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iv      Preface

Preface

Experience Communication meets students where they are by fore-

grounding the core principles of e�ective communication and 

encouraging practical applications across scenarios relevant to 

their everyday lives.

Today’s students are navigating a world in which the majority of their personal and 
professional interactions happen over mediated channels, whether through social 
media, web conferencing software, or distance learning tools. Experience Communi-

cation offers an accessible and relatable program built to address the skills students 
need to communicate effectively in the classroom, online, and in the workplace.

MCGRAW HILL CONNECT: AN OVERVIEW

Written for today’s digital native student, Experience Communication teaches the 
fundamentals of successful communication in an increasingly global environ-
ment. Focused on providing students with ample opportunities to build their 
communication skills, Experience Communication motivates students to confidently 
use these skills to represent themselves effectively in person and online.

McGraw Hill Connect offers full-semester access to comprehensive, reliable 
content and learning resources for the Introduction to Communication course. 
Connect’s deep integration with most learning management systems (LMS), 
including Blackboard and Desire2Learn (D2L), offers single sign-on and grade 
book synchronization. Data from Assignment Results reports synchronize 
directly with many LMS, allowing scores to flow automatically from Connect 
into school-specific grade books, if required.

When you assign Connect you can be confident—and have data to demon-
strate—that your students, however diverse, are acquiring the skills, principles, 
and critical processes that constitute effective communication. This leaves you 
to focus on your highest course expectations.

Tailored to you.  Connect offers on-demand, single sign-on access to learners—
wherever they are and whenever they have time. With a single, one-time reg-
istration, learners receive access to McGraw Hill’s trusted content. Learners 
also have a courtesy trial period during registration.

Easy to use.  Connect seamlessly supports all major learning management 
systems with content, assignments, performance data, and SmartBook 2.0, the 
leading adaptive learning system. With these tools, you can quickly make 
assignments, produce reports, focus discussions, intervene on problem topics, 
and help at-risk learners—as you need to and when you need to.
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Experience Communication SmartBook 2.0

A personalized and adaptive learning experience with SmartBook 2.0.  Boost 
learner success with McGraw Hill’s adaptive reading and study experience. 
The Experience Communication  SmartBook 2.0 highlights the most impactful 
communication concepts the learner needs to study at that moment in time. 
The learning path continuously adapts and, based on what the individual 
learner knows and does not know, provides focused help through targeted 
assessments and Learning Resources.

Enhanced for the new edition!  With a suite of new learning resources and 
question probes, as well as highlights of key chapter concepts, SmartBook’s 
intuitive technology optimizes student study time by creating a personalized 
learning path for improved course performance and overall student success.

SmartBook 2.0 highlights the key concepts of every chapter, offering the student 

a high-impact learning experience (left). Here, highlighted text and an illustration 

together explain a theory for why people use social media.

Hundreds of interactive learning resources.  Presented in a range of inter-
active styles, Experience Communication  Learning Resources support students 
who may be struggling to master, or simply wish to review, the most important 
communication concepts. Designed to reinforce the most important chapter 
concepts, every Learning Resource is presented at the precise moment of need. 
Whether video, audio clip, or interactive mini-lesson, each of the 300-plus 
Learning Resources was designed to give students a lifelong foundation in 
strong communication skills.
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Skills-focused.  Whether communicating with their peers, their loved ones, 

their colleagues, or their communities, students must continually adapt and 

build on their communication skills. This edition of Experience Communication 

includes a variety of boxed features to support students in developing these 

skills and applying them to their lives.

 �Skill Builder boxes encourage students to practice key communication 

skills, such as neutralizing defensiveness in everyday communication 

and analyzing their social media presence. This feature offers a wealth 

of practical applications for real-life communication scenarios.

 �New to this edition! Communication in Action boxes take the 

skill-building approach one step further, presenting the reflections of 

actual students who describe their experiences putting the chapter 

concepts in practice in their own lives.

More than 800 targeted assessments.  Class-tested at colleges and uni-

versities nationwide, a collection of engaging question probes—new and 

revised, more than 800 in all—give learners the information on the introduc-

tory communication concepts they need to know, at every stage of the learn-

ing process, in order to thrive in the course. Designed to gauge learner’s 

comprehension of the most important Experience Communication  chapter 

concepts, and presented in a variety of interactive styles to facilitate student 

engagement, targeted assessments give students immediate feedback on their 

understanding of the text. Each question probe identifies a learner’s famil-

iarity with the instruction and points to areas where additional remediation 

is needed.
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 �Connecting Globally boxes discuss the ways in which, in an increas-
ingly global world, computer-mediated communication facilitates 
opportunities for intercultural awareness and exchange. Throughout 
the chapters, these boxes cover topics highlighting this intersection and 
teach students to be more adaptable in their communication styles.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE RESPONSES. Writing 
Assignments offer faculty the ability to assign a full range of writing assignments 
to students (both manual-scoring and auto-scoring) with just-in-time feedback. 
You may set up manually scored assignments in a way that students can

■■ automatically receive grammar and high-level feedback to improve their 
writing before they submit a project to you;

■■ run originality checks and receive feedback on “exact matches” and “possi-
bly altered text” that includes guidance about how to properly paraphrase, 
quote, and cite sources to improve the academic integrity of their writing 
before they submit their work to you.

The new writing assignments will also have features that allow instructors 
to assign milestone drafts (optional), easily re-use your text and audio com-
ments, build/score with your rubric, and view your own originality report of 
student’s final submission.

A SUITE OF APPLICATION-BASED ACTIVITIES. At the higher level of 
Bloom’s, McGraw Hill’s Application-Based Activities are highly interactive, 
automatically graded, online learn-by-doing exercises that provide students a 
safe space to apply their knowledge and problem-solving skills to real-world 
scenarios. Each scenario addresses key concepts that students must use to 
work through to solve communication problems, resulting in improved critical 
thinking and development of relevant skills.

Video Capture Powered by GoReact

With just a smartphone, tablet, or webcam, students and instructors can capture 
video of presentations with ease. Video Capture Powered by GoReact, fully 
integrated in McGraw Hill’s Connect platform, does not require any extra 
equipment or complicated training. Create your own custom Video Capture 
assignment, including in-class and online speeches and presentations, self-review, 
and peer review.

With our customizable rubrics, time-coded comments, and visual markers, 
students will see feedback at exactly the right moment, and in context, to help 
improve their speaking and presentation skills and confidence.

■■ The Video Capture tool allows instructors to easily and efficiently set up 
speech assignments for their course that can easily be shared and repur-
posed, as needed.
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■■ Customizable rubrics and settings can be saved and shared, saving time and 
streamlining the speech assignment process.

■■ Allows both students and instructors to view videos during the assessment 
process. Feedback can be left within a customized rubric or as time-stamped 
comments within the video-playback itself.

Instructor Reports

Instructor Reports allow instructors to quickly monitor learner activity, making it 
easy to identify which learners are struggling and to provide immediate help to 
ensure those learners stay enrolled in the course and improve their performance. 
The Instructor Reports also highlight the concepts and learning objectives that the 
class as a whole is having difficulty grasping. This essential information lets you 
know exactly which areas to target for review during your limited class time.

Some key reports include:

Progress Overview report—View learner progress for all modules, includ-
ing how long learners have spent working in the module, which modules 
they have used outside of any that were assigned, and individual learner 
progress.

Missed Questions report—Identify specific assessments, organized by 
chapter, that are problematic for learners.

Most Challenging Learning Objectives report—Identify the specific topic 
areas that are challenging for your learners; these reports are organized by 
chapter and include specific page references. Use this information to tailor 
your lecture time and assignments to cover areas that require additional reme-
diation and practice.

Metacognitive Skills report—View statistics showing how knowledgeable 
your learners are about their own comprehension and learning.

Classroom Preparation Tools

Whether before, during, or after class, there is a suite of Experience Communication 
products designed to help instructors plan their lessons and to keep students 
building upon the foundations of the course.

Accessible PowerPoint Slides.  The accessible PowerPoint presentations for 
Experience Communication provide chapter highlights that help instructors create 
focused yet individualized lesson plans.

Test Bank and Test Builder.  The Experience Communication  Test Bank offers 
multiple choice questions, true/false questions, fill-in-the-blank questions, and 
essay questions for each chapter. New to this edition and available within 
Connect, Test Builder is a cloud-based tool that enables instructors to format 
tests that can be printed and administered within a Learning Management 
System. Test Builder offers a modern, streamlined interface for easy content 
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configuration that matches course needs, without requiring a download. Test 
Builder enables instructors to:

■■ Access all test bank content from a particular title

■■ Easily pinpoint the most relevant content through robust filtering options

■■ Manipulate the order of questions or scramble questions and/or answers

■■ Pin questions to a specific location within a test

■■ Determine the preferred treatment of algorithmic questions

■■ Choose the layout and spacing

■■ Add instructions and configure default settings

Instructor’s Manual.  Written by the author, this comprehensive guide to 
teaching from  Experience Communication  contains lecture suggestions and 
resources for each chapter.

Support to Ensure Success

■■ Support at Every Step—McGraw Hill’s Support at Every Step site offers a 
wealth of training and course creation guidance for instructors and learners 
alike. Instructor support is presented in easy-to-navigate, easy-to-complete sec-
tions. It includes the popular Connect how-to videos, step-by-step guides, and 
other materials that explain how to use both the Connect platform and its 
course-specific tools and features. https://www.mheducation.com/highered/
support.html

■■ Implementation Consultant—These specialists are dedicated to working 
online with instructors—one-on-one—to demonstrate how the Connect plat-
form works and to help incorporate Connect into a customer’s specific 
course design and syllabus. Contact your local McGraw Hill representative 
to learn more.

