Effective Communication Defined

To say we communicated does not imply an outcome. Communication
is a process involving the exchange of messages and the creation of mean-
ing (Barnlund, 1962). No two people ever attach the same meaning to a
message. Whether or not a specific instance of communication is effective
or not depends on the degree to which the participants attach similar
meanings to the messages exchanged. Stated differently, communication
is effective to the extent that we are able to minimize misunderstand-
? “To say that meaning in communication is never totally the same for

communicators is not to say that communication is impossible or even
difficult—only that it is imperfect” (Fisher, 1978, p. 257).

When we communicate, we attach meaning to (or interpret) messages
We construct and transmit to strangers. We also attach meaning to (or inter-
pret) messages we receive from strangers. We are not always aware of this
Process, but we do it nevertleless. To say that two people communicated

effectively requires that the two attach relatively similar meanings to the
messages sentand received (e.g., they interpret the messages similarly). This
¢ap be viewed as basic communication fidelity—"th¢ degree of congruence
between the cognitions [or thoughts] of two or more individuals following
a communication event” (Powers & Lowrey, 1984, p. 58).

Why Misinterpretations Occur

Communication is effective to the extent that the person interpreting
the message attaches a meaning to the message similar to what was
intended by the person transmitting it. This, however, is not what hap-
pens most of the time. The vast majority of the time we_interpret
strangers’ messages using our own frames of reference-Fhere are prob-
lems that emerge when we interpret strangers’ behavior based on our
own frames of reference:



When we are communicating with strangers and base our interpretations
on our symbolic systems, ineffective communication often occurs.

The 'misunderstandings that occur when we communicate with
strangers m‘Fﬁ due to many different sources, including, but not limited
to: (1) the messages may be transmitted in a way that they cannot be
understood by others (e.g., pronunciation or accents may hinder under-
standing), (2) the communication rules of the cultures from which the
communicators come may differ and influence how messages are inter-
preted (e.g., one person is being indirect and the other person is interpret-

ing-the messages wgs for communication), (3) one of the
communicators mmmhzaﬂmiﬁéskth&mhﬁfshm&gggately

(e.g., one person is just learning the other’s language and is not fluent),
(4) one person may not understand how to accomplish a certain task or
interpret a specific utterance within a social context (e.g., a person who
does not speak English well may try to complain to an English speaker and
actually apologize), (5) one person may make errors in attributions because

of his or her group identity and/or intergroup expectations {e.g., a u.s.
American expects a Japanese to be indirect.and does not recognize a direct

answer to a question when it is given), and (6) the commqmctttnrs may

not be familiar with the topic being discussed.”



It is important to recognize that the misunderstandings that we have
with strangers are the result of our interpretations of their behavior,
r‘L_thﬂme _per_se.? 1 may say, for example, “You make me
angry.” This is not an accurate statement. While it is true 1 would not
have experienced anger if you had not behaved in a certain way, my anger
is based on how I interpreted your behavior, not your actual behavior.
To decrease the chance of misinterpretations of strangers’ messages
based on our unconscious interpretations, we must be aware of our nor-
mal tendencies. There are five principles that are useful in understanding
how misinterpretations occur:

1. Wecan never know the state-of-mind—the attitudes, thoughts, and
feelings—of other people.

2. We depend on signals, which are frequently ambiguous, to inform
us about the attitudes and mshes of other people.

3. We use our own wsym‘mwhlch may be defective, to deu.
pher these signals.

4. Depending on our own state of mind at a particular time, we may
be biased in our method’of jinterpreting other people’s behavior,
* that is, how we decode.

5. The degree to which we believe that we are correct in divining
another person’s motives and attitudes is not related to the actual
accuracy of our belief. (Beck, 1988, p. 18)

Understanding these principles can help us improve the quality of our
communication with strangers. Using the principles, however, requires
that we be mindful.

Mindfulness

We must become aware of our communication behavior in order to cor-
rect our tendency to misinterpret strangers’ behavior and to communicate
effectively. Social psychologists refer to this as becoming mindful of our
behavior.* There are three qualities of mindfulness: “(1) creation of new-
categories; (2) openness to,new infermation; and (3) awareness of more



than one perspective” (Langer, 1989, p. 62). One condition that contributes
m'h the use. of broad categories. Categorization often is based
on physical (e.g., gender, race, etc.) or cultural (e.g., ethnic background) char-
acteristics; but we also can categorize strangers in terms of their attitudes
(e.g., liberal-conservative) or approaches to life (eg., Christian or Buddhist).

Mindfulness involves being open to new information (Langer, 1989).
When we behave on automatic pilot in a particular situation, we tend to
see the same thing occurring in the situation as we saw the previous time
we were in the same situation. If we are consciously open to new infor-
mation, we see the subtle differences in our own and strangers” behavior
that may take place. The.more we think about how to behave-in situa-
tions, the more ‘appropriate and effective our behavior tends.to be
(Cegala & Waldron, 1992). i

Being open to new information involves focusing on the of
communication that is taking place, not the outcome of our interactions
with strangers: i s

An otitcome orientation in sodial situations can induce mindlessness. If we
think we know how to handle a situation, we don't feel a need to pay atten-
tion. If we respond to the situation as very familiar (as a result, for example,
of overlearning), we notice’only minimal cues necessary to carry out the
proper scenarios. If, on the other hand, the situation is strange, we might be
so preoccupied with the thought of failure (“what if I make a fool of myself?")
that we miss nuances of our own and others’ behavior. In this sense, we are
mindless with respect to the immediate situation, although we may be think-
ing quite actively about outcome related issues. (Langer, 1989, p- 34)

Focusing on.the-process (eg., how we do something) allows us to be
mindful of our behavior and pay attention to the situations in which we
find ourselves. It is only wWhen we are mindful of the process of our

—

messages differ from strangers’ interpretations of those messages.
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When we are mindful, we want to negotiate meanings with strangers.
mqmm—mmummﬁmﬁwmﬁhﬁ and

ensure that they understand ours. The collaborauvt model of language
usage suggests that i ur. intera

(Clark, 1996). We try to make sure that we share similar M_fpr
each utterance with others before proceeding. When we perceive a prob-
lem in our conversations that we think may lead to misunderstandings,
we try to repair the problem (Clark, 1996). We use various conversa-
tional mechanisms ensure-that-meanings are negoti-
ated (e.g., that they establish a common ground). Ngguﬂa%meamggs
with others involves creating and reflecting our identitiesin the situation
in which we are communicating (Tracey, 2002).

When we are communicating with strangers, we tend to interpret their
messages using our own frames of reference when we are not mindful.
This frequently leads to miscommunication. When we are mindful, we
can take strangers’ perspectives into consideration (e.g., nﬁugmnﬁ_ér-
stand strangers’ meanings for their m messages rather than using our

frames of referer_l_ce to interpret strangers’ messages). This mmtably
increases the effectiveness of our communication with strangers.

From Gudykunst, W.B. Bridging Differences. Effective Intergroup Communication. 4™
edition, London: Sage Publications, 2004, pp. 28-37.



