles.

 5.3 List and describe barriers to e�ective listening.

 5.4 Identify and use skills to enhance comprehension, empathy, and 
critical listening.

 5.5 Identify and use skills to e�ectively and appropriately respond to 
others.

 5.6 Identify and use skills to e�ectively and appropriately confirm 
 others

Listening Defined

Listening Styles

Listening Barriers

Improving Your Listening 
Skills

Improving Your 
 Responding Skills

Improving Your 
 Confirmation Skills

Recap

Listening Barrier To Overcome the Barrier

Self-Absorption Become conscious of the self-focus, and shift attention.

Unchecked Emotions Use self-talk to manage emotions.

Criticism of the Speaker Focus on the message, not the messenger.

Di�ering Speech and Thought Rate Use the time di�erence between speech rate and thought rate to mentally summarize the message.

Information Overload Realize when you or your partner is tired or distracted and not ready to listen.

External Noise Take charge of the listening environment by eliminating distractions.

Listener Apprehension Concentrate on the message as you mentally summarize what you hear.

 

Improving Your Communication Skills 

To become a skilled listener, you must know how to identify 
both the major ideas and details of a message. How do you 
do that?

• First, ask yourself, “What is the key idea? What does 
this person want or expect from me?” Or, “Is there one 
main idea or are there several ideas jumbled together?” 
Consider: Is your goal to remember the information, take 
some action, empathize with the speaker, or just listen to 
reflect and be a sounding board?

• Second, identify the overall emotional tone of the mes-
sage. Is the speaker calm, angry, happy, peaceful, or 
upset? Assessing the emotion of the speaker can help 
you identify the speaker’s purpose.

• Third, try to identify the overall organizational pattern. 
Is the speaker telling a story in chronological order? Is 
the message organized around general topics? Or is the 
speaker elaborating on the reasons why something is

Read each of the following statements. After you have read 
each statement, cover it with your hand or a piece of paper. 
First, list as many of the details as you can recall from the mes-
sage. Second, summarize your understanding of the major idea 
or key point of the message. As a variation on this activity, rather 
than reading the statement, have someone read the statement 
to you, and then identify the details and major idea.

Statement 1: “I’m very confused. I reserved our con-
ference room for 1  today for an important meeting. We 
all know that conference space is tight. I reserved the room 
last week with the administrative assistant. Now I learn that 
you plan to use the conference room at noon for a two-hour 
 meeting. It’s now 11 . We need to solve this problem soon. 

hold my meeting today, the boss is going to be upset.”
Statement 2: “Hello, Marcia? I’m calling on my cell 

phone Where are you? I thought y ou were supposed to

http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc
http://www.pearsonmytest.com
http://www.pearsonhighered.com
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Pearson MediaShare

Pearson’s comprehensive media upload tool allows 
 students 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 
including 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 com-
ments between you and the student, peer groups for 
reviewing, or as collaborative group assignments.

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

•	 Set up Learning Objectives tied to specific assignments, 
rubrics, or quiz questions to track student progress.

•	 Embed video from YouTube to incorporate 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.

•	 Sync slides to media submissions for more robust 
 presentation options.

•	 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 a standalone 
 product, as part of MyCommunicationLab, or in a 
 package with REVEL.
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1

“Communication is to a relationship what breathing is to 
maintaining life.”

Virginia Satir

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

 1.2 Explain why it is useful to study interpersonal  
communication.

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

 1.4 Discuss five principles of interpersonal communication.

 1.5 Discuss the role of electronically mediated communication in  developing 
and maintaining interpersonal relationships.