■■ Digital Faculty Consultants—Digital Faculty Consultants are experienced 
instructors who use Connect in their classroom. These instructors are avail-
able to offer suggestions, advice, and training about how best to use Connect 
in your class. To request a Digital Faculty Consultant to speak with, please 
e-mail your McGraw Hill learning technology consultant.

CONTACT OUR CUSTOMER SUPPORT TEAM

McGraw Hill is dedicated to supporting instructors and learners. To contact our customer 

support team, please call us at 800-331-5094 or visit us online at http://mpss.mhhe.com/

contact.php
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THE THIRD EDITION

Chapter 1, Communication, Perception, and Your Life 

■■ Coverage of self-image now includes guidance on intrapersonal communica-
tion and perception checking

■■ In a feature that is new to this edition, a Communication in Action box 
shares a reflection by a Visual Communication major who describes her own 
experience with engaging in perception checking

■■ Updated research and examples throughout

Chapter 2, Communicating Verbally 

■■ Expanded coverage of avoiding ageism in speech, including in a new 
Communication in Action feature by a Marketing major who recognizes her 
own past use of ageist language

■■ Refreshed examples throughout, including new examples of similes and 
words to avoid

■■ New coverage of the Power of Words focuses on how to use language in a 
powerful and provocative way, when appropriate

Chapter 3, Communicating Nonverbally

■■ New Communication in Action feature by a Journalism and Mass Commu-
nication major who discusses paying attention to kinesics

■■ Updated Connecting Globally feature focuses on issues of privacy and 
security in an increasingly global world

Chapter 4, Communicating Through Listening

■■ New Communication in Action feature by a Business Management major 
who reflects on the relationship between listening and success

Chapter 5, Interpersonal Communication

■■ New Connecting Globally feature asks students to consider the privacy 
implications of contact tracing efforts during a pandemic

■■ New Communication in Action feature by a Visual Communication Design 
major who reflects on her personal experience navigating the stages of 
ending a relationship

■■ New examples demonstrate the dark side of interpersonal relationships, 
taking on the topic of cyberbullying and its rise in recent years

Chapter 6, Intercultural Communication

■■ Addresses the topic of immigration with updated data on countries with 
uncertainty-accepting vs. uncertainly-rejecting cultures

■■ Updated discussion and examples of prejudice and ethnocentrism in 
American society
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Chapter 7, Mediated Communication and Social Media

■■ Updated discussion of the influence of mass media on behavior accounts 
for our increased exposure to a variety of media, including new forms of 
social media

■■ Updated data on social media use and features, as well as expanded cover-
age of how social media facilitates gatekeeping and agenda setting

■■ Updated Skill Builder offers guidance on analyzing your social media presence

Chapter 8, Organizational and Small-Group Communication

■■ New Communication in Action feature by an American Politics major who 
reflects on functions within small groups

■■ Updated Connecting Globally box considers issues of privacy in relation to 
video-conferencing software

Chapter 9, Topic Selection and Audience Analysis

■■ Refreshed examples of evergreen topics, as well as topics that have a 
limited age

■■ New Communication in Action feature by an Urban Planning major who 
shares strategies for narrowing a topic

■■ Updated guidance on using social media to conduct audience analysis

Chapter 10, Organizing Your Presentation

■■ New student sample outline exemplifies a rough draft of a speech on mental 
health on college campuses

■■ New Communication in Action feature by a Sports Administration major 
shares one student’s helpful guidance for using notecards effectively leading 
up to and during a presentation

Chapter 11, Gathering Information and Supporting Materials

■■ New annotated Figure 11.5 walks students through a Google Scholar search 
for articles on the topic of food insecurity among college students

■■ Updated citation coverage and examples reflect APA 8th edition and MLA 
9th edition guidelines

Chapter 12, Communication Apprehension and Delivery

■■ Updated and expanded guidance on presenting effectively over video-
conferencing software

■■ New Communication in Action feature explains how an Aeronautical 
Studies major uses the strategy of scanning and choosing across a variety 
of contexts

Chapter 13, Public Presentations to Inform

■■ New professional excerpt of writing that uses description and vivid imagery 
to inform an audience
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■■ Entirely new section on Effective Use of Visual Resources in a speech to 
inform

■■ New student examples of a complete-sentence outline and accompanying 
notecards for an informative speech on the cost of prescription drugs

Chapter 14, Public Presentations to Persuade

■■ New Table 14.1 compares examples of goals for propositions of fact, value, 
and policy on the topic of student debt

■■ Entirely new section offers guidance for engaging in ethical persuasion

■■ New Communication in Action feature by an Integrative Studies major who 
reflects on using rhetorical appeals to persuade

■■ New student example of a complete-sentence outline and accompanying 
notecards for a persuasive group presentation on mental health challenges 
on campuses during COVID-19

Chapter 15, Using Communication Skills as You Enter the Workplace

■■ Updated data in Figure 15.1 show which skills are most commonly sought 
by employers

■■ Updated list of top ten attributes employers look for on a résumé, in 
Figure 15.5

■■ Updated guidance on dressing professionally for job interviews

■■ New Communication in Action feature by Long-Term Care Administration 
major who reflects on how she used behavioral-based interview questions 
to screen candidates for a nursing position
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Why study communication? Throughout these chapters, we 

will examine some compelling reasons. We’ll begin with the 

basics of communication and the factors that affect the ways 

we communicate. We will also see that listening is an import-

ant, and often overlooked, communication skill.
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In this chapter we will take a look at why studying 

communication is so important. We will also describe 

the process of perception and explore the concepts 

of self-image and identity management, all powerful 

influences on communication.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

■■ List the benefits of studying communication.

■■ Define communication and explain the roles that 

meaning and context play in it.

■■ Name and describe the components of 

communication.

■■ Name and describe the three models of 

communication.

■■ Describe the process of perception and its 

impact on communication.

■■ Explain the factors that a�ect and shape 

people’s perceptions.

■■ Explain how and why errors in perception occur.

■■ Describe the ways in which self-image and 

identity management a�ect communication.

Communication, Perception, 
and Your Life

1chapte
r
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Why Study Communication?      3

WHY STUDY COMMUNICATION?

Communication is your link to others at home, at work, and on the street. 
Although communication isn’t always easy, you can improve your communica-
tion skills with study and practice. That improvement typically begins with 
understanding why the study of communication is important.

	 1.	 Studying communication can improve the way others see you. Compare a person 
who stumbles over words, falls silent, interrupts, and uses inappropriate 
language with someone who has a good vocabulary, listens when you speak, 
and smoothly exchanges ideas with you. The second type of person is what 
we call a competent communicator, and most of us prefer to relate to this 
type. As you become increasingly competent, you will find that others will 
seek you out for conversations, assistance, and advice.

	 2.	 Studying communication can make you more sensitive in your relationships. By 
studying communication, you can learn specific ways to improve your rela-
tionships. A good example relates to listening. Men in our culture are rarely 
praised for being empathic or even considerate listeners. Women are widely 
perceived as talkers but also as better listeners. The actual style of listening 
often differs between men and women. Women engage in more relational 
listening, where people are more of the focus, whereas men engage in more 
action-oriented listening, where figuring out what to do about what is said 
is a greater focus.1 Poor listening or engaging in the wrong style of listening 
can cause one partner in a relationship to think the other doesn’t really care; 
that relationship may be doomed. Both men and women can learn to be 
effective listeners by following the practical advice on listening in Chapter 4.

	 3.	 Studying communication can teach you important thinking skills. Whether you 
are learning how to gather and evaluate information or to present an argu-
ment using evidence, you are working to hone your skills as a critical thinker,2 
problem solver, and decision maker. By studying communication and becom-
ing more aware of the ways in which you communicate with others, you’ll 
also become better at defining your own position on important issues, dis-
cerning which arguments and evidence are strong or weak, and analyzing 
which arguments and evidence your audience is likely to accept as proof.

	 4.	 Studying communication can help you learn how to resolve conflicts at home, at 
work, and on the street. Conflict is often resolved through effective commu-
nication, whether in person, on the telephone, or by e-mail.3 You have also 
likely experienced conflicts that have gone unresolved and friendships that 
have been lost or relationships put on hold. In such cases, a meaningful 
exchange is often the key to finding a resolution. John Gottman, a social 
psychologist, and his fellow researchers even predicted which marriages 
would end in divorce by observing couples’ inability to resolve conflict.4,5 
Good communication principles and practices can resolve disputes between 
individuals, as well as between organizations, political parties, and nations.
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4      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

5. �Studying communication can boost your confidence 
by helping you learn how to communicate in pairs, 
groups, and large audience contexts. Results from 
a study conducted at a large public university 
showed that students who had completed a 
communication course were likely to feel confi-
dent, comfortable with how others perceived 
them, satisfied with their ability to reason with 
others, and able to use language appropriately 
in a variety of communication situations.6 

Furthermore, research also suggests that 
students who complete a communication course 

feel more confident and skilled in knowing how to express themselves at 
work, in teams and groups, and in their personal relationships in compari-
son to students who do not take a basic communication course.7

	 6.	 Studying communication will encourage you to expand your comfort zone in com-
municating with others. As you stroll through a mall, deposit money in a bank, 
go to a movie, or work at your job, about one in every five people you come 
in contact with will speak English as a second language. According to the 
2018 American Community Survey, conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
over 67.3 million Americans speak a language other than English in their 
homes, and 45 percent of the people who do are native-born.8 Learning how 
to communicate in today’s world, whether English is your first language or 
not, requires an understanding of communication and culture and how 
those two concepts are related.

	 7.	 Studying communication can help you succeed professionally. A look at job 
postings online will give you an immediate understanding of the impor-
tance of improving your knowledge and practice of communication. What 
communication skills are employers seeking? The ability to speak clearly, 
succinctly, and persuasively is crucial to many jobs,9  including sales posi-
tions,10 as are public speaking skills.11 Employers also value strong interper-
sonal skills12 and an ability to work in teams or groups.13 Professionals in 
fields as diverse as accounting, auditing, banking, counseling, engineering, 
information science, public relations, and sales have all noted the impor-
tance of oral communication skills.14 The variety of these careers suggests 
that communication skills are important across the board. In fact, a recent 
survey from the Pew Research Center finds that most Americans agree that 
by and large the most important skill children must learn to succeed in life 
is communication.15 

WHAT IS COMMUNICATION?

Communication comes from the Latin word communicare, which means “to make 
common” or “to share.” The root definition is consistent with our definition of 
communication—the process of using messages to generate meaning.

Tetra Images/Getty Images
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What Is Communication?      5

Communication is considered a process because it consists of a series of 
actions, activities, or behaviors we engage in to achieve a particular result. In 
communication, the result of this process is, ideally, the conveyance and inter-
pretation of meaning through messages. In other words, communication is not 
an unchanging product, nor is it an object you can hold in your hand; it is an 
activity in which you participate.

When you smile at another person, you send a message—that you are friendly 
or that you are interested in that person. When a radio announcer chooses 
particular words—for example, emergency, crisis, or disaster—to describe an event, 
she creates a particular kind of message. Because of the importance of word 
choice, a public speaker might spend days choosing just the right words, as well 
as considering his bodily movements, gestures, and facial expression to get 
across the desired message. In each of these examples, the person hopes to 
generate common meanings through their messages.

Meaning, also covered in Chapter 2, is an understanding of the message as 
the speaker intended. People are not always successful in generating meaning. 
For example, a college professor may be very knowledgeable about a subject but 
has a hard time putting this knowledge in terms that students can relate to or 
understand. Understanding the meaning of another person’s message cannot 
occur unless the two communicators have common meanings for words, phrases, 
and even movements and gestures. When you use language, common meanings 
facilitate a response that indicates that the message has been understood. For 
example, suppose you ask a friend for a ride home. She says nothing but walks 
with you to her car. You and your friend share the same meaning of the message 
exchanged.

But a message can be interpreted in more than one way, especially if the 
people involved have little shared experience. Let’s say you ask a new friend to 
“meet at a restaurant for lunch around noon.” You may assume that means he’ll 
arrive at noon, no more than five to ten minutes late, but he thinks “around noon” 
means that the arrangement is loose. You arrive at the restaurant a few minutes 
before noon, but he does not appear until 12:30. You end up waiting, but you are 
not happy when he arrives so terribly late, by your understanding of the situation. 
In such a case, you could have determined more accurately what he was planning 
or thinking by negotiating. So, for example, if your new friend had said, “Would 
12:30 or 12:45 be OK?” you might have responded, “No, that would be too late 
for me.” Or you might have provided additional information to him—for example, 
by saying, “I have a class at 1:30, and I don’t want our meal to be rushed, so it 
would be great if you could be there by noon.” And if he said, “But you said 
‘around noon,’” you would explain, “Oh, I’m sorry. I really meant at noon.”

Although we do not include this concept in our formal definition of com-
munication, it is important to note that all communication happens in a context, 
meaning it occurs within a set of circumstances or a situation. Contexts for com-
munication include both face-to-face and mediated situations. For example, two 
friends talking on the way to class or five business acquaintances in a small-
group setting are examples of face-to-face contexts. Students using e-mail to 
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6      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

interact with pen pals across the country or a parent on a business trip touching 
base with family via FaceTime are examples of interaction contexts that rely on 
mediated communication. At many colleges and universities, the material cov-
ered in communication courses is defined by interaction context: interpersonal, 
global and intercultural, mediated, and organizational or small-group. In other 
words, communication occurs in a variety of contexts. Part 2 looks at a number 
of these contexts in depth.

THE COMPONENTS OF COMMUNICATION

In this section you will see how communication really works by learning about 
its components: people, messages, channels, feedback, code, encoding and 
decoding, and noise. In the next section, by looking at three models of commu-
nication, you will see how each component has a part to play in the process of 
generating, as well as potentially obstructing, the meaning of a message.

People

People are involved in the human communication process in two roles—as both 
the sources and the receivers of messages. A source initiates a message, and a 
receiver is the intended target of the message. Individuals do not perform these two 
roles independently. Instead, they are the sources and the receivers of messages 
simultaneously and continually.

People may vary in the way they respond to the same message; they may 
also vary in the way they convey the same message. An individual’s character-
istics, including race, sex, age, culture, values, and attitudes, affect the way that 
individual sends and receives messages. A teenager, for example, uses slang 
expressions that an older person is less likely to use or perhaps even to understand. 
An acquaintance might use Facebook to maintain contact with you, your parents 
perhaps use text messages, and your grandparents probably use the telephone.  
In addition to the channels being different, the words that each communicator 
chooses will likely differ.

The Message

The message is the verbal and nonverbal expression of the idea, thought, or feeling 
that one person (the source) wishes to communicate to another person or group of 
people (the receivers). As noted, the message includes the verbal symbols (words 
and phrases) you use to communicate your ideas, as well as the nonverbal ones—
that is, your facial expressions, bodily movements, gestures, use of physical con-
tact, and tone of voice. The message may be relatively brief and easy to understand 
or long and complex.

Communication can take the form of either intentional or unintentional 
messages. For example, if you wave to your friend when she enters a shopping 
center where you agreed to meet, that is intentional communication; you want 
her to see you and walk over to you. But if you just happen to have your hand 
in the air when she comes in (perhaps you are scratching your head) and she 
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The Components of Communication      7

thinks you are waving to her, that is unintentional. Nevertheless, you have com-
municated, and she may come toward you and begin to carry on a conversation, 
whether you wanted her to or not. Messages conveyed through mediated com-
munication channels can also be distorted. For example, an e-mail to your friend 
conveys limited nonverbal messages, which can be crucial to correctly interpret-
ing a verbal (written) message.

The Channel

The channel is the means by which a message moves from the source to the receiver 
of the message. Airwaves, sound waves, twisted copper wires, glass fibers, and 
cable are all communication channels. So are phone calls, e-mails, text messages, 
face-to-face conversations, and so on. The channel used to convey a message can 
have great significance. Does anyone think that breaking off a serious relation-
ship with someone by text is the right way? When the spouse of an active-duty 
soldier sees an armed forces car in front of the house, with two uniformed 
officers on their way to the door, that spouse can be pretty sure that this per-
sonal attention is not good news. Yes, the channel, the means of delivering a 
message, makes a serious difference. A delivery of flowers, an electronic get-well 
card, a surprise birthday cake—all of these are channels used to deliver a mes-
sage, sometimes with words and sometimes with acts or items.

Feedback

Feedback is the receiver’s verbal and nonverbal response to the source’s message. 
Ideally, you respond to another person’s messages by providing feedback, so that 
the source knows you received the message as intended. Feedback is part of any 
communication situation. Even no response, or silence, is feedback, as are con-
fused looks and packing away of laptops by students in a lecture hall. Suppose 
you’re looking for a restroom in a building you’ve never been in before. “Excuse 
me,” you say to a passerby, “can you tell me . . . ,” but the person keeps on 
going without acknowledging you. In this case, the intended receiver did not 
respond, yet even the lack of a response provides you with some feedback. You 
may think that the receiver didn’t hear you, was in too much of a hurry to stop, 
or is unfriendly.

Code

A computer carries messages via binary code on cable, wire, 
or fiber; similarly, you converse with others by using a code 
called “language.” A code is a systematic arrangement of sym-
bols used to create meanings in the mind of another person or 
persons. As you will learn in Chapter 2, words, phrases, and 
sentences are “symbols” we all use to evoke images, thoughts, 
and ideas in the minds of others. If someone yells “Stop!” as 
you approach the street, the word stop is a symbol you are 
likely to interpret as a warning of danger. Image Source, All rights reserved
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8      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

Verbal and nonverbal codes are the two types of code used in communica-
tion. Verbal codes are the spoken language we use. “Stop!” in the previous 
example is a verbal code. Some examples of nonverbal codes, defined and dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, are facial expressions (like a smile or a furrowed brow), 
touch (a handshake), and the clothing and other artifacts you wear (your inter-
view suit, a pair of earrings, a tattoo).

Encoding and Decoding

Because communication involves the use of codes, the process of communicating 
can be viewed as one of encoding and decoding. Encoding is the process of trans-
lating an idea or a thought into words. Decoding is the process of assigning meaning 
to an encoded message.

For instance, suppose you want to get a new dog from the shelter. You are 
trying to describe the type of dog that you’re looking for your friend, who wants 
to help you find a new pet for your home. You might be visualizing the first dog 
you had in your home growing up, a small cuddly dog that doesn’t bark much or 
shed.  Translating this vision into words, or encoding it, you tell your friend only 
that you are interested in dogs that are “small in size and hypoallergenic.” Your 
friend, on hearing this, decodes your words and develops his own mental image. 
But his love of bigger dogs and your lack of precision affect this process; as a 
result, he envisions a medium to larger size dog that slobbers more than you had 
in mind.

As you can see, misunderstanding often occurs because of the limitations 
of language, the inadequacy of descriptions, and a person’s own biases and past 
experiences. Nonetheless, encoding and decoding are essential to communica-
tion, and meanings can be further refined and clarified through negotiation—that 
is, through asking questions or paraphrasing: “Are you open to a golden retriever 

as a pet?” “No, I was thinking more about a dog that doesn’t shed 
and is between ten and fifteen pounds.”