 1.6 Identify strategies that can improve your communication  competence.

 Learning Objectives Chapter OutLine

Interpersonal  Communication 
Defined

Interpersonal Communication’s 
 Importance to Your Life

Interpersonal Communica-
tion and the Communication 
Process

Interpersonal Communication 
Principles

Interpersonal Communication 
and Social Media

Interpersonal Communication 
Competence

Part 1 Interpersonal Communication Foundation

Chapter 1 

Introduction to Interpersonal 
Communication



2 Chapter 1 

Interpersonal communication is like breathing; it is a requirement for life. And, like 
breathing, interpersonal communication is inescapable. Unless you live in isolation, 
you communicate interpersonally every day. Listening to your roommate, talking to 
a teacher, texting a friend, and talking to your parents or your spouse in person or via 
Skype are all examples of interpersonal communication. Like many people, you prob-
ably use a wide range of social media applications to develop, maintain, and redefine 
social relationships with others. You may find yourself seamlessly toggling between 
e-conversations and “realspace” interactions. Research suggests that online conver-
sations mirror the same kinds of topics and issues that occur during face-to-face (FtF) 
interactions.1 You may well be one of a growing number of people who turn to online 
dating sites to seek and develop relationships. More than 40 million Americans look 
for love online, which is rapidly becoming a primary means of establishing relation-
ships with others.2

Whether on- or offline, it is impossible not to communicate with others.3 Even 
before we are born, we respond to movement and sound, and we continue to commu-
nicate until we draw our last breath. Without interpersonal communication, a special 
form of human communication that occurs as we manage our relationships, people 
suffer and even die. Recluses, hermits, and people isolated in solitary confinement 
dream and hallucinate about talking with others face to face.

Human communication is at the core of our existence. Most people spend 
between 80 and 90 percent of their waking hours communicating with others.4 Think 
of the number of times you communicated with someone today, as you worked, ate, 
studied, shopped, or experienced your other daily activities. The younger you are, 
the more likely you communicated via text message today. Young adults ages 18 to 
24 send an average of 110 text messages a day—20 times more than someone 65 years 
old.5 It is through these interactions with others, both on and offline, that we develop 
interpersonal relationships.6

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

•	 Why do we like some people and not others?
•	 How can we interpret other people’s unspoken messages with greater accuracy?
•	 Why do some relationships blossom and others deteriorate?
•	 How can we better manage disagreements with others?
•	 How does social media influence making, maintaining, and ending relationships?

As we address essential questions about how you relate to others, we will empha-
size the importance of being other-oriented. Being other-oriented requires awareness 
of the thoughts, needs, experiences, personality, emotions, motives, desires, culture, 
and goals of your communication partners while still maintaining your own integrity. 
Becoming other-oriented is not a single skill, but a collection of skills and principles 
that are designed to increase your sensitivity to and understanding of others. In gen-
eral, research has found that we are becoming less empathic and other-oriented.7

This chapter charts the course ahead, addressing key questions about what inter-
personal communication is and why it is important. We will begin by seeing how our 
understanding of the interpersonal communication process has evolved. And we will 
conclude by examining how we initiate and sustain relationships through interper-
sonal communication.

Interpersonal Communication Defined
1.1 Compare and contrast definitions of communication, human communication, 

and interpersonal communication.

To understand interpersonal communication, we must begin by understanding how 
it relates to two broader categories: communication in general and human communi-
cation. Scholars have attempted to arrive at a general definition of communication for 

other-oriented
To be aware of the thoughts, 
needs, experiences, personality, 
emotions, motives, desires, culture, 
and goals of your communication 
partners while still maintaining 
your own integrity.
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decades, yet experts cannot agree on a single one. One research team counted more 
than 126 published definitions.8 In the broadest sense, communication is the process 
of acting on information.9 Someone does or says something, and others think or do 
something in response to the action or the words as they understand them.

To refine our broad definition, we can say that human communication is the pro-
cess of making sense out of the world and sharing that sense with others by  creating 
meaning through the use of verbal and nonverbal messages.10 We learn about the 
world by listening, observing, tasting, touching, and smelling; then we share our 
conclusions with others. Human communication encompasses many media: speeches, 
e-mail, songs, radio and television broadcasts, podcasts, online discussion groups, 
 letters, books, articles, poems, and advertisements.