Noise

In the communication process, noise is any interference in the encod-
ing and decoding processes that reduces the clarity of a message. Noise 
can include a variety of distractions—auditory ones, such as loud 
sounds; visual ones, such as a piece of food between someone’s 
front teeth; and behavioral ones, such as someone standing too 
close for comfort. Noise can also be psychological, such as strug-
gling to take seriously someone whose personality annoys you; 
physical, such as pain from a tooth; or semantic, such as uncer-
tainty about what the other person’s words mean. Noise is any-
thing that interferes with receiving, interpreting, or providing 
feedback about a message. You can find out more about noise and 
other barriers to listening in Chapter 4.
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Three Models of Communication      9

THREE MODELS OF COMMUNICATION

Over the years, scholars have developed three basic models of the communication 
process: the action model, the interaction model, and the transaction model. Each 
model represents a particular way of understanding the communication process. 
We’ll begin with the model that came first, the action model (Figure 1.1).

The action model is the most basic model, which depicts a one-way process 
in which a source encodes a message (puts it into language), then sends it 
through a channel (e.g., a text message or a face-to-face interaction) for the 
receiver to decode, or interpret. For example, you text a friend to tell her you 
will be late for your dinner plans. Your friend receives the message and inter-
prets it to mean that she will need to change your reservation at the restaurant, 
so that you can meet a little later.

The second model is the interaction model, illustrated in Figure 1.2. Although 
the interaction model includes all the same components as the action model, it 
differs in two important ways. First, it sees communication as a two-way process; 
second, it recognizes the role of context and feedback. For instance, you text the 

Figure 1.1  The Action Model of Communication
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10      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

same friend about dinner, but this time you take into account that this is her 
birthday dinner (the context) and that she is likely to be irritated by your change 
of plans (her feedback). Perhaps you write a text message to explain the reasons 
for your lag, in hopes that she will understand and not feel that her birthday 
plans have been ruined.

Finally, the transaction model differs from the other two in that it doesn’t 
distinguish between the source and the receiver and does not see communication 
as a series of messages that get sent back and forth. Instead, the transaction model, 
laid out in Figure 1.3, sees communication as an ongoing conversation in which 
messages are sent in both directions simultaneously. As you begin to send your 
friend a second text to explain that you are having car trouble, she has already 
written back to say that she will change the reservation and meet you later that 
evening. In response to this message, you stop texting and call her to thank her 
for her understanding and to wish her a happy birthday. In other words, accord-
ing to the transaction model, even as you are acting as the source of a message, 
you are also responding to feedback and acting as a receiver, all at the same time.

PERCEPTION AFFECTS COMMUNICATION

The definition of communication we have provided and the three models we 
have laid out still do not provide a complete picture of this complex topic. 
Another very important factor that affects communication is perception.

What Is Perception?

Perception is the process of using the senses to acquire information about the sur-
rounding environment or situation.16 The process of perception involves three 
stages: selection, organization, and interpretation. Selection refers to the decisions 
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we make to focus on some stimuli—sights, sounds, smells, and other sensations—and 
neglect others. We all do this all the time—selecting the messages to which we 
attend. Perhaps you tend to tune out your nagging roommate but pay close 
attention to every word of praise from your boss. Selection also occurs when 
you size up people. Based on your experience with different people, you may 
treat them with respect, talk to them, or avoid them. Each of these treatments 
is a response to your perceptions of others.

Organization means grouping stimuli into meaningful units. In some cases we 
organize by distinguishing between the figure—or focal point of our attention—
and the background against which that figure is set. An employer chooses your 
name from a list of applicants. For the employer, your name is the figure and 
all other names have fallen into the background. We also organize using closure 
(the tendency to fill in missing information), proximity (perceiving distinct objects 
as related because of their physical closeness), and similarity (grouping objects 
because they share attributes). You perceive your new boss to be unkind because 
you overheard him raising his voice (closure); an acquaintance believes you and 
your best friend to be dating because you are always seen together (proximity); you 
anticipate getting along with your brother’s girlfriend because in a photo she 
resembles a good friend of yours (similarity).

Finally, perception involves interpretation, the assignment of meaning to stimuli. 
When we are mindful of our own perceptions, the way we organize informa-
tion, and our own intrapersonal interactions, we can more accurately control 
the interpretations that we attach to people and situations in our lives. For 
example, a Democrat may be quick to judge a new Republican friend they 
just made as someone who would never share the same values they do. When 
we slow down the process of connecting an interpretation for someone or 
something to include careful solicitation and evaluation or a range of individ-
ualized facts about the person or situation, we come to see people beyond 
broad ways society sometimes influences our interpretations of situations and 
people in everyday life.  Thus, the way we perceive others—and the way they, 
in turn, perceive us—involves selection, organization, and interpretation. You 
can likely already imagine how these processes affect your communication 
with others.

What Occurs in Perception?

You meet with your supervisor, thinking she is going to praise you for all the 
extra work you have done lately, so you approach your meeting perceiving her 
in a warm and friendly way. When she instead tells you she’s reducing your 
hours because profits are down, your perception of her changes, and the nature 
of your communication with her (the tone of your voice, the words you choose) 
is likely to change as well. When this kind of mismatch occurs—between what 
one expects and what occurs—surprise can turn to anger and disappointment 
(and no more extra work for that ungrateful supervisor).

Since each person’s perceptions are unique, communication is a complicated 
matter. You will have a better understanding of how complex perception is and 
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12      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

how your individual perceptions influence your communication with others once 
you consider the following two kinds of perception:

■■ Active perception. This is the process by which the mind selects, organizes, 
and interprets what one senses. You could think of each person you com-
municate with as having a video camera with a unique lens; as those people 
aim their camera at different things, they see different colors, degrees of 
light, and perspectives.

■■ Subjective perception. This is the process by which one attributes meaning to 
sensed stimuli. To understand this process, consider how much your inner 
state affects your perceptions. If you have a bad headache, the pain probably 
will affect the way you feel about your children, the way you respond to the 
workers at the shop, and even the way you see yourself in a mirror. These 
perceptions will likely change when your headache subsides in a few hours.

DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTION

The uniqueness of human experience is based largely on differences in percep-
tion. These differences result from physiological features, past experiences, roles, 
and present feelings.

Physiological Features

People differ from each other in a multiplicity of physiological ways: for example, 
sex, height, weight, body type, race, and acuity of the senses. Each of these 
features affects the way you see yourself and the way you interact with others. 

Just imagine if you were a different race and sex or if you had hearing 
or vision loss, how those features would influence your perceptions 
and, in turn, how you would communicate with others. If you are 
particularly attractive, you may be accustomed to people looking at 
you and giving you favored attention. If you are short, the whole world 
looks very tall. If you have trouble hearing, you might avoid the tele-
phone, especially cell phones, and prefer to text.

Past Experiences

Your past experiences lead you to see the world in a way that is difficult 
to change. This concept is known as perceptual constancy. For exam-
ple, a bad experience in a given situation may cause you to avoid that 
situation in the future, just as a good one might encourage you to 
seek out that situation. In addition, your past experiences affect how 
you perceive certain categories of people—men, women, professors, 
police, politicians—whether in a positive or negative way. These per-
ceptions also influence your current and future communication with 
those categories of people. You may choose never to remarry if you 
have gone through a difficult divorce. You might seek help from a 
police officer because your father spent his career in policing; or, you 

Stephen M. Dowell/Orlando 
Sentinel/Tribune News Service/
Getty Images
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might avoid the police if your brother was treated poorly during an arrest. You 
might perceive education to be valuable if everyone you know who completed 
college has a successful job; or, you might view school as unnecessary to success 
if your mother holds a prestigious job with little higher education. In short, a 
variety of personal experience colors our beliefs and perceptions.

Roles

A role is a part a person plays in a social context.17 The roles we attribute to oth-
ers affect the way we perceive them, and vice versa. If you play the role of a 
leader or a loner or a nerd, this will affect the way others perceive you and how 
receptive they are to your messages. If you label others as athletes, single moms, 
or beauty queens, that perception will affect your communication with them—the 
topics you choose to discuss, the vocabulary you use, and the credibility you give 
to their opinions.

Present Feelings

How you feel at the moment affects your perceptions—what you see and hear and 
how it looks and sounds to you—and these perceptions alter your communication. 
Great news about your mother’s health, a brief fight this evening before class, or 
a disagreeable e-mail from your boss—all these life experiences influence your 
perceptions and how or whether you communicate with the people around you.

How can you apply this information about perception to your own life? Imag-
ine you are talking to a classmate about an assignment but he looks away and does 
not respond to you. Your first thought might be that he is distant and uninterested 
or that he doesn’t like you. The truth might be that he is catching a cold and doesn’t 
want to talk because his throat hurts. Or he may be reluctant to get involved 
because he has helped classmates with their work in the past and gotten no grat-
itude for his effort. Or it might be something far more basic—that he is hungry and 
is just trying to get away from you so he can go eat! Clearly, his present circum-
stances and internal states are influencing his communication with you.

Students of communication who know about the role of perception in com-
munication have a better idea of how to manage such situations. When faced 
with someone acting unpredictably, they would start by checking their own 
perceptions and inquiring about the other person’s perceptions. They would give 
the other person a chance to say what is troubling him: “You are not answering 
me. Am I being unreasonable in asking for your help?” In any case, a person 
who is knowledgeable about how perception influences communication has an 
advantage in the exchange.

ERRORS IN PERCEPTION

Once we understand the active nature of perception and recognize that people 
hold unique perceptions as a consequence, we can see that we might make 
errors when we perceive other people. Many types of perceptual errors exist.  
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14      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

In Chapter 6, we take a closer look at one of the most common errors, stereo-
typing. Stereotypes occur when we make a hasty generalization about a group 
based on a judgment about an individual from that group. Stereotypes often 
lead to prejudices, a topic also discussed in Chapter 6.

Therefore, an important skill is perception checking—a process of describing, 
interpreting, and verifying that helps you understand another person and that 
person’s message more accurately. The three steps of perception checking are  
as follows:

	 1.	 Describe to the other person the observed behavior—including the verbal 
and nonverbal cues.

	 2.	 Suggest plausible interpretations of that behavior or feature.

	 3.	 Seek verification or rebuttal of your interpretations by asking for clarifica-
tion, explanation, or amplification.

For example, imagine that you are assigned a group research project in one 
of your classes. Another member of the group asks you to produce all your 
primary sources for the project. You presented this source material weeks ago. 
You respond by saying, “I understand that you want me to give you my primary 
sources” (describe the behavior or the message). “I might just be acting paranoid, 
but this makes me feel that you don’t trust me” (first interpretation). “Why do 
you want my primary sources?” (request for clarification).

Perception checking can be even more important in personal and roman-
tic relationships—especially if the person you are dating grew up in a different 
family situation or social group than you did. Whatever the relationship, 
though, you will want to avoid suggesting interpretations that cause the other 

LEARN TO CHECK YOUR PERCEPTIONS

With a partner in class, identify a physical feature that you believe a�ects your communication with 

others, such as your height, weight, skin color, age, hairstyle, clothing, jewelry, scars, or tattoos.

■■ First say how you think this feature a�ects your communication with others.

■■ Next let the other person say how they perceive this feature.

■■ Then switch roles and repeat.

Discuss with your partner how your perceptions about the features you identified were similar 

or dissimilar to each other. How do you think your life experiences have contributed to the per-

ceptions you hold about your own physical features? What about the physical features of others 

around you? By practicing these steps, you and your partner are checking your perceptions about 

features that a�ect your communication.
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person to feel defensive. Chapter 5, on interpersonal relationships, offers some 
very important advice as to how to avoid defensive interactions with the people 
in your life.

SELF-IMAGE AND COMMUNICATION

How you see yourself can make a big difference in how you communicate.18 
The great philosopher, sociologist, and psychologist George Herbert Mead said 
that the self originates in communication.19 Through verbal and nonverbal sym-
bols, which are the basis of communication, a child comes to accept the expec-
tations of others and, in turn, takes on certain roles. When people are treated 
as though they are inferior, or intelligent, or gifted, or unattractive, they often 
act accordingly.

Many communication scholars and social scientists believe that people are 
products of how others treat them and of the messages others send them. Venus 
and Serena Williams have won over forty combined Grand Slam 
titles and five Olympic gold medals in tennis. They also happen 
to be sisters, who were coached, from very young ages, by their 
father Richard Williams. He taught them to be sensible and bal-
anced, but also incredibly competitive in their sport. Most likely 
the sisters had an inherent physical ability for playing tennis, but 
they may not have achieved  success without the early messages 
received from their father and coach.20 Like the Williams sisters, 
each of us establishes a self-image based on the messages we receive 
and the categories others apply to us. A recent study suggests that Julian Finney/Getty Images

Engaging in Perception Checking

Learning about checking perceptions made me reevaluate the techniques I have used to interact 

with others. Engaging in perception checking allows me to find clarity in views presented by other 

people, including those I might not agree with on an issue. It also helps me to advocate for my 

own feelings and interpretations about what I heard them say. What I like best about applying 

this technique is that it allows for purposeful discourse between myself and others instead of 

one-sided narratives. In this way, perception checking embodies true communication between two 

people–we can each ask for the other’s individual perspective without conceding our own stances 

on issues.

Marina DiFranco

Visual Communication Design Major

IN ACTIONCOMMUNICATIONCOMMUNICATION

chi07730_ch01_001-021.indd   15chi07730_ch01_001-021.indd   15 06-07-2021   12:10:1006-07-2021   12:10:10



16      Chapter 1  Communication, Perception, and Your Life

a mother’s messages to her daughter about body image affect the daughter’s 
perceptions about her own body image, and the way she treats her body.21  In 
other words, positive, negative, and neutral messages all play a role in how we 
think about ourselves.

Communication itself is probably best understood as a dialogic process. 
A dialogue is simply a conversation, discussion, or negotiation, so communica-
tion is a process that occurs in the context of our interactions with other 
people.22 A competent communicator considers the other person’s needs and 
expectations when selecting messages to share. Thus, communication begins 
with the self, as defined largely by others, and involves others, as defined 
largely by the self.

For example, you can have intrapersonal communication, which is the kind 
of discussion and decision making that occurs within your own mind. Consider a 
situation of importance, such as asking the boss for more responsibilities so 
that you can earn a larger salary. Before you ever enter the boss’ office, you 
will likely consider what you plan to say, rehearse in your mind how you are 
going to say it, and even consider what your response is going to be, no matter 
how the discussion proceeds. Yes, you worry, try out lines, and guess what will 
be said without uttering a word out loud. You are experiencing intrapersonal 
communication.

Our perceptions are often impacted by our intrapersonal communication. 
For example, if you think of yourself as someone who struggles to make 
friends, your internal voice might prevent you from initiating contact with 
others. You might try telling yourself “even though I struggle to know what 
to say to new people, I am going force myself to talk to at least one new 
person every week.” In other words, when we are mindful of our own intra-
personal communication habits, we can adjust them and use them to  
our advantage.

One example is what is known as a self-fulfilling prophecy, which is when 
we use own cognition, or our internal voice, to bring to pass a different reality. 
When we do not approach situations because of our own internal doubts, we 
engage in a negative self-fulfilling prophecy. In such cases, we are preventing 
our own growth and change. Our minds, cognitions, and intrapersonal interac-

tions can help us grow, or prevent us from doing so, in 
powerful ways.

Of course, few of our daily interactions are as 
rehearsed as the ones just described, and as we move 
from one encounter to the next, we present ourselves to 
people in a variety of ways, both consciously and uncon-
sciously. Self-presentation can be defined as the way we 
portray ourselves to others.

A key part of self-presentation is identity management—

the control (or lack of control) of what we communicate and 
what it conveys about us. Through identity management, John Lund/Marc Romane/Age Fotostock
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we try to present an idealized version of ourselves in order to reach desired 
ends. A good example is a social media profile you update frequently. The 
identity you project in that profile depends in part on whether you use that 
site for personal or professional reasons, or a combination of those. If you 
intend the profile to attract potential dating partners, you might manage your 
identity by posting more selfies, or photos of yourself, doing things you enjoy 
in order to enhance perceptions of you as a fun or caring person. On a pro-
fessional site like LinkedIn, your aim is to find a job or advance your career, 
so you highlight your accomplishments and take care to promote a professional 
identity by posting information that is accurate and free of grammatical errors. 
We all practice identity management in face-to-face interactions as well, pre-
senting the self we want others to see.

TAKE A VACATION FROM SOCIAL MEDIA

Interaction through social media has become an important part of our daily routines. However, 

despite its many benefits, some people argue that social media consumes too much of our time, 

encourages self-centered behaviors, negatively a�ects our productivity, and keeps us from engag-

ing with others face to face.

How much time do you think you spend checking or posting to a social media site? Have you 

ever wondered what life is like without social media? To experience the benefits of “unplugging,” 

some people take planned breaks from social media. Here’s how to do it:

■■ Post to your primary social media accounts a message explaining that you are temporarily 

taking a break from social media.

■■ Disable your notifications so that you can truly experience the benefits of stepping away.

■■ Keep a journal about your experience of life without social media.

The following questions might help you frame your journal entries exploring your relationship 

to social media:

■■ What are the major benefits and drawbacks of taking a break from social media?

■■ Do you feel like you are missing out on anything, or do you enjoy being able to unplug?

■■ If you are comfortable sharing your thoughts, ideas, and personality through social media, 

how does it feel to interact face to face? With which mode of interaction are you more com-

fortable and why?

■■ Do you tend to use social media to get your information about the issues and trends impact-

ing society? If so, how do you go about gathering information without social media? Has your 

understanding of global and local issues changed during your social media hiatus? How so?

■■ Do you think other people you know would share your experience of unplugging from social 

media? Will you recommend the experience to your friends?
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People manage their identity and the impressions they make using three 
elements of communication: manner, appearance, and setting.23 Manner is the 
way an individual typically interacts with others through verbal and nonverbal 
symbols. A person’s manner might be brusque or silly, businesslike or immature, 
friendly, warm, or gracious. Appearance may be tied to a role an individual plays 
(such as an administrative assistant versus a barista or rock musician), a value 
one holds (wearing jewelry versus not), one’s personality (easygoing versus formal), 
or one’s view of the communication setting (unimportant as opposed to crucial). 
The setting includes the immediate environment (the space in which you are 
communicating, such as a church as opposed to a coffee shop), as well as other 
settings in which you display who you are (your home and the way you decorate 
it, the type of car you drive). Thus, in the content of mediated communication 
such as a Zoom meeting, you might consider about how the setting of your home 
office impacts the way that people come to learn more about your identity.  
For example, consider what types of identity markers are on display, such as 
books, photographs, or trophies. Practice impression management by carefully 
evaluating the impressions your office setting might give to different audiences. 
Ask yourself, Who is my audience and what are their expectations of me in 
this context?

Although communication is complicated, it occurs almost every minute of 
your life. If you are not communicating with yourself (thinking, planning, reacting 
to the world around you), you are actively and subjectively perceiving others and 
responding to their behavior. Even if others did not intend messages for you, you 
gather observations and draw conclusions. A person yawns and you believe she 
is bored with your message. A second person looks away and you conclude that 
he is not listening to you. A third person smiles (perhaps because of a memory of 
a joke she heard recently) and you believe she is attracted to you. We are contin-
ually interpreting the meanings of others’ verbal and nonverbal messages, as well 
as behaving in ways that have communicative value for them.