Interpersonal communication is a distinctive, transactional form of human commu-
nication involving mutual influence, usually for the purpose of managing relationships. The 
three essential elements of this definition differentiate the unique nature of interper-
sonal communication from other forms of human communication.11

Interpersonal Communication Is a Distinctive  
Form of Communication
For years, many scholars defined interpersonal communication simply as communica-
tion that occurs when two people interact face to face. This limited definition suggests 
that if two people are interacting, they are engaging in interpersonal communication. 
Today, interpersonal communication is defined not only by the number of people who 
communicate, but also by the quality of the communication. Interpersonal communi-
cation occurs when you treat the other person as a unique human being.12

Increasingly, people are relating via Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, Vine, 
Pinterest, Google+, and Skype. Research confirms that many of us think of the various 
electronic means we use to connect to others as natural ways to establish and main-
tain relationships.13 With a smartphone in our pocket, we are almost always within 
easy reach of our friends, family, and colleagues. Although sometimes our tweets and 
Facebook posts more closely resemble mass communication (sending a message to a 
large group of people at the same time), we nonetheless also use social media to enrich 
personal relationships with individuals.14

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

I–It and I–thou relatIonshIps Philosopher Martin Buber influenced our 
thinking about the distinctiveness of interpersonal communication when he described 
communication as consisting of two different qualities of relationships: an “I–It” 
relationship or an “I–Thou” relationship.15 He described an “I–It” relationship as 
an impersonal one, in which the other person is viewed as an “It” rather than as an 
authentic, genuine person. For every communication transaction to be a personal, 
intimate dialogue would be unrealistic and inappropriate. It’s possible to go through 
an entire day communicating with others but not be involved in interpersonal 
communication.

An “I–Thou” relationship, on the other hand, occurs when you interact with 
another person as a unique, authentic individual rather than as an object or 
an “It.” In this kind of relationship, true, honest dialogue results in authentic 
 communication. An “I–Thou” relationship is not self-centered. The communicators 

communication
Process of acting on information.

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

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

impersonal communication
Process that occurs when we treat 
others as objects or respond to 
their roles rather than to who they 
are as unique persons.
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are patient, kind, and forgiving. They have developed an attitude toward each 
other that is honest, open, spontaneous, nonjudgmental, and based on equality 
rather than superiority.16 However, although interpersonal communication is more 
intimate and reveals more about the people involved than does impersonal com-
munication, not all interpersonal communication involves sharing closely guarded 
personal information.

Interpersonal Versus other Forms oF CommunICatIon In this book, 
we define interpersonal communication as a unique form of human communication. 
There are other forms of communication, as well.

•	 mass communication occurs when one person communicates the same message 
to many people at once, but the creator of the message is usually not physically 
present, and listeners have virtually no opportunity to respond immediately to 
the speaker. Messages communicated via radio and TV are examples of mass 
communication. Tweets and Facebook posts can resemble mass communication 
messages since a large number of people usually view those messages.

•	 public communication occurs when a speaker addresses an audience.
•	 small group communication occurs when a group of three to fifteen people meet 

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

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

Interpersonal Communication Involves Mutual 
Influence Between Individuals
Every interpersonal communication transaction influences us. Mutual influence 
means that all partners in the communication are affected by a transaction that may 
or may not involve words. The degree of mutual influence varies a great deal from 
transaction to transaction. You probably would not be affected a great deal by a 
brief smile that you received from a traveling companion on a bus, but you would 
be greatly affected by your lover telling you he or she was leaving you. Sometimes 
interpersonal communication changes our lives dramatically, sometimes in small 

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

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

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

intrapersonal communication
Communication with yourself; 
thinking.

Recap 
the Continuum Between interpersonal Communication and impersonal 
Communication

Interpersonal Communication Impersonal Communication

•  People are treated as unique individuals. •  People are treated as objects.

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

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

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

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

•   Interpersonal communication often involves communicating  
with someone you care about, such as a good friend or cherished 
family member.
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ways. Long-lasting interpersonal relationships are sustained 
not by one person  giving and another taking, but by a spirit 
of mutual equality. Both you and your partner listen and 
respond with respect for each other. There is no attempt to 
manipulate others.

Buber’s concept of an “I–Thou” relationship includes the 
quality of being fully “present” when communicating with 
another person.17 To be present is to give your full attention to 
the other person. The quality of interpersonal communication 
is enhanced when both you and your partner are simultane-
ously present and focused on each other.

Interpersonal Communication 
Helps Individuals Manage Their 
Relationships
Question: What is neither you nor I, but always you and I? Answer: A relationship.18 
A  relationship is a connection established when you communicate with another 
 person. When two individuals are in a relationship, what one person says or does 
influences the other person. As in dancing, people in relationships are affected by the 
beat of the music (that is, the situation in which they are communicating), their ability 
to interpret the music and move accordingly (the personal skills they possess), and the 
moves and counter-moves of their partner.