CHAPTER REVIEW

Communication is far more than the transmission of information. To communi-

cate involves multiple variables—its verbal, nonverbal, and behavioral aspects; 

the channel used; the characteristics and perceptions of the sender and the 

receiver; the relationship of the sender to the receiver; and the context in which 

the communication occurs. Each of these variables—including the communica-

tor’s self-perception and identity-management processes—affects every aspect of 

communication.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1.	 List at least ten ways you use communication in a single day, from the 
moment you wake in the morning until you fall asleep at night. How can 
you become a more competent communicator with regard to each of the items 
on your list?

2.	 Why do we call communication a process? What parts of the process influence 
meaning, and how do people arrive at a shared meaning of a message?

3.	 Give three specific examples of feedback that college students receive. How 
does this feedback shape their thinking and behavior?

4.	 Give examples from your own experience of perceptions organized by closure, 
proximity, and similarity.

5.	 Of the four factors that produce differences in perception, which do you think 
is most powerful? Why? Do you think one can be ranked as more important 
than the others? Why or why not?

6.	 Think of a time when perceptual checking would have helped you better 
understand another person’s message. Describe how you would, in that 
instance, follow the three steps of perceptual checking.

7.	 List various identities you present in your daily life. How do you manage each 
via manner, appearance, and setting?
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This chapter will look at the functions and rules of 

verbal communication, with three goals in mind: to 

demonstrate the multiple ways you use verbal com-

munication, to help you avoid errors and offenses, 

and to guide you in making the best possible impres-

sion with your words.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:

■■ Name and explain the four primary functions of 

verbal communication.

■■ Explain the meanings and processes by which 

words communicate.

■■ Explain the rules that influence and guide verbal 

communication.

■■ Recognize the categories of words speakers 

should avoid to present themselves as thoughtful 

and balanced verbal communicators.

■■ Recognize the categories of words speakers 

should use in moderation to present themselves 

as thoughtful and balanced verbal communicators.

■■ List and give examples of strategies that will 

improve a speaker’s verbal communication.

Communicating Verbally
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THE FUNCTIONS OF VERBAL COMMUNICATION

Imagine that today, in one of your classes, a teacher told you that your assign-
ment is due in two weeks; another teacher told you to tell a story in which two 
characters have a conflict; a third teacher 
asked you to analyze the school’s parking 
policy; and a fourth stopped you on your way 
out of class to ask whether you were feeling 
OK. All four teachers were trying to get mes-
sages across to you, mainly with words—with 
verbal communication.

However, if one of those teachers looked 
you directly in the eye while speaking, 
pointed a finger at you, or pounded her fist 
on a desk, these forms of nonverbal commu-
nication would also have meaning and affect 
your response to the message. We communi-
cate with each other with words, or verbal 
communication, as well as with eye contact, movement, and gestures (nonverbal 
communication), and the two forms work together to create a message.

This chapter focuses on verbal communication, which is the use of language 

to convey meaning. Language is the code we use to communicate with each other, 
a code that follows rules to encourage understanding. Meaning is more of a 
challenge to define, because it refers to whatever message someone is trying to 

convey to others, as well as how that message is interpreted. Although you use 
verbal communication every day, you may not be aware of the many roles it 
plays in your relationships. To understand verbal communication, let’s look at 
four of the functions it performs: the instrumental, creative, analytical, and 
social functions.

The Instrumental Function

The first teacher mentioned earlier—the one who told you when your assignment 
was due—was using the instrumental function of verbal communication. That is, 
she was using language as a directive—a means of getting others to think or do something. 
When you use language in an instrumental way, you 
are using it as a tool or, as the term implies, as an 
instrument.1 Instrumental language is unadorned, 
straightforward, and very descriptive2: “The assign-
ment is due in two weeks,” “You need to change the 
oil in your car every 5,000 miles,” and “You should 
vote or quit griping about our leadership.” Scientific 
and technical communication tends to be instrumen-
tal: a chemist’s formula, an engineer’s instructions for 
building a robot, and the fix for a computer problem 
are examples of language used instrumentally.

Maskot/Getty Images

Photosindia/Getty Images
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The Creative Function

The second teacher—the one who asked you to tell a brief story—was promoting 
the creative function of verbal communication, in which imagination meets writing 

or speaking ability. Called elocutio by the Roman rhetorician Quintilian in AD 95,3 
this function was one of the five canons (principles) of rhetoric. As an illustration 
of modern-day creativity with language, social media have spawned inventive 
acronyms and abbreviations (lol, sup, idk, omg) for quick texting and tweeting, in 
which the message needs to fit within a 140-character limit.4 People are usually 
a pretty good judge of their own creative capabilities. Media- and journalism- 
related professions often look for people who can use language in more creative 
ways to write compelling stories and produce advertisements full of vivid imag-
ery. In a recent study people who self-identified as creative were more inventive 
with their language and were more likely to come up with unique uses for 
everyday objects.5  However, if it doesn’t come naturally to you, creative use of 
language can be learned. When you are asked to use language in an imaginative 
way, a range of rhetorical devices are at your disposal—for example, metaphors, 
similes, hyperbole (exaggeration), and alliteration. These figures of speech allow 
writers and speakers to play with language and expand its potential.

A metaphor (MET-ah-four) creatively compares two things that do not at first 

seem alike: “The morning rainstorm was a crushing blow to his plans,” “This 
economy is a sinking ship,” “I’m queen of the house,” “Our country is the 
world’s police officer.” Martin Luther King Jr. was an expert at using metaphors 
to help people understand difficult concepts, like justice. In his “I Have a Dream” 
speech he compared the injustices faced by people of color to a fraudulent check 
written by the United States to people of color. Why was this metaphor so pow-
erful? Because people have a hard time understanding concepts like justice, but 
money is a very tangible and concrete concept that we deal with daily.6

A simile (SIM-ah-lee) creatively compares two unlike things, using the word 
“like” or “as.” Popular culture reflects many examples of similes. For example, 
have you ever heard someone say, “They fought like cats and dogs;” “Your bed-
room is as clean as a whistle;” or “He is as strong as an ox.” Similes help us 
understand concepts that can sometimes be complicated to explain, such as 
anger, cleanliness, or strength. The writer, orator, and abolitionist Fredrick Douglass, 
who was himself a former slave, makes powerful use of simile when writing 
about his condition after receiving a beating: “I suppose I looked like a man who 
had escaped a den of wild beasts, and barely escaped them.”7 This image vividly 
conveys to readers the terror Douglass experienced. During his lifetime, Douglass 
used figurative and creative language to help his audience understand the evils 
of slavery, and his words maintain their impact today.

Hyperbole (high-PURR-baa-lee) is the use of exaggeration to make a point: “He 
looked as if he had been run over by a tank” and “My girlfriend is the most 
beautiful woman in the world.” Hyperbole makes use of the extremes to get 
people to pay attention to the issue at hand. They are often used more effectively 
in advertising campaigns.
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Alliteration is the repetition of the initial sound of a word: “The problem is the 
price of property,” “His tiny, timid eyes looked tired,” “She proudly pranced on 
stage.” Alliteration is used primarily in poetry and advertising, where it can 
contribute to rhythm and memorization.

Words targeting the ear (as in speaking) rather than the eye (as in writing) 
require repetition. Listeners daydream and let their thoughts wander during 
presentations, so they may need to hear important points several times. To get 
a message across, then, speakers need to use creative techniques to enhance 
understanding. One well-known method is to preview by saying what you plan 
to cover, review by restating in other words what you just said, and summarize 
to wrap up the message.

Also, effective speakers offer multiple kinds of support for their arguments 
and ideas. In addition to basic explanations, speakers can incorporate relevant 
YouTube videos, demonstrations, comparisons, contrasts, and even stories and 
case studies. The creative use of language can contribute significantly to audi-
ence understanding.

The Analytical Function

When the third teacher asked you to analyze the school’s parking policy, he was 
prompting you to use the analytical function of verbal communication, which 
involves the use of critical thinking skills to evaluate and critique an issue or idea. A 
first step in critical thinking is research. For this assignment, you need to find, 
read, and understand your school’s parking policy and explain it in your own 
words. Next you need to evaluate it by asking questions such as these: “What 
is the reasoning behind this policy?” “Is this policy fair to students?” “Is this 
policy fair to nonstudent residents in the area?” “Should any parts of the policy 
be changed to reflect conditions that have changed since it was first enacted?” 
Finally, you can suggest improvements to the current policy. Together, all this 
work and the paper or presentation that resulted would fulfill the analytical 
function of verbal communication. Just as taking this communication class and 
learning how to analyze research and prepare speeches will improve your critical 
thinking skills and your ability to engage in effective use of the analytical func-
tion of language.8

The Social Function

When your teacher stopped you on the way out of class to ask whether you were 
OK, she was demonstrating the social function of verbal communication, which 
refers to the use of language to build and maintain relationships. In your case the 
teacher was letting you know that she had noticed something about you (maybe 
that you looked down or tired) and that she cared. We also use verbal commu-
nication in a social way when we greet friends between classes, chat online, and 
text each other. The social function of language can have a positive impact on 
our emotional health, as in when we turn to social media for support and com-
munity with members of our online networks.9
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One social function of language is achieved through phatic communication, 
the most casual and often briefest exchanges that are intended to recognize the exis-

tence of another person and to demonstrate sociability rather than provide informa-

tion, as when you say “hi” in passing. Another social function is achieved 
through trouble talk, exchanges in which people complain about something without 

expecting a solution: “Things are awful at work under that new boss,” “My clothes 
hardly fit anymore,” and “I work too hard for too little.” A third way in which 
language functions socially is in conflict management, the use of language to 

resolve issues between individuals or groups. Spouses, partners, and friends, as 
well as union members and management, both create and solve conflicts with 
verbal communication.