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

You are increasingly likely to use social media to connect with friends and 
 manage your relationships. Research has found that instant messages (including 
text messages) have an overall positive effect on your relationships. E-mail, texting, 
and other forms of instant messages appear to be primarily used to maintain existing 
relationships, although they certainly play a role in establishing initial contact with 
others. Additional research has found that people first perceive online and instant 
messages as lower quality than face-to-face interactions, but over time they are judged 
just as positively.19 So whether it occurs on- or offline, interpersonal communication 
helps you manage your relationships.

Interpersonal Communication’s 
Importance to Your Life
1.2 explain why it is useful to study interpersonal communication.

Why learn about interpersonal communication? Because it touches every aspect of 
our lives. It is not only pleasant or desirable to develop quality interpersonal relation-
ships with others, it is vital for our well-being. We have a strong need to communicate 
 interpersonally with others, whether face to face or through social media. Learning 
how to understand and improve interpersonal communication can enhance our rela-
tionships with family, loved ones, friends, and colleagues, and can enrich the quality 
of our physical and emotional health.20

relationship
Connection established when 
one person communicates with 
another.

In face-to-face encounters, we simul-
taneously exchange both verbal and 
nonverbal messages that result in 
shared meanings. Through this kind 
of interrelation, we build relationships 
with others.
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Improved Relationships with Family
Relating to family members can be a challenge. The divorce statistics in the United 
States document the difficulties that can occur when people live in relationships with 
others: About half of all marriages end in divorce. We don’t claim that you will avoid 
all family conflicts or that your family relationships will always be harmonious if you 
learn principles and skills of interpersonal communication. You can, however, develop 
more options for responding when family communication challenges come your way. 
You will be more likely to develop creative, constructive solutions to family conflict if 
you understand what’s happening and can promote true dialogue with your spouse, 
partner, child, parent, brother, or sister. Furthermore, family communication author 
Virginia Satir calls family communication “the largest single factor determining the 
kinds of relationships [people make] with others.”21 Being able to have conversations 
with family members and loved ones is the fundamental way of establishing close, 
personal relationships with them and with others.

Improved Relationships with Friends  
and Romantic Partners
For unmarried people, developing friendships and falling in love are the top-rated 
sources of satisfaction and happiness in life.22 Conversely, losing a relationship is 
among life’s most stressful events. Most people between the ages of nineteen and 
twenty-four report that they have had five to six romantic relationships and have been 
“in love” once or twice.23 Studying interpersonal communication may not unravel all 
the mysteries of romantic love and friendship, but it can offer insight into behaviors.24 
Increasingly, people use Facebook and other social media to develop their relation-
ships with friends and loved ones.25

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

Several surveys document the importance of quality interpersonal relationships 
in contributing to success at work.26 The abilities to listen to others, manage conflict, 
and develop quality interpersonal relationships with others are usually at the top of 
the skills list employers seek in today’s job applicants.27

Improved Physical and Emotional Health
Positive interpersonal relationships with others have direct benefits for your overall 
health and happiness. Research has shown that the lack or loss of a close relationship 
can lead to ill health and even death. Physicians have long observed that patients who 
are widowed or divorced experience more medical problems such as heart disease, 
cancer, pneumonia, and diabetes than married people.28 Grief-stricken spouses are 
more likely than others to die prematurely, especially around the time of the departed 
spouse’s birthday or near their wedding anniversary.29 Being childless can also 
shorten one’s life. One study found that middle-aged, childless wives were almost 
two-and-one-half times more likely to die in a given year than those who had at least 
one child.30 Terminally ill patients with a limited number of friends or no social sup-
port die sooner than those with stronger ties.31 Without companions and close friends, 
opportunities for intimacy and stress-minimizing interpersonal communication are 
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diminished. Although being involved in intimate interpersonal relationships can lead 
to conflict and feelings of anger and frustration, researchers suggest that when all is 
said and done, having close relationships with others is a major source of personal 
happiness.32 Studying how to enhance the quality of your communication with others 
can make life more enjoyable and enhance your overall well-being.33

Interpersonal Communication  
and the Communication Process
1.3 describe the key components of the communication process, including 

communication as action, interaction, and transaction.