Verbal communication used for social functions can have great benefits. In 
fact, research shows that students who are more socially active feel a greater 
sense of belonging, a benefit which correlates with higher levels of engagement, 
motivation, and achievement in college.10

HOW WORDS COMMUNICATE

Verbal language, of course, is made up of words. But what is a word, and how 
does it communicate? Let’s begin with two definitions.

As Figure 2.1 shows, a word is a symbol that has 

been assigned meaning. A symbol represents an idea, a 

process, or a physical entity. For instance, the word car 
is a symbol that we have collectively come to agree 
stands for a vehicle of a certain type. However, over 
time words and symbols change and new ones are 
introduced.11 For example, as some cars became more 
truck like and van like, we came up with new words 
to describe them—SUV, wagon, and crossover. The next 
section explains how we go about interpreting the 
words and symbols we encounter.

Laura Doss/Getty Images

Figure 2.1  What Are Words?

What are words?

Words are symbols that have been 

assigned meanings.

A symbol represents an idea, a 

process, or a physical entity.

We use these symbols, and their 

intended meanings, to 

communicate with each other.
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Two Processes for Interpreting Messages

For words to have meaning, we have to produce and interpret them. To do this, 
we use the processes of encoding and decoding, as defined in Chapter 1:

■■ You encode when you translate your thoughts into words. You are wonder-
ing if you are doing your job well, so you translate that thought into words 
to your supervisor: “Did I do that correctly?” You have interpreted the word 
correctly as the one that best communicates your concern. You are saying 
that you are concerned about whether you are meeting the employer’s guide-
lines for a particular task. If you were concerned specifically with your 
speed, you could have asked, “Did I do that quickly enough?”

■■ When you decode, you assign meaning to someone else’s verbal communi-
cation, translating his words into thoughts of your own. Your supervisor says 
to you, “Doesn’t the cooking area need mopping?” You interpret his words 
to mean that he wants you to mop the cooking area, but you have to deter-
mine from the urgency in his voice whether he means “right now” or “any-
time during this shift.” The “urgency in his voice” is a nonverbal feature that 
coordinates with the verbal to make the message. In either case, you assign 
meaning to the other person’s words. If, however, you decode the message 
to mean that it’s OK to wait a few hours before mopping the floor and your 
supervisor meant “right now,” you may make a bad impression. He, of 
course, could have encoded his message with more precision—for example, 
“Please mop the kitchen area now.”

Because language is an imperfect means of transmission, the thoughts that one 
person encodes never exactly match what the other decodes, so language often 
requires further interpretation or clarification, which you achieve when you ask, 
“Do you mean right now?” or “Can I do the mopping at the end of my shift?”

Two Kinds of Meaning

Words can carry two kinds of meaning: denotative and connotative. Denotative 

meaning is the agreed-upon meaning, or the meaning you find in a dictionary. The 
Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary says a cat is “a carnivorous mammal long 
domesticated and kept by man as a pet or for catching rats or mice.” However, 
a dictionary meaning fails to capture your feelings for the felines you encounter 
in your life, which you may either adore or detest. Denotative meanings of words 
can be fluid, changing over time. For example, a primary meaning for the word 
gay was once happy, but now it also means homosexual; the word troll once 
referred to a mythological being, but its meaning has now expanded to include 
to search (as a verb) and someone who deliberately provokes others on the Internet 
(as a noun). The word bandwidth went from being a measure related to data 
transmission to one’s ability to handle intellectual or emotional issues.12

New words, and new denotative meanings, sometimes enter the language. 
Such terms are called neologisms, new words or new meanings for old words that 

are in the process of entering common use. New technologies create many neolo-
gisms, such as app, tweet cred, hash tag, and 404. The last term, meaning clueless, 
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came from the Web’s notation for “document not found.” Hence, when someone 
calls a person 404, the message is that the person is clueless.13

Connotative meanings are meanings people come to assign because of personal 

or individual experience. For example, the word cat holds vastly different meanings 
for people because of their unique experiences with that variety of animal: some 

PRACTICE EFFECTIVE VERBAL COMMUNICATION AND 
LISTENING SKILLS

One way to practice e�ective verbal communication is to interact with people who don’t share 

your opinions. Identify someone who holds a di�ering opinion on a controversial issue and engage 

that person in a conversation in which you each exchange your thoughts and ideas. While you’re 

talking and listening, practice the following recommendations from this chapter:

■■ When you’re unsure of your partner’s meaning, stop and ask “What do you mean?”

●● Listen for generalizations that lack fuller explanations.

●● Ask the other person to explain by saying, “I’m not sure I followed your argument, what 

did you mean when you said . . . ?” Doing so can help you learn more about the di�ering 

perspective without jumping to conclusions.

■■ Take the opportunity to summarize the other person’s major points in your 

own words.

●● It is easy to misunderstand what other people have to say. Our interpretation of what we 

hear is informed by our personal experiences and worldviews. Even language choices can 

trigger misunderstandings.

●● When your partner has made an important point and explained their feelings on that point, 

stop and summarize: “I want to make sure I understood you correctly. When you were 

talking about this issue of .  .  . you said you feel .  .  . because.  .  .  .”

●● Often people will clarify and refine their arguments when given the opportunity. This type 

of perception checking demonstrates that you care enough to verify an accurate under-

standing of another’s perspective.

■■ Focus on understanding your partner’s perspective rather than trying to get 

your own point across.

●● By focusing on another person’s point of view without interjecting your own feelings and 

opinions, you validate their right to an opinion and you gain a better understanding of their 

unique position.

●● When people feel like their opinions have been heard, they will be more open to listening 

to di�ering opinions.

Sometimes it isn’t possible to resolve di�erences of opinion, especially when the issues at hand 

reflect beliefs that are deeply held. However, there are mutual benefits to talking through sensitive 

issues. By practicing e�ective verbal communication skills, we increase our understanding of others’ 

perspectives and teach them more about our own.
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fill their homes with cats and pamper them as they would their children, whereas 
others suffer from serious allergies and swell up and itch at the sight of a cat. 
Another way to understand the difference between denotative and connotative 
meanings is to think, for example, of the word mother. Everyone knows what a 
mother is according to the denotative meaning. But each person has his own 
connotations for that word—laden with emotions that drown the denotative 
meaning in a flood of remembered experiences. Denotative meanings are general 
and shared, whereas connotative meanings tend to be individual and personal.

THE RULES OF VERBAL COMMUNICATION

The way you use words is often determined by the situation you are in. That is, 
you adapt your speech depending on where you are, whom you are with, and 
what the context is. Multiple rules and practices guide communication—some 
that you follow without even being aware of them, others that can benefit you 
as you gain awareness of them. These are the topics we turn to in this section.

Rules Regarding Place

You may already know that where you are affects the way you speak and the 
words you choose. When you are at home, where people know you well, you can 
be very informal and make certain assumptions—for example, that people will 
know what you mean by “the back room” or “that story Dad always tells.” When 
you are out with friends, the formal rules of verbal communication may become 
extremely relaxed, because friends tend not to be very critical about your language. 
Among friends you can talk about topics you never would talk about at work, such 
as your love life, and you may not be so careful about the language you use.

When you are in the more formal setting of a classroom, however, you tend 
to be more careful with your speech, because you want to make a good impres-
sion on your professor. You also adapt your speech when you enter a place of 
worship—a church, synagogue, or mosque—and you speak differently at a funeral 
than you do in a bar. Certain places—courtrooms, for example—have strict and 
extensive rules and practices related to verbal communication and appropriate 
speech, especially related to tone and volume. In other places, the rules may be 
less clear—if you begin a loud argument in a restaurant, you may be asked to 
leave, but if you shout in a sports bar during an exciting game, you’ll fit right 
in. Finally, when giving a public speech or when being interviewed for a job, 
you are under the most pressure of all to follow the formal rules of language 
and choose your words with care.

Rules Regarding Conversational Partners

Knowing how and when to adapt your verbal communication based on your 
relationship with your conversational partner is part of being an effective com-
municator. Close relationships with family and friends allow the greatest latitude 
in terms of the formal rules of grammar and word choice, but even in these 
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close circles, profanity, sex, and various other topics may be taboo. Verbal com-
munication with authority figures—for example, professors, police, and upper-
level management—introduces a number of language restrictions and adaptations. 
Because of the differences in status, you likely know that you want to sound 
intelligent and well informed with your professor, you don’t want to rile a police 
officer by saying anything that sounds rude or threatening, and you want to be 
respectful and emphasize your competence and commitment when speaking to 
your boss.

These rules don’t only apply to face-to-face exchanges. When you commu-
nicate with your professor via e-mail, for example, you should use a formal tone. 
Begin with an appropriate opening (Dear Professor Franklin), put a clear descrip-
tion in the subject line (question about Wednesday’s assignment), let your pro-

fessor know which class you’re in, write in 
complete sentences, avoid the abbreviations you 
use for texting with your friends, make your mes-
sage clear and direct, review it for typos, and end 
with an appropriate salutation (Sincerely, Alison 
Corsino). Your professor will appreciate the 
respect you show with your businesslike tone and 
the care you took to craft a clear message.

Rules of Engagement

As noted previously, verbal communication comes 
to us loaded with rules about what can be said to 
whom, under what circumstances, and how it 

FOCUS ON YOURSELF—OR NOT—THROUGH SOCIAL 
MEDIA

In the dominant culture in the United States, it is standard social practice to make oneself the 

focus of conversation. In keeping with this norm, Americans tend to use social media to highlight 

their own personal and professional accomplishments.