Interpersonal communication is a complex process of creating meaning in the context 
of an interpersonal relationship. To better understand interpersonal communication 
as a distinct form of communication, it is useful to examine the basic communication 
process.34

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

•	 Source. The source of a message is the originator of the ideas and feelings ex-
pressed. The source puts a message into a code, a process called encoding. The 
opposite of encoding is the process of decoding, which occurs when the receiver 
interprets the words or nonverbal cues.

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

•	 Channel. The channel is the means by which the message is expressed to the 
receiver. You probably receive messages through a variety of channels includ-
ing mediated channels such as text messaging, e-mail, phone, video conference, 
Facebook, or Twitter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

channel
Pathway through which messages 
are sent.

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

noise
Anything literal or psychologi-
cal that interferes with accurate 
reception of a message.

feedback
Response to a message.
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Without feedback, communication is rarely effective. When your roommate 
says, “Would you please pick up some milk at the store?” you may say, “What 
kind—1 percent, 2 percent, organic, or chocolate?” Your quest for clarification is 
feedback. Further feedback may seek additional information, or simply confirm 
that the message has been interpreted: “Oh, some 1 percent organic milk would 
be good.” Like other messages, feedback can be intentional (your mother gives 
you a hug when you announce your engagement) or unintentional (you yawn 
as you listen to your uncle tell his story about bears again); verbal (“That’s a 
pepperoni pizza, right?”) or nonverbal (blushing after being asked to dance). 
Feedback happens not only face to face, but also online. Your responses (feed-
back) to what you have purchased on Amazon.com and other shopping sites 
often result in directed, customized messages crafted just for you.35

•	 Context. Context is the physical and psychological environment for commu-
nication. All communication takes place in some context. As the cliché goes, 
“Everyone has to be somewhere.” A conversation on the beach with your good 
friend would likely differ from a conversation the two of you might have in a 
funeral home. Context encompasses not only the physical environment but also 
the people present and their relationships with the communicators, the communi-
cation goal, and the culture of which the communicators are a part.36

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

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

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

CommunICatIon as transaCtIon: message CreatIon Today, the most 
sophisticated and realistic model views communication as transaction, in which each 
element influences all of the other elements in the process at the same time. This 
perspective acknowledges that when you talk to another person face to face, you are 

context
Physical and psychological envi-
ronment for communication.

Source

Noise

Channel

Noise

Receiver

Noise

Message Message

Noise Noise Noise

Figure 1.1 A Simple Model of Human Communication as Action
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constantly reacting to your partner’s responses. In this model, all the components of 
the communication process are simultaneous. As Figure 1.3 indicates, even as you 
talk, you are also interpreting your partner’s nonverbal and verbal responses.

The transactional approach to communication is based on systems theory. A 
system is a set of interconnected elements in which a change in one element affects 
all of the other elements. Key elements of any system include inputs (all of the vari-
ables that go into the system), throughputs (all of the things that make communi-
cation a process), and outputs (what the system produces). From a systems theory 
point of view, each element of communication is connected to all other elements of 

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

Source Message Channel

Feedback

Context

Message Receiver

Noise Noise

Noise

Noise

Figure 1.2 A Model of Communication as Interaction

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

Source-
Receiver

Context

Noise Noise

Message/Feedback Source-
Receiver

Noise

Figure 1.3 A Model of Communication as Transaction

The source and receiver of a message experience communication simultaneously.

Relating to Diverse Others 
the World is here

The title of Ishmael Reed’s essay “The World Is Here” 
reminds us that America is not a one-dimensional cul-
ture.37 You need not travel to far-off places to develop 
interpersonal relationships with people from other cultures, 
races, or ethnic backgrounds. It takes skill and sensitivity 
to  develop quality interpersonal relationships with others 
whose  religion, race, ethnicity, age, gender, or sexual orien-
tation differ from your own. Throughout this text, we include 
boxes like this one to help you develop your sensitivity to 
important issues related to cultural diversity. As you embark 
on your study of interpersonal communication, consider 

these questions, either individually or with a group of your 
classmates:

1. What are the implications of living in a melting pot or 
tossed salad culture for your study of interpersonal com-
munication?

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

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