But using social media to focus on the self is not common to all cultures. For example, in 

collectivistic cultures, people are more likely to use social media to highlight group or team accom-

plishments. In South Korea, for example, where modesty is highly valued, a person using social 

media might even downplay their own credentials. Di�erences in individual freedoms likewise 

influence social media use. Some Eastern cultures are denied certain freedoms of expression. This 

factor can limit, and in some cases prohibit, the use of social media.

Consider for a moment your own uses for social media. How often do your posts include details 

about your daily life? Have you ever taken a photograph of yourself to post to social media, a 

practice referred to, appropriately, as “taking a selfie”? Do you see these behaviors as a reflection 

of your culture?
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should be said. In addition, verbal communication comes with rules of 

engagement—rules about initiating, conducting, and ending a verbal exchange.

By convention, a public speech begins with an introduction that 
reveals something about the speaker and the topic. In one-to-one con-
versation, certain conventions have been established as to who can ini-
tiate the exchange—sometimes based on status or gender. For example, 
at a party or a bar, men are often expected to initiate a conversation 
with women, although such conventions have loosened up somewhat; 
in some business contexts, managers initiate meetings with those they 
supervise, rather than vice versa. In a very formal setting, like a court-
room, the judge is usually the only person who can initiate or permit 
an exchange, as when she asks questions of lawyers or jurors.

In addition, both public speeches and conversations follow partic-
ular organizational patterns. In a public speech the body, or main 
points, follows the introduction, whereas in a conversation turn taking 
begins. Turn taking means that one person speaks and the other responds with a 

certain amount of give and take. Usually, the signal that one person has said his 
piece is that he stops talking, so that the other person can respond, but some-
times the first speaker is only pausing to collect his thoughts, in which case the 
two speakers may have some awkward moments of speaking over each other as 
they try to determine whose turn it is or one says, “No, you.”

Another aspect of language rules is called code switching, which means 
shifting from one treatment of language to another based on the audience and place.14 A 
common case of code switching occurs when politicians alter their word choices, 
or even their accents, to appeal to a particular voting base. Another case of code 
switching occurs when college students talk one way to each other but another 
way in the presence of their professor. All of us know how to do some code 
switching depending on the place or audience.

In the context of the rules of engagement, nonverbal indicators can also act as 
signals between conversational partners. For example, a listener may nod to indicate 
understanding or encouragement or may look away to indicate distraction or bore-
dom. Conversations can vary considerably in length, but when one person wants 
to stop the conversation, he signals this message either verbally or nonverbally—for 
example, saying, “Well, I’ve got to go now,” or getting up to leave and putting on 
his coat. As with all other phases of a conversation, ending one can have its awkward 
aspects—as in the case that one person wants to continue talking but the other 
doesn’t. All in all, we have multiple signals—subtle and overt—that we use in starting, 
continuing, and ending conversations. Moreover, as discussed earlier, we adapt our 
verbal behavior based on where we are and to whom we’re talking.

WORDS TO AVOID

Another set of rules to make you a more effective communicator focuses on 
choosing the right words and avoiding the wrong ones. Remember that your 
word choices affect your credibility. Whether you are at work, with friends, or 
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in the classroom, an ill-chosen word can make a difference; for instance, in the 
fall of 2020, a tenured professor and the chair of the Journalism Department at 
Central Michigan University was fired for creating a hostile work environment 
because of his use of both racist and homophobic words in the classroom.15 The 
following sections describe some categories of words that can get you in trouble 
with your classmates, work colleagues, and even friends and family.

Profanity

Profanity is language that is vulgar, abusive, or disrespectful of things sacred. Many 
so-called swear words have a religious origin: hell and damn are examples. Inap-
propriate use of the words God and Jesus to express irritation or incredulity can 
also be considered disrespectful and offensive. Other forms of profanity refer to 
forbidden statuses or acts: “son of a ___” or “Mother ____.” Many people find 
profanity offensive, so using such words can get you in trouble, especially with 
people you don’t know. Even the Internet has rules about the use of profanity. 
A note on eBay, for example, says, “We don’t allow hateful, offensive, profane, 
or vulgar language in almost all public areas of the website.”

Some people think that profanity is never appropriate, but usage varies by 
place, age, and sex. Although everyone seems to know that swearing is inappro-
priate in a place of worship, profanity is fairly common on many college cam-
puses and at athletic events. Also, those in their eighties and nineties seem to 
have less tolerance for profanity than do middle-aged and younger people. And 
men tend to cuss more than women. Profanity has become so common that 
once-forbidden words are so overused that they have lost their impact.

But since you can’t be certain what those around you—at school, at work, in 
an audience, or in your social circle—really think about such words, and they 

may judge you harshly if you use them, think carefully before 
you use words that are potentially offensive.

Sexist Words

Sexist language is language that excludes individuals on the basis of 

gender. The statement “A professor needs to read incessantly to 
keep up with his field” suggests that all professors are men. A 
nonsexist way to express this thought is “Professors need to read 
incessantly to keep up with their fields.” People reveal sexism 
when they assume that all members of any category are all male 
or all female—for example, that all criminals are male or that all 
nurses are female. Sexist language also appears in many gen-
der-specific compound words, such as chairman and salesman; 
instead, use the term chair or salesperson.

The use of sexist language varies by sex, with more women 
than men being victimized by sexist talk. In particular, the vast 
majority of hostile workplace charges come from women charging 
men with an offense. Sexism also varies by region. In some parts O. Dimier/PhotoAlto
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of the United States a female server might call a man “honey” without meaning 
anything much, whereas in other parts of the country that word might be seen 
as flirtatious or at least too personal to use with a stranger. And sexism can 
vary by age. Younger people are often more attuned to the offenses that accom-
pany sexist language. An older generation may use profanity less but exhibit 
more sexist language. In any case, speakers in conversation or on the stage need 
to be aware that sexist words can get a person in trouble, sometime career- 
killing trouble.

Career-killing trouble comes when words create a hostile workplace. The 
Federal Communications Commission explains the situation this way: “Hostile 

work environment harassment occurs when unwelcome comments or conduct based 

on sex, race or other legally protected characteristics unreasonably interferes with an 

employee’s work performance or creates an intimidating, hostile or offensive work 

environment.”16

Racist Words

Racist language is language that is insulting because it associates skin color or eth-

nicity with stereotypical and usually negative characteristics. The concepts of race 
and ethnicity—as well as stereotypes and prejudice—are discussed in detail in 
Chapter 6, on global and intercultural communication. Needless to say, racial 
and ethnic insults and labels are common in society. Also common is the debate 
about who is entitled to use certain labels. The standard rule is that, even though 
people within a race or an ethnic group may use such words with or about each 
other, that does not give outsiders permission to use them, and when they do, 
it can be deeply offensive.

So what should you do when someone around you uses an offensive racial 
or ethnic term or makes a racist “joke” in your presence? If you find a comment 
offensive, an appropriate response is, first, to refrain from laughing at the joke 
and, second, to tell the speaker that you find the comment offensive and why. 
These are not easy things to do, however—especially if the person who made the 
joke has more power than you do, like your boss. Even among friends, it can 
be difficult to call someone out on bad behavior. The same applies to sexist 
language and sexist “jokes.” Learning how to navigate such difficulties can take 
time and experience. The more tuned in you are to the damage that such lan-
guage can do, the better you will become at responding when you hear it.

Ageist Words

Ageist language is language that denigrates people based on their age, whether young 

or old. Classifying every young person as a child or a kid may be both offensive 
and inaccurate; referring to someone as a young person, an adolescent, or a young 

adult is more descriptive and precise. Ageism is also evident in language that 
infantilizes older persons and diminishes their status as vigorous and vital indi-
viduals. Older people may not think of themselves as old and may not appreci-
ate being referred to as senior citizens or the elderly.17  The key is to be 
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respectful and thoughtful about applying labels and consider whether you need 
to refer to people’s age at all—or for that matter, their sex, race, or ethnicity—
when addressing them or speaking or writing about them. For example, jour-
nalists are trained to describe a subject by race, age, or ethnicity only if it is 
clearly relevant to the story they are presenting.

Recently, an increase in use of ageist language has been occurring during 
the pandemic. This is due to an increase in news reports and social media 
accounts where some people’s language choices reflect devaluing the lives of 
older adults. Older adults can be more susceptible to the COVID-19 virus. Some 
have said they see older adults as reasonable “sacrifices” to the virus, which is 
inappropriate thinking and use of ageist language. To combat ageist language, 
the American Psychological Association encourages people to be self-aware of 
our own ageist language choices, speak out against ageism, remember that older 
adults as a category are diverse, to pay attention to nuances in data, and spread 
accurate information.18

Power of Words

While there are many words that you should avoid, there are also ways that you 
can use language to increase the impact of your message. Persuasive punch 
words are words used strategically to convey a more powerful message. For 
example, in a speech, rather than saying “let’s now look at the impact of climate 
change on things like wildfires” you might instead include a few punch words 
that set a more serious tone for the topic. For example, “let’s look at the devas-
tating impact that climate change has had on decimating lively forested areas 
because of increased incidences of raging wildfires.” Use of words like “devas-
tating,” “decimating,” and “raging” create a more powerful tone to the issue of 

Reflection about Use of Ageist Language

Being an international student in the United States has opened my eyes to how culture can impact 

the way we use language casually in ways that are inappropriate and ageist. In China, you would 

never hear a group of younger people refer to their grandparents with terms like “old geezer,” 

“gramps,” “old fogey,” or “old fart.” In my culture, grandparents and older adults are respected 

for their wisdom, knowledge, and experience in life. I realize these terms are inappropriate in both 

cultures but I rarely heard them used until coming here.

Li Jie

Marketing Major

IN ACTIONCOMMUNICATIONCOMMUNICATION
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